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Three-dimensional spatial imaging in multiphoton
ionization rate measurements
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An experiment is described in which an apparatus is used to demonstrate the feasibility of measuring multi-
photon photoionization rates in the interaction of short pulsed lasers with atoms or molecules. With this
methodology, the ionization rate is measured as a function of the spatial position in the beam-waist region of
the laser through the direct three-dimensional spatial imaging of the ionization events. Thus, if the spatial
dependence of the laser beam intensity were known, a series of experiments could yield the intensity depen-
dence of multiphoton ionization without the assumptions or errors that are generally inherent in the integra-
tion over one or more dimensions in the laser focal volume. © 2004 Optical Society of America
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1. INTRODUCTION
The interaction of atoms or molecules with a femtosecond
laser field has been investigated intensively in recent
years, from both the experimental and the theoretical
point of view.1–6 For most of these experiments, the laser
beam is focused to a waist inside an interaction region,
and information about the interaction, such as the ioniza-
tion rate, is deduced from experimental data that have
been integrated over the entire focal volume. This could
lead to large uncertainties in the measured intensity de-
pendence of the interaction, since the laser focal volume
includes a distribution of laser intensity. A way to reduce
these uncertainties is to arrange a target volume that is
smaller than the focal volume. Alternately, one must as-
sume that the interaction is dominated by the highest in-
tensity near the focal point. In some cases, this assump-
tion is reasonable owing to the highly nonlinear effects of
the process. However, it has been shown7–9 that some
ionization features, such as coherence effects, may be
masked by integration over the entire focal volume. For
reduction of the uncertainty in the intensity dependence
of photoionization, several approaches have been
employed.10–13 Similar in idea, these approaches make
use of small apertures, slits, two-dimensional position-
sensitive detectors (PSDs), or time-of-flight (TOF) mea-
surements to eliminate integration over one or two spa-
tial dimensions.

In this paper, a new technique is described in which the
true three-dimensional (3-D) spatial coordinate of each
photoionized atom is measured. These data, when com-
bined with a measurement of the laser intensity as a
function of position, can be used to determine the ioniza-
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tion rate as a function of laser intensity. The technique
consists of extracting the ionized atoms with an electro-
static lens and detecting them with a two-dimensional
PSD. The PSD image determines two coordinates,
whereas the TOF determines a third coordinate. The
main difference between this new method and previously
published ones is that the entire ionized region is imaged
in all three dimensions, whereas previous techniques re-
quire integration over at least one dimension.

Details of the experimental setup are presented in Sec-
tion 2. Measured characteristics of the apparatus are de-
scribed in detail in Section 3, including the measured
magnification of the electrostatic imaging lens and a mea-
surement of the TOF to a position conversion factor. Fi-
nally, the effect of target temperature is discussed, and
the validity of the method is demonstrated.

Except where otherwise indicated, the coordinate sys-
tem of the laser beam is designated by (XL , YL , ZL),
where ZL represents the direction of propagation of the
laser beam. The coordinate system (X, Y, Z) refers to
the object space of the target, whereas the system
(Xi , Yi , t) refers to the image space. Xi , Yi are the co-
ordinates of a point on the PSD detector and are corre-
lated with a detected ion having TOF t.

2. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP
A simplified schematic of the experimental setup is shown
in Fig. 1. An exhaustive description of the apparatus can
be found elsewhere.14 Briefly, a 25-fs pulse15 of 800-nm
laser radiation at 1-kHz repetition rate is directed into an
interaction chamber filled with Rb vapor. The ionized at-
2004 Optical Society of America
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oms are then extracted by an electrostatic lens and de-
tected by a PSD. The Rb vapor is provided by a source
canister that operates via a reduction reaction whose rate
is controlled by a heater wire inside the canister.16 The
laser beam can be translated in X if the mirror and lens
assembly are translated along the x axis. The focal point
can be translated along the laser beam direction if only
the lens is translated along ZL . The base pressure of the
chamber is 10210 Torr, while the typical Rb vapor pres-
sure is ;1029 Torr. Because the PSD used in these ex-
periments is of the ‘‘single-hit’’ type,17,18 the target thick-
ness and the laser pulse energy are kept low enough that
the count rate is typically less than 300 counts per sec-
ond. This ensures that, on average, less than one target
atom is ionized per laser pulse. This limitation can be re-
duced through the use of a ‘‘multihit’’ PSD.19

After spatial filtering and collimation, the laser beam of
diameter 8 mm is focused by an f 5 200 mm focal length
lens before entering the chamber in a vertical plane and
at an angle of 55° relative to the horizontal (2Z) axis.
Theoretically, for this geometry, the Rayleigh length ZR
was 0.64 mm and the beam waist 2W0 was 25.4 mm, giv-
ing a beam spot of 5.1 3 1026 cm2. The laser peak inten-
sity Ip was 9.5 3 1011 W/cm2. In fact, direct measure-
ment of the 3-D beam profile with a CCD camera that was
translated along ZL revealed that the beam was slightly
astigmatic. Using previous methodologies, in which one
integrates over spatial coordinates, one would have had
no recourse other than to assume that the laser beam was
Gaussian. Here, however, one need not make such as-
sumptions but can use the full spatial information gained
in 3-D beam-profile measurements. The 200-mm-focal-
length lens is mounted on a translation stage and can be
moved along the laser beam direction ZL . A translation
of the mirror and lens together along the XL axis trans-
lates the beam waist in the chamber but does not alter its
position in YL or ZL .

The ion optics system acts as a magnifying lens that ex-
tracts and then spatially images the ionized atoms. The
system is composed of a solid plate (called the pusher

Fig. 1. Simplified schematic of the experimental setup.
plate) followed by a series of 34 metallic rings of thickness
1.0 mm, outer diameter 85 mm, and inner diameter 53
mm. Each of these electrodes is equally spaced, center to
center, by 5.2 mm and connected in series by 1-MV resis-
tors. The focal point of the laser is located at approxi-
mately at the center of the sixth electrode. A pusher volt-
age Vp is applied to the pusher plate, and an independent
voltage called the focus voltage Vf is applied to the seven-
teenth electrode (called the focusing ring). The last elec-
trode is grounded. The front of the PSD, located 1024
mm from the pusher plate, is also connected to ground.
Consequently, this geometry defines three regions: a
constant field extraction region (from the pusher plate to
the focusing ring), a constant field focusing region (from
the focusing ring to the last ring), and a field-free drift re-
gion (from the last ring to the front of the PSD). The in-
terface between the first two regions is characterized by
fringing fields that are resonsible for the spatial focusing
of the ionized atoms. The ion optics system was modeled
with the SIMION program.20 For this work, Vp 5 300 V
and Vf 5 263 V, which leads to Vp /Vf 5 1.14. With this
value, magnifications in the X and Y directions of roughly
23.6 were calculated at the PSD position. (The minus
sign indicates that the PSD image is inverted with re-
spect to the object.) As is shown in Section 3, the input
angle of the laser beam inside the chamber presents an
advantage: Breaking the symmetry of the system allows
direct measurements of both the conversion between ion
TOF and the object position in the Z direction, as well as
a concurrent measurement of the magnification in Y.

The arrival of a laser pulse initiates data acquisition; it
starts a time-digital converter and, following an appropri-
ate delay, forces the reading of the PSD. A ‘‘hit’’ on the
PSD generates the ‘‘stop’’ signal of the time-digital con-
verter. The PSD is a resistive anode preceded by three
40-mm-diameter microchannel plates used in the Z-stack
configuration. The PSD spatial resolution is 0.25 mm,
and the TOF resolution is between 1 and 2 ns.

3. SYSTEM CHARACTERISTICS
A. Electrostatic Lens
It is imperative to associate each PSD position Xi and Yi ,
and TOF t, with a position in the 3-D object space
(X, Y, Z). This requires a knowledge of the lens magni-
fication MX and MY along the X and Y axes as well as the
TOF to Z conversion.

The magnification in X, MX , of the electrostatic lens
was measured through translation of the mirror and lens
assembly by a known amount along the X axis and a di-
rect measurement of the corresponding Xi shift of the im-
age on the two-dimensional PSD. This method yields the
absolute value of the X magnification:

uMxu 5 4.60 6 0.05. (1)

In a similar measurement, the mirror position was kept
fixed and the lens was translated along the laser beam
axis in order to move the focal point along ZL , yielding a
measurement of the Y magnification:

uMyu 5 4.6 6 0.2. (2)
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If one knows the X and Y magnifications together with
the PSD resolution, the resolution of the system in the ob-
ject space can then be obtained: Dx 5 Dy 5 54 mm.

Translating the lens causes a shift of the image on the
detector along the Y direction but also causes a shift of
the TOF spectrum. Indeed, owing to the angle of the la-
ser beam direction with respect to the horizontal plane,
the ionized atoms have a shorter or longer TOF depend-
ing on the focal point position. Defining the zero of the Z
axis to be the center of the sixth electrode of the ion lens,
and taking into account the input angle of the laser beam,
one can associate a Z coordinate of the focal point with a
given position of the lens. This Z position can then be re-
lated to the centroid of the TOF spectrum measured for
this particular lens position (Fig. 2). This gives the con-
version from the TOF t to the Z position of the electro-
static lens:

Z 5 6.36t 2 353.14, (3)

where Z is in millimeters, and t is in microseconds.
Taking into account the TOF resolution, the resolution

Dz of the system in the object space for the Z direction is
less than 13 mm.

From the previous results, it is clear that for each de-
tected ion, its position on the PSD (Xi , Yi) and its TOF t
can be associated with a position in the 3-D object space
(X, Y, Z). However, in order for one to obtain an accu-
rate 3-D spatial image of the ionization region, the recoil
momentum given to the ion during ionization must be
negligible compared with that given by the extraction
field. One can verify this condition experimentally by
changing the polarization of the laser light; changing
from linear to circular polarization should make no sig-
nificant change to the measured image of the ionization
region. This condition was experimentally verified.
Clearly, the greater the extraction field, the more one may
neglect the recoil momentum of the ion. However, in or-

Fig. 2. Time-of-flight to Z conversion. The focal point is trans-
lated inside the chamber when the lens is translated along the
direction of propagation of the laser beam. Owing to the input
angle of the ion beam, the TOF spectrum of the ionized atoms is
shifted depending on the focal-point position. This spectrum
represents the Z position of the focal point as a function of the
centroid of the TOF spectrum. TOF to Z conversion: Z
5 6.36t 2 353.14, with t in microseconds and Z in millimeters.
der to preserve good resolution in the TOF (and thus in
the Z direction) the extraction field cannot be too large.
The choice of Vp and Vf used in this work represents a
compromise between these two constraints.

B. Effects of the Target Temperature
Thus far, only the physical limits of detector and timing
resolution have been considered in order to estimate the
best-case spatial resolution. In this section, limitation to
resolution associated with nonzero target temperature
will be considered.

Figure 3(a) represents a typical image of the ionization
region. Figure 3(b) [3(c)] is a projection of the detector
image onto the Yi axis (Xi axis) and represents the yield
of ionized atoms along the Yi axis (Xi axis). Figure 3(d)
represents the TOF spectrum associated with the detector
image. As shown in Figs. 3(b) and 3(c), a software gate of
size 0.636 mm was set on the Xi and Yi axes, which cor-
responds to a 0.138-mm gate on the X and Y axes in object
space. The TOF spectrum associated with the ions de-
tected inside the X and Y gates is also shown in Fig. 3(d).
Surprisingly, the width remains broad compared with the
TOF of the total spectrum. If the size of the laser beam
waist is taken into account, and if the ionization is as-
sumed to occur mostly inside this beam area, the width of
the TOF for the gated ions is expected to be ;19 ns. The
actual width of 600 ns is due to the thermal energy of the
target atoms, which is ;0.1 eV for these experimental
conditions. Indeed, the Rb atoms are formed at ;780 K
owing to the heater wire inside the canister source.

From Fig. 3 it is clear that the spatial (X, Y) and time
(Z) resolutions are not nearly as good as those estimated
in Section 2. The assumption that the poor resolution is
due to finite target temperature was verified by repetition
of the measurements of Fig. 3 on a laser-cooled target
(MOT). The choice of the cooling method was influenced
by the fact that the experimental setup described above is
actually a part of a more complicated system that com-
bines a MOT, an ion beam line, and a momentum spec-
trometer for the purpose of studying ion–atom
collisions.21–24 Since the purpose of the present work dif-
fers from such research, experimental details will not be
described here but can be found elsewhere.14,25

The Rb target atoms are cooled down inside the MOT to
a temperature of ;200 mK. The size of the cloud of cold
atoms is ;0.5 mm in diameter. Results are shown in Fig.
4. Figure 4(a) represents the image of the ionization re-
gion. The intense spot near the bottom of the image is
due to the cloud of cold atoms, which was not located ex-
actly at the focal point of the laser beam. The image of
the entire ionization region is slightly wider than that
seen in Fig. 3(a) because of the distortion of the ion tra-
jectories introduced by the B-field gradient applied to trap
the atoms. As in Fig. 3, Fig. 4(b) [4(c)] represents the
projection of the detector image onto the Yi axis (Xi axis),
and Fig. 4(d) represents the TOF spectrum. The Rb va-
por is composed of two isotopes, 85Rb and 87Rb, but only
the 87Rb atoms are cooled and trapped inside the MOT.
On the TOF spectrum, the broad peak extending from
2500 ns to 4500 ns corresponds mainly to the ionized
background 85Rb atoms that are still ‘‘hot,’’ whereas the
narrow peak corresponds to the cold ionized 87Rb.
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Software gates of identical size to the previous ones are
set on the Xi and Yi axes, and the TOF spectrum of the
detected atoms inside both gates is shown in Fig. 4(d).
The width of the gated TOF (21 ns) is now in very good
agreement with the expected width relative to the gate
size (19 ns).

From these results, it is clear that cold target atoms are
necessary for complete realization of the spatial resolving
potential of the system. Using a MOT is probably not the
most efficient way to measure the ionization rate as a
function of the laser intensity, since the target may not
overlap with the entire laser beam. In principle, one can
use a very localized MOT target (in order to neglect den-
sity variations in the target) that can be moved along the
path of the laser beam to probe all of the laser beam area.
However, this method supposes a very good control of the
MOT position, and the normalization of the results can
lead to important uncertainties. It seems that the sim-
plest and yet most useful system would employ a pre-
cooled supersonic expansion jet, as is commonly used in
COLTRIMS experiments.26,27 A further improvement
would be to build an ion lens system that has an even
larger magnification in order to improve the resolution in
the object space. To obtain the ionization rate as a func-
tion of the intensity of the laser field, one would then as-
sociate, for each TOF and position on the PSD, the num-
ber of detected ions R(Xi , Yi , t) to a position (X, Y, Z)
on the object space. A map of the intensity laser field
I(X, Y, Z) can be obtained independently. The ioniza-
tion rate R(X, Y, Z) can then be compared with the laser
intensity map I(X, Y, Z) to get the ionization rate as a
function of laser intensity R(I).

4. CONCLUSION
The ionization rate of atoms or molecules as a function of
the intensity inside the field of a femtosecond laser can be
obtained with an ion imaging technique. A true 3-D spa-
tial image of the ionized region is obtained with an elec-
trostatic lens in combination with a TOF technique and a
PSD. In this paper, the experimental setup and the
method used to characterize the parameters of the elec-
trostatic lens have been described. A larger detector
and/or modified ion optics could be used to further in-
crease the system’s magnification. In addition, a study of
the system shows the importance of having a cold target
in order to reach the spatial resolution required to give an
accurate measurement of the ionization rate as a function
of the laser intensity. For cold atoms or molecules, a spa-
tial resolution of 0.68 mm in X and Y and 0.13 mm in Z
Fig. 3. Use of a 700 K Rb vapor as a target. (a), typical PSD image of the ionized region; (b), projection on the Yi axis; (c), projection
on the Xi axis; (d), corresponding TOF spectra. The curve labeled ‘‘gated TOF’’ corresponds to the TOF of the ions detected inside a
DXi 5 0.636 mm by DYi 5 0.636 mm gate set on the detector image. Gate positions are shown on each projection.
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Fig. 4. As in Fig. 3, but with 200 mK 87Rb atoms in a MOT. The measured TOF width is now consistent with estimates.
are obtained. In principle, any atomic or molecular va-
por target can be studied with this kind of system, which
is relatively easy to construct. Varying the target gas
pressure would allow one to measure ionization rates for
different intensity ranges. Once the ionization rate ver-
sus intensity is known, this methodology could then be
turned around and used to map out the 3-D intensity pro-
file of the laser. This same apparatus can also be used
for momentum imaging in photoionization experiments.5

Moreover, the method can be extended to the study of
double and triple ionization, since the TOF technique al-
lows the separation of these different processes.
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