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Abstract: Mercury discharge lamps are often used because of their high efficiency; however, the usage
of mercury lamps will be restricted or forbidden for safety and environmental purposes. Finding
alternative solutions to suppress mercury is of major interest. The aim of this work is to increase
the luminous efficacy of a commercial-free mercury flat dielectric barrier discharge lamp (Planilum,
St Gobain) in order to reach the necessary conditions for the lamp to be used as a daily lighting
source. The lamp is made of two glass plates separated by a gap of 2 mm. The gap is filled by a neon
xenon mixture. The external electrodes made of transparent ITO (indium tin oxide) are deposited
on the lamp glass plates. The electrical signal applied to the electrodes generates a UV-emitting
plasma inside the gap. Phosphors deposited on the glass allow the production of visible light. The
original electrode geometry is plane-to-plane; this induces filamentary discharges. We show that
changing the plane-to-plane geometry to a coplanar geometry allows the plasma to spread all over
the electrode surface, and we can reach twice the efficacy of the lamp (32 lm/W) as compared to
the original value. Using this new electrode geometrical configuration and changing the electrical
signal from sinusoidal to a pulsed signal greatly improves the visual uniformity of the emitted light
all over the lamp. Electrical and optical parametric measurements were performed to study the
lamp characteristics. We show that it is possible to develop a free mercury lamp with an efficacy
compatible with lighting purposes.

Keywords: lamp; diagnostics; low-temperature plasma

1. Introduction

Due to its high environmental toxicity [1,2], it is envisaged to suppress the use of mer-
cury for industrial applications. Since 2005, the European community has clearly defined “a
community strategy on mercury”. It is leading to several decrees modifying the mercury’s
status and limiting its use. Especially with the RoHS directive “Restriction of the use of
certain hazardous substances in electrical and electronic equipment” which tends to restrict
its use inside electronic devices; the directive 2012/19/EU of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 4 July 2012 on waste electrical and electronic equipment (WEEE)
sets up procedures for the collection and treatment of mercury-containing devices. Very
recently, pursuant to directive 2009/125/EC of the European Parliament, the Commission
Regulation 2919/2020 of 1 October 2019 established a laying down ecodesign requirement
for light sources for upcoming years.

A few free mercury lighting sources are actually potential candidates to replace
mercury lamps as solid-state lighting (SSL) with inorganic light-emitting diode (LED)
technology or organic light-emitting diode (OLED) [3–6].

The work presented here fits into this process through the development of a flat
free mercury lamp. Our choice to suppress mercury has been to use a rare gas mixture
(neon–xenon) with sustainable and green development considerations. The main difficulty
is to reach an efficiency high enough to compete with mercury lamps.
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In this paper, electrical (current and voltage measurements) and optical studies (lumi-
nance mapping and luminous efficacy) have been performed to characterize a large flat
(0.2 m2), free mercury, dielectric barrier discharge (DBD) lamp.

The aim is to obtain a uniform light source with an efficacy compatible with lighting
applications.

We have shown that it was possible, changing the signal waveform and changing the
electrode geometry configuration to reach these two goals, uniformity and efficacy.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Planilum Lamp

The Planilum lamp is a dielectric barrier discharge (DBD) lamp. Two “Planilux”
glass plates (3.15 mm thickness transparent clear glass with 90% light transmission with
a floating process called “PLX” play the role of a dielectric (Figure 1). A gap of two
millimeters between the two glass plates is obtained by using spacers all over the surface.
Spacers are glass spheres (2 mm diameter), uniformly distributed all over the surface, every
3 cm. They allow to maintain a constant gap between the two glass plates and improve the
mechanical resistance of the lamp: the pressure inside the lamp is lower than atmospheric
pressure. The gas filling in the standard case is done with a 50% neon–xenon mixture at
250 mbar. On the internal surface, a phosphor layer is deposited by spray coating with
a patterned design. The phosphor layer is made of a mixture of three phosphors: red
(Y,Gd)BO3:Eu, green LaPO4:Ce,Tb and blue BaMg2Al166O27:Eu. Transparent electrodes
are on the outer surface. The plasma inside the gap is produced by applying a high
voltage (1500–2000 V) between the electrodes. The plasma considered in this study is a
vacuum ultraviolet (VUV) emitter [7,8] (147–173 nm), the VUV emission is converted by
the phosphor layer onto a visible emission light passing through the phosphor and glass
layers toward the exterior. These flat Planilum lamps are part of a recent trend of lighting
sources that integrate the light source and the lamp (Figure 1). The lighting surface is
36 × 46 cm, as the lamp is 60 × 60 cm.
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Figure 1. Planilum structure [9].

2.2. Experimental Studies

For the electrical and optical measurements, we performed 10 replicates. For lumi-
nance and efficacy, we get a standard deviation of 10%.

Standard Case

The commercial case is a lamp powered by a 2000 V sinusoidal wave at a 20 kHz
fixed frequency. A resonant power supply is used. For domestic lighting, few frequencies
are allowed in order to avoid flickering; the frequencies used are from 20 kHz to 60 kHz.
For these frequencies, the output signal has no impact on flickering and no sanitary or
biological impact on human safety. The reference structure is a plane-to-plane electrode
configuration. The electrodes are deposited all over the glass plate surface.

In this study, an adjustable power supply from 10 to 100 kHz with inductive adaptation
is used. Under these standard conditions, as is shown in Figure 2, the luminance from the
lamp surface is not uniform. To the naked eye, numerous moving dots are observed. These
dots are due to filamentary discharges formed inside the gap and normal to the surface.
As the measurements are made on top of the lamp, only the head of the filament can be
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observed. Filaments are temporally desynchronized spatially moving. These filaments
produce a swarming surface during operation. Figure 2 shows the lamp current and
voltage distribution as a function of time. Each period we can see two strong current peaks
detaching from the capacitive current. Inside each current peaks, numerous discharges
take place.

Plasma 2021, 4 FOR PEER REVIEW  3 
 

 

the lamp surface is not uniform. To the naked eye, numerous moving dots are observed. 

These dots are due to filamentary discharges formed inside the gap and normal to the 

surface. As the measurements are made on top of the lamp, only the head of the filament 

can be observed. Filaments are temporally desynchronized spatially moving. These fila-

ments produce a swarming surface during operation. Figure 2 shows the lamp current 

and voltage distribution as a function of time. Each period we can see two strong current 

peaks detaching from the capacitive current. Inside each current peaks, numerous dis-

charges take place. 

 
 

Figure 2. (Left) typical current and voltage for Planilum©  lamp, Saint Gobain Research, Paris, France (2000 V-20 kHz). 

(Right) luminance measurement for the same conditions [9,10]. 

Figure 2 (right) shows the luminance measurement; all the visible lines emission are 

integrated. There are no drastic changes for other frequencies. To determine the efficacy, 

the lamp voltage and current are measured. We then can have access to the mean con-

sumed power and luminance (Figure 2). This allows the evaluation of the lamp’s luminous 

flux. The lamp emission is Lambertian. The 2D luminance measurements are performed 

by a Rollei d30-flex luminance meter from LMK. The LMK2000 software gives a 2D map-

ping of the luminance as well as its cross-section. A 12 lm/W efficacy for the Planilum 

lamp from Saint Gobain Recherche (SGR), Paris, France, with standard conditions is ob-

tained. 

Spectra measurements confirm the discrete emission of the lamp (Figure 3). The op-

tical spectrum allows getting the color temperature of the light. Most visible light comes 

from the three phosphors. Some Infrared emissions come from the discharge itself, like 

the 823 and 828 nm from xenon and neon. From the spectroradiometer Spec BIOS 1211UV, 

the CIE 1931 chromaticity diagram, the color temperature and the color rendering index 

(CRI) could be determined as shown in Figure 4. The CRI is 83.80.5 and the color temper-

ature 3330 ± 20 K. The objective of the manufacturer (SGR) is 3500 K, but during the first 

300 h, there is a slight shift from 100% to 90–95%. During our studies, for different regimes 

(20–40 kHz), no worthy color temperature changes have been being observed. 

Figure 2. (Left) typical current and voltage for Planilum© lamp, Saint Gobain Research, Paris, France (2000 V-20 kHz).
(Right) luminance measurement for the same conditions [9,10].

Figure 2 (right) shows the luminance measurement; all the visible lines emission are
integrated. There are no drastic changes for other frequencies. To determine the efficacy, the
lamp voltage and current are measured. We then can have access to the mean consumed
power and luminance (Figure 2). This allows the evaluation of the lamp’s luminous flux.
The lamp emission is Lambertian. The 2D luminance measurements are performed by a
Rollei d30-flex luminance meter from LMK. The LMK2000 software gives a 2D mapping of
the luminance as well as its cross-section. A 12 lm/W efficacy for the Planilum lamp from
Saint Gobain Recherche (SGR), Paris, France, with standard conditions is obtained.

Spectra measurements confirm the discrete emission of the lamp (Figure 3). The
optical spectrum allows getting the color temperature of the light. Most visible light comes
from the three phosphors. Some Infrared emissions come from the discharge itself, like the
823 and 828 nm from xenon and neon. From the spectroradiometer Spec BIOS 1211UV, the
CIE 1931 chromaticity diagram, the color temperature and the color rendering index (CRI)
could be determined as shown in Figure 4. The CRI is 83.80.5 and the color temperature
3330 ± 20 K. The objective of the manufacturer (SGR) is 3500 K, but during the first 300 h,
there is a slight shift from 100% to 90–95%. During our studies, for different regimes
(20–40 kHz), no worthy color temperature changes have been being observed.
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Figure 4. The CIE 1931 color space chromaticity diagram of the standard lamp.

3. Results

From the standard commercial case, our aim is to generate a uniform lighting surface
and improve the luminous efficacy. Dielectric barrier discharge (DBD) has been extensively
studied; it has been shown that the voltage waveform plays an important role in the
generation of different discharge regime. Usually, a uniform regime is easily obtained by a
pulse voltage supply as mentioned by Carman and Mildren [11,12] and Kogelschatz et al.
for general DBD [13] or by J. Lee et al. [14] and Urakabe et al. [15] for the flat lamp.

3.1. Pulse Power Supply

Using a pulse power supply, the discharge regime produces a uniform light surface
emission; it will be called a homogeneous regime.

During the increase of the voltage, different self-organization patterns are observed,
as illustrated in Figure 5. At 1400 V (20 kHz), close to the breakdown voltage, a multitude
of dots covers the surface. At 1500 V, joining dots form lines, then forming hexagons.
Increasing the voltage again, we get a uniform regime. Uniform and self-organization
regimes can exist at the same time as we can see at 1600 V. The last picture of Figure 5 at
2000 V shows the uniform regime [10,16].
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Figure 5. Patterns during ignition (A) 1400 V, (B) 1500 V, (C) 1600 V and (D) 2000 V [16]. Camera
Dimage A2 Konika Minolta, 1/25 s, F5.6 iso 4000.

In Figure 6, ICCD imaging confirms the previous naked-eye observations: in sinu-
soidal mode, filaments are observed; on the contrary, for pulse voltage mode, we get a
uniform light. The uniformity of the emitted light is due to the time synchronization of
all the filaments in the discharge plasma. The filaments synchronization is also observed
on the current waveform: a stable narrow current peak for a pulsed signal, instead of
a large unstable shifting peak for sinusoidal case. A mapping of the luminance from a
36 × 46 cm Planilum lamp is shown in Figure 7, under standard conditions (250 mbar,
2000 V, 20 kHz) excepted the waveform, which is a pulse form. The applied scale is log-
arithmic, which is closer to human vision. The surface is full filled with light and does
not show filamentary discharges. We observe that the light emission is mostly uniform
all over the lamp surface. The uniformity is one of the lamp characteristics we wanted to
achieve. The luminance is greater in the center than in the border, as shown by the image
with a linear scale. There are two reasons: the electric field is lower on the border due to
the absence of electrodes on it, and some planarity changes between the center maintained
by spherical spacers as the border of the lamp are maintained by frit sealing. However, the
difference in the luminance is imperceptible to the naked eye.
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Figure 6. ICCD imaging, on (left) sinusoidal and on (right) pulse. The ICCD camera used is a
Princeton Instrument PI MAX; each picture was integrated over 5 periods. Gate is 5 microseconds for
a half-period in the positive half-wave. The spacers (dark dots) are separated by 3 cm.
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Figure 7. Mapping of the luminance for the 36 × 46 cm Planilum©, 250 mbar, pulse amplitude 2000 V, 20 kHz, on the right
log scale on the left linear scale. 10 replicates, standard deviation 10%.

The rise time of the pulse waveform is short, from 50 to 100 ns (Figure 8), followed by
a slower decreasing slope. The duty cycle is fixed at 1%. These times are characteristics of
our power supply, the electric circuit and the lamp capacitance. It is not possible to adjust
them. Electromagnetic compatibility tests were performed by the company to follow the
actual norms. The shape of the discharge current is a unique peak, narrower than the one
obtained with sinusoidal power supply. The fast rise time is responsible for this.
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Figure 8. Electric measurements on Planilum lamp (20 kHz-2000 V) for pulse power supply.

3.2. Optimizations Studies: Efficacy vs. (Pressure, Frequency and Power)

The luminance and the luminous efficacy were measured for several powers, frequen-
cies and two filling pressure of 50% neon-xenon mixture; a synthesis of the obtained results
is shown in Figure 9.
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Figure 9. Luminance and efficacy as a function of power, frequencies (20–40 kHz) and 2 pressures (100–400 mbar) in
plane-to-plane geometry and pulse power supply. Duty cycle 1%. 10 replicates, standard deviation 10%.

The duty cycle used was 1%. This value was chosen from our experimental experiment
and justified by the literature. From Shiga and al. [17–19], the duty cycle is an important
parameter on the efficacy and the consumed power. For a fixed pressure:

• The luminance increases with the power as the excimer production. There is more
UV photon produced by the discharge converted on a visible wavelength by the
phosphors;

• An increase in the frequency shifts the luminance value toward high power. For the
same applied voltage, it is possible to achieve higher luminance using higher power
and higher frequency. Efficacy decreases with power and frequency;

• Efficacy is calculated from measured luminance and power. The increase of the current
leads to an increase of the consumed power faster than the luminance so guiding a
decrease of the efficacy.

We can see in Figure 9 that the efficacy increases with pressure. Unfortunately, the
breakdown voltage increases also with pressure. This will lead to an operating voltage too
high to be used for a lighting source.

The jump in luminance observed at 20 kHz, and 100 mbar from 140 watts is probably
due to a better spreading of the plasma on the electrodes.

The best efficacy is obtained for the lower frequency, which is the regime needed
the lower power, but with a drawback of lower light emission. For the same voltage
(arbitrary at 100 W), an increase of the pressure produces an increase of the luminance from
1200 cd/m to 3000 cd/m and better efficacy. For information, the mean luminous efficacy
over all frequencies and powers for each pressure increases from 12 lm/W at 100 mbar to
22 lm/W at 400 mbar.
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For the standard geometry (plane-to-plane electrode configuration), using a pulsed
electrical signal does not significantly improve the luminous efficacy (14 lm/W vs. 12 lm/W).
On the other hand, the visual aspect is highly improved: swarming of the light emission
with sinusoidal voltage due to alternate filamentary discharges opposites to a flat uniform
light emission for the pulse power supply.

Change to the pulse power supply with standard electrode geometry improves the
efficacy of the Planilum DBD lamp slightly, but we get a substantial gain on the uniformity.
The lamp uniformity was one of our goals in this work. The next step will be to improve
the luminous efficacy by changing the electrode configuration.

3.3. Geometry Influence

To improve the luminous efficacy, we changed the electrode geometry configuration.
The electrode configuration is a structural parameter easily modifiable and acts directly on
the discharge characteristic. We developed a complementary coplanar electrode geometry
configuration. The aim of this geometry was to improve the luminous production by
spreading the discharge over the electrodes and then increase the photon’s production for
a given power. The electrode surface is smaller, leading to a lower capacity then decreasing
the capacitive current. Our complementary coplanar geometry is composed of coplanar
electrode’s band facing themselves shifted by the electrode’s width. In this study, electrodes
are powered alternatively to improve the spreading of the discharge. Figure 10 shows
the alternate configuration of this geometry: two consecutive electrodes on the same side
are powered by opposite polarity. Different possible discharge shapes are represented in
Figure 11. The last shape is never obtained in the voltage range of our study. Beyond
reducing capacitive losses by removing about half of the surface’s electrodes, this geometry
has several advantages to achieve better efficacy:

• The shifting of the electrodes allows a spreading more important than the size of the
2 mm plan-to-plan gap. This spreading leads to a decrease in the electrical field. Low
electrical fields induce a better excimer production [20,21];

• The surface reduction of the electrode decreases the optical transmission losses through
the electrodes, allowing the same output for lower power.
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Figure 10. A schematic of the principle of complementary coplanar geometry. The three stages of the
development of the discharge in orange. The last case requires higher voltages than those available
with our power supply, so this case was never observed. (based on experimental observations).
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Figure 11. Pictures of the lamp with complementary coplanar electrodes for two voltages at 250 mbar and 20 kHz.

In the following, the complementary coplanar geometry is studied for a lamp with a
36 × 46 cm lighting surface. The width of the electrode bands is 4 cm, as the shifting.

4. Discussion

Light emission with alternate complementary coplanar geometry is a succession of
bright and dark lines. The optimal regime is not achieved as dark spaces are observed. In
the bright zone, despite the impulse waveform, the regime is not homogeneous: filaments
are observed with a fast ICCD camera. In Figure 11, two pictures are presented for high and
low voltage (1500 V and 2400 V). The bright surfaces increase gradually with the voltage.
The discharge operates in a plane-to-plane state, but neither in a pure coplanar state.
Discharges spread on the other side on the electrodes with opposite polarities. Visually, as
the voltage increases, dark bands centered on the electrodes gradually narrow.

Figure 12 shows a map of the luminance from a 250 mbar lamp in alternate comple-
mentary configuration with pulse voltage. At 2200 V for 20 kHz, some irregularities are
visible on the first and the third band due to filaments. Filaments could only be observed
with an ICCD camera. The dark bands have a higher luminance than the outside of the
lamp. The dark bands correspond to the region where the plasma does not completely
spread. Increasing the voltage allows to spread more the plasma on the electrodes; the
bright bands are more important. On the left, the scale is linear; on the right logarith-
mic. The logarithmic scale is closest to the human vision. At 3000 V, the discharge is
homogeneous but not uniform all over the surface due to darker bands.

The complementary electrodes configuration induces a stable regime with similar
efficacies over the power at a fixed pressure (Figure 13). On the contrary, increasing the
pressure allows an increase of the mean efficacy from 12 lm/W to 22 lm/W. Compared
to the standard plane-to-plane configuration, the electrode width influences the current
density by decreasing the electrode surface and capacity. The discharge current stops
quicker with lower current density. The efficacy of 30 lm/W is almost double than the
standard case (plane-to-plane and sinusoidal voltage).

Parametric studies as a function of the waveform (sinusoidal or pulse) and pressure
are summarized in Table 1. Increasing the pressure with complementary alternate coplanar
geometry and with fast rise time pulse power supply leads to an improvement of the lamp
efficacy.
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Table 1. Summary of the mean efficacy for alternate complementary coplanar configuration for
several pressures and waveforms. The plane-to-plane geometry is retained as a reference. Based on
the results presented in Figure 13, the standard deviation is 10%.

Pressure Ne–Xe 50%
Mean Efficacy (lm/W)

Plane-to-Plane Complementary Configuration

(mbar) Pulse Sinus Pulse

100 12 14 29
150 14 15 30
200 15 15 28
250 17 16 30
300 19 30
400 22 31

5. Conclusions

A commercial Planilum lamp from Saint Gobain Recherche, Paris, France, was studied.
Its luminous efficacy in the typical configuration is 12 lm/W. This lamp was commercialized
in 2008. The target market was not general lighting but design or architectural lighting.
With an impulse voltage instead of a sinusoidal voltage, the luminous efficacy is slightly
improved to 14 lm/W. Nevertheless, with pulse waveform, the visual aspect is greatly
improved with a uniform aspect rather than a swarming aspect. Changing the electrodes
configuration to a complementary coplanar electrode configuration gives a huge efficacy
improvement. Coupled with the pulse power supply allowing a uniform aspect and high
pressure, the efficacies measured (29–31 lm/W) are double of the commercial case. This
electrode’s change could be easily incorporated into the industrial process. Of course,
the light emission is no more uniform, and the target market must be changed. The
luminance is also a key parameter as the lamp must be watched directly without any glare.
Solutions to reduce the high luminance could be dimming as in the Planon lamp [22] or
using a diffuse surface as LED [23]. Another field of application for this lamp could be the
decontamination of surfaces by changing the phosphor layer and the glass [24].
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