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Abstract: Proton laser-plasma-based acceleration has nowadays achieved a substantial maturity
allowing to seek for possible practical applications, as for example Particle Induced X-ray Emission
with few MeV protons. Here we report about the design, implementation, and characterization of a
few MeV laser-plasma-accelerated proton beamline in air using a compact and cost-effective beam
transport line based on permanent quadrupole magnets. The magnetic beamline coupled with a
laser-plasma source based on a 14-TW laser results in a well-collimated proton beam of about 10 mm
in diameter propagating in air over a few cm distance.

Keywords: laser-plasma accelerator; TNSA; laser-accelerated protons; magnetic beamline; Particle
Induced X-ray Emission

1. Introduction

After decades of fundamental research in laser-plasma particle acceleration, nowadays
this novel acceleration technique is experiencing a great impulse towards implementation
for practical applications. The possibility to achieve laser-based particle acceleration with a
compact setup is a very appealing factor for the development of high-quality electron [1]
and proton/ion [2] accelerators. Specifically concerning protons, a few to hundreds of
MeV particle energy can be achieved via laser-based acceleration [3,4]. Some examples of
envisaged or already implemented practical applications of laser-accelerated protons are
radiotherapy with tens to hundreds of MeV protons [4,5], as well as the radiography of laser
directly-driven implosions [6] and imaging of fast laser-generated magnetic fields [7–9]
with tens of MeV protons. Concerning lower energy beams, a few MeV protons can be used
for material characterization and surface/superficial processes [10], like Particle-Induced
X-ray Emission (PIXE). PIXE is a high-sensitivity non-destructive analysis technique that
enables to perform quantitative characterization of the surface elemental composition of
materials by measuring the characteristic X-ray emission induced by proton irradiation [11].
PIXE is typically implemented using 2 to 3 MeV proton beams from classical electrostatic
accelerators.

Pulsed proton beams with a few MeV particle energy can indeed be efficiently gen-
erated with laser intensities of about 1019 W/cm2 via the so-called Target Normal Sheath
Acceleration (TNSA) process [3,4,12–15]. Briefly, in the TNSA process, an ultraintense
laser beam is focused on a thin solid target creating a hot plasma; the fast electrons thereby
generated are ejected, inducing a strong electric field normal to the rear surface of the
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TNSA target; protons and ions are then accelerated by such a high field. Intensities needed
to trigger the TNSA process are routinely achieved using laser systems with a peak power
of tens of TW which can run at a repetition rate up to 10 Hz, and are nowadays available
in many research laboratories worldwide as well as commercially available as standard
products [16,17].

The implementation of laser-plasma accelerated proton beams for PIXE application
have been recently investigated [18–23], mainly with modeling and simulations. In [18], a
detailed analysis is performed by a Monte Carlo simulation of PIXE measurements using a
realistic laser-driven few MeV proton source with broad band energy spectrum and a single
photon counting CCD camera for spectral analysis of the X-ray emission from the irradiated
sample. Interestingly, it was shown that implementing measurements with different
energy distributions, i.e., cut-off energy, can allow to extract quantitative information of
inhomogeneous samples, i.e., with a depth-dependent elemental composition, performing
the so-called “Differential PIXE” measurements [24]. Indeed, the cut-off energy of laser-
accelerated protons can be tuned by adjusting the laser-plasma interaction conditions,
as for example the position of the TNSA target with respect to the laser focus. In [19], a
Monte Carlo simulation of laser-driven PIXE experiments using few MeV laser-accelerated
protons is presented, showing the feasibility of measurements on materials of importance
for the cultural heritage context. Of particular importance, in [20], the effect of the TNSA
fast electrons on the PIXE signal have been analyzed and quantified. Simulations showed
that the contribution of such fast electrons is not negligible, and therefore their removal
from the beam path is mandatory. In [21], measurements are reported of the characteristics
X-ray emission from samples in vacuum after single pulse irradiation with laser-accelerated
particles generated using the very powerful TITAN laser of the Jupiter Laser facility at
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. In [22], a detailed study is reported on the
design of a magnetic beamline for laser-accelerated proton energy up to 20 MeV and the
final spot of about 10 mm2, comprised of focusing with magnetic quadrupoles and energy
selection with a magnetic chicane. In [23], a detailed experimental investigation on the use
of a laser-driven particle source for quantitative PIXE analysis and EDX spectroscopy in
vacuum is reported.

In general, a key and very appealing characteristic when using few MeV protons for
practical applications is the possibility of having access to the particle beam in ambient
atmosphere, i.e., with external beam [25]. This allows one to easily irradiate a sample in
atmospheric conditions, which is necessary when the sample cannot be placed in vacuum
(e.g., biological specimen and samples containing volatile components [26–28]), or when
many samples have to be analyzed in a limited period of time avoiding sample exchange
in vacuum (e.g., aerosol samples [29,30]). Although the proton beam accelerated via TNSA
propagates mainly towards the direction normal to the rear side of the laser-plasma target,
it has a divergence of typically 10◦ to 15◦ half-angle [31–34]. Therefore, for practical use
of the laser-accelerated protons, a magnetic transport beamline has to be implemented in
order to transfer the protons from the TNSA source to the application site [22,31,35,36].
Moreover, the magnetic beamline (MBL) can remove the unwanted fast electrons created
during TNSA.

Here we report about the design, implementation, and characterization of a few MeV
laser-plasma-accelerated proton beamline in air using a compact and cost-effective proton
transport based on permanent quadrupole magnets. The MBL is coupled with a TNSA
laser-plasma proton source based on a 14-TW laser, resulting in a collimated few MeV
proton beam of about 10 mm in diameter propagating in air over a few cm distance.

2. Results and Discussion
2.1. Magnetic Beamline Design

The MBL is specifically designed to achieve a few MeV proton beam of about a 10-mm
diameter collimated over a few centimeters in length when propagating in air.
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The MBL consists of magnetic quadrupoles comprising standard neodymium-based
commercial permanent magnets of 25 × 12 × 4 mm3 dimensions that are embedded in
a soft iron supporting cage, as shown schematically in Figure 1a. The simple design
and components of the developed permanent quadrupoles results in a compact and cost-
effective beamline.

c)

d)

255 mm

Vacuum flange

a) b)

290 mm

 b)

Figure 1. Design of the magnetic beamline: (a) Schematic of the quadrupoles, the green shows the four permanent magnets,
the brown shows the supporting soft-iron structure, dimensions in mm; (b) magnetic field in the quadrupole measured at
position x = 0 close to the permanent magnet surface: Measured values (black points), numerically reconstructed field (blue
line), supergaussian fit (blue dashed line), truncated ideal quadrupole field (red line); (c) vertical cross section of the MBL
simulation (Qi are the quadrupoles and Di the virtual detectors used in the simulation); and (d) horizontal cross section of
the MBL simulation.
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The transport of the laser-accelerated protons through the MBL is studied using the
Monte Carlo GEANT4 toolkit [37] (see Methods for details). An analytical function for the
magnetic field of the quadrupoles is used in the GEANT4 simulations. Such a function is
obtained by fitting the magnetic field numerically, reconstructed from actual measurements,
of which an example is reported in Figure 1b (see Materials and Methods for details). In
Figure 1b, the truncated ideal quadrupole magnetic field is also reported as a reference for
comparison. The aim of the simulation is to find a configuration of the MBL that efficiently
transfers the few MeV divergent proton beam from the TNSA source to a collimated beam
in air. The proton beam exits the vacuum chamber through a Kapton window of a 10-mm
diameter and 13-µm thickness, which sustains a vacuum to the 10−4 mbar level. The
compact MBL set-up comprises six quadrupole magnets placed with alternating field
orientation and gaps of 5 mm, 15 mm, 5 mm, 45 mm, and 35 mm between each other
starting from the TNSA source side. The total length of the MBL is 255 mm. The first
quadrupole is placed at 12.5 mm from the TNSA source and the overall distance between
the Kapton window and the TNSA source is measured to be 290(5) mm. In Figure 1c,d the
schematics of the two orthogonal transverse cross sections of the MBL are shown along
with the simulated proton beam trajectories (see Materials and Methods).

The characteristics of the proton beam transported in air is evaluated in details by
performing simulations at an initial proton energy in narrow ranges. In Figure 2a, the
particle distribution and the final energy obtained in air at 1 cm after the Kapton window
are reported for initial energy in the ranges 2.4 to 2.6 MeV, 2.9 to 3.1 MeV, and 3.4 to 3.6 MeV.
To compare with the experimental measurements, the time-of-flight (ToF) of the protons as
a function of the initial energy is also evaluated. The graph reported in Figure 2b shows
the ToF as well as the final energy considering the transport through the MBL, the Kapton
window, and 1 cm of air at ambient conditions.

Figure 2. Proton beam characteristics at 1 cm after Kapton windows. (a) Proton particles distribution and final energy at
various initial energy ranges calculated over an area of 40 mm× 40 mm centred on the MBL axis at position (20 mm, 20 mm);
the highlighted numbers represents the values on the MBL axis; (b) graph of the ToF as function of the initial proton energy,
with final energy also indicated.
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The properties of the proton beam when propagating in air are analyzed using the
software SRIM [38]. Figure 3a reports the proton trajectory for an initial point-like beam
with a flat energy spectrum, from 4.0 to 1.7 MeV, impinging normally to the 13-µ Kapton
window and propagating through 4 cm of air. The resulting final spread of the beam in the
transverse direction is in the order of a few mm. The graph in Figure 3b shows the final
energy distribution after propagation through the Kapton window and the 4 cm path in air,
with a sloping down trailing energy tail to zero energy, due to convolution with energy
straggling effects and partial stopping of the lower energy protons (the range of 1.7 MeV
protons in air, after losing energy in passing through the Kapton window, is 3.9 cm).

Figure 3. SRIM calculations of the few MeV proton beam propagation through the Kapton window and the 4-cm path
in air: (a) Ensemble of the protons trajectories; (b) final proton energy distribution assuming an initial flat distribution of
1000 protons per unit energy.

In order to evaluate the effect of the MBL on the fast electrons produced during the
TNSA process, a GEANT4 simulation assuming a flat energy distribution between 0.1 and
1 MeV is performed. The result of such a simulation experiment is reported in Figure 4 and
clearly shows that the fast electrons are very efficiently filtered out by the MBL.

Figure 4. The effect of the magnetic Beamline on the TNSA fast electrons.

2.2. Experiments

A schematic representation of the compact laser-based accelerator realized and tested
is reported in Figure 5. The laser system used is the TW laser beamline at the Intense
Laser Irradiation Laboratory of the CNR-INO in Pisa [39] . The laser beam is guided by
multiple steering mirrors to an off-axis parabolic (AOP) mirror. The intensity in the focus
is estimated to be several times 1019 W/cm2 (see Materials and Methods). The TNSA
laser target used is a 5-micrometer thick titanium foil, whose position is controlled by a
three-axis motorized stage with micrometer resolution. An optical camera is used to image
the laser target in order to control the position of the laser focus on the titanium foil.

In Figure 6, the picture of the actual compact laser accelerator is reported, showing
the laser beam transport line, the OAP mirror, the TNSA laser target, the MBL, and the
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Kapton window. The MBL is supported by a motorized linear stage that can be remotely
controlled to insert and remove the MBL from the proton beam path.

Figure 5. Schematic of the experimental setup, showing the laser-plasma target, the compact mag-
netic beamline, and the proton beam diagnostics after the Kapton window, alternatively the EBT3
radiochromic film or the Si PIN diode for Time of Flight measurements.

MBL Laser Target
Kapton window

Figure 6. Picture of the actual compact accelerator, highlighting the TNSA laser target, the compact
magnetic beamline, and the Kapton window to let the proton beam exit in air. In the picture, the
MBL has been removed from the proton beam propagation direction using the dedicated motorized
stage for better visualization.
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The energy of the laser-generated proton beam is characterized with ToF measure-
ments with the particle detector placed in air at 1 cm after the Kapton window. In Figure 7,
the typical ToF traces measured with and without the MBL are shown. These data represent
the maximum cut-off energy which is achieved when optimizing the TNSA process. When
the TNSA target is moved out from the optimal position, proton beams with lower cut-off
energy are obtained.

The actual cut-off energy value is inferred from the ToF data by the onset of the
steep rising edge of the proton signal relative to the reference time corresponding to the
laser-plasma interaction on the titanium foil target (t = 0). Such a reference time is set at
1.0 ns before the onset of the first ToF peak which is due mainly to the fast electrons with a
contribution from X-rays from the laser-plasma (see Material and Methods Experiments
section for details). The maximum cut-off proton energy achieved is ≈3 MeV in agreement
with reported scaling law for the TNSA process [34,40]. The uncertainty on the cut-off
proton energy determined by ToF measurements is estimated to be 0.2 MeV (see the
Material and Methods Experiments section for details). Importantly, the first peak in the
ToF traces is suppressed when using the MBL, confirming that fast electrons are removed
from the proton beam path.

Figure 7. Time-of-flight measurements with and without the MBL: The first peak is due to fast
electrons and X-rays, and the second peak is due to protons (cut-off energy highlighted).

Radiochromic EBT3 films [41] are used to characterize the spatial distribution of
the proton beam in air and to perform dosimetry. The results from EBT3 film irradiation
experiments are reported in Figure 8. For direct and easier comparison between simulations
and experiments, Figure 8a shows the particle distribution from GEANT4 simulation at
1 cm after the Kapton window considering a beam with a flat initial energy distribution
from 1.7 MeV to 3.5 MeV. In Figure 8b, the image of the EBT3 film at 1 cm after the Kapton
window irradiated by 8 shots is reported. In Figure 8c, the image of the EBT3 film at 4 cm
after the Kapton window irradiated by 15 shots is reported showing slight ellipticity of the
proton beam due to the MBL. The experimental measurements show a good agreement
with the simulated beam reported in Figure 8a. The proton beam after 4-cm propagation in
air shows a smoother profile with a few mm gradient region at the edge of the beam in
agreement with the SRIM calculations. These results confirm that the MBL is producing a
well-collimated proton beam for several centimeters in the air.

The delivered dose is evaluated from the optical density of the scanned EBT3 ra-
diochromic film and the calibrations reported for mono-energetic protons [42,43]. Thus the
calculated average dose is 1 Gy/shot and 0.4 Gy/shot after propagating in air for 1 cm and
4 cm respectively with an uncertainty estimated to be in the order of 20% (see the Material
and Methods Experiments section). The reduced dose measured further away from the
Kapton window reflects the loss of lower energy protons in air, as from the calculations
reported in Figure 3b. The proton particle fluence per shot after propagating 4 cm in the air
is estimated to be 3× 107 cm−2.
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Figure 8. Measurements with EBT3 radiochromic films and comparison with simulation: (a) Proton
beam cross section calculated with a GEANT4 toolkit: (b) EBT3 measurement at 1 cm from Kapton
window (8 shots); (c) EBT3 measurement at 4 cm after the Kapton window (15 shots). The lower scale
bar applies to both EBT3 film images. In (b), the shadow from a metal wire is present. The contrast in
(c) has been altered for better visualization of the image.

3. Conclusions

A laser-accelerated proton beamline delivering 3-MeV particle energy has been con-
ceived, designed, realized, and tested, aimed at practical applications, like PIXE measure-
ments. The proton source used is based on the TNSA process and implemented using a
14 TW laser system. Quadrupole permanent magnets are used to transport the protons
from the TNSA source to the sample site in air through a thin Kapton window. The mag-
netic beamline design is compact and cost-effective and has been defined using Monte
Carlo simulations in order to achieve a collimated proton beam over several cm in length,
as well as to remove unwanted fast electrons from the beam path.

From dosimetry measurements, the number of few MeV protons after propagating
4 cm in air is estimated to be 2 × 109 in 100 shots, which is on the same order as the
number of protons impinging on the PIXE sample used in the simulation experiments
reported in [18,19]. This finding indicates that PIXE measurements are feasible with the
presented laser-plasma accelerated proton beamline within tens of seconds assuming a
10-Hz repetition rate operation. Finally, it is noted that the energy spectrum of the laser-
accelerated proton beam can be easily tuned (by moving the TNSA target with respect to
the laser focus) in order to have different cut-off energies, therefore allowing to implement
differential PIXE measurements of in-homogeneous samples in depth [18].

4. Materials and Methods
4.1. Quadrupole Magnets

Each magnetic quadrupole comprises 4 permanent neodymium-based magnets of a
25× 12× 4 mm3 dimension with a nominal surface field of 1.2 T. The magnets are arranged
with the field alternatively oriented in a soft iron frame of a 40× 40× 25 mm3 dimension
to gives a quadrupole field at the first order. This represents the simplest quadrupole
design allowing, at the same time, for the largest effective free aperture. However, in the
case of a square aperture bounded of permanent magnets, the quadrupole field cannot be
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approximated as an ideal field as the equipotential surfaces are not hyperbolic. For this
reason, the actual field has been carefully measured and then simulated to obtain a proper
approximation of the relative multipole field expansion.

The orthogonal component of the magnetic field has been measured using a Hall
probe along parallel paths taken at different distances from the entrance. Using these
results as matching points, the complete 3D field has been simulated using Radia [44,45], a
software package build in C++ and interfaced with Mathematica (Wolfram Research). The
focusing/defocusing properties of each device has been preliminary calculated using [46]:

fc = 1/k sin(kL) ' 8.4 cm, fd = −1/k sinh(kL) ' −7.4 cm (1)

for focusing and defocusing length respectively, where k = (q∂xBx/p)1/2 was calculated
for 3-MeV protons with q and p the proton charge and momentum, respectively. The
considered transverse gradient was ∂xBx = 110 T/m while L = 25 mm is the longitudinal
quadrupole length. In terms of these parameters, the whole design of the magnetic line,
which is made of six elements, has been roughly defined according to the classical thick lens
equation. The preliminary design takes into account that it is possible (in ideal conditions)
to focalize a monoenergetic bunch in the same point in both orthogonal planes using a
combination of identical devices. This properties follows from (kL)2 ' 0.35 6� 1, which
implies remarkably different focal lengths fc 6' − fd (see Equation (1)). Clearly, the whole
guiding system remains intrinsically astigmatic as the case of the thin lens approximation.
Finally, the fine optimization has been obtained through several tests performed with
GEANT4, in which an analytical model for the 3D magnetic field has been implemented to
take into account the fringe field. An analytical approximation has been chosen instead
of the complete Radia fields in order to drastically speed up the simulation process. No
relevant differences has been observed in the final results considering a realistic protons
bunch. In more detail, the transverse component of the field was used B⊥ = A(Bx, 0, Bz),
where A is a supergaussian amplitude, while the Bx,z components are given by:

Bx =
(

K0 − K1
2 z4

)
x +

(
K1z2 − K1

10 x2
)

x3,

Bz = −
(

K0 − K1
2 x4

)
z−

(
K1x2 − K1

10 z2
)

z3,
(2)

where k0 and k1 are free fit parameters. Expressions (2) can be directly obtained trough a
Taylor’s expansions considering a square symmetry and the divergenceless and irrotational
conditions on the fields.

4.2. Monte Carlo Simulations of the Quadrupole Beamline

The entire quadrupole beamline was designed and simulated using a code devel-
oped on purpose using the GEANT4 library toolkit [47,48]. In particular, all the vol-
umes/materials making up the quadrupole structure were taken into account (as it can
be realized looking at Figures 1 and 4), as well as the detailed vacuum flange and Kapton
window structures. The expressions given in Equation (2) were used for the magnetic
fields. The G4EmPenelopePhysics physics list was used. For each run, a total number
of 2.5× 107 primary protons (or electrons, in the case shown in Figure 4) was used. The
angle ϑ between the original direction of each primary particle and the symmetry axis of
the system is distributed according to a gaussian function, i.e., P(ϑ) ∝ exp(−ϑ2/σ2

ϑ), with
σϑ ' 13◦. According to the existing literature, this is a typical value for few MeV TNSA
protons [31–34]. For each run, the total number, mean energy, r.m.s. energy, and average
arrival times of the particles of interest (protons or electrons) were sampled on one (or
more) virtual plane (“detectors”) perpendicular to the main symmetry axis; this plane was
sampled using “virtual pixels” with a typical size of 0.5–1 mm.
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4.3. Experiments

For the experiment reported here, the 800-nm Ti:Sapphire “TW” laser beamline at
the Intense Laser Irradiation Laboratory of the CNR-INO in Pisa was employed. This
laser beamline provides a 30 fs duration, 450 mJ energy pulses, with an M2 factor close
to 1.5. The laser beam was focused on the TNSA target foil with a 15◦ angle of incidence
using an f / ≈ 1.5 Off-Axis Parabola (Thorlabs Model MPD229-M03: Gold coating—focal
length 50.8 mm—90◦ off-axis angle, reflected wavefront error <λ/2 at 633 nm). The final
intensity on the target is estimated to be about 7–8 ×1019 based on the optical quality of
the low-cost OAP.

The ToF measurements were performed in air using a Si PIN diode biased with a
voltage of about 80 Volt as the particle detector. An oscilloscope (Lecroy-Waverunner
64Xi, 600-MHz bandwidth, and 5-GS/s sampling rate) is used to acquire the ToF detector
signal. The time “zero” on the ToF traces is set relative to the X-ray/fast electrons peak
that is 1.00(2) ns (given a target to Si PIN detector distance of 300(5) mm) after the proton
starting time which coincides on a picosecond time-scale with the laser pulse arrival time.
The uncertainty on the time difference between the X-ray/fast electrons and the cut-off
proton arrival time on the particle detector is limited basically by the sampling rate. As a
conservative time accuracy estimate, we can assume two times the sampling rate which
results in 0.2 MeV uncertainty in the 2 to 3 MeV cut-off energy range.

For radiochromic measurements in air, the first polyester supporting layer have been
removed from the EBT3 films prior to irradiation in order for the few MeV laser-accelerated
protons to reach the active layer of the film. Dosimetry evaluations are performed from
the net optical density of the scanned films based on the calibration reported for EBT3 film
using mono-energetic 4 and 5 MeV protons [42,43]. By performing SRIM calculations for
different discrete input energy with and without the first supporting layer the uncertainty
on our estimates is about 20%.
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