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Abstract: The HERD experiment is a future experiment for the direct detection of high-energy cosmic
rays and is to be installed on the Chinese space station in 2027. The main objectives of HERD are the
first direct measurement of the knee of the cosmic ray spectrum, the extension of electron+positron
flux measurement up to tens of TeV, gamma ray astronomy, and the search for indirect signals of dark
matter. The main component of the HERD detector is an innovative calorimeter composed of about
7500 LYSO scintillating crystals assembled in a spherical shape. Two independent readout systems of
the LYSO scintillation light will be installed on each crystal: the wavelength-shifting fibers system
developed by IHEP and the double photodiode readout system developed by INFN and CIEMAT. In
order to measure protons in the cosmic ray knee region, we must be able to measure energy release of
about 250 TeV in a single crystal. In addition, in order to calibrate the system, we need to measure
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typical releases of minimum ionizing particles that are about 30 MeV. Thus, the readout systems
should have a dynamic range of about 107. In this article, we analyze the development and the
performance of the double photodiode readout system. In particular, we show the performance of a
prototype readout by the double photodiode system for electromagnetic showers as measured during
a beam test carried out at the CERN SPS in October 2021 with high-energy electron beams.

Keywords: cosmic rays; calorimeters; space instrumentation; large detector systems for particle and
astroparticle physics

1. Introduction

Direct detection of cosmic rays is limited at high energy by the geometrical acceptance
of space experiments. Indeed, the cosmic ray flux decreases with energy as E−γ with
γ ≃ 2.7, limiting the number of particles at high energies. Thus, we need experiments
with larger acceptances: a feature that contrasts with the high cost per weight of payloads
and power consumption availability in space. The HERD (High Energy cosmic-Radiation
Detection facility) [1,2] experiment is a new experiment for direct detection of high-energy
cosmic rays that will be installed on the Chinese space station in 2027. HERD has an
innovative design: with mass and power consumption comparable with that of the current
experiments in orbit, it will have a very much larger geometric acceptance. Thanks to this,
it will expand direct measurement of proton and nuclei fluxes up to the cosmic ray knee
region (PeV/nucleon) and electron+positron flux up to tens of TeV. Thus, it will expand
direct cosmic ray measurements more than one order of magnitude in energy with respect
to the current experiments in orbit. In addition, HERD will perform gamma ray astronomy
measurements, and with measurement of both electron+positron flux and gamma rays, it
will search for indirect signals of dark matter.

The HERD detector is based on an innovative calorimeter geometry: it is surrounded
on five faces by sub-detectors for tracking, charge measurement, and an anti-coincidence
system. The calorimeter has a spherical shape and is composed of about 7500 three-
centimeter cubic LYSO scintillating crystals, as shown in Figure 1. It is homogeneous,
finely segmented, 3D, isotropic, and deep (about 55 X0¸ and 3 λI). The first idea for this
type of calorimeter was developed and studied by the CaloCube collaboration, which
demonstrated the very large geometric acceptance that can be achieved with this type of
space-borne calorimeter [3–8]. Indeed, thanks to its spherical shape, the HERD calorimeter
has a very large acceptance. Considering that it is surrounded on five faces by sub-
detectors, the experiment can detect particles arriving from five different directions (the
only blind face is the one connected to the space station). The calorimeter has good energy
resolution: about 2.5% for electromagnetic showers and less than 30% for hadronic showers.
In addition, the cubic segmentation permits the 3D-reconstruction of events and good
electron–hadron discrimination for particles coming from all directions. Thanks to these
features, HERD’s effective geometric factor is about 2.5 m2sr for electrons and about 1 m2sr
for protons.

The scintillation light of the LYSO crystals is readout by two independent systems: one
based on Wavelength Shifting Fibers (WLSFs) coupled to Intensified scientific CMOS (IsCMOS)
developed by the Chinese Institute of High Energy Physics (IHEP), and the other one based
on the use of two photodiodes with different active areas developed by INFN Florence,
INFN Trieste, and CIEMAT Madrid. In order to calibrate the readout systems, we need
to detect typical energy releases of minimum ionizing particles, which are about 30 MeV,
in a crystal. In addition, we want to measure proton and nuclei fluxes up to the PeV/n
energies. Since in a single LYSO cube the energy released by PeV/n particles can be as
large as 250 TeV, our readout systems must have an extremely high dynamic range: larger
than 107. Indeed, the saturation level of a single channel is more than 20 times higher than
that in current experiments in orbit. In addition, the total number of channels of the HERD
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calorimeter will be about 20 times larger than in current calorimeters in orbit [9,10]. These
characteristics raise challenges to maintain acceptable power consumption and to manage
a higher number of channels.

In this article, we briefly describe the design of the double photodiode readout system.
Then, we present the performance studies for electromagnetic showers that were measured
on this system during a beam test at CERN SPS in October 2021. Finally, we introduce the
new and latest update to the system with some hints about future tests.

Figure 1. Top left: scheme of the structure of the calorimeter; about 7500 three-centimeter cubic LYSO
crystals are assembled in a spherical shape. Top right: picture of a LYSO crystal with WLSF and
PD readout systems installed; the crystal is covered with a reflective coating. A monolithic package
with photodiodes is glued to front of the crystal. The WLSFs are glued on the top face of the crystal
and are placed below a reflective coating; we can see the fibers coming out of the reflective coating
in the upper right corner of the image. Bottom: an illustration of an in-house-built prototype of a
monolithic package for the PD readout system, composed of LPD (Large PhotoDiode, 25 mm2) and
SPD (Small PhotoDiode, 1.6 mm2).

2. The Double Photodiode Read-Out System

The design of the double photodiode readout system is described in detail in [11].
In this section, we recall only the basic elements. The system is based on the use of two
photodiodes with different active areas: the Large PhotoDiode (LPD), model VTH2110, with
an active area of about 25 mm2; and the Small PhotoDiode (SPD), model VTP9412, with an
active area of about 1.6 mm2. Both PDs are produced by Excelitas Technologies. The use
of PDs with different active areas permits an increase in the dynamic range of the system.
Indeed, the LPD is sensitive to small signals that the SPD cannot detect, while the SPD is
sensitive to large signals for which the LPD saturates the electronics. The LPD and SPD
are glued in a plastic mask to assemble an in-house-built monolithic package (Figure 1).
The monolithic package is then fixed with optical glue on a LYSO crystal surface (Figure 1).
Finally, the crystal surface is covered by a reflective coating.

The main component of the front-end electronics is the HiDRA2 chip, based on the CASIS
ASIC [12], that was developed by INFN Trieste specifically for the double photodiode
readout system of HERD. The HiDRA2 chip has a high dynamic range (from a few fC to
52.6 pC), low noise, and low power consumption (about 3.73 mW per channel). To reach
such a large dynamic range, an automatic gain selector for the charge-sensitive amplifier is
implemented in the chip: the ratio between high gain and low gain is about 20. The chips are
mounted on the HiDRA board, which is controlled by two other boards: the TROC2 that
drives the HiDRA chips and the TROC1 that is the interface between the acquisition PC
and the TROC2; the boards are developed by CIEMAT Madrid.
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3. The SPS2021 Beam Test
3.1. Introduction

In October 2021, we carried out a beam test with a prototype of about 500 LYSO
crystals at CERN SPS. Only 63 crystals were equipped with both the double photodiode
and WLSF readout systems. The 63 crystals were arranged in 3 columns of 21 crystals each
along the beam line (Figure 2), while all the other cubes were equipped with only WLSFs.
For a detailed description of the prototype, see [11]. Prototypes of other HERD subsystems
(tracker, anti-coincidence, etc.) were installed as well along the beam line upstream of the
calorimeter prototype; however, in this article, only the calorimeter data acquired with the
PD system are discussed.

Figure 2. Top: scheme of the disposition of the crystals equipped with Double Photodiode read-out
system, as seen from the sky point of view. Bottom: scheme of the crystal distribution in the prototype
as seen from the beam’s point of view; the crystals equipped with photodiodes are highlighted in red
(the gravity-field direction is shown as reference).

During the beam test, different particle beams were used: muons at 250 GeV; electrons
at 50, 100, 150, 200, and 250 GeV; and protons at 350 GeV. The LPDs were calibrated
using the energy releases of 250 GeV muons, while the SPDs were calibrated through their
correlation with the LPDs using high signals from showers induced by both electrons and
protons. The results of the calibration and the characterization of the system during the
SPS2021 beam test are discussed in [13]. Subsequently in this article, the energy is expressed
in number of MIPs, as explained in [13].

In the following sections, we show the main results of the ongoing analysis of data
acquired with the Double Photodiode read-out system for electromagnetic showers. In
particular, we discuss the energy resolution and linearity of the calorimeter response for
electromagnetic showers. Finally, we show the first measurement of the correlation between
the photodiodes and the WLSF signals. In what follows, we consider only the data acquired
with the beam hitting the central column of the calorimeter, as shown in Figure 2.

The following results have been reached analyzing only the calorimeter data acquired
with the Double Photodiode read-out system. In future, this analysis could be improved
using the data from all the detectors on the beam line.

3.2. Energy Resolution for Electromagnetic Showers

We estimate the energy deposited in the calorimeter with two different methods. In
the first one, we sum the energy deposited in every crystal, while in the second one, we fit
the longitudinal shower profile with a Gamma function. Indeed, the longitudinal profile of
the energy deposit for an electromagnetic shower can be parametrized as [14]:

dE
dt

= E0 · b · (b · t)a−1 · e−b·t

Γ(a)
(1)

where E0 is the energy of the particle that produced the shower, t is the length expressed
in radiation length (X0), a and b are parameters, and Γ(a) is the Euler Γ function. Thus, by
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fitting this function to the shower’s longitudinal profile, we can estimate the energy of the
particle that has induced the shower. An example of this kind of fit is illustrated in Figure 3
(left) for a shower induced by a 250 GeV electron.

The two different estimates of the energy of the particle inducing the shower are
compatible within less than 2%; thus, for the remainder of this paper, we consider the
reconstructed energy to be the one given by the sum of the energy releases in the crystals.

We study the energy resolution of the calorimeter for electromagnetic showers with
electron beams with the energies mentioned in Section 3.1. Considering all the events at
the same beam energy, we build a histogram of the total energy release. We perform a fit
with a logarithmic Gaussian [14] to estimate the peak position, and we use a confidence
level method at 68% to estimate the distribution width. Finally, the energy resolution is
given by the ratio between the distribution width and the peak position. In Figure 3 (right),
the histogram and the fit result for 100 GeV electrons are shown.

Figure 3. Left: fit with a Gamma function of the longitudinal shower profile for a 250 GeV electron
shower (note that the energy is expressed in number of MIPs). Right: histogram of the total energy
deposits for 100 GeV electron beam fitted with a logarithmic Gaussian.

The energy resolution estimated as a function of the beam energy is reported in
Figure 4.

Figure 4. Energy resolution of the prototype for electromagnetic showers tested during SPS2021
beam test.

The energy resolution ranges from about 2.5% for 250 GeV electrons up to about 7%
for 50 GeV electrons, and it does not monotonically decrease with energy. Instead, by a
first Monte Carlo simulation study of the beam test, we expect the energy resolution to
monotonically decrease with increasing of the energy from about 3.5% at 50 GeV to about
2.5% at 250 GeV. Thus, the decreases in the performance measured at certain energies
are likely due to some experimental effects not implemented in the simulations. By a
comparison with the Monte Carlo simulations, we found that if the beam is not parallel
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to the y-axis as shown in Figure 2 but is inclined in the yz-plane by less than 0.2 degrees
with respect to that axis, it can cause a decrease in the energy resolution up to about 7%.
Indeed, in this case, we have a lateral leakage of the shower in the vertical direction (z-axis)
since we are considering only data acquired with one tray of crystals, because only one tray
was equipped with the double photodiode readout system. Furthermore, inclination of
the beam of this entity seems realistic considering the differences in beam shape that we
monitored with the beam-line monitor when changing the energy of the electron beam and
considering that the alignment procedure of the calorimeter was checked by eye with the
help of a laser level, which is a procedure with a precision of a few mm. Finally, with the
Monte Carlo simulations, we also checked that inclination with respect to the y-axis but in
the xy-plane as compatible with the laser level alignment procedure cannot significantly
influence the energy resolution (in this direction, indeed we have three columns of crystals
and thus much better shower containment with respect to the z-axis).

3.3. Energy Linearity for Electromagnetic Showers

To measure the linearity of the prototype’s response to electromagnetic showers, we
build a graph, which has on the x-axis the nominal energy of the beam electrons and on
the y-axis the energy measured as the sum of the energy releases in the crystals. Then,
we perform a linear fit on the graph and estimate the deviation of every point from the
fit, as illustrated in Figure 5. We can see in the figure that the non-linearity is less than
3%. This is quite a good result considering that this analysis does not make use of data
from other subsystems like the particle tracker, and that due to the geometry of the set of
cubes instrumented with PDs and because the beam structures vary with energy, we expect
different lateral leakages along the vertical direction that varies with the energy.

Figure 5. Linearity response for electromagnetic showers of the prototype tested during SPS2021
beam test. Top: energy measured in the calorimeter as a function of beam energy. The points are
fitted with a straight line (red line). Bottom: the relative differences between the points and the fit
result are plotted (for better visualization a green line corresponding to no differences is plotted).

3.4. Double Photodiode and WLSF Read-Out System Correlation

The beam test at SPS2021 is the first beam test in which the two readout systems for the
scintillation light of LYSO crystals were completely integrated on the same crystals. Indeed,
as described before, the 63 crystals we are considering for this analysis are equipped with
both the WLSF and double photodiode readout systems. Thus, this is the first beam test
during which we acquired signals induced by high-energy muons, electrons, and protons



Instruments 2024, 8, 5 7 of 10

in the same crystals with the two independent systems. An example of the correlation of
the signals of a crystal acquired with the LPD and with the WLSFs in high and low gain
is shown in Figure 6. We clearly see in the figure that the two signals are correlated: this
is the first measurement with high-energy particles of this correlation and demonstrates
the possibility to use these two independent readout systems to collect light signals on a
single cube and to crosscheck each other. The correlation for the single cubes has already
proved a valuable tool during the beam test to monitor both the systems and to promptly
spot possible problems in one of the two systems.

The correlation analysis was finalized only on single crystals. However in Autumn
2023, we performed a beam test at CERN PS and SPS with a 1000-crystal prototype for
which all crystals were equipped with double photodiode and WLSF systems; so we are
going to check the correlation between the two readout systems not only for the single
cubes alone but also for aggregate variables like the total energy release.

Figure 6. Correlation plots for signals acquired in the same crystals by double photodiode and WLSF
readout systems. The y-axis shows the signal acquired by the LPD, while x-axis shows the signal
acquired by the WLSFs in high gain (top) and in low gain (bottom). Both signals are expressed in
ADC units. We clearly see that the two independent readout signals are correlated.

4. Development of a New Monolithic Package for Double Photodiode Read-Out System

As explained in [13], the first homemade prototype of the photodiode system (de-
scribed in Section 2) does not have the final characteristics needed for the flight detector:
indeed, the saturation level of the SPD is about 3.5 TeV instead of about 250 TeV. Therefore,
after the characterization, we worked with Excelitas Technologies to produce a new version
of the package with a modified SPD in order to reach the desired saturation level. The
first project using this new photodiode package has already been presented in [13]. In this
new version of the package, the SPD surface is covered with an inconel filter to attenuate
the light entering its surface and to meet the requirement for the flight model in terms of
maximum detectable energy release. In particular, the optical transmittance of the filter is
about 1.5% for [410; 450] nm light, which is the LYSO’s peak emission. In addition, LPDs
and SPDs are directly assembled in the same FR4 package to form a monolithic package.
Indeed, a homemade version of the package is very useful for the prototypal stage, but
for the final sensors, we need an industrial version in order to keep the production under
strong control and to minimize the variability between the packages. Over the course of
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the proceeding year, we finalized this first project and developed the first prototypes: a
sketch of the homemade package, the project of the new package, and a prototype of the
new package are illustrated in Figure 7.

Figure 7. Sketch of the passage from the homemade package to the first Excelitas prototype.

This new version of the package has already been mounted on more than 1000 crystals
to form a prototype of the calorimeter that was tested at PS and SPS in September and
October 2023, respectively (as already mentioned in Section 3.4). All the crystals are
equipped with both PD and WLSF systems.

The crystals were installed on 7 trays, every tray containing 7 columns with 21 crystals
each. Thus, the prototype had a thickness of about 55 X0 for particles parallel to the columns,
as in the flight model. A picture of a tray of the prototype is reported in Figure 8.

Figure 8. Picture of the bottom of one calorimeter tray for the prototype that was tested at CERN
PS and SPS in September and October 2023. On the right is situated the front-end electronics board.
The monolithic packages are glued to the crystals and come out from the bottom of the tray through
some holes; they are connected to the front-end board via the brown cables that we can see in the
figure. Both the cables and the front-end board are specifically designed for the double photodiode
readout system.

The prototype was tested with muon, electron, proton, and nuclei beams. With respect
to the SPS 2021 beam test, the other sub-detectors were also updated, and we acquired
data on a common event-by-event basis. Thus, we have a preliminary kind of flight data
type with all the info from every detector, allowing for a deep data analysis of the physics
performance of the completed HERD detector.

5. Discussion

In this article, we have discussed the analysis of data acquired with a prototype
of the HERD calorimeter with the double photodiode readout system at a beam test
carried out at SPS in 2021. Specifically, we have analyzed the prototype’s performance for
electromagnetic showers. The energy resolution ranges from about 2.5% to about 7%. The
2.5% value is a good performance for the calorimeter prototype, while the higher value
of the energy resolution is compatible with a small inclination of the beam that causes a
lateral leakage of the shower in the vertical direction. With regard to the response linearity
for electromagnetic showers, we measured a deviation from linearity of less than 3%,
which is quite a good result considering the vertical leakage problem. Anyway, regarding
this problem, strong improvement is expected when making use of the particle tracker
information and instrumenting more cubes with PDs for better shower containment.

In addition, at the SPS 2021 beam test, we demonstrated the correlation between
the WLSF and double photodiode readout systems on a crystal-by-crystal basis, and we
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already used this calorimeter feature to crosscheck the two systems. We expect to study the
correlation on the full calorimeter using the global shower variables from the Autumn 2023
PS and SPS beam tests data.

The new prototype comprises about 1000 LYSO crystals, which are equipped with a
new monolithic package that has been developed in collaboration with Excelitas Technolo-
gies. In this package, the LPD and SPD are directly assembled in the same FR4 package,
and the SPD surface is covered with an optical filter in order to attenuate the signal and
reach the desired dynamic range of the readout system.

In conclusion, with the calorimeter geometry and the double photodiode readout
system, we are going to reach the desired calorimeter performance for the detection of
electromagnetic showers. Moreover, a new monolithic package has been developed in
order to extend the photodiode system’s dynamic range. We are in the finalization phase of
the system, which, step-by-step, is reaching the desired performance that will let the HERD
experiment with its innovative calorimeter directly explore the unexplored high-energy
range of cosmic rays up to the knee region for protons and nuclei and up to tens of TeV for
electrons+positrons.
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