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Abstract: In this work, transparent ceramics were manufactured from nanopowders synthesized
by aqueous coprecipitation followed by Spark Plasma Sintering (SPS) to ensure rapid and full
densification. The photoluminescence of Ho:Lu2O3 transparent ceramics was studied in the Visible
and IR domains as a function of Ho3+ dopant level from 0.5 at.% to 10 at.%. A cross-relaxation
mechanism was identified and favors the 2 µm emission. All of the obtained results indicate that the
optical properties are very similar between Lu2−xHoxO3 transparent ceramics and single crystals.
Thus, the SPS technique appears to be a very promising method to manufacture such ceramics, which
could be used as amplifier media for high-energy solid-state lasers.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, transparent ceramics have appeared as a very interesting new class of
material for high-power solid-state lasers, leading to the development of multi-kilowatt
laser systems [1–4]. Among the variety of the targeted laser characteristics, lasers emitting
at 2 µm have been mainly studied for their great potential in the medical field because of the
absorption bands of water around this wavelength [5–8]. Compared to other 2 µm emitting
ions, Ho3+ has the advantage of presenting the largest emission cross-section [9]. Due to
their high mechanical resistance, good chemical stability and high thermal conductivity,
rare-earth sesquioxides (Sc2O3, Y2O3 and Lu2O3) and garnet structures like YAG (Yttrium
Aluminum Garnet) are well adapted and the most used host matrix for such ions [10–13].
Among these materials, Lu2O3 is of primary interest because it maintains a high thermal
conductivity close to 12 W·m−1·K−1 even for high concentrations of dopant [14].

A high concentration of active ion has great potential for use in high-power laser appli-
cations, especially in sesquioxide ceramic matrices where the dopant is inserted in a solid
solution [15,16]. Indeed, it can be supposed that a higher doping rate could induce a higher
luminescence intensity [17,18]. However, a high dopant volume density can also generate
undesired energy transfers, called non-radiative transitions, such as cross-relaxation (CR)
or excited-state absorption (ESA), causing quenching of the photoluminescence signal. For
the Ho3+ ion, the most common transfers are CRs between two ions, called the donor and
acceptor, which are performed by up-conversion or down-conversion depending on the
initial state of the acceptor and the final state of the donor [19].

The main results concerning the previous developments of sesquioxide ceramics for
laser applications were recently summarized in the review of Liu et al. [20]. According
to their conclusions, Lu2O3 sesquioxide ceramics seem to be the most promising host
materials for high-power laser operation. However, they highlight the long road ahead to
obtain transparent sesquioxide ceramics of large size and high optical quality. Especially,
they pointed out the crucial role played by the synthesis step of nanopowders, as well as
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the production of powder compacts with ideal microstructures. According to the works
cited in the literature, the elaboration of transparent ceramics requires control of each
process step, especially that of sintering. In fact, full densification and total elimination
of porosity is mandatory to ensure high optical properties and high laser performances.
Pressureless sintering under vacuum, pressure-assisted densification or a combination of
these techniques is an efficient way to remove all pores, and non-conventional sintering
techniques like Hot Pressing (HP), Hot Isostatic Pressing (HIP) or Spark Plasma Sintering (SPS
also called Field Assisted Sintering Technique—FAST) have been developed and extensively
studied for a wide variety of ceramics. Some recent studies were lead, for example, on Y2O3 by
HP + HIP [21], Yb:Lu2O3 and Tm:Lu2O3 by vacuum sintering + HIP [22,23] or Er:(ScxY1−x)2O3
by vacuum sintering [24]. Among other techniques, Spark Plasma Sintering relies on the
densification of a powder inside an electrically conductive matrix, heated by the Joule
effect thanks to the application of a pulsed current with a high intensity, and submitted to a
uniaxial pressure generally in the range of 50–150 MPa. SPS is increasingly used for fast and
efficient densification of numerous ceramics, including nitrides, carbides and oxides [25].
However, the fast shrinkage and physical phenomena involved during sintering lead to
a lack of knowledge on sintering mechanisms, more precisely on the densification step
and the subsequently formed microstructures. Moreover, carbon contamination from the
common use of a graphite matrix is a main issue often encountered for the sintering of
oxides and could strongly affect their optical and spectroscopic properties [26]. Concerning
the elaboration of transparent ceramics, few studies have compared the microstructure
optical properties’ relationships to other non-conventional sintering techniques or have
highlighted the specificities of SPS on this family of materials. As an example, some studies
were interested in Nd:Lu2O3 [27,28] or Yb:Sc2O3 [29] ceramics elaborated by either SPS or
HIP techniques. Their main conclusions highlighted that such ceramics in the rare-earth
oxide family have similar optical properties to single crystals. In the case of the Ho3+ ion,
no study has been reported on the implication of the fabrication process parameters on the
luminescence properties of as-obtained materials, more especially on the CR mechanisms.

In this work, transparent ceramics of Lu2O3 with various Ho3+ doping rates were
manufactured by a process combining nanopowder synthesis and direct densification by
Spark Plasma Sintering. Chemical synthesis by the co-precipitation route has the advantage
of producing well-crystallized Ho-doped Lu2O3 nanopowders with nanometric grain size
and great chemical homogeneity [30]. The microstructure (i.e., grain size), luminescence
properties and optical transparency of as-obtained transparent ceramics were studied as a
function of the holmium doping content. The results were compared to ones reported in
the literature for similar single crystals or transparent ceramics manufactured by HIP in
order to highlight the specificities induced by the SPS process.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Synthesis of Ho:Lu2O3 Nanopowders

Ho-doped Lu2O3 nanopowders were synthesized by inverse co-precipitation. Rare-
earth nitrates were used as precursor and ammonium bicarbonate as precipitant. Com-
mercial oxides of Lu2O3 and Ho2O3 (AUER REMY, Lehvoss group, Hamburg, Germany)
were first dissolved in hot nitric acid (HNO3, 65 vol.%, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham,
MA, USA). The nitrate solution was poured drop by drop at a rate of 3 mL·min−1 into the
solution of ammonium bicarbonate (NH4HCO3, 99wt.%, Acros Organics, Thermo Fisher
Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA). The co-precipitation was operated at room temperature
with vortex stirring according to the set-up described in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Set-up used for Ho:Lu2O3 precipitation. 

Ammonia solution (NH4OH, 35 vol.%, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA) 
was added to maintain the pH at 9. Then, the solution was aged for 24 h under stirring at 
room temperature. The obtained precipitate was washed three times with distilled water 
by centrifugation and three times with ethanol and was dried at 70 °C. The dried precipi-
tate was milled in an agate mortar and calcined at 1000 °C for 2 h under air to form the 
final crystallized Ho:Lu2O3 nanopowder. Powder morphology, structure and chemical ho-
mogeneity were obtained by TEM (Transmission Electronic Microscopy) in classical or 
scanning (STEM) modes and high-resolution TEM coupled with SAED (Selected Area 
Electron Diffraction) (2100 F, JEOL, Tokyo, Japan). Crystalline phases were identified by 
X-ray diffraction analyses (D8, Bruker, Karmsruhe, Germany) using CuKα radiation. 
CuKα2 radiation contribution was removed and obtained diagrams were indexed with 
DIFFRACplus EVA™ software V5 and the PDFmain™ database. 

The TEM observations reported in Figure 2a show a slightly edged shape and narrow 
size distribution of particles with a mean diameter of about 63 nm. No holmium segrega-
tion in the form of isolated Ho2O3 particles was detected, as illustrated by the STEM mi-
crograph in Figure 2b. That means there is no differential precipitation of Ho and Lu cat-
ions during the synthesis process. The particles also appeared well crystallized in the 
bixbyite structure (Ia-3, cubic C-type), as revealed by diffraction pattern (Figure 2c). As a 
result, the Ho:Lu2O3 nanopowder can be considered as a Lu(2−x)HoxO3 homogeneous solid-
solution (x = 0.02 for 1 at.% holmium doping content) with a cubic crystalline structure. 
The diffraction patterns registered as a function of the calcination temperature in Figure 
2d also prove that the powder is single phased in the bixbyite structure and well crystal-
lized for temperatures higher than 600 °C. A calcination temperature of 1000 °C was cho-
sen regarding the higher crystallinity of the powder particles at this temperature. 

Figure 1. Set-up used for Ho:Lu2O3 precipitation.

Ammonia solution (NH4OH, 35 vol.%, Thermo Fisher Scientific, Waltham, MA, USA)
was added to maintain the pH at 9. Then, the solution was aged for 24 h under stirring
at room temperature. The obtained precipitate was washed three times with distilled
water by centrifugation and three times with ethanol and was dried at 70 ◦C. The dried
precipitate was milled in an agate mortar and calcined at 1000 ◦C for 2 h under air to
form the final crystallized Ho:Lu2O3 nanopowder. Powder morphology, structure and
chemical homogeneity were obtained by TEM (Transmission Electronic Microscopy) in
classical or scanning (STEM) modes and high-resolution TEM coupled with SAED (Selected
Area Electron Diffraction) (2100 F, JEOL, Tokyo, Japan). Crystalline phases were identified
by X-ray diffraction analyses (D8, Bruker, Karmsruhe, Germany) using CuKα radiation.
CuKα2 radiation contribution was removed and obtained diagrams were indexed with
DIFFRACplus EVA™ software V5 and the PDFmain™ database.

The TEM observations reported in Figure 2a show a slightly edged shape and narrow
size distribution of particles with a mean diameter of about 63 nm. No holmium segregation
in the form of isolated Ho2O3 particles was detected, as illustrated by the STEM micrograph
in Figure 2b. That means there is no differential precipitation of Ho and Lu cations during
the synthesis process. The particles also appeared well crystallized in the bixbyite structure
(Ia-3, cubic C-type), as revealed by diffraction pattern (Figure 2c). As a result, the Ho:Lu2O3
nanopowder can be considered as a Lu(2−x)HoxO3 homogeneous solid-solution (x = 0.02
for 1 at.% holmium doping content) with a cubic crystalline structure. The diffraction
patterns registered as a function of the calcination temperature in Figure 2d also prove that
the powder is single phased in the bixbyite structure and well crystallized for temperatures
higher than 600 ◦C. A calcination temperature of 1000 ◦C was chosen regarding the higher
crystallinity of the powder particles at this temperature.

2.2. Densification by Spark Plasma Sintering

A commercial device (825 series 8000 A, FUJI-SPS, Saitama, Japan) was used for
SPS experiments. The powder samples were put in a 13 mm diameter graphite die with
Papyex® foil (MERSEN, La Défense, France). Sintering experiments were led under primary
vacuum (P < 20 Pa) with a pulse sequence of 12:2. A digital IR pyrometer was used for
thermal regulation on the surface of the graphite die, which started detecting at a minimum
temperature of 573 ◦C. For all treatments used to elaborate fully dense ceramics, the heating
rate was fixed to 100 ◦C·min−1 until 1200 ◦C. Then, the heating rate was 10 ◦C·min−1 until
1400 ◦C, where the temperature was maintained for 15 min under uniaxial pressure of
130 MPa. The cooling rate was 100 ◦C·min−1. Then, ceramics were annealed under air at
985 ◦C for at least 50 h to re-oxidize them and eliminate the carbon contamination caused
by the contact with graphite.
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Figure 2. STEM micrographs of the coprecipitated 1 at.%Ho:Lu2O3 powder calcined at 1000 ◦C
in bright field (a) or in dark field (b), and high-resolution TEM micrograph with corresponding
diffraction pattern (c). XRD patterns registered as a function of the calcination temperature of
1 at.%Ho:Lu2O3 powder (d).

2.3. Characterization of Sintered Samples

Prior to optical characterizations, the samples were ground to obtain flat and parallel
surfaces and then mirror polished with 30 nm colloidal silica after pre-polishing with
SiC papers and diamond pastes. A Cary 5000 spectrophotometer was used to record the
transmission curves of transparent samples (Agilent, Santa Clara, CA, USA). The spectra
resolution was 1 nm with an integration time equal to 0.1 s.

The photoluminescence spectra of various doped ceramics were obtained from 450 nm
to 2200 nm into 3 sub-intervals: Visible [450–800 nm], Near-IR [1000–1300 nm] and Mid-IR
[1800–2200 nm]. For all ranges, a photoluminescence spectrometer was used (Fluorolog3,
Horiba, Kyoto, Japan) using a 450 W Xe lamp for excitation in Visible and 450 nm laser
diode (50 mW) for Near-IR and Mid-IR. For detection, a photo multiplicator detector (PMT-
Hamamatsu R298, Shizuoka, Japan) was used in Visible, an InGaAs detector for Near-IR
and a PbS photoconductor for Mid-IR. For Visible acquisitions, the spectral resolution was
2 nm/mm of opening slits (for both entry and exit ones). Some corrections were applied
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to the raw spectra to account for variations in the intensity of the excitation source, set-up
geometry and detector sensitivity. For measurements in IR range, the spectral resolution
was 12 nm/mm of opening slits and the integration time was 0.5 s.

Lifetime measurements were performed with a 10 nm step-by for each wavelength
using an Optical Parametric Oscillator (OPO) for source pumping. Infrared lifetime mea-
surements were performed with an Edinburgh FLS1000 spectrometer coupled with a digital
Tektronix oscilloscope to record the time-dependent decay. All the measurements were
taken at room temperature.

3. Results
3.1. Sample Microstructure and Optical Transmittance

After sintering at 1400 ◦C for 15 min, annealing and polishing, Lu2O3 ceramics with
doping rates from 0.5 at.% to 10 at.% Ho were obtained (Figure 3). All specimens were
2 mm thick and presented good transparency.
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grain growth starts to be significant for temperatures higher than 1300 °C in such ceramics 
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Figure 3. Transparent Ho:Lu2O3 ceramics with various Ho3+ doping rates (from the left to the
right: 0.5 at.%, 1 at.%, 5 at.% and 10 at.%) sintered by SPS at 1400 ◦C for 15 min under 130 MPa of
uniaxial pressure.

The SEM micrographs taken for the 1 at.%Ho:Lu2O3 sample (Figure 4a) showed a
dense microstructure with a small and homogeneous grain size in the order of
200–500 nm. Nevertheless, few intergranular and/or intragranular residual pores were
also found, especially by the TEM observations (Figure 4b). Their diameter did not exceed
50 nm and their concentration was estimated to be 90 pores·µm−3. These defects could
be related to the presence of microstructural inhomogeneities in powder compacts before
sintering and/or rapid grain growth [31]. In fact, it has been highlighted in a previous
paper that grain growth starts to be significant for temperatures higher than 1300 ◦C in
such ceramics during sintering by SPS, independently of the applied pressure [32].

The transmission curves of the samples are presented on Figure 5. Data have been
obtained for wavelengths from 400 nm to 2500 nm. All of the ceramics present the same
optical absorption peaks corresponding to 4f electronic transitions of Ho3+ ion with corre-
sponding intensity generally increasing with the doping rate. The most intense absorption
peaks between 1800 nm and 2200 nm correspond to the 5I8→5I7 transition level. The opti-
cal transmittance baseline of all samples presents a continuous decrease from wavelengths
of 1200 nm to 300 nm. The obtained curves were compared to the maximum theoretical
transmittance of the Lu2O3 samples. To determine these values, one has to consider the
general law giving the transmittance of a transparent material (Equation (1)):
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at 1400 ◦C for 15 min under 130 MPa of uniaxial pressure. Residual porosity was identified by TEM
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T(λ) = Tmax exp(−αx) (1)

where Tmax is the maximal transmittance that could be obtained for a perfectly polished
sample with planar and parallel surfaces, α is the attenuation coefficient and x is the sample
thickness. By considering multiple reflections at the sample’s surface (no antireflective
coatings were applied in our case), the maximal transmittance at normal incidence is given
by Equation (2):

Tmax(λ) =
2n(λ)(

1 + n(λ)2
) (2)

where n(λ) is the refractive index of cubic Lu2O3 given by Equation (3) [33]:

n(λ)2 = 3.6196 +
0.04131

λ2 − 0.0238
− 0.00856·λ2 (3)
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As a result, one is able to calculate the maximum transmittance value for a perfectly
transparent Lu2O3 sample. The values are reported in Figure 5.

According to Figure 5a, a strong difference appears between the maximum transmit-
tance and the transmittance baseline of Lu2O3 samples. This phenomenon is well-known
for transparent ceramics and is generally induced by light scattering coming from residual
porosity [34]. However, despite the presence of such optical losses, all Ho-doped Lu2O3
ceramics have a transmittance higher than 75%, i.e., more than 90% of the theoretical limit,
for wavelengths > 2 µm. On the absorption curves (Figure 5b), the effect of the doping
rate is clearly highlighted. Indeed, the intensity of absorption transition 5I8→5I7 increases
gradually with the Ho3+ concentration.

The absorption cross-sections of the Ho:Lu2O3 ceramics σabs were then calculated for all
dopant contents from linear absorption coefficient αλ and by using Equations (4) and (5):

αλ = (Aλ/x)·ln(10) (4)

σabs = αλ/CHo (5)

where Aλ is the absorbance for a specific wavelength λ, x is the thickness of sample and
CHo is the volume density of Ho3+. The values of volumetric density of Ho3+ (Table 1) were
determined thanks to Equation (3) below:

CHo = (ρ·%atHo·NA)/(MLu2O3:Ho) (6)

whereρ is the theoretical volumetric mass of Lu2O3 with Ia-3 cubic crystalline structure (obtained
by XRD measurements), %atHo is the doping rate, NA is the Avogadro constant and MLu2O3:Ho
is the molar mass of Lu2−xHoxO3 compound at a specific doping rate (0.01 < x < 0.2).

Table 1. Spectroscopic characteristics of Lu2-xHoxO3 samples as a function of Ho3+ concentration.

%at. Ho 0.5% 1% 5% 10%

CHo (cm−3) 1.43 × 1020 2.85 × 1020 1.42 × 1021 2.84 × 1021

Absorption cross section
at 1927 nm (cm2) 1.26 × 10−20 1.03 × 10−20 1.26 × 10−20 1.03 × 10−20

Fluorescence lifetime at
2030 nm (ms) - 11.5 - 4.92

The data reported in Table 1 were used to plot the evolution of the absorption cross-
section in the wavelength range 1900–1960 nm for all samples (Figure 6). It was shown that
the curves seemed to follow the same evolution of σabs whatever the doping rate. Moreover,
they overlapped despite a slight offset for 0.5% and 5%, which was obviously caused by a
lower transmittance baseline (i.e., higher scattering by residual porosity) obtained for both
samples. However, for the samples with low residual scattering, the calculated value of
σabs was approximately 1 × 10−20 cm2 at 1927 nm, which corresponded to the measured
data for some Ho-doped systems, for example Ho:YAG [35].

3.2. Photoluminescence and Fluorescence Decay Time

To highlight the different energy transfers and associated light emissions and to
attempt to locate some specificities of the elaboration process by SPS, photoluminescence
spectroscopy was carried out on all samples in three interesting wavelength domains to
highlight potential CR transitions: Visible (from 450 to 800 nm), Near-IR (from 1000 to
1300 nm) and Mid-IR (from 1800 to 2200 nm). The as-obtained results are summarized in
Figure 7.
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In the Visible range, the emission bands symbolized by red arrows presented a strong
decrease when the doping rate increased, with an extinction at 10 at.%Ho (Figure 7a). The
identified transitions were 5F3 + 5F2 + 3K8→5I8 at 480 nm, 5F4 + 5S2→5I8 at 550 nm and
5S2→5I7 at 750 nm. However, the transition at 650 nm corresponding to 5F5→5I7 was
the only one to increase when the Ho3+ content increased. This change in the relative
lines intensity was also observed in the Near-IR range, where the transition 5F4 + 5S2→5I6
at 1020 nm decreased, whereas the one at 1200 nm, associated with 5I6→5I8, increased
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until Holmium doping reached 5%. A maximum of the 5I7→5I8 transition in Mid-IR at
1.8–2.1 µm was observed for the same Ho3+ content (Figure 7b,c).

These variations in the intensities of the emission bands are generally representative
of non-radiative transitions occurring in the system when the doping rate increases [19,36].
Indeed, when the dopant volume density increases, the average distance between the two
Ho3+ ions is smaller, which facilitates undesired interactions and the generation of a concen-
tration quenching phenomenon. In addition to this loss of emission intensity due to energy
transfer on defects, it is also possible to observe some possible mechanisms corresponding
to Cross-Relaxation (CR) energy transfers described in Figure 7d [37], depending on the
Ho3+ content:

(1) At a low doping rate (<1%), and after excitation according to the 450 nm transition
5I8→5G6, a cascade of transitions occurs. First, 5F3 + 5F2 + 3K8→5I8 radiative transi-
tion at 480 nm happens, as well as a non-radiative 5G6→5F4 + 5S2 transition. From
this electronic level, two optical emissions occur at 550 nm and 750 nm corresponding,
respectively, to the 5F4 + 5S2→5I8 and 5F4 + 5S2→5I7 transitions. In a second step, the
transition 5I7→5I8 at 2100 nm occurs. From level 5F4, 5S2, a second transition 5F4 +
5S2→5I6 at 1020 nm, as well as a non-radiative transition 5F4 + 5S2→5F5, is observed.
Then, from the 5F5 electronic level, an emission is present at 650 nm, linked to the
5F5→5I8 transition.

(2) When the doping increases, due to the increase in the volume concentration of Ho3+

ions in the matrix, Ho1-Ho2 non-radiative Cross-Relaxation interactions are increas-
ingly favored. These interactions, which induce modification of electronic level popu-
lations, lead to the overcrowding of the 5I7 and 5F5 levels according to the 5I8→5I7 or
5F3 + 5F2→5I7 transitions of Ho1 and 5F3 + 5F2→5F5 or 5I8→5F5 of Ho2. Thus, the
intensity of the 5I7→5I8 transition in the Mid-IR at 2100 nm increases at the expense
of Visible transitions up to 5% in Ho3+ ions (Figure 7a,c). Finally, a last relaxation
takes place and induces the overcrowding of level 5I6 according to the transitions 5F4
+ 5S2→5I6 and 5I8→5I6. Hence, the transition in the Near-IR 5I6→5I8 at 1200 µm is
favored (Figure 7b).

(3) Above 5%, the phenomenon of fluorescence quenching by concentration is observed
for all transitions [38]. For the highest concentration tested, namely 10%
(2.84 × 1021 ions·cm−3), the fluorescence intensity in the Near-IR and Mid-IR is
reduced by 40% compared to 5% (1.42 × 1021 ions·cm−3) (Figure 8b,c).

Figure 9 shows the fluorescence lifetime measured on the two extreme doping rates
(i.e., 1% and 10%) in order to see the influence of Ho3+ concentration on the fluorescence
decay of 5I7→5I8 laser transition at 2100 nm. Data were obtained for an excitation at
1850 nm and an emission at 2030 nm, corresponding to the maximum intensity observed
in Figure 7c. The fluorescence lifetime was obtained by curve fitting with an exponential
function. For 1%, a lifetime of 11.5 ms was obtained for 5I7 level state. Then, this lifetime
decreased from 11.5 ms to 4.92 ms when the doping rate increased from 1% to 10%, which
is in accordance with the literature on Ho-doped sesquioxides [39].
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This phenomenon confirms the concentration quenching of the 2.1 µm emission caused
by the high active ion density inside material, as mentioned in Section 3.1.

4. Discussion

In this work, transparent Lu2−xHoxO3 ceramics with fine microstructures (G < 1 µm)
were obtained thanks to the SPS sintering technique. It increases the list of Lu2O3-based
transparent ceramics obtained by SPS, previously doped with Nd [27,28], Tm [13] or
Yb [40], proving the capability and versatility of this technique. Some of them have proven
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sufficient optical quality to observe a laser oscillation. One can cite also the works of Toci
et al., who first demonstrated a laser effect with a 1 at.% Nd:Lu2O3 transparent ceramic
obtained by SPS [41]. A few years later, Xu et al. achieved a laser slope efficiency of 38%
with a maximum output of 1.25 W [42]. Many other available sintering techniques have
been reported in the literature, such as air, vacuum or hot pressing (HP) pre-sintering
followed by high-temperature post-HIP for a long time. The main drawback in this case
relies on the large-sized grains (G > 10 µm), which are detrimental to the thermal and
mechanical properties of ceramics. As an example, Kim et al. obtained HP + HIP Ho3+-
doped Lu2O3 ceramics with an average grain size around 40–50 µm [39]. This difference is
a consequence of the thermomechanical cycle used during the SPS treatment, performed
at lower maximum temperatures and faster heating rates, which drastically limit grain
growth during sintering [32]. As a result, compared to HIP, some differences in the optical
properties, originating from the difference in the microstructure or carbon contamination
of the samples after SPS treatment, could be expected.

First, concerning the effect of grain size, it seems to have no significant effect for
Ho-doped Lu2O3. Indeed, by comparing data to 2% Ho-doped Lu2O3 ceramic obtained by
HIP [39], a similar fluorescence lifetime in the order of 10 ms is obtained at a wavelength
of 2140 nm. This value is also of the same order of magnitude as that obtained for single
crystals of similar composition. The mean grain diameter obtained in this work is around
50 times lower than that obtained by HIP. That means that the volume of grains is about
(G/G’)3 ~105 lower in our samples and the grain boundaries volume fraction is about
(G’/G)~50 times higher. Therefore, the environment of Ho at grain boundaries should
be similar than that observed in the bulk, and very limited Ho segregation is expected
to occur in such material. This shows an advantage of this system for laser applications
compared to other ones where dopant segregation at grain boundaries is observed, like in
rare-earth-doped fluoride ceramics [43].

Second, concerning the use of SPS treatment, it seems to have no observable effect
on the photoluminescence properties or lifetime decay according to results reported in
Table 2. For example, on a 1%Ho:Lu2O3 single crystal, Dong et al. obtained a similar
value of 9.8 ms for the same optical transition at a wavelength of 2030 nm [44]. A similar
trend was observed for a lower Ho-doping content [45]. In addition, no additional optical
transition, which could be associated with the SPS process, was observed in the absorption
or luminescence spectra reported in Figures 5 and 7. Moreover, Capobianco et al. obtained
a very similar evolution of Visible transition intensities for Ho:Y2O3 samples sintered under
air [37]. As a result, the Ho:Lu2O3 ceramics elaborated in this study present very similar
optical properties compared to ceramics sintered by other techniques, as well as those of
single crystals. Nanopowder chemical synthesis coupled with SPS sintering technology
appears to be a very promising elaboration process to obtain laser ceramics. However, the
optical quality should be still improved, i.e., the residual porosity seen in Figure 4 should
be totally removed. Also, the samples are directly in contact with the graphite die during
sintering and often present a grey/dark color after sintering. This was assigned by many
studies to a reduction in the material linked to carbon contamination, and it can be easily
removed by a reoxidation treatment under air at a moderate temperature (i.e., 900–120 ◦C).
Nevertheless, the time required for such a treatment evolves as a function of e2, where
e is the thickness of samples, because the rate of the reoxidation process is controlled by
solid-state diffusion. As a result, a very long time is required for the reoxidation of samples
with centimetric thickness, constituting a strong limitation of the efficiency of the whole
process. Further investigations will be carried out on these two points to improve the
optical quality of the ceramics and the scalability of the process.
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Table 2. Spectroscopic characteristics of Lu2-xHoxO3 samples as a function of process parameters.

Reference Composition Material Sintering Gmean
(µm)

T% at
2 µm λabs (nm) σabs (cm2) λem

(nm) σem (cm2) τrad
(ms)

This work 1%Ho:Lu2O3 Ceramic SPS + air
annealing <1 µm 80% 1927 1 × 10−20 2030 11.5

Kim et al.
[39] 2%Ho:Lu2O3 Ceramic Post-HIP + air

annealing 50 µm >80% 1942 - 2140 - 10

Dong et al.
[44] 1%Ho:Lu2O3 Single-crystal - - >80% 1929 1.1 × 10−20 2027 3.3 × 10−21 9.5

Koopmann
et al. [45] 0.3%Ho:Lu2O3 Single-crystal - - >80% 1928 1.2 × 10−20 2124 4.5 × 10−21 10

5. Conclusions

Lu2−xHoxO3 transparent ceramics with a small grain size (<1 µm) were successfully
manufactured by Spark Plasma Sintering of homemade nanopowders. The photolumines-
cence study performed in the Visible and IR domains has given similar results to those
obtained for single crystals of similar compositions. Especially, cross-relaxation mecha-
nisms have been identified and favor the 2 µm emission. Moreover, fluorescence lifetime
measurements have highlighted concentration quenching, especially for high doping of
10% Ho. All of the obtained results indicate that the optical properties are very similar be-
tween Lu2−xHoxO3 transparent ceramics and single crystals. Thus, the distribution of Ho3+

ions should be similar in both materials, i.e., no clustering of Ho3+ ions in ceramics should
take place, whatever the process parameters or the doping level. Finally, SPS appears to be
a very promising method to produce transparent polycrystalline ceramics of the rare-earth
oxide family. Among them, Lu2-xHoxO3 ceramics could substitute single crystals of similar
composition and are very promising materials for high-energy solid-state lasers.
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