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The capabilities of a double-pulse (DP) femtosecond (fs) laser ablation of solid materials as an ion source for
application in a miniature Laser ionisation time-of-flight Mass Spectrometer (LMS) system designed for
space research are investigated. The studies are conducted by irradiating a high-purity Mg sample with
sequences of two femtosecond laser pulses. The positively charged fraction of the Mg plasma is
analysed as a function of the inter-pulse delay in the range from 0 to 300 ps and for pulse energies in
the range from 0.2 to 1 uJ. The DP ablation studies with both pulses of similar energy show a Mg™* ion
yield enhancement within the inter-pulse delay range from 1 to 35 ps near the ablation energy threshold
(AET) and from 1 to ~300 ps if larger pulse energies are applied for the first ablation pulse. For the same
total energies but different individual pulse energies, Mg* ions are produced more efficiently if the
weaker pulse is applied first. The analyses of Mg*, multiple-charged Mg and Mg cluster ion yields as
a function of the inter-pulse delay and the pulse energies improve the understanding of the ablation
mechanism and add some insights into the dynamics of the Mg-surface melting and cooling phases,
thermal characteristics of the expanding plasma plume and atomic/cluster ion production mechanisms.
By applying sufficiently high DP energies > (0.3 + 0.3) uJ the clusters which are likely produced in the
initial ablation phase at the surface can be decomposed effectively in the heated plasma plume.
Moreover, by tuning the inter-pulse delay one can also efficiently suppress the neutral-ion reactions in
post-plasma chemistry. Our studies show that the DP femtosecond laser ablation ion source can
improve the mass spectrometric analysis of solid samples by increasing the ion yield of atomic ions and
reducing the abundance of cluster ions. This can improve the quantitative analyses of elements and their
isotopes by increasing signal-to-noise ratios and reducing isobaric interferents arising from cluster ions.
The current DP studies are conducted successfully with pulse energies lower than 1 pJ, which is
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Introduction

Laser ablation of solid materials using short laser pulses has
attracted considerable interest in the last two decades in various
fields of application, ranging from pulsed laser deposition,*
laser material processing and micromachining,>* nanoparticle
synthesis*® thin film technology®” and chemical analysis of
solids by femtosecond laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy
(fs-LIBS),* femtosecond laser ablation inductively-coupled
plasma mass spectrometry (fs-LA-ICP-MS) also including
a multi-collector system typically applied in the isotope analysis
(fs-LA-MC-ICP-MS)>** and femtosecond laser ablation/
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ionisation mass spectrometry (fs-LIMS).'*> Low heat transfer
from the irradiated surface, reduced melting depth and no
laser-plasma interaction due to a short laser pulse duration are
found to be advantages in these applications yielding high
precision in material processing with reduction of the heat
affected zone (HAZ), low material damage and reduction of
elemental fractionation effects.®**"*”

More accurate energy accumulation in solid materials is
achieved by using a pair of femtosecond pulses which are
applied with a sufficiently long inter-pulse delay. The applica-
tion of femtosecond pulse trains and bursts with specific pulse
energies and separated from each other by several nanoseconds
leads to further improvements in laser micro-fabrication.*® For
shorter delays between laser pulses, the second pulse can
readily interact with the expanding plasma plume. By trans-
ferring the laser energy into different stages of the expanding
plasma plume one can achieve a certain control over the surface
ablation process and physical and chemical properties of the
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plasma plume."** The DP ablation method is found to be
useful in controlling the characteristics of laser-induced craters
improving depth profiling but also producing smoother
crater shapes compared to that produced by single-pulse (SP)
ablation.”"** Also improvements of stoichiometric atom detec-
tion efficiency in chemical analysis while using a fs-DP ion
source were reported in LIBS investigations.>*** In typical DP-
LIBS application using nanosecond laser sources the apparent
emission signal increase is attributed to either heating of the
sample surface by the first pulse, atmospheric effects with
generation of shock waves, pressure gradients at the plasma
location or a coupling of the second laser pulse into the plasma
plume produced by the first pulse. The latter effect leads to an
additional excitation of the plasma and an enhancement of
plasma emission intensity.>* However, by using fs-DP ablation
the emission signal increase is found to be dependent on the
inter-pulse delay. In one of the LIBS studies conducted on
metallic targets in ambient air, three inter-pulse delay regimes
were defined by combining analyses of crater depth and emission
signal enhancement.” For the delays between the pulses smaller
than 1 ps no emission signal enhancement was observed. For the
pulse delays from 1 ps to 10 ps the LIBS signal was observed to
increase and the ablation depth was observed to decrease which
was accounted for by a partial shielding of the target sample. For
the inter-pulse delays larger than 10 ps the target was observed to
be completely shielded. A highly reproducible, large emission
signal enhancement by a factor of 3 to 10 was observed in LIBS
measurements by applying UV femtosecond laser beams.”* The
measured signal enhancement remained constant in the entire
inter-pulse delay range from 50 to 1000 ps.

The combined experimental and modelling studies con-
ducted in the last two decades have delivered a relatively
detailed mechanism of DP ablation on various solid state
materials.'®>**** It has been established that for the inter-pulse
delays shorter than 1 ps, DP ablation is similar to that of SP
ablation with the pulse energy equal to the sum of the energies
of the individual pulses applied in the DP method.**> At these
delays, the laser radiation is absorbed by the conduction band
electrons via the inverse bremsstrahlung within the optical
penetration depth of a few nm. Due to the small duration of
a femtosecond laser pulse compared with the electron-phonon
relaxation time, which is <10 ps for most of the metals, non-
equilibrium energy transport is expected to the surface mate-
rial. The electrons are heated first to high temperatures whereas
the lattice still remains at low temperature. After the electron
thermalisation in the conduction band, they diffuse deeper into
sample surface. Sufficiently hot electrons and electrons
produced by multiphoton absorption can overcome the poten-
tial barrier and leave the surface. These electrons can pull out
ions from the surface and further ionise them by impact ion-
isation.””**** This induces a breakdown of the interrogated
volume followed by ejection of atomic clusters following
a Coulomb explosion and appearance of the plasma. Due to
ultrafast and isochoric heating, a rapid temperature increase
followed by an adiabatic expansion of the ejected volume and
condensation of the ejecta. One defines several intermediate
thermodynamic pathways with decrease of pulse energy
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including vaporisation, fragmentation, phase explosion and
spallation.®3>%7

In laser ablation of metals, the plasma plume is formed
typically after a few ps. The second pulse is found to be useful to
deliver diagnostics of the ablation conditions because of its
good coupling to the plasma plume. Dedicated plasma diag-
nostic experiments have shown that in laser ablation of metals
the atomic ions are produced within 1 to 100 ps after the
ablation pulse.”?** It was argued that while using DP ablation,
within the delays in the range from 1 to 5 ps, the second laser
pulse influences still an electron distribution at the surface that
is not in equilibrium with the lattice and the metallic ion yield
starts to rise slowly within this inter-pulse delay range. At delays
larger than >5 ps the cloud of atoms produced by the first pulse
can be found near the surface region and the plasma plume
density is sufficiently high that efficient absorption of laser
radiation through atomic excitation and inverse bremsstrah-
lung followed by plasma heating can produce large ion
yields.?**®

The molecular dynamics simulation and hydrodynamic
modelling were applied to interpret the experimental find-
ings.>>?73%49-16 Modelling studies of ablation of metals deliver
detailed analysis of relaxation dynamics at the ablation spot.
The irradiated lattice while relaxing induces high tensile
stresses on the surface layer with a bulk melting of a super-
heated layer with formation of pressure-temperature profiles.*
A thin liquid ablation layer separated by a layer of melt
undergoes an explosion followed by the formation and expan-
sion of a plasma plume with fragmentation, atomisation and
formation of a vapour of atoms and clusters. Two distinct
ablation plumes including a fast atomic plume (<20% of the
total ablated mass and <1% fraction of atomic ions) and slower
plume containing nanolayers (nanoparticles), which form
a major part of the ablated mass, are produced.**™° It is
generally accepted that the initial plume is highly charged, non-
thermal species, while the second, slower component is
composed of singly- or doubly-charged ions. Near the ablation
threshold, this second component could also include clusters
and nanoparticles. These two ablation plumes were observed in
imaging experiments and are predicted in the modelling
studies.**** Hydrodynamic modelling explained formally that
the interaction of the pressure waves produced by the first pulse
on the sample surface and second pulse on the expanding
plasma plume suppresses possible effects of the second pulse
on the ablation of the surface material.**** Also more advanced
investigations including laser ablation by temporally modified
laser pulse intensity profiles (pulse-shaping method) proved to
be even more efficient in controlling plasma temperature and
ablation rates.”**>**> Using arbitrary pulse sequences (referred
to as temporal pulse shaping) one can achieve the required
optimization and full control over the plasma parameters e.g.,
arbitrary sequences are produced in this method at the expense
of temporal (bandwidth-limited) spread.>

The aim of the current investigations is to examine the DP
femtosecond laser ablation as a potential ion source in analyses
of solid materials by our miniature time-of-flight mass spec-
trometer (TOF-MS) developed for space research.* The fully
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developed and deployed instrument will be used to conduct
investigation of elemental and isotope composition of planetary
rocks and soils. Accurate and sensitive chemical analyses of
planetary rocks and soils are the forefront in space research.
While from the elemental analysis one can conclude on the
origin and evolution of planetary materials, isotope measure-
ments can provide e.g. formation ages or evidence on bio-
signatures from the analysis of isotope fractionation effects of
bio-relevant elements.***® The analysis of major and minor
elements with concentrations down to the fraction of per cent
can deliver the mineralogical composition of planetary mate-
rials.”” The measurements of trace elements abundant down to
the ppm level are planned to be conducted on planetary mate-
rials to investigate times of their formation.*® In searches for life
on other planets, analysis of putative fossilised materials will be
of considerable interest.**** For these studies, isotope accura-
cies have to be at the per mille level which can be achieved
currently using our instrument for species concentrations down
to 10 parts per million (ppm).*>*** Nevertheless, isobaric
interference due to the presence of cluster ions can significantly
affect the accuracy and precision of our measurements.

The developments in the last two decades in laser ionisation
mass spectrometry (LIMS) including instrumental ion trans-
mission improvements, modification of the experimental setup
and coupling of an fs-laser ion source with a mass analyser have
opened new perspectives in the application of this analytical
technique for quantitative elemental and isotope analysis.'***%
Further improvements to a laser ion source seem to be possible
either by increasing the atomic ion production and/or reducing
unwanted contribution from cluster ions. In laboratory prac-
tice, cluster ion abundances can be controlled to some extent
(e.g., by increasing laser irradiance and modification of the
experimental setup and ion detection method).** However,
these methods cannot be implemented in our miniature LIMS
system. The DP ion source is promising as an alternative
method in this context. The small size, low mass and minimal
power consumption for the instrument can be maintained
(considering application of a femtosecond fibre laser) and at the
same time the quantitative performance of the system can be
improved by increasing the apparent atomic ion signal and
decreasing the cluster ion concentration minimising isobaric
interference.

Our miniature space-prototype LIMS system was developed
for the BepiColombo lander in 2003.>* A more advanced
instrumental package was presented for the Marco Polo-R
sample return mission to an asteroid.*® So far, one miniature
LIMS instrument, the LAZMA instrument, has flown on the
Phobos Sample Return mission.”” The LAZMA instrument is
accepted for the Luna Resource mission to the Moon (2022).

In our present investigations we analyse the chemical
composition of an Mg plasma using our miniature reflectron-
type mass analyser (LMS). The choice of Mg as a sample matrix
is driven by simplicity, so that the improvements due to the DP
method can be readily measured and quantified. More
advanced analyses of standard research materials are planned
in the near future to establish the quantitative performance of
the instrument while coupled with a DP ion source.
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In the current contribution we study the performance of DP
ablation as a function of pulse energies and inter-pulse delays.
We analyse temporally resolved Mg", multiple-charged Mg" and
Mg" cluster ion yields to establish conditions for an optimal ion
production efficiency and minimisation of cluster abundances
in the analysed ion beam. Clusters are frequently observed in
laser ablation mass spectrometric studies contributing to
isobaric interference.®**® So far, reducing the cluster abun-
dances in the plasma produced by SP ablation has proved to be
challenging."*” The analyses of temporally resolved DP ion
yield curves are conducted in addition to characterise the
ablation dynamics, thermal state of the expanding plasma and
variation of the chemical composition of the plasma plume. The
preliminary results of these studies are promising for the future
application of the DP ion source to sensitive chemical analysis
of solids; by tuning the energy and delay of the second pulse one
can readily increase atomic ion yields and efficiently decompose
Mg clusters into atoms.

Experimental
Materials

A high-grade Mg foil (4 x 4 mm?, thickness of 0.5 mm, purity
99.9%, Goodfellow, UK) and Mg alloy AZ31 (Mg96/Al3/Zn1,
Goodfellow) were used as received. To clean and condition the
sample surface prior to measurements, 5000 laser shots (SP
laser ablation, 0.4 pJ per pulse) were applied before each
measurement.

Experimental setup

The ablation studies are conducted by focusing the fs-laser
radiation to a spot size close to 10 pm in diameter onto a high-
purity Mg sample surface and subsequent analysis using
a miniature laser ionisation mass spectrometer system. The
measurement vacuum chamber is kept under ultra-high
vacuum conditions at 5 x 10~® mbar. The construction, oper-
ation principles, and data acquisition method of our LMS
system are discussed in detail in previous publica-
tions.*>*7*%657% Here, only a short description will be given
including description of our new optical setup for a DP laser
ablation ion source (Fig. 1). For the construction of the DP
system, the output of an fs-laser (Chirped Pulse Amplified (CPA)
Clark-MXR: ¢ ~180 fs, A = 775 nm, laser pulse repetition rate =
1 kHz, maximum pulse energy: 1 mJ, and s-polarisation) is used.
After changing the s-polarised beam into a p-polarised beam
with a half-wave plate, the beam was sent to a home-made
interferometer (Fig. 1). The beam is first split into two beams of
equal pulse energy (beam splitter #1). One of the beams
(pulse 1) passes an optical delay line composed of the dielectric
mirror M1 and a retroreflector placed on a motorised micro-
translation stage (Zaber, GMP, Switzerland) allowing control of
the delay times between the two pulses. The second beam (pulse
2) is directed into the delay line with a fixed path length
arranged by the set of dielectric mirrors, M2-M6. Both laser
beams are subsequently re-combined with high precision at
beam splitter #2. In the current studies the micro-translation

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018
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Fig. 1 Schematic of the DP fs-laser ion source combined with a miniature mass spectrometer (see text for more details).

stage is moved over the distance of ~100 mm, for obtaining the
inter-pulse delay range from —300 to +300 ps. With the trans-
lation distance of 50 um, a time delay of ~300 fs is achieved.
The total energy of both beams is controlled by a half-wave plate
and polariser system (variable attenuator, Newport) positioned
behind the beam splitter #2 (Fig. 1). For a few measurements
beams of two different energies were used. This was achieved by
inserting reflective neutral density filters in the beam path of
pulse 2.

The spatially overlapped laser beams (Gaussian profiles) are
expanded to a beam diameter of 35 mm by a beam expander
and guided into the vacuum chamber by a periscope system. In
the vacuum chamber, the laser beams are focused by a doublet
lens (f/250) to a spot size of about 10 pm in diameter on the
sample surface. The spatial overlap of both beams is estab-
lished to the accuracy of about 2 pm by using an in situ
microscope-camera system. The details of the construction and
operation of the microscope-camera system used for the verifi-
cation of the overlap are discussed in a recent publication.”

The exact temporal overlap of the laser beams is achieved by
tuning the micro-translational stage to observe an interference
pattern produced by two beams behind beam splitter #2. The
optical setup also allows for on-line beam diagnostics such as
light polarisation analysis and pulse energy measurements and
measurements of the 387.5 nm emission of a BBO crystal which
radiates at maximum intensity at temporal overlap once the
precise zero delay position is reached. The spot sizes of the
propagating beam profiles were also examined by a beam
profiler camera near the focal plane.

The sample is placed on an xyz translation stage, and posi-
tioned at the laser focus located about 0.5 mm from the
entrance to the mass spectrometer. The laser irradiates the
sample perpendicularly to its surface and initiates the ablation
and ionisation processes. The ions extracted from the plasma
plume are confined, accelerated and focused by the ion optical
system allowing only positively charged species to enter the
mass analyser. Mass separation occurs on the field-free drift

This journal is © The Royal Society of Chemistry 2018

paths of the mass spectrometer and the ions are recorded by
a micro-strip multi-channel-plate detector system (chevron
configuration).” A typical measurement is initiated by custom-
made software controlling the laser operation, the sample
position, the linear translation stage of the retroreflector, and
the data acquisition system. The collected time-of-flight spectra
are converted into mass spectra and integrated by the specifi-
cally prepared software.®®”® The time-of-flight spectrum is
measured by collecting ions of elements or clusters and oxides
arrived at the detector within a certain time. The mass peak
intensity is measured in the units of electrons per ns. The time-
of-flight spectrum is then converted into a mass spectrum using
the following equation:

M(T) = AT + To)®

where M(T) is the mass/charge and A and Ty are fit constants.
The observed ion signal (Fig. 2-7) is obtained by the inte-
gration of the relevant mass peaks in the time-of-flight spec-
trum and is represented in the units of electrons. The MCP gain
close to 10° is typically applied and the number of the spectra
accumulated in each measurement is described below.

Measurements

The mass spectra of the plasma are collected by applying
sequences of 5000 laser shots on each surface location for
a range of conditions.

(1) The SP and DP ions produced in the Mg plasma are ob-
tained in the pulse energy range from 0.2 to 1.0 pJ. The DP ion
measurements are performed for the inter-pulse delay of 20 ps
at which the maximum of Mg" ion intensity is observed.

(2) The measurements of ions produced in the Mg plasma as
a function of the inter-pulse delay are conducted for delays from
—300 to +300 ps, with a time resolution of about 300 fs. Each
measurement was conducted on a fresh surface location and
the spectra were collected from 2000 locations for each
campaign.
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Fig. 2 (A) The laser beam profiles measured by a beam profile imager outside the focal point; P1, P2, and DP are the beam profiles of pulse 1,
pulse 2, and double pulse, respectively; (B) typical images of the preconditioned surface by applying 5000 laser shots (right side) and after laser
ablation studies; (C) the crater pattern obtained after the DP laser ablation while varying the inter-pulse delay between the pulses. Dark spots in
the central part of the image are the craters made for inter-pulse delays from —15 to +15 ps (inter-pulse delay between near craters is ~300 fs).
Less pronounced crater spots are made at larger inter-pulse delays. (D) Close-up image of a few craters from the central part showing more

details of the crater shapes.

(3) The mass spectra presented in Fig. 9 were obtained by the
accumulation of 5000 single-shot mass spectra.

Laser beam profiles and crater images

Prior to the DP ablation measurements laser beam diagnostic
studies were performed. The laser beam profiles for pulse 1 and
pulse 2 were measured to be Gaussian. In addition, the beam
profile of the overlapped beams at the focussing location was
measured to ensure that they are overlapped and of equal inten-
sity pattern (DP image). The temporal pulse shape was measured
as well, yielding a pulse duration of ~190 fs at full width half
maximum (FWHM). The beam overlap could also be controlled
independently during the measurement by means of the in situ
microscope-camera system by analysing the laser ablation craters.
Fig. 2B presents the image of the preconditioned surface (right
side) and the laser crater obtained under the laser ablation
conditions. The preconditioned areas do not show craters but
ripples can be readily observed. In Fig. 2C, a surface with the crater
pattern obtained after DP ablation as a function of the inter-pulse
delay is shown. For the delays in the range from ~15 ps to +15 ps
the craters are deeper while for the other delays the ablation of the
surface is less pronounced. This is due to plasma shielding effects
for longer delays applied (see text in the Discussion section).

Results

SP measurements of Mg*, multiple-charged Mg ions, and Mg
cluster ions as a function of pulse energy

The mass spectrometric measurements of the SP plasma
composition reveal the presence of Mg", multiple-charged Mg

1296 | J. Anal At Spectrom., 2018, 33, 1292-1303

ions, and Mg cluster ions. The dependence of the ion as
a function of pulse energy is depicted in Fig. 3. The Mg"
ion signal increases linearly for the pulse energies larger than
0.30 pJ.

The ablation energy threshold (AET) of 0.30 £+ 0.07 pJ is
obtained by using a linear fit to the Mg" ion signal curve. A small
Mg" ion signal is also detected for the pulse energies lower than

1013

[ IR J
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«Q
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N
A
R

1011

-
o
©

Observed lon Signal [electrons]
3 3

Pulse Energy [pJ]

Fig. 3 The SP ablation measurements of Mg*, Mg?*, and Mg cluster
ions as a function of pulse energy. The Mg* ion signal is observed for
pulse energies larger than 0.3 pnJ and the signals of multiple-charged
ions Mg?* and Mg** — for the pulse energy larger than 0.30 and
0.50 nJ, respectively. In the range of applied pulse energies an increase
of the Mg cluster ion signal correlates well with the Mg* ion yield
increase.
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0.30 pJ but is not well correlated with the pulse energy increase.
The Mg”" and Mg"" ions are measured for laser pulse energies
larger than 0.40 and 0.50 pJ, respectively. The study also yields
the detection of various Mg, clusters and Mg,0, oxide ions
where x = 1-4 and y = 0-3. The latter are produced due to the
ablation of an oxidation layer in the upper most Mg target
sample. An increase of the Mg," ion signal correlates well with
an increase of the Mg" ion signal but the Mg; cluster signal
increases somewhat slower. The threshold ablation fluence
value, Fy,r = 130 + 60 mJ cm ™2, is derived using the AET value
and considering the crater sizes for the near threshold ablation
energies scaling down to AET (crater diameter ~10 pm). In the
estimation the surface reflectivity of R = 0.5 is assumed. This
value is close to the ablation threshold fluence measured by
a similar method for other metal samples.” Nevertheless, the
threshold energy is determined from the mass spectra obtained
by accumulation of 5000 individual mass spectra taken from the
preconditioned surface with 5000 laser shots (see Fig. 2B).
Hence, the unique dependence on the thermal and dynamical
properties of materials, which is typically reflected from the
one-shot ablation, is lost and the ion yield is likely affected by
the history of prior laser shots on the sampled spot (e.g., laser-
induced periodic surface structures, LIPSS, ripples).” This
initial laser irradiation of the surface changes surface optical
properties and can readily increase surface absorptivity and
decrease surface reflectance. The detection of the Mg" ions
below the ablation threshold energy can be explained by surface
changes by laser preconditioning.

Dependence of the Mg" ion yield on the inter-pulse delay

Guided by the results of the SP ablation studies, the pulse
energies below and above AET are applied to investigate the DP
Mg" ion signal enhancement as a function of the inter-pulse

-
N

=y
o
B

Observed lon Signal [electrons]
=

10°

y T T T T
-300 -200 -100 0 100
Inter-Pulse Delay [ps]

2(I)0 3(I)0
Fig. 4 The Mg* ion signal produced by a DP laser ablation source
(both pulses have a similar pulse energy) as a function of the inter-
pulse delay. The ion signal enhancement is observed for the inter-
pulse delays between 2 and 35 ps with a maximal signal enhancement
for the inter-pulse delay of 20 ps. For the delays from —1 to 1 ps, the
Mg* ion signal increases similarly to that observed for SP ablation of
the same total pulse energy.
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delay. Fig. 4 depicts the Mg ion signal curves measured with
pulse energies of 0.28 pJ (2 x 0.14 pJ), 0.70 puJ (2 x 0.35 pJ) and
0.86 1J (2 x 0.43 ). The measurements with the lowest pulse
energy close to AET show a Mg" ion signal enhancement in the
relatively narrow inter-pulse delay range from 1 to 35 ps either
when pulse 1 is applied first (negative delay) or when pulse 2 is
applied first (positive delay). Similarly, symmetric Mg" signal
enhancement curves are measured for the total pulse energy
larger than AET, but the Mg’ ion signal enhancement is
observed now in a broader inter-pulse delay range from 1 to 300
ps. The Mg" ions are also measured for the nearly overlapping
pulses with inter-pulse delays in the range from 0 to 1 ps. For
temporally overlapped pulses, constructive and destructive
interference occurs affecting Mg" ion production. For pulse
energies much larger than AET the Mg" ion signal is observed to
be comparable with the SP Mg" ion signal. We observed the Mg"
ion signal enhancement for the inter-pulse delay of 20 ps close
to 20 times compared to the Mg" ion signal produced by nearly
overlapped pulses or SP ablation while applying pulse energies
in the range from 0.30 to 0.70 pJ. For the pulse energies larger
than AET, a Mg" ion signal enhancement is observed for the
inter-pulse delays close to —150 ps and somehow less
pronounced - for the delays close to +150 ps. The ion signal
increase at these delays can be induced either by coincidental
overlap of pre- or post-pulses of one laser beam with the main
pulse of the second laser beam. The pre- and post-pulses can be
produced near the main laser pulse but their intensities are
typically more than 100 times lower compared to the intensity of
the main laser pulse. These pulses are Fresnel reflections in
optical elements or a radiation leakage out of the regenerative
amplifier cavity (more details in ref. 8, p. 92). Typically, these
pulses can be suppressed efficiently by adjusting the position of
the Pockels cell. With our adjustments we could reduce pulse
amplitudes but could not remove them entirely.

1013
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Fig. 5 The comparison between the signals of Mg*, Mg?*, Mg** and
Mg,* cluster ions measured for various inter-pulse delays. The
multiple-charged Mg ion signals increase in the delay ranges from —50
to —1 ps and from +1to +50 ps. Maxima of these signals are measured
for the inter-pulse delay close to 20 ps. The Mg, cluster ion signal is
observed to increase in the range from 50 to 75 ps and to decrease for
the inter-pulse delays from —50 to —1 ps and from 1 to 50 ps.

J. Anal. At Spectrom., 2018, 33, 1292-1303 | 1297


http://dx.doi.org/10.1039/c8ja00036k

Published on 18 May 2018. Downloaded on 8/13/2018 3:18:34 PM.

JAAS

Fig. 5 depicts the signals of Mg*, multiple-charged Mg*" and
Mg**, and Mg," cluster ions measured as a function of the inter-
pulse delay for the total pulse energy of 0.9 uJ (2 x 0.45 pJ).
Individual pulse energies are larger than the threshold ablation
energy. The Mg" ion signal enhancement is observed in the
delay range from —1 to —300 ps and from +1 to +300 ps. The
Mg" ion signal measured for the inter-pulse delays from —1 to
1 ps is observed to be only a few times lower than that measured
for the delay of 20 ps. The measurements show that the Mg?*
ion signal is enhanced for delays from —50 to +50 ps with the
signal maximum for the inter-pulse delay of —20 and +20 ps.
The Mg*" ion signal enhancement is relatively small and occurs
in the delay range —30 to +30 ps. The cluster ion signal changes
differently. The Mg," cluster ion signal enhancement is
observed for delays in the range from —75 to —50 ps and from
+50 to +75 ps followed by its decrease in the range from —50 to
—1 and from +1 to +50 ps, respectively. The measurements show
that by applying sufficiently high pulse energies clusters can
readily decompose in the plasma plume. The Mg," ion signal
reaches a minimal value for the inter-pulse delays ranging from
—30 to +30 ps.

Fig. 6 depicts the DP Mg" ion signal produced by the laser
pulses of different energies in the inter-pulse delay range from
—150 to +150 ps. When pulse 1 of lower energy (pulse 1 = 0.38 pJ)
is applied first the Mg" ion yield is larger (see the part of the graph
for the negative delays). For the reversed laser pulse configura-
tion, the Mg" ion signal enhancement is readily lower (see the
part of the graph for the positive delays). The Mg" ion signal
enhancement in the positive delay range (pulse 2 applied first) is
smaller but is observed in a broader inter-pulse delay range. The
maximum signal enhancement is measured for the delays close
to 20 ps, similarly, to the case when equal pulse energies are
applied. In the negative delay range the signal enhancement of
the Mg”* ion and the signal decrease of the Mg," cluster ion are

10" Pulse 1 is first Pulse 2 is first

i
c Puls 1: 0.38 uJ
g Mg’ Puls 2: 0.70 HJ
5 10.70
o 10"
2,
s
c
'9 10 2
10 +
s
°
£ 100 Mg,
[7]
e}
o)
103 T T T T T T T T T T T T 1
-150 -100 -50 0 50 100 150

Inter-Pulse Delay [ps]

Fig.6 The signal enhancements of Mg*, Mg?* and Mg, ™" cluster ions as
a function of the inter-pulse delay for different energies of pulse 1 and
pulse 2. For the pulse 1 applied first (low pulse energy, negative delay)
the Mg* ion signal enhancement is larger compared to the opposite
pulse configuration. While the Mg?* ion signal follows the changes of
the Mg™ ion signal the Mg,* cluster signal decreases for the delays from
—30 to —1 and increases for the positive delays from 1 to 50 ps.
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observed in the range from —1 to —30 ps. For the positive inter-
pulse delays the signal of Mg," increases readily and there is
almost no signal enhancement of the Mg”" ion.

Mg ion signal dependence on DP energy for an inter-pulse
delay of 20 ps

Fig. 7 depicts the DP Mg" ion signal as a function of total pulse
energy for the fixed inter-pulse delay of +20 ps (max. Mg ion
signal enhancement) (see Fig. 3). The rate of the Mg" ion signal
enhancement is observed to increase somewhat faster in the
energy range from 0.20 to 0.40 pJ than for the larger pulse
energies. The Mg”" and Mg** ion signals begin to increase for
the pulse energies larger than ~0.3 pJ and ~0.6 pJ, respectively.
The Mg, " and Mg; " cluster ion signals first increase in the pulse
energy range from 0.2 to 0.5 pJ and decrease monotonically for
larger pulse energies.

DP Mg" ion yield enhancement ratio relative to SP ion yield for
various ablation energies

Fig. 8 depicts the DP Mg ion signal enhancement relative to the
SP Mg" ion signal. The ratio is calculated by dividing the DP ion
signal values by the SP ion signal values measured for similar
pulse energies. The measurements were conducted in the pulse
range from 0.1 to 0.8 pJ. The DP Mg" ion signal enhancement is
observed in the pulse energy range from 0.30 to 0.65 pJ reaching
a value of about 20. For larger pulse energies the enhancement
of the DP Mg" ion signal over the SP ion signal decreases
reaching the value close to 10 for the pulse energy of 0.8 pj. The
measurements for larger pulse energies were not conducted.

Comparison of the mass spectra obtained by the SP and DP
laser ablation

Fig. 9 depicts the mass spectra obtained in the measurements
with SP (panel B) and DP ablation (equal pulse energies) (panel
A) by applying a total pulse energy of 0.8 pJ for the inter-pulse

¢ Mg’
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. . . . . .
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Fig. 7 The DP signals of Mg*, Mg"" and Mg," ions measured as
a function of total pulse energy; pulse 1 and pulse 2 are delayed by
20 ps.
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Fig. 8 The DP Mg™ ion signal enhancement relative to the SP Mg™ ion

signal measured for a similar total energy in the energy range from 0.1
to 0.8 pJ.

High-grade Mg

—— DP Energy: 0.8 pJ

Mass [m/z]

Fig. 9 Comparison between the mass spectra obtained with the SP
and DP ablation of a high-grade Mg sample (panels A & B) and DP
ablation of a Mg alloy AZ31 (Goodfellow) sample (panel C) applying an
inter-pulse delay of +20 ps and a similar total pulse energy of 0.8 pJ.

delay of +20 ps. The SP spectra also show, in addition to isotope
mass peaks of Mg®, a number of Mg," clusters and Mg,O,
oxides, where x =1 to 4 and y =1 to 3. In the SP mass spectrum
the multiple-charged Mg"" and O™" ions with n = 1-5 and m =
1-3 ions are measured whereas in the DP mass spectra only
Mg>" and Mg>" ions are observed in addition to Mg" and Mg,".
The mass peak intensity of the Mg, " cluster ion can be reduced
further by applying larger pulse energies but at the expense of
decreasing the mass resolution.

The mass peaks of the DP spectrum are about 10 times more
intense compared to the corresponding SP Mg" mass peaks. The
mass peaks in the DP spectrum are observed to be broader,
which is attributed to space charge effects due to larger
amounts of ions produced during DP ablation (e.g., coulombic
repulsion). Observation of atomic ions of charges up to 5 in SP
ablation and only up to 3 in DP ablation is accounted for by an
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increase of multiple-charged ion production efficiency at the
sample surface due to larger pulse energy applied for ablation in
the SP method. Multiple-charged species are observed to be
produced less efficiently in the DP method at the currently
applied laser ablation energies. The DP mass spectra can be
measured within about 6 decades of the detection range and
mass resolution (m/Am) close to 300 at mass m = 64.

The measurement of the DP mass spectra is repeated on an
Mg alloy. Again, no other clusters but only Mg," cluster is
measured. In this case, the direct measurement of the Zn" ion in
the Mg alloy can be made unambiguously. By applying the SP
method alone, the presence of Mg,0" clusters would make the
identification of the minor element Zn more difficult. The
absence of the Mg,0" ion cluster simplifies elemental and
isotope analysis and enables straightforward compositional
analysis of the alloy sample. The measurement is in good
agreement with the elemental composition given by Goodfellow
(Mg: 96%, Al: 3% and Zn: 1%). We have also observed the mass
peak with the mass m = 55 which is assigned to the Mn" ion and
is not given in the specification sheet by Goodfellow. Addi-
tionally, Na*, K, and Ca" ions were detected and are likely due
to contamination introduced by the attachment of the Mg alloy
sample to the sample holder. The current measurements are
conducted using just one detection channel of our high-speed
microstrip multi-anode multichannel plate detector system. In
that measurement mode a detection limit of about 1-10 ppm
can be achieved. The current detection limitation is due to the
presence of underlying noise levels (cross talking). Better
shielding efficiency and implementation of currently available
12 bit acquisition cards will help in further improvements of
our detection limits while using one detection channel.

Discussion

The mass spectrometric analyses of the plasmas produced by SP
and DP ablations deliver means to define optimal conditions for
the atomic ion signal enhancement and reduction of cluster
abundances in the analysed ion beam. Moreover, from the
combined SP and DP chemical analyses one can also achieve
sensitive diagnostics of the physical and chemical conditions of
the plasma including an insight into the ablation mechanism
and atomic/cluster ion formation processes. This is achieved by
probing the plasma composition (produced by the first laser
pulse) using the second laser pulse at different inter-pulse
delays. In this method the DP ion yield is a measure of the
coupling strength of the second pulse with the evolved plasma.

Our studies conducted with the DP method are in good
agreement with the proposed DP ablation mechanism. By
measuring the Mg" ion yield as a function of inter-pulse delay,
we can follow the coupling strength of the delayed pulse with
the dynamics of the produced plasma.” For the laser pulse
energies below AET, negligible concentrations of the Mg" ions
are observed for closely overlapping pulses. Neither the indi-
vidual pulse energies nor the sum of energies of the individual
pulses exceeds AET under these conditions (Fig. 3 and 4; see
also discussion on the effects due to surface preconditioning
and laser interference effects). Also for nearly overlapped laser
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pulses (inter-pulse delays: ~1 ps) the Mg" ion yield is negligible
but it increases when the second pulse is applied within the
inter-pulse delay range from 1 to 35 ps. For these delays, the Mg"
ion signal enhancement is consistent with the mechanism in
which the ions are produced by the interaction of the second
laser pulse with the predominately neutral gaseous material
(see Fig. 4 for the lowest pulse energies). This “plasma ignition”
resulted in a large increase of the atomic ion fraction of the
plume occurring in a relatively narrow range of the inter-pulse
delays; a fast increase of the Mg" ion signal in the inter-pulse
delay range from 1 to 20 ps followed by its fast decay is observed
and reaches a level of the SP Mg" ion signal for delays longer
than 35 ps (Fig. 4 and 6). Following the method applied in ref. 7
we can estimate the density of energy at the ablated volume.
This is in the order of 10" to 10" J m* assuming the optical
penetration depth of 10 nm, the incident laser fluence of
0.2 J em™? and the surface reflectance of R = 0.5. The electron
temperature and electron phonon time coupling constant can
be estimated roughly to be close to T. = 8000 K and t._p, =
10 ps, respectively. This is consistent with the Mg" ion yield rise
times. The Mg" ion yield maximum is observed already at the
inter-pulse delays close to 20 ps and it is within the inter-pulse
delay measurement accuracy independent of the applied pulse
energies (Fig. 4-6). Hence, the measurement results are
consistent with the estimated electron phonon coupling
constant, t._pn, and indicate a fast increase of lattice tempera-
ture and melting in the irradiated layer for pulse energies close
to and above AET. In fact, the energy density is sufficiently high
10"'° to 10" ] m 3 which shows that the lattice temperature can
rise above the melting point. For pulse energies larger than
~0.5 pJ the Mg" ion signal enhancement rate is observed to
decrease slower and eventually reaches the level of the SP Mg"
ion signal for the inter-pulse delays larger than 300 ps. This can
be qualitatively observed in Fig. 6 when the pulses of different
energies are applied. In this case cooling dynamics of the
molten layer takes a longer time. The changes of the Mg" ion
yield as a function of pulse energy are somewhat different from
that observed for the Co" ion yield in the ablation of Co/ZnS
targets where for low laser energy densities slow melting times
and slow cooling dynamics for much longer times were
observed.” Our results are consistent with homogeneous abla-
tion dynamics.

With an increase of the ablation pulse energy a denser
plasma plume is produced. Partially ionised atomic vapour in
the plume increases the absorption of laser radiation compared
to that of the sample surface by means of the bound-bound and
bound-free transitions enhanced by Stark broadening. This
mechanism is proposed to be the main ionisation mechanism
at the inter-pulse delays up to a few hundred ps.””?** The
absorbed laser radiation contributes to an increase of the
plasma plume temperature. We observe for pulse energies
above AET an increase of the Mg”* and Mg*" ion concentrations
in the inter-pulse delay range from 1 to 50 ps and 10 to 30 ps,
respectively. This effect can be correlated with an increase of the
efficiency of the ion production with an increase of the plume
temperature (Fig. 5 and 7). The effect of the plasma formation
and pulse energy dependence on the atomic ion formation are
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exemplified in DP ablation by different pulse energies for the
first and second pulse (Fig. 6). For the total pulse energy being
similar, Mg" ion production is more efficient when the energy of
the second delayed pulse is larger. The maximum of the Mg*"*
yield is measured for a similar inter-pulse delay of ~20 ps at
which also the Mg" yield is maximal and is likely that at this
delay the plasma temperature is highest.

The combined SP and DP ablation mass spectrometric
analyses of the Mg cluster ion signals deliver an insight into the
cluster formation mechanism. In DP ablation the production of
clusters depends critically on absorbed laser energy (Fig. 7). The
rise of the Mg," cluster ion signal observed in the delay range
1 to 30 ps for the pulse energies lower than 0.5 pJ is accounted
for by favourable plasma conditions (sufficiently low plasma
temperature and sufficiently high plasma density for neutral-
charged reactions). A decomposition of the Mg," and other
clusters can be observed for the pulse energies larger than
0.6 uJ. A minimal Mg, " cluster ion yield is observed again for the
inter-pulse delay close to 20 ps at which the Mg" ion yield is
maximised and the plasma temperature is highest (Fig. 5). Due
to a short inter-pulse delay it is likely that at least a fraction of
the Mg, " clusters is formed at the sample surface and eventually
these clusters undergo decomposition in the plasma plume
heated to sufficiently high temperature by the second pulse.

Efficient Mg cluster production is observed using the SP
method in the range of the pulse energies applied. The obser-
vation of Mg," clusters and Mg,0," oxides points towards the
post-plasma chemistry mechanism involving neutral-ion reac-
tions.”®”” Our measurements indicate that in DP ablation the
neutral-ion reactions occurring typically during the plasma
expansion and cooling stages are less efficient. This is likely due
to the low density of neutral atoms (ionisation by the second
laser pulse) and an increased plasma temperature (heating the
plasma by the second laser pulse).

Our analyses of the Mg" ion signal indicate that the
enhancement of the Mg" ion concentrations by DP ablation
compared to SP ablation occurs in the limited pulse energy
range from 0.2 to ~1 uJ (Fig. 8). For pulse energies larger than
0.8 yJ the plasma density can be sufficiently high that plasma
shielding effects can start to play the role and the laser pulse can
interact with the uppermost thin layer in the plasma plume with
reduced efficiency to heat the plasma to high temperature or
efficiently ionise the neutral fraction.

The mass spectrometric analyses conducted with the DP
ablation ion source indicate that this source can be promising
in delivering enhanced atomic ion yields at reduced cluster ion
yields. This is of considerable interest while conducting quan-
titative chemical analysis by mass spectrometry and will allow
us to improve signal-to-noise ratios, detection sensitivity and
reduce isobaric interference due to the presence of cluster ions.
Although the performance of the source to deliver stoichio-
metric atomic ion fractions was not fully explored in the present
investigations first results on a high purity Mg foil and Mg alloy
indicate no ion source fractionation effects either in the
measurements of isotopes or elemental composition. Also the
multiply-charged ion production rate is reduced here compared
to that observed in SP ablation of the same pulse energy, which

n
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again is advantageous for the quantitative chemical analysis.”®
The mass spectrometric analysis of the DP ablation products
including atomic ions, multiply charged ions and cluster ions
proves to be a powerful method complementing other plasma
diagnostic methods and further mass spectrometric investiga-
tions with a more advanced pulse-shaping method may allow
more advanced control over both the physical plasma condi-
tions and chemical reactions.”®37:3%79-81

Summary

Mass spectrometric studies of the Mg plasma produced by DP
femtosecond laser ablation/ionisation on an Mg foil are con-
ducted using a miniature time-of-flight mass spectrometer. The
positively charged Mg, multiply-charged Mg and Mg cluster ion
yields are analysed as a function of the inter-pulse delay and the
laser pulse energy. The results of these studies define optimal
inter-pulse delay and pulse energy ranges at which the Mg" ion
yield can be maximised and the interference due to Mg cluster
ions is minimised. We find an enhancement of Mg’ ion
production by a factor of 20 in the inter-pulse delay range from 2
to 30 ps and in the pulse energy range from 0.2 to ~1.0 pJ
compared to SP ablation with similar pulse energy. Although for
larger pulse energies the Mg" ion yields become similar for SP
and DP methods, DP ablation is advantageous allowing
a significant reduction of the clusters in the plasma plume.

Furthermore, our studies show that the chemical analysis of
solids can be conducted at relatively low pulse energies. Such
energy levels can be produced by today's small-size fibre lasers.
With up to a few pJ laser pulse energy and laser focusing down
to a few um measurement conditions can be achieved which
allow conducting quantitative chemical analyses of any material
including metals, isolators or semiconductors by using our
LIMS system. Coupling the DP ion source with our miniature
time-of-flight mass spectrometer can open new perspectives for
in situ analysis of solids on planetary surfaces. Detection limits
of our LIMS system are determined at a few ppb levels (with our
high-speed microstrip multi-anode multichannel plate detector
system).”” The current improvements help in increase of the
signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) but it will be particularly helpful to
reduce the cluster concentrations and to improve the identifi-
cation of trace and ultra-trace elements. The apparent
complexity of the optical setup can be reduced by application of
a small-size fibre laser system. This can be advantageous for
application in space research, on a lander or rover, where space,
weight and power consumption are limited.
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