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Abstract
The propagation of a multi-terawatt femtosecond laser pulse in air is studied as a function of initial chirp. The chirp
conditions for optimising air ionisation at long distance are presented. Ionisation channels are observed over a distance
reaching 400 m.
 2004 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
There is increasing interest in the study of femtosecond laser self-guiding (ﬁlamentation) in air
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and other transparent media. The physical processes underlying this eﬀect are now well understood. Filamentation arises predominantly from
a dynamic competition between the optical Kerr
eﬀect, which leads to beam self-focusing and air
ionisation by multi-photon absorption, preventing
beam collapse by beam defocusing [1,2]. Air ionisation involves the simultaneous absorption of at
least 8 infrared photons, so that it occurs for a
threshold like intensity I  1013 W/cm2. In the case
of an input power close to the critical power for
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ﬁlamentation (Pcr  5 GW for air at normal pressure and a laser central wavelength of 800 nm), the
main features of the ﬁlament which is formed, such
as spectral broadening, pulse shortening, beam
contraction and plasma channel formation, are
in good agreement with numerical simulations that
solve a non linear Schrödinger equation for the
envelope of the propagating ﬁeld [3–6]. At higher
input power, P  Pcr, the beam splits into a large
number N of ﬁlaments, with N  P/Pcr [7–9]. This
situation is less well understood, due on the one
hand to the complexity of numerical simulations
which require a full ‘‘3d + 1’’ treatment over a long
path [5,10,30] and on the other hand to the diﬃculty in measuring the beam characteristics over
long propagation distances D > 100 m, due to
the sensitivity of the multiﬁlamentary pattern on
the initial beam characteristics and on atmospheric
turbulence.
Long-range ﬁlamentation of femtosecond laser
pulses in air can lead to several applications [11].
The broad white continuum generated during
self-guided propagation can be exploited for multi-component LIDAR studies of air pollution
[12–14]. The creation of plasma column can be
used to trigger and guide electric discharge, and
eventually can lead to a new type of lightning
rod [15–17]. Finally, the high local intensity of
the self-guided laser pulse can be used for laser-induced plasma spectroscopy (LIPS) of remote targets [18]. Thus, depending on the particular
application, it is important to maximise either continuum generation, the length of ionisation channels or the laser intensity at long distance.
One important laser parameter in this respect is
the initial chirp of the laser pulse. For ultra-short
pulses at 800 nm, the pulse duration is expected
to increase because of group velocity dispersion
of air. This detrimental eﬀect can be precompensated by imparting a negative initial chirp [19,20].
Initial chirped laser pulse has another eﬀect. By
increasing the pulse duration at constant pulse
energy, it decreases its peak power [21]. This is expected to increase the distance necessary for the
onset of ﬁlamentation [23] and also to reduce the
number N of generated ﬁlaments.
In this paper, we report experimental results
concerning the long propagation of IR multi-tera-

watt laser pulses on a horizontal path. Measurements are performed as a function of initial laser
chirp. We are particularly interested in measuring
the length over which ionised plasma channels
are formed. We also investigate the conditions
for optimal continuum generation at long distance
D > 600 m.

2. Experimental procedure
The experiments have been performed with a
Ti:Sapphire multi-terawatt laser system, called
Teramobile. A detailed description of the laser is
given in [21]. The laser operates with a central
wavelength at 800 nm and an energy per pulse of
up to 190 mJ at a repetition rate of 10 Hz. The
beam diameter at the output of the compressor is
34 mm with a pronounced top-hat proﬁle, as
shown in Fig. 1. Since the laser is based on the
chirped pulse ampliﬁcation (CPA) technique
[24,25], the initial chirp of the laser pulse can be
easily adjusted. For the present campaign, the laser ﬁnal compression stage was modiﬁed so that
it could produce pulses with a negative chirp
(shorter wavelength ﬁrst) varying between 0.2
and 9.6 ps pulses. This corresponds to respectively
190 and 4 times the critical value Pcr = 5 GW for

Fig. 1. Proﬁle of the beam. Intensity recorded at the output of
the compressor.
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laser pulses at 800 nm. This implies that the initial
power of the laser is always higher than the critical
power necessary to create ﬁlaments in air. In order
to obtain large negative chirps, one of the gratings
of the compressor was mounted on a 40-mm translation stage. The compressor was calibrated with
an autocorrelator measuring the pulse duration
as a function of the distance between the gratings,
yielding the value 241 fs/mm. The collimated laser
beam was launched horizontally 3 m above a
paved road to a maximum distance of 600 m.
Longer distances of 1000 and 2350 m were also
available.
Measurement of the beam intensity in a ﬁlament is a diﬃcult task, even in the case of a wellcontrolled single ﬁlament in the laboratory. The
most reliable method, which is based on the generation by a ﬁlament of high order odd harmonics in
an atomic gas cell [26], requires an elaborate set-up
with precise alignment. Additional diﬃculties in
the present case are the high input power, leading
to multiﬁlamentary structures that may vary from
shot to shot, and the eﬀect of air turbulence [29],
which produces ﬂuctuations in the position of the
beam at long distance.
In view of these diﬃculties, we have adopted the
following procedure. We ﬁrst measure the occurrence of air ionisation as a function of distance
for a given initial laser chirp. Optical ﬁeld ionisation of air is detected with two electric techniques
described below. The onset of ionisation yields a
precise value of the laser intensity, which is independently known both from experiments in single
ﬁlament and from simulations. Next we correlate
the ionisation signal measured as a function of distance with the darkening of preexposed photographic paper (Kodak linagraph paper, type
1895). To conﬁrm this calibration, the same
procedure is repeated in the laboratory using a
well-characterized single ﬁlament. This procedure
allows us to determine in a single shot the intensity
proﬁle in a complex multiﬁlamentary pattern at a
given distance with an order-of-magnitude
accuracy.
Calibration of the photographic paper in the
laboratory proceeds as follows. First, we measure
the electric conduction of the plasma channel using
the method described in [27]. Two electrodes with
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small holes in their centre and separated by 3 cm
are placed in the ﬁlament path. A potential diﬀerence of 1000 V is applied between the electrodes.
The conducting channel formed by the ﬁlament
between the electrodes closes the electric circuit
and induces a current that is monitored across a
load resistance of 8.2 kX. Keeping constant the
interelectrode distance and moving the circuit
along the propagation axis, one obtains a characteristic ionisation curve as shown in Fig. 2(b)
(black squares). A second technique measures directly the electric signal obtained when the ﬁlament impinges on the exposed copper tip of a
coaxial cable connected to an oscilloscope [28].
This induces a voltage measured with a low inductance electric circuit (grey triangles).
Both types of signals recorded as a function of
distance, are shown in Fig. 2(b). For comparison,
we also show in Fig. 2(c) the calculated length of
the plasma channel and the corresponding laser
intensity in the ﬁlament for the same experimental
conditions. These results have been obtained by
solving numerically the non-linear Schrödinger
equation governing the slowly varying envelope
of the laser ﬁeld [6]. Various physical eﬀects are
taken into account: diﬀraction, group velocity dispersion and higher-order dispersive terms, selffocusing, stimulated Raman scattering, plasma
absorption and defocusing, space-time focusing
and self-steepening. More details on the physical
model used in the code can be found in [6]. Since
the results in Fig. 2 correspond to single ﬁlaments
produced in laboratory experiment, 2 + 1 dimensional simulations were performed by assuming
revolution symmetry around the propagation axis.
Usually, a resolution of 10 microns in the transverse direction and 1–3 fs in the time direction is
suﬃcient but much higher resolution can be
achieved with ﬁxed step size or with adaptative
mesh if necessary. As can be seen in Fig. 2(c), there
is a sharp threshold-like onset of ionisation when
the laser intensity reaches the value 1013 W/cm2;
this correspond to an electric signal of 10–30 mV
induced in the coaxial cable. For the same points
in the path of the ﬁlament, pictures of the beam
proﬁle were also recorded on a photosensitive paper in single shot exposures. The black spot recorded on the photographic paper was scanned
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Fig. 2. (a) Darkening of a photographic papers measured along the laser propagation axis. (b) Electric conductivity of air (black
square) and induced voltage on a coaxial detector (grey triangle) measured along the laser propagation axis. (c) Numerical simulation.
The black continuous line represents the electron density (q) (scale on the left axis). The dotted line gives the intensity in the core of the
ﬁlament (scale on the right axis).

and its darkening was plotted as a function of
propagation distance. The value of darkening corresponding to the ionisation threshold is given at
the extremities of the plasma string at z = 2.6
and at z = 5.1 m. This corresponds to a value
around 185 (in arbitrary units) for the darkening
curve of the photographic paper (see Fig. 2(a)).
It is adopted as the minimum value for which ionisation of air occurs in long-range propagation
experiments. In this range of value the photographic paper is in a saturated regime.
The same procedure relating electric and photographic exposure traces has been applied to outdoor, long distance experiments for two diﬀerent
laser chirps. First, the electric conductivity of the
plasma channel was measured for a pulse duration
stretched to 0.2 ps. For this chirp value, the observed ﬁlaments are rather reproducible in position
from shot to shot and can be tracked over several
tens of meters of propagation. Measurements recorded at several points along the propagation
are reported in Fig. 3(a). To assess the darkening
of the photographic papers that corresponds to
the ionisation threshold, the last value of the plateau on the electric signal has been related to the
degree of darkening at the same distance. The de-

duced value is about 185 in arbitrary units, consistent with the value obtained in the laboratory
experiment.
We have also measured the electric signal for an
initial pulse stretched to 2.4 ps. In this case, ﬂuctuations in position become more important, making
the electric conductivity measurement unreliable.
We have instead recorded the electric signal produced by the central wire of the coaxial cable
placed on the beam (see Fig. 3(b)). As discussed
above, the ionisation threshold is reached for an
electric signal of about 10 mV. This corresponds
to a darkening of about 188 in arbitrary units, as
shown in Fig. 3, in accordance with the previous
results. We have therefore used the darkening of
the paper as method to characterize the multi-ﬁlamentary-pattern, for various initial chirps on the
beam path.

3. Long-range beam characterisation
One series of photographic exposures recorded
at four distances, 21, 50, 68, and 109 m is shown
in Fig. 4 for a negative initial pulse duration of
1.2 ps. One can clearly observe in the transverse
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Fig. 3. (a) Comparison of the darkening between photosensitive paper (black triangle) and electric conductivity measurements (grey
square) for a pulse duration stretched to 0.2 ps. (b) Comparison between photosensitive paper (black triangle) and coaxial cable
measurements (grey square) for a pulse duration stretched to 2.4 ps.

Fig. 4. Measured beam proﬁle at various distances with a initial pulse duration stretched to 1.2 ps.

section of Fig. 4(a)–(c) the appearance of a number of high intensity channels that tend to appear
on a ring at the periphery of the beam. This highly
uneven intensity distribution of the beam intensity
proﬁle persists after a hundred meters of propagation (Fig. 4(d)). High intensity channels are also
linked by an energy web organization. The ring
like multi-ﬁlamentary structure can be understood,
by considering the initial superGaussian beam proﬁle (see Fig. 1). Since the self-focusing process initiates ﬁlamentation by excitation of a limited range
of transverse wavenumbers [7], one expects few ﬁlaments in the centre of the beam, because of its ﬂat
intensity proﬁle corresponding to wavenumbers
having a weak ampliﬁcation rate, and an accumulation of ﬁlaments around the beam edge, where
intensity gradients are maximum. As shown in
Fig. 5, this behaviour is well reproduced numerically by the same three-dimensional + time propa-

gation code used in [10,30]. The physical model is
that described in [30] and takes account of the
afore mentioned eﬀects. The code follows a split
step Crank–Nicholson, Fourier (in time) scheme.
Unevenly distributed adaptative mesh grids allow
us to adjust the resolution to the wide range of
spatial and temporal scales. The initial beam intensity proﬁle at d = 0 (see Fig. 1) is introduced in the
code as an initial condition. 105 spatial grid points
in the transverse dimension were suﬃcient to
reproduce the light tubes shown in Fig. 5(a) with
a resolution of 100 lm. The temporal resolution
was varied in the range 3–15 fs. No atmospheric
turbulence is included in these calculations, ﬁrst
because the patterns recorded experimentally were
rather reproducible from shot to shot, second because the scale of viscous dissipation is about 1
mm [29] which is slightly larger that the light tubes
and third because it is mainly the intensity
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Fig. 5. Comparison between experiment and simulation after 68 m of propagation for a beam initially stretched to 1.2 ps. (a) Beam
cross-section recorded with a photosensitive paper. (b) Computed distribution of ﬂuence.

gradients in the nearly top hat beam proﬁle (see
Fig. 1) which are responsible of the organization
of the light channels on the periphery of the input
beam. A much cleaner beam with regular azimuthal perturbations was numerically shown to
produce similar patterns except that the light tubes
are regularly located on polygonal ﬁgures [30].
The photographic papers have been scanned in
a densitometer through the highest intensity spots.
Results are shown in (Fig. 6). Between d = 50 and
68 m, the trace is saturated or even burned (Fig.
6(a)). At longer distances, one observes a broadening of the spot size and a decrease of the darken-

ing. From such measurements, one deduces that
air ionisation takes place over a distance of up to
100 m.
In Fig. 7, a count of the number of hot spots
giving a signal exceeding the ionisation threshold
and a count of the number of light channels are given for three representative chirps as a function of
distance. Light channels are deﬁned here to be
high intensity spots within the beam proﬁle with
insuﬃcient intensity to ionise air. The intensity of
light channels is in the range 5 · 1010–1013 W/
cm2 as deduced from the darkening of photographic plates comprised between 145 and 185

Fig. 6. Experimental burning spots of the laser on photographic paper at ﬁve various distances and for an initial pulse duration of
sp = 1.2 ps. For each distance, the intensity proﬁle has been reported below, dotted lines show the ionisation threshold (in arbitraries
units).
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G. Méchain et al. / Optics Communications 247 (2005) 171–180
30
20
10
0
20

Ligth tubes
Plasma strings

τ p = 0.2 ps

(a)

τ p = 1.2 ps

10

(b)

0
τ p = 2.4 ps

10

(c)

0
0

100

200

300

400

Distance (m)

Fig. 7. Evolution of the number of ﬁlaments in step with
distance for three consecutive pulse duration: (a) 0.2 ps, (b) 1.2
ps, (c) 2.4 ps.
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(see Fig. 11(c)). Adopting the criterion that an ionising ﬁlament is formed if, at least one hot spot has
a peak intensity exceeding the threshold value for
ionisation (darkening >185, see Fig. 6), one can
draw the ﬁlament length as a function of laser
chirp. It is plotted in Fig. 8 as black lines. When
the initial pulse duration is increased by introducing a negative chirp the peak power decreases. Filamentation occurs later but over a longer distance
and with less plasma strings. For the pulse duration sp = 2.4 ps the length where ionisation occurs
has been increased by more than a factor of 5 and
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Fig. 8. Evolution of the length of ﬁlamentation by varying the
initial chirp of the laser pulse. The pulse without chirp has a
duration of 100 fs. The black lines and black points refer to
locations where air ionisation could be detected, grey lines to
distances where bright light channels are observed.
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the number of ﬁlaments has been divided by 3. In a
recent work, Golubtsov et al. [22] reported numerical simulations on the control of ﬁlamentation
and the generation of supercontinuum by also
varying the initial pulse-phase modulation
(PPM). They predicted that a negative PPM shift
the beginning of ﬁlamentation [16,21–23,31] and
signiﬁcantly extend the length of plasma channels.
With an initial pulse duration of 800 fs and a negative PPM, the ﬁlamentation length reaches 800 m
and is 2.5 times longer than with the transformlimited pulse (s0 = 21 fs). Our results are qualitatively comparable to most of the predictions made
from the calculations of Golubtsov et al. [22]. Nevertheless, the calculated length of plasma channels
is much longer than our experimental optimum.
The numerical ionisation length reaches 800 m
with a pulse duration of 800 fs, even though we
ﬁnd a maximum length of 300 m for a pulse duration of 2.4 ps. Numerical results sensitively depends on the speciﬁc shape of the input beam,
the initial pulse parameters and experimental results depend also on the dynamics of plasma detection. This explains discrepancies between their
simulations and our experiments, despite clear
common general trends. Finally, the grey lines in
Fig. 8 correspond to the formation of intense light
channels, without occurrence of detectable ionisation. As reported recently, such bright light channels without measurable ionisation propagate
over at least 2350 m [10].
The procedure using photosensitive paper has
been repeated for various initial pulse duration
with the results summarized in Fig. 9. The degree
of darkening of papers corresponding each time
to the strongest spots within the entire beam proﬁle has been traced as a function of distance for
diﬀerent initial negative chirps. In the same ﬁgure,
the value of the ionisation threshold is plotted as a
horizontal dashed line. The degree of darkening
for each curve above the ionisation value should
be considered with circumspection, because the paper becomes saturated or even burned. However, it
gives a rather reliable criterion for the onset of
ionisation and therefore allows us to extract the
distance over which air is ionised. An optimum
was found for a negatively chirped pulse (duration
of 2.4 ps). For this value, ionisation was observed
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Fig. 9. Measurement of maximum of intensity in light ﬁlament
as a function of distance for various stretched pulse durations.

over more than 300 m with a maximum of ﬁve ionising ﬁlaments in the beam proﬁle.
Finally, we brieﬂy address the question of optimising white continuum generation at long distance. The beam intercepted by a white screen
was photographed with a digital camera at several
distances. In Fig. 10, the beam cross-section recorded at 1000 m is compared for two values of
the chirp, 0.2 and 9.6 ps. The ﬁrst corresponds to
the smallest duration of the pulse that can be realized with the modiﬁed compressor stage, the second gives the highest negative chirp achievable.
One notices in the ﬁrst case a bright continuum
generation, without discernible hot spots, with a
beam divergence of 1 mrad. In the second case,
the whole beam proﬁle is slightly compressed,
and bright channels (which persists beyond 2350
m) are clearly observable.

For the longest pulse duration, 9.6 ps, photographs of the beam proﬁle recorded at a distance
of 2350 m are shown in Fig. 11(a) and (b). As discussed earlier, we were not able to measure reliable
evidence of air ionisation under these conditions.
An estimate of the laser intensity from the darkening of the photographic paper gives a peak value
of about 1012 W/cm2.
Assuming a conversion eﬃciency of 1–10% between the initial pulse and the broadband continuum, we can now estimate the total power as
well as the ﬂuence of the continuum on a distance
of 1 km, since we know the white continuum beam
divergence. We ﬁnd an energy of 2–20 mJ in a continuum comprise between 300 and 950 nm and a
ﬂuence of 2 · 10 7–2 · 10 6 J/cm2 for an initial
pulse duration close to minimum. On the other,
with a negative chirp giving a pulse duration of
9.6 ps, we have typically between 5 and 7 light
channels at 1 km. Only the bright channels generate continuum in this case. Assuming the same
conversion eﬃciency into continuum of 1–10%,
the continuum energy is in the ratio of (total surface of light tubes/beam surface) 10 6. However,
the ﬂuence is the same. Therefore, we conclude
that a small negative chirp is better suited for
applications where the continuum emission must
be maximized.
The fact that ionisation is usually needed for
balancing self-focusing is a physical picture that
emerged from works on ﬁlaments generated by
unchirped pulses at moderate powers. With multiple ﬁlaments generated by high-power beams, this
picture is expected to be still correct for indepen-

Fig. 10. Comparison between two beam cross-section at 1000 m. (a) minimum negative chirp: 0.2 ps, (b) maximum negative chirp:
9.6 ps.
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Fig. 11. Experiment at 2350 m. The beam had initial chirp of 9.6 ps. (a) Photography of the beam cross-section intercepted by a white
screen. Exposure time of a few second. (b) Detail of a single shot light tube recorded with photosensitive paper. (c) Transverse proﬁle
(continuous curve) of the light tube at 2350 m. The dash curve represents the measured curve in laboratory (energy E = 20 mJ, pulse
duration 130 fs, diameter U = 2 cm) to determine the lower intensity limit of the light tubes.

dent ﬁlaments collapsing on themselves, a situation favoured with unchirped pulses. With powerful beams and large chirps, a large number of light
tubes compete for the available laser energy over
extended distance. The validity of this powerful
concept of the energy reservoir, originally proposed in [5], was shown in detail for a single ﬁlament [32]. The collapse of a speciﬁc light channel
into a plasma ﬁlament is more diﬃcult when surrounding light channels prevent a fast concentration of power, which makes other mechanism
such as, e.g., GVD, more eﬃcient to arrest the collapse before ionisation occurs [33].

In conclusion, we have studied the beam proﬁle
of an intense IR femtosecond laser pulse as a function of distance, up to 2350 m, for diﬀerent initial
chirps. Using electric measurements and photographic recordings, we estimated the distance over
which air ionisation was occurring. A maximum
ionisation distance of 370 m was found for a laser
with a negative chirp of 2.4 ps. A shorter pulse
duration favoured the amount of broadband continuum detected at long distance, while longer negative chirps led to the appearance of bright light
channels at 2350 m, the longest distance for which
measurements were performed. The peak
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intensities of such bright light spots was estimated
to be around 1012 W/cm2.
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[14] G. Méjean, J. Kasparian, J. Yu, S. Frey, E. Salmon, J.-P.
Wolf, Appl. Phys. B 78 (2004) 535.
[15] X.M. Zhao, J.-C. Diels, C.Y. Wang, J.M. Elizondo, IEEE
J. Quantum Electron. 31 (1995) 599.
[16] M. Rodriguez, R. Sauerbrey, H. Wille, L. Wöste, T. Fujii,
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