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Multi-messenger dynamic imaging of laser-
driven shocks in water using a plasma
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Understanding dense matter hydrodynamics is critical for predicting plasma
behavior in environments relevant to laser-driven inertial confinement fusion.
Traditional diagnostic sources face limitations in brightness, spatiotemporal
resolution, and in their ability to detect relevant electromagnetic fields. In this
work, we present a dual-probe, multi-messenger laser wakefield accelerator
platform combining ultrafast X-rays and relativistic electron beams at 1 Hz, to
interrogate a free-flowing water target in vacuum, heated by an intense 200 ps
laser pulse. This scheme enables high-repetition-rate tracking the evolution of
the interaction using both particle types. Betatron X-rays reveal a cylindrically
symmetric shock compression morphology assisted by low-density vapor,
resembling foam-layer-assisted fusion targets. The synchronized electron
beam detects time-evolving electromagnetic fields, uncovering charge
separation and ion species differentiation during plasma expansion – phe-
nomena not captured by photons or hydrodynamic simulations.We show that
combining both probes provides complementary insights spanning kinetic to
hydrodynamic regimes, highlighting the need for hybrid physics models to
accurately predict fusion-relevant plasma behavior.

Inertial confinement fusion (ICF) recently achieved a historical mile-
stone by reaching a target gain of unity1–5, reigniting optimism for
fusion energy as a transformative and sustainable solution. A key
challenge in ICF lies in understanding hydrodynamic instabilities dur-
ing fuel compression, which are critical for the behavior of the burning
plasma. To address this challenge, X-ray radiography has long been an
essential tool in high-energy-density physics (HEDP)6–8, permitting the
diagnosis of plasmas with densities normally exceeding ρ ≥ 1 g cm−3.

High-energy laser facilities commonly irradiate metal, foam, or gas
targetswithUV laser beams to createX-raybacklighters9–11.While these
sources coupled with streak cameras can capture many HED-relevant
processes, they suffer from poor brightness due to low conversion
efficiency, and limited spatiotemporal resolution typically exceeding
Δx > 10 μm and Δt > 200 ps.

In parallel, electric and magnetic fields are increasingly recog-
nized as playing significant roles in ICF environments12. The high
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temperatures and steep gradients mean that kinetic effects and elec-
tromagnetic fields may influence the system dynamics. In this sense,
charged particle beam probes have also proven useful in diagnosing
these complex interactions13. Although previous studies have pro-
posed simultaneous imaging using different particle types14–16, such as
X-rays and protons, they are similarly founded on traditional
backlighter-based sources facing many limitations. Some of the chal-
lenges include restricted proton energy, spectral modulation, limited
simultaneity between the probes, and low temporal resolution.
Moreover, these methods typically rely on single-pulse, static config-
urations, limiting their ability to probe time-dependent dynamic sys-
tems. New methods that introduce complementary imaging probes
could overcome some of these challenges, offering enhanced spatio-
temporal resolution and the integration of field-sensitive diagnostics
to study complex plasma interactions.

As a promising approach, laser wakefield acceleration (LWFA)17

has emerged over the past decades as a table-top source of relativistic
electrons and X-ray pulses18–24. The betatron X-rays are ultrafast25,26,
have a small source size27 enabling high spatial resolution, are brighter
than conventional backlighter-based light sources28, and are suitable
for high-repetition-rate imaging. Additionally, after propagation of a
few cm the photons develop spatial coherence29, making them com-
patible with phase-contrast X-ray imaging (PCXI)30–33 techniques.
Recent work has demonstrated betatron X-ray capabilities in high-
resolution imaging34–36, X-ray absorption spectroscopy37,38, among
other applications39. Moreover, LWFA electron beams have also been
used as probes for laser-matter interactions40–43, aiming to develop an
imaging technique that is sensitive to electromagnetic fields and has
ultrafast timing resolution.However, previous LWFA studies havebeen
limited exclusively to either a photon or electron probe, without
integrating both to achieve a deeper understanding of the system in
question.

In this work, we show that by utilizing both high-resolution X-ray
photons and coordinated, electromagnetic field-sensitive electrons,
one can reveal experimental details that would remain hidden from
using a single particle type alone. In a “multi-messenger”-like approach
akin to astronomy, one obtains insights about the whole of the inter-
action, revealing a picture that is greater than the sum of its parts44.
Moreover, previous LWFA experiments have been restricted to single-
shot, solid targets, and many have not been able to exploit the
potential of high-repetition-rate laser capabilities in combination with
liquid targets to image time-dependent dynamic systems.

In this study we capture the full dynamic evolution of a laser-
heated ablating plasma and shock-compressed water column using
pump-probe imaging of the interaction with both X-ray and charged-
particle beams. X-rays capture the hydrodynamic shock development,
while the relativistic electron beam measures the generated electro-
magnetic fields in a non-invasive radiographic scheme. Importantly,
both particle sources are correlated in size and synchronized in time.
While X-ray or electron beams alone provide an incomplete
picture of the interaction, their combination offers a powerful
and complementary tool. This approach reveals that detailed knowl-
edge of target conditions along with a holistic view on laser-plasma
evolution are needed for accurately modeling the complex plasma
dynamics.

Results
The experiments were performed at the Lawrence Berkeley National
Laboratory BELLA Center, where the Hundred Terawatt Thomson
(HTT) dual beam system was used to drive both the laser wakefield
accelerator and the laser target ablator, as shown in Fig. 1. In com-
bination, a free-flowing liquid (water) target was designed that is
capable of providing a bulk plasma (30 μm diameter stream) in
vacuum. The custom-made water jet (“Water target”) is replenish-
able, clean, and suitable for laser-driven high-repetition-rate

experiments. The HTT laser system (λ0 = 800 nm, 1 Hz repetition
rate) consists of a main LWFA beamline with a linearly-polarized
(1.5 ± 0.2 J), ultrafast (pulse duration 40 ± 5 fs FWHM, peak power
33 ± 6 TW) laser pulse focused by an f/20 off-axis parabola to a
20 ± 4 μm FWHM spot, incident on a gas target (“Gas target”)
reaching on-target peak intensities of I = [7 ± 2] × 1018 W cm−2. A
second shock-driver laser was obtained by splitting the main BELLA
HTT beam and subsequently bypassing the compressor, thus gen-
erating a long high energy pulse (200 ps FWHM, 1.0 ± 0.2 J). The
secondary pulse was focused on a spot of size 20 ± 5 μm along the x
direction, perpendicular to the main beam axis z, and reaching
intensities of I = [1.4 ± 0.2] × 1014W cm−2. A variable delay stage on one
of the beamlines allowed for precise control of timing between the
shock-driver pulse with respect to the LWFA probes up to a max-
imum of 8 ns within the interaction. Laser pointing fluctuations of
± 15 μm RMS were mitigated by active feedback correction and by
setting the focus of the long pulse laser past the water jet, thus
employing a spot size larger than the target diameter (w0 ~60 μm) at
its plane.

Once the short laser pulse travels through the gas jet the pon-
deromotive force expels electrons away from high-field intensity
regions leaving ion cavities and launching plasma waves on its wake.
Due to the high-field gradients following the pulse, trapped electrons
can be accelerated to relativistic velocities during the interaction.
The oscillation of these electrons inside the ion bubbles in turn
generates betatron X-ray pulses of ultrafast duration. In this sense, a
laser wakefield accelerator generates synchronized X-rays and rela-
tivistic electrons, providing a unique tool for imaging unlike others
where only one type of particle is available. In this study, the electron
beam probe, having an average energy of 146 ± 7 MeV, was char-
acterized using scintillating screens and a calibrated dipole magnet
downstream (“Electron beam characterization”). The betatron X-rays
were recorded using a cooled, in-vacuum, CCD camera (PI-MTE). The
X-ray beam spectrumwas characterized using a Ross pair filter wheel,
resulting in Ec = 4.4 ± 0.7 keV, and a source size in the order of ~ 1 μm
from the diffraction pattern of a sharp knife-edge (“X-ray beam
characterization”). The spectra recorded for both probes are dis-
played in Fig. 1, and the experimental geometry chosen for multi-
messenger imaging is further discussed in (“X-ray beam imaging”)
and (“Electron beam imaging”).

Initially, when the long pulse laser interacts with the water, it
deposits its energy over some range of densities below critical density,
in the corona of the pre-formed plasma. This occurs mostly through
inverse bremsstrahlung, but in addition through potential hot electron
generation mechanisms45. Early preheating of the interior may also
occur via laser shine-through effects46. Following laser energy
deposition, electrons carry the heat to higher densities above critical
density. Consequently, the dense liquid surface is quickly heated,
leading to its ablation and subsequent expansion into a vacuum. In
response to the large pressures generated at the ablation surface from
the expansion of thematerial, a hydrodynamic shockwave is launched
into the liquid target.

For low-Z laser-irradiated targets, reduced opacity minimizes the
role of thermal radiation emission in the dynamics, and the low atomic
number significantly reduces bremsstrahlung background from
electron-target interactions compared tohigh-Zmaterials. However, in
liquid water (ρ = 1 g cm−3), partial ionization increases opacity, making
radiative losses more significant. At these ICF-relevant densities the
evolution of the target is complex, involving hot-electron production,
electron heat transport, radiation processes, shock-wave generation,
and hydrodynamic expansion—all occurring within fractions of a
nanosecond under typical experimental conditions. Nanosecond
timescales fall within a regime where the complete physics of the
interaction is hardly accessible to any single contemporary simulation.
Our setup is then ideally suited for experimentally studying such
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complex dynamic systems, offering ultrafast and sub-micron resolu-
tion, nanosecond delay range, and dual probes sensitive to variation in
both density and electromagnetic fields.

In this study, the evolution of the laser-water interaction was pre-
dicted using FLASH47, a radiation hydrodynamic simulation code
(“FLASH simulations”). Projected density maps obtained from FLASH
were post-processedwith a Fresnel-Kirchhoff-based algorithm (“Fresnel-
Kirchhoff algorithm”) to produce synthetic phase-contrast X-ray pat-
terns as shown in Fig. 2. The firstmain result, displayed in Fig. 3 presents
a time-series comparison between synthetically generated phase-
contrast X-ray images and experimentally obtained betatron X-ray
images, after preprocessing (“Fourier mask”). The laser-driven shock
displays very similar features in both simulation and experiment (see
Supplemenary Movie 1 and Supplementary Movie 2). The features
observed in Fig. 3a include bright phase-contrast enhancement at the

edges of the target, as well as a strong, dark, bow-shaped shock struc-
ture that grows in y-direction and propagates forward in x-direction.
Smaller precursor signals ahead of the main shock are also appreciable
and are examined later.

To analyze these results, average lineoutswere taken at the center
of each image in the time series. The lineouts were then stacked
together to create a composite image of the full interaction, shown in
Fig. 3b, c. These aggregate images reveal the main shock breakout
through the rear of the target around Δt ≅ 2 ns. The lineouts were
subsequently analyzed to compare the shock velocity between simu-
lation and experiment, which are comparable in magnitude as
demonstrated in the analysis of Fig. 4.

Measuring shock velocity is particularly important because it can
provide information regarding the thermodynamic state of the mate-
rial. By taking the frameof referencewhere the shock is at rest, one can
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Fig. 1 | Setup diagram for multi-messenger imaging of laser-driven hydro-
dynamic shocks inwater. a Themain ultrafast laser pulse is focused on the gas jet
driving the plasma wakefield accelerator, generating relativistic electrons and
ultrafast X-ray pulses. A secondary long laser pulse is focused on the liquid (water)
target creating high-energy-density conditions and driving a hydrodynamic shock.
The electron beam profile is recorded with a phosphor scintillating screen, and its
spectrum is characterized downstream using a magnetic spectrometer. The

betatron X-rays are recordedwith an in-vacuumCCD camera, and their spectrum is
characterized using a Ross filter wheel. b 529 shots taken continuously measuring
the electron beam mean momentum, charge, and FWHM divergence angle. The
shaded green bands denote the boundaries of scintillating screens. c Energy
spectrum of the betatron X-ray source, recovered by imaging a Ross filter wheel.
The uncertainty in the electron and X-ray beam spectra is obtained from the
standard deviation of the critical energy across multiple shots.
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define an upstream shock Mach number, Mu =us

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ρ1=ðγp1Þ

p
. Here us

represents the shock velocity, ρ1 denotes the unshocked fluid density,
p1 is the corresponding initial pressure, and the polytropic index value
is assumed to be γ = 5/3. Such index is typical for fully ionized, weakly
coupled HED systems where radiative effects are minimal48. For the
present experimental parametersMu ≈ 104, which is a clear indication
of the strong-shock regime.

In order to calculate useful parameters for ICF environments, one
can utilize the well-known Rankine-Hugoniot jump conditions and
obtain predictions for the post-shock density and pressure in terms of
Mu as,

ρ2

ρ1
=

M2
uðγ + 1Þ

M2
uðγ � 1Þ+2

, ð1Þ

and

p2

p1
=
2γM2

u � ðγ � 1Þ
ðγ + 1Þ : ð2Þ

The uncertainty inMu can be substantial, however note that in the limit
when Mu ≫ 1, the physical limit for density jump in a polytropic gas
approaches ρ2/ρ1 = (γ + 1)/(γ − 1) ≈4, while the pressuregrows infinitely,
and is strongly dependent on the shock velocity measured experi-
mentally. For the analysis shown in Fig. 4, utilizing us ≈ 20 μm/ns, the
resulting post-shock pressure on target is p2 = 3 − 4Mbar, comparable
in magnitude to that at the Earth’s core. This pressure scales with laser
intensity as p2 � 6:1I2=314 λ�2=3

u Mbar. Where I14 is the intensity in units of
1014 W cm−2 and λu is the laser wavelength in micrometers48.

Moreover, one can utilize the calculated pressure p2 and the
measured shock velocity us to obtain a useful prediction for the ion
temperature. By taking p2 = ðZ2 + 1ÞkBT2ρ2=ðAmpÞ and taking the
strong shock limit one finds

kBTi, 2 =
Amp

ð1 +Z2Þ
u2
s
2ðγ � 1Þ
ðγ + 1Þ2

: ð3Þ

Assuming the electrons arenon-degenerate, they fully equilibratewith
the ions, and ignoring Coulomb modifications to the pressure, the
immediate postshock temperature of the ions before they equilibrate
with the electrons can be found by setting Z2 = 0, corresponding to the
average ionization state of the post-shock ions. Then Eq. (3) results in
an ion temperature of Ti,2 = 4.7 eV.

Notably, although early time agreement with simulations was
good regarding the shock propagation velocity, the simulated shock
structures did not fully match the experimental measurements at
intermediate times. In Fig. 5a, panel (1) represents a simple 3D (or
standard 2D) FLASHsimulation of a cylindricalwater target heatedby a
laser pulse. Interestingly, ten-shot averaged panel (3) and single-shot
panel (4) show X-ray images of the shocked target at near maximum
compression atΔt ~ 1.0 ns. Thesedisplay an apparent rear-driven shock
structure that is different from conventional 2D, and simple 3D, FLASH
simulations.

Analysis of the plasma conditions indicates that it is unlikely to
observe a strong shock reflection at the rear interface. Instead, amuch
better agreement with the structure produced experimentally was
achieved in Fig. 5a panel (2), by incorporating a low-density layer
surrounding the target, approximating the vapor expected fromwater
evaporation in vacuum. Including the low-density layer in the simula-
tions enhances thermal transport around the water column, resulting
in more uniform heating of the jet’s exterior and producing a cylind-
rical shock49 and symmetric compression morphology closely match-
ing the experimental observations.

To illustrate this effect, Fig. 5b displays 2D slices from 3D simu-
lations of the density and pressure profiles taken at themidpoint, x − z
plane, of the water cylinder. Panel (1) shows a simple water target
without surrounding vapor, where the laser-driven shock is strong and
predominantly one-sided. In contrast, if a vapor density profile falling
as ∝ 1/r from the surface is introduced in panel (2) a key difference in
compression morphology is observed. The partially ionized vapor
blanket provides a low-opacity, low-densitymedium inwhichelectrons
are able to transport energy more efficiently around the surface of the
target. This leads tomoreuniformdensity andpressure profiles, and to
the generation of a cylindrically symmetric shock structure.

To obtain a deeper understanding of this phenomenon, consider
that the laser energy at the peak of the pulse is deposited in ionized
water electrons below the critical density nc. This creates a high-
temperature region of order ~ 1 keV as shown in the simulations of
Fig. 6, from which electrons transport heat above nc into the dense
matter50. Free electrons in the low-density corona region are not able
to fully escape from the electrostatic forces imposed by the ions, but
are free tomove around the surface of the target traveling a significant
distance before depositing their energy. For instance, let us compare
the mean-free-path of a 1 keV thermal electron carrying heat in the
plasma region below n ≤ nc to that of an electron in the dense solid
n ≈ ne0. For the low density region with nc ~ 1021 cm−3 we obtain
λmfp ~ 20 μm, in theorder of thediameter of the stream.By contrast, for
the high-density region n0 ~ 1023 cm−3 the mean-free-path is
λmfp ~ 0.2 μm. As a result, the heat flow within the target would be
localized, while thermal transport in the vapor layer would be highly
nonlocal.

The experimental observations in Fig. 5a panel (3) and panel (4)
have led us to better understand the compressionmorphology of the
target and the importance of accurately modeling the experimental
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conditions. To support this interpretation with observational evi-
dence, we now make use of the relativistic electron beam probe
generated by the laser wakefield accelerator. The nonlocality of the
heat transport and the presence of energetic electrons around the
interaction region, result in the production of electric (through the
strong pressure gradients) and magnetic (through current flows)
fields in the plasma surrounding the water target. These field-
generating mechanisms are well known but are often not included in
fluid-based hydrodynamic codes, as electric fields are typically pre-
cluded by enforced quasineutrality. Unlike the X-ray probe, the LWFA
electron beam will be sensitive to path-integrated deflections caused
by electric and magnetic fields along its trajectory. These perturba-
tions are captured downstream on the profile imager, forming an
image of the interaction.

Using this approach, the electronbeamprobewas used to capture
the evolution between the long pulse laser and the water stream, as
shown in Fig. 7a (see Supplementary Movie 3). Bright features dis-
played on the scintillator screen indicate accumulation of probe
electrons from focusing fields, while dark features would typically
represent absence of electrons from defocusing fields. The first
noticeable feature in the time-series is a bright channel in the laser
propagation direction, which persists for approximately the pulse
duration of 200 − 300ps and focuses the electronprobe. Thefields are
likely to be electric, arising from the pressure gradient caused by the
long pulse laser ionization and heating. Notably, the observation of
such early-time ionization channel across both sides of the water jet
further supports the idea of nonlocal heat transport, hot electron
generation, and a symmetrically ablated target observed with the
X-rays in Fig. 5. Although the channel forming on both sides of the
liquid jet might suggest laser transmission through the water, it is
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0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0
Δt (ns)

−15

−10

−5

0

5

10

15

Δx
(μ

m
)

Experiment: us = 19.1 ± 4 μm/ns
PCXI sim.: us = 20.8 μm/ns
Density sim.: us = 21.2 μm/ns

Fig. 4 | Hydrodynamic shock velocity analysis comparing simulation and
experiment. The velocity measurement tracks the point of highest density in
FLASH, and the minimum intensity feature in both synthetic and experimental
phase-contrast X-ray images. The error bars of ± 4 μm in the experimental shock
position reflect the spatial resolution of the imaging system, and consider the
previous edge calibration with simulation density.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-67224-3

Nature Communications |          (2026) 17:529 5

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


important to recall that the long-pulse laser beam is larger than the
water column diameter, allowing a significant portion of the laser
energy to bypass the target.

The second prominent feature observed with the electrons is a
dark plasma cloud expanding from the center, indicating the presence
of complex, strong electromagnetic fields. While this dark structure
might initially be interpreted as defocusing fields, the absence of a
plausible physical mechanism from simulations in Fig. 8 suggests the

fields are most likely overfocusing the probe. Moreover, the sharp
bright circular ring surrounding the plasma cloud indicates the pre-
sence of caustics in the image. Although caustics complicate
the quantitative analysis of the fields, lower bounds on their strengths
and key features of their topology may still be extracted using a field
recovery method (“Field recovery method”). From Fig. 7c, we infer
integrated fields on the order of ∫ Edl ~ 104 V or ∫Bdl ~ 10−4 T ⋅m. In the
case of electric fields, a simple estimate using E ~ ∇ P/ene ~ ∇ (kBTe/e)
would imply hot electrons with temperatures on the order of keV.

More importantly, a time-dependent morphological under-
standing of the fields is acquired from Fig. 7, where different plasma
species can be identified from the radiographic images. First, there is a
dark inner cloud bounded by a bright ring, likely caused by strong
overfocusing fields from an oxygen ion plasma. Second, a fainter dark
outer ring, which may be attributed to a hydrogen ion (protons)
plasma marking the boundary of its expansion into vacuum. At the
plasma edge, a sheath field forms due to the separation of electrons
and protons by an amount of around the local Debye length. This
sheath field balances the thermalmotion and exerts a positive force on
the electrons in the negative radial direction, focusing (or over-
focusing) theprobe. The timescaleof expansion indicates that the dark
outer ring must originate from an expanding proton plasma defocus-
ing the probe, as its expansion is too slow to be attributed exclusively
to defocusing electrons given the working temperatures.

Within this framework, the expansion velocity analysis in Fig. 9
presents both a slower oxygen plasma (O+, inner cloud) with average
atomic number Z = 8 and velocity of uO = 191 ± 21 μm/ns, as well as a
second hydrogen plasma species (H+, outer dark ring) with a much
faster characteristic expansion speed of uH = 731 ± 39 μm/ns and
much lower average atomic number of Z = 1. The speed of this plasma
boundary is consistent with protons moving with the same average
energy as the slower expanding oxygen ions. Protons are expected to
be accelerated from the surface of a hot plasma51, however, this
feature is not present in the single-fluid simulations. To approximate
a water molecule, the FLASH plasma fields use a single mean atomic
number of Z = 3.33 expanding at a velocity of uF = 260 μm/ns, and
falling between the recorded oxygen and hydrogen curves.

Hence, the relativistic electron beam probe is able to provide
evidence for an expanding hot plasma surrounding the water column
not visible by the X-rays, as well as to capture the evolution of different
ion species not present in the simulation. More importantly, the dual-
sided near-isotropic ablating plasma, observedwith the electron beam
probe, would support the model of a cylindrically symmetric com-
pression shock morphology observed with the X-rays.

The absence of hot electron populations in FLASH simulations is
particularly relevant in light of our observations. Hot electrons gen-
erated during laser-plasma interactions can travel significant dis-
tances, driving non-local heat transport and depositing energy into
the surrounding vapor layer. These findings underscore the need for

Fig. 6 | Electron temperature Te evolution during laser-water interaction. 2D
slices of the x − y and x − z plane are extracted from 3D FLASH simulations of a
vapor-enveloped water target heated by a laser at Δt = 0.56 ns.
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Fig. 5 | Demonstration of cylindrically symmetric shock compression mor-
phology assisted by low-density vapor. aComparison panels withMeijering filter
(“Meijering filter”) at Δt ~ 1.0 ns. Panel (1) is an x–y 2D slice from 3D FLASH simu-
lation with no vapor, panel (2) is an x–y 2D slice from 3D FLASH simulation with
surrounding vapor profile, panel (3) is a ten-shot-averaged image taken with
betatron X-rays, 4) single-shot image taken with betatron X-rays. b z–x 2D slices
from 3D FLASH simulation comparing density and pressure maps as a function of
time for two cases: in panel (1) water target without surrounding vapor and in panel
(2) water target with surrounding vapor profile.
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advanced diagnostic systems in future HED experiments, as well as
hybrid simulations that incorporate kinetic effects alongside radia-
tion hydrodynamics.

Discussion
We have shown that combining information in tandem from both an
ultrafast X-ray probe and a relativistic electron beam probe from
LWFA enables a multi-messenger technique that reveals insights
inaccesible to either probe alone. This approach provides a more
comprehensive understanding of the physics involved in high-
intensity laser interactions with dense matter. While betatron X-ray
imaging captures laser-driven shock hydrodynamics with submicron
resolution, electron beam radiography offers a complementary
perspective on electromagnetic field time evolution. LWFA, in con-
trast to other radiation sources, generates simultaneous electron
and X-ray beams with good beam properties, intrinsic femtosecond
time resolution, excellent absolute timing and synchronization with

themselves as well as other lasers. These advantages make it a
unique tool not available at synchrotron or X-ray free-electron laser
facilities, where only one type of particle probe is typically available
for users.

While the experimentally measured shock velocity reason-
ably agreed with 2D and simple 3D fluid simulations, dis-
crepancies in the shock compression morphology were observed.
The multi-messenger probe revealed a more holistic picture of
the laser-water interaction, revealing uniform heating of the tar-
get and a cylindrically symmetric shock compression structure.
By refining the simulation model to more precisely account for
the target’s initial conditions, such as vacuum-induced water
evaporation, a more accurate understanding of the interaction
was obtained.

This vapor-assisted, cylindrically symmetric compression phe-
nomenon can be compared, in some ways, to low-density foam-layer-
assisted inertial confinement fusion targets52,53, concerning advanced
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Fig. 7 | Dynamic probing of time-evolving electromagnetic fields inwater using
the LWFA relativistic electron beam probe. a Time-series of electron beam
profile perturbed by electromagnetic fields around the laser-water interaction
region recorded on phosphor screen. b Integrated line profiles for the plasma
channel and plasma cloud features for both the difference image (I/I0 − 1), and
recovered electric fields ∫ ∣E∣dl. Error bands in the recovered field magnitude
account for chromatic effects and uncertainty in the electron beam probe energy:

two limitingcaseswereconsidered 1)with Elow = 20MeVand2)with Ehigh = 150MeV.
c Illustration of electric field recovery from electron beam radiographic images
(“Field recoverymethod”). The panel includes the radiographic normalized image I,
the difference image (I/I0 − 1), and recovered fieldmagnitude ∫ ∣E∣dl. Dashed circles
highlight two distinct cloud features, an Oxygen plasma (inner circle) and a
Hydrogen plasma (outer circle).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-025-67224-3

Nature Communications |          (2026) 17:529 7

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


hohlraum designs with reduced wall-motion in ICF. The ablative
expansion morphology of laser-heated materials is a crucial factor in
optimizing hohlraum cavities for ICF, where low-density foam liners
helpmanage the expansion of the heated hohlraumwalls and decrease
the development of instabilities. Previous experiments have demon-
strated effectiveness in mitigating wall motion that interferes with a
fully spherically-symmetric compression of the D-T fusion target
through liners with densities on the order of ρ = 0.01−0.04 g cm−3. In
an analogous sense, the low density water vapor layer in this experi-
ment with ρ0 = 0.01 g cm−3 serves to assist the single laser ablator to
compress the target with a cylindrically-symmetric morphology. At

later times, the X-ray probe further captures complex dynamics con-
sistent with the onset of post-shock plasma instabilities, as expected
by the experimental conditions. Some of these features are visible in
Fig. 3c at t > 3 ns, as signals not discerned in the simulation model. A
detailed analysis of these features is underway andwill be presented in
future work.

Utilizing the electron beam probe further revealed quasi-
isotropic expanding plasma fields on both sides of the target, cap-
able of identifying distinct plasma species expanding at character-
istic thermal velocities—features not accessible by photon-based
imaging. These observations not only advance our understanding of
laboratory plasma physics, but also underscore discrepancies
between radiation hydrodynamic simulations and real laser-plasma
interactions, where complex phenomena such as ion species differ-
entiation and strong electromagnetic fields are evident from fem-
tosecond to nanosecond timescales.

All measurements were repeated across multiple shots (typically
5–10 per delay time) under the same conditions. Despite the fluid
nature of the target, key features such as shock evolution, compres-
sion morphology, and field topology were reasonably reproduced
across the dataset. That said, the dual-probe setup does involve certain
trade-offs, including spatial constraints on sample and detector pla-
cement, characterization of eachprobe, as well as added complexity in
target engineering.

While this configuration may not directly replicate full-scale
direct-drive ICF experiments, the purpose of this work is to demon-
strate the diagnostic power of LWFA based multi-messenger probes
and to set the path forward for more sophisticated, high-repetition-
rate platforms using liquid targets. These insights may also motivate
the design of future smaller-scale HED science experiments, which
could one day be adapted to large-scale fusion facilities such as the
National Ignition Facility, Laser Mégajoule, or OMEGA.

Methods
X-ray beam imaging
The experimental geometry was carefully designed to enable a
propagation-based phase-contrast X-ray imaging configuration. To
properly choose a source-to-object distance R0 and object-to-detector
distance R1, the coherence length L⊥ = R0/kσ was estimated for a col-
lection of uncorrelated emitters of wavenumber k and source size σ 27.
To resolve features of order σ at the image plane, the coherence length
must exceed the source size (L⊥ > σ). Rearranging, the source-to-object
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distance can be estimated as R0 > kσ2, which in terms of the photon
energy in units of keV and microns is

R0½m�> 5:1 × 10�3ðσ½μm�Þ2ðℏω½keV �Þ: ð4Þ

For 5 keVX-rays and a σ = 2 μmsource size, R0 > 10 cmensures that the
coherence length is larger than the source size.

The broadband polychromatic spectrum of a betatron source
supports propagation-based phase contrast since, to first order in the
paraxial approximation, the phase-contrast pattern is independent of
wavelength when the effective Fresnel number is larger than unity
(NF,eff > 1), where

NF , ef f = ðRλÞ�1 M
M � 1

σobj

×
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
M2σ2

obj + ðM � 1Þ2σ2 +PSF2
q ð5Þ

is themagnification, σobj is the size of the smallest object feature, and
PSF represents the detector’s point-spread function as described in
ref. 54. Therefore, the condition NF,eff > 1 holds true given our
experimental setup configuration with source-to-object distance
R0 = 16 cm, object-to-detector distance R1 = 580 cm, and beam
divergence of a few tens of mrad.

X-ray beam characterization
The X-ray radiation spectrum was characterized using a Ross filter
wheel, as described in ref. 55. The filter wheel consisted of wedges
made of different materials and thicknesses to selectively attenuate
parts of the spectrum. By analyzing the transmitted intensity map and
fitting a synchrotron-like spectrum56, the critical energy of the X-ray
beam was determined to be Ecrit = 4.4 ± 0.7 keV.

The size of the X-ray source was estimated using a sharp “knife-
edge” placed in the beam path. The intensity profile of the trans-
mitted beam was measured and fitted to the expected Fresnel dif-
fraction pattern produced by a Gaussian source interacting with a
half-plane. This analysis yielded an upper bound for the X-ray source
size of σ ≤ 1 μm.

To obtain a nominal background signal, we recorded images
without gas or water flow and averaged over 10 shots to improve the
signal-to-noise ratio. The background was then subtracted from each
signal image on a shot-by-shot basis. To protect the in-vacuum CCD
camera and further reduce background signals, a filter assembly was
placed upstream from the detector. This consisted of a 60 μm alumi-
num foil, a 25 μmkapton film, and a 36 μmmylar layer, which together
served to attenuate residual laser light, suppress plasma self-emission,
and shield the detector from debris.

Electron beam imaging
The geometry for electron-beam imaging shared the same source-to-
object distance as the X-ray imaging setup, R*

0 =R0 but used a sig-
nificantly shorter object-to-detector distance R*

1 = 141 cm. This config-
uration was selected to capture the full electron beam profile on a
phosphor scintillating screen located downstream in the chamber,
prior to the dipole magnet. This imaging configuration provided a
radiographic picture of the electron beam profile and its perturbation
from the interaction fields.

By employing distinct object-to-detector distances for the X-ray
and electron-beam imaging setups, this configuration provides a dual
perspective of the interaction with different magnifications. The
electron radiography setup allowed for a broader field of view of the
beam profile, complementing the higher-resolution perspective
offered by the X-ray imaging.

Electron beam characterization
The relativistic electron beam produced by the wakefield accelerator
was characterized using a magnetic spectrometer57, comprising a
1.5 − 3 T electromagnet and a 1 T permanent dipole magnet along the
beamline. The magnetic fields dispersed the electrons based on their
momenta, projecting their trajectories onto a series of Lanex scintil-
lating screens, from which the electron-induced fluorescence was
imaged onto an array of 12-bit CCD cameras.

The beamwas characterized bymapping the electron positions on
the screens to particle tracking simulations through the experimentally
measured magnetic field. This process allows for precise beam energy,
divergence, and charge calibration as described in ref. 58.

The mean energy of the electron beam for the experiment was
146 ± 7 MeV as shown in Fig. 1, with a pointing divergence of 7.8 ± 1
mrad in thex-direction and 3.4 ±0.8mrad in the y-direction. Themean
charge of the beam was 24 ± 4 pC.

For the specific analysis of field recovery from electron radio-
graphs, a representative beamenergy of E0 =44MeVwas selected. This
lower energy reflects operating conditions where the beam was
intentionally detuned to increase divergence and maximize field sen-
sitivity across the imaging region. Additionally, this choice allows
chromatic deflection effects to be better accounted for when mea-
suring field magnitudes.

Gas target
The laser plasma accelerator employed ionization injection59 to
generate a relativistic electron beam by focusing the high-power
laser pulse into a 3mm mixed gas jet60 composed of 99.5% helium
and 0.5% nitrogen. The supersonic gas jet utilized a fast solenoid
valve (Parker Pulse Valve) synchronized and triggered alongside the
high-power beamline. A voltage-controlled regulator allowed precise
tuning of the gas jet’s backing pressure, enabling adjustment of the
gas plume density within the range n0 ∈ [2.1, 2.8] × 1018 cm−3. To
characterize the laser-plasma interaction, a Mach-Zehnder inter-
ferometer was utilized, incorporating a frequency-doubled probe
beam oriented perpendicular to both the gas jet and the high-power
laser line. This configuration enabled synchronized diagnostics of the
plasma density profile61.

Water target
A custom-made cylindrical liquid water jet flowing in vacuum was
employed as the target for the experiment, drawing inspiration from
existing systems such as bulk liquid targets used in time-of-flight mass
spectrometers62 and thin liquid sheets63.

The water was delivered to the chamber by a high-performance
liquid chromatography (HPLC) pump connected to 1/16” OD stainless
steel tubing (0.03” ID). The jet nozzle consisted of cleaved Polymicro
(Molex) capillary tubing with 30 μm ID and 360 μmOD. The water was
delivered at a flow rate kept between 1–2 mL min−1, maintained con-
stant by the HPLC pump.

Thewater collector assembly included a conical copper headwith
a top aperture of d ≈ 500 μm,designed to capture thewater stream. To
prevent ice formation during the alignment procedure, the collector
head was heated by embedded miniature cartridge heaters (Thorlabs,
15 W). The collector assembly is connected to a reservoir via standard
vacuum components.

The alignment of the water jet stream with the collector was
achieved using picomotors for small adjustments along the x, y, and z
directions. Two orthogonal cameras positioned outside the vacuum
chambermonitored the procedure until stable operationwas achieved
after pump-down.

After alignment, chamber pressures as low as 10−5 Torr could be
achieved using > 1000 L s−1 turbo pumps and a liquid nitrogen cold
trap. The stable water jet was subsequently aligned with the long pulse
laser beam using translation stages supporting the whole assembly.
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FLASH simulations
Three-dimensional (3D) radiation-hydrodynamic simulations were
performed using FLASH47 to predict the evolution of the laser-plasma
interaction. FLASH is a multi-dimensional, radiation hydrodynamic
simulation code based on the Eulerian approach. It features dynamic
block adaptive meshing, treats multiple materials, includes electron
heat conduction and related physics, transports radiation via multi-
group diffusion, and deposits laser energy by tracing rays in 3D.
AlthoughFLASH simulations accuratelymodel thefluid dynamics, they
donot include electric (E) andmagnetic (B)fields nor treat hot electron
populations.

The simulations utilized a 3D Cartesian coordinate system con-
sisting of a cylindrical plasma target with a radius of r0 = 15 μm and
mass density ρt = 1 g cm−3. A surrounding chamber plasmawhere r > r0
was initialized with a much lower initial mass density ρc. Two different
density profiles for the chamber plasma were explored: 1) a standard
target with constant ρc = 10−6 g cm−3 throughout the domain, and 2) an
evaporative target so that ρc =ρ0ðr0=

ffiffiffiffiffi
r2

p
Þ with ρ0 = 10−3 g cm−3 fol-

lowing a decaying distribution as r increases.
Both the target and chamber plasmas were modeled with the

same effective atomic number Zeff,t = Zeff,c = 3.33 and average atomic
mass Aeff,t = Aeff,c = 6.0. The plasmas were similarly initialized at room
temperature Tt,0 = Tc,0 = 290K, and the multi-group flux-limited dif-
fusion coefficient was chosen to be f = 0.17, considering our laser
parameters and ref. 64. The equation of state for both plasmas was
calculated using the PrOpacEOS code.

The shock-driver laser pulse in the simulations was modeled with
λ = 0.8 μm using a truncated Gaussian profile for its intensity with
FWHM = 40 μm. The laser power deposited into each cell is calculated
based on inverse bremsstrahlung, which depends on the local electron
number density gradients and the local temperature gradients. The
laser pulse was defined in sections using a piecewise linear function,
where each section is associated with a time-power pair. These pairs
ensure that the total energy in the pulse (1 J) is delivered over the total
time window (220 ps).

Image processing
Fourier mask. We applied a custom filter in the Fourier domain to
process the experimental X-ray data, reducing undesired high
spatial frequencies and thereby increasing the signal-to-noise ratio.
The method involves constructing a mask that selectively filters
spatial frequencies based on a combination of radial and elliptical
criteria.

Given an input image I(x, y) of dimensions Nx × Ny, the two-
dimensional Fourier transform eIðkx , kyÞ=F fIðx, yÞg is computed first,
where kx and ky represent the spatial frequency components in the x
and y directions, respectively.

Next, a radial frequency component K = ðk2
x + k

2
yÞ

1=2
and an ellip-

tical frequency component Kel = ða2k2
x +b

2k2
yÞ

1=2
are defined. The final

frequency-space mask M(kx, ky) is then constructed by incorporating
these two terms as:

Mðkx , kyÞ= 1� exp � K
Kmax

� 100
� �b

" # !

×
j sinðπKelÞj

πKel

� �N
ð6Þ

whereKmax =π is themaximumspatial frequency, andN is a parameter
that controls the sharpness of the mask. To avoid singularities when
Kel = 0, we set the corresponding values in the mask to 1. Moreover,
prior to applying the frequency-spacemask the image is rotated by an
angle θ to align it with the vertical orientation using bilinear

interpolation. In this work, we selected a = 0.5, b = 2.0, and N = 16 to
optimize the quality of the processed experimental images.

The constructedmask in frequency-domain is then applied to the
image as eImaskedðkx , kyÞ=eIðkx , kyÞ �Mðkx , kyÞ, and the inverse Fourier
transform is used to recover the masked image in real space:

Imaskedðx, yÞ=F�1feImaskedðkx , kyÞg ð7Þ

Fresnel-Kirchhoff algorithm. To model the expected image pattern
from a phase-contrast imaging system, we follow a common approach
outlined by Born and Wolf65 and applied in past work66,67, which con-
sists of solving the Fresnel-Kirchhoff integrals numerically to obtain
the expected complexwave-field distribution eu after propagation from
an initial point at the source, to a point P = (x, y) in the detector plane.
In this context, the real “pure” pattern I is given by

I = I0jeuðPÞj2, ð8Þ

where I0 is the incoming intensity distribution at the sample.
Assuming that the effective Fresnel number is larger than unity,

the complex-valued wave-field distribution can be simplified utilizing
the paraxial approximation. This approximation yields a final expres-
sion for the complex-valued wave-field distribution in Fourier space as
given by ref. 54,

eUðu, vÞ=M2TðMu,MvÞ×
exp½�πiλR1Mðu2 + v2Þ�×
exp½2πiðR1=R0Þðx0u+ y0vÞ�,

ð9Þ

where u and v are the transverse spatial frequencies corresponding to x
and y coordinates, respectively. Equation (9) can be solved using a fast
Fourier transform (FFT) algorithm to obtain the pure pattern I, which
can then be convolved with the source size σ to obtain the real phase-
contrast pattern in the detector. Here T(Mu,Mv) is the Fourier transform
of the object transfer function tðPÞ= exp½iϕ�, where the phase induced
ϕ is complex-valued and depends on the material properties as

tðPÞ= exp½iðiDðPÞ � BðPÞÞ� ð10Þ

For X-rays crossing a sample, the index of refraction is less than unity
and has the form n = 1 − δ − iβ. The phasemap is then calculated using
Eq. (10) and the following projected distributions obtained from
radiation hydrodynamic simulations,

DðPÞ= �2π
λ

Z
δðx, y, zÞdr ð11Þ

and

BðPÞ= �2π
λ

Z
βðx, y, zÞdr: ð12Þ

where δ and β are the real and imaginary components of the refractive
index and are expressed as,

δ =
reNAλ

2ρ
2π

X
j

wj ½Zj + f
0
j �

Aj
ð13Þ

and,

β=
ν

ωp
δ ð14Þ
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where re is the classical electron radius,NA is theAvogadro number,ρ is
the mass density, Aj are the atomic number and the atomic weight of
the j-th element of molecule, f 0j is the real part of the dispersion factor,
ωp is the density-dependent plasma frequency, and ν is the collisions
rate factor.

Finally, to account for the polychromaticity of the source, the
resulting image can be weighted and summed according to the spec-
trum distribution of the source

Ipoly =
X
λ

wðEÞImonoðλÞ, ð15Þ

where w(E) is the energy-dependent weighting factor obtained from
the source spectrum.

Meijeringfilter. TheMeijering filter is an image processing technique to
accurately quantify and segment neurite-like traces in fluorescence
microscopy images, as described by Meijering et al.68. In this work the
algorithm is adapted for the detection of shocked traces in the sample,
which deviate from the nominal un-shocked image.

For the implementation of the algorithm, the modified second-
order derivatives of the image are calculated by convolving it with the
second-order derivatives of the Gaussian kernel. Specifically, if f
mathematically represents the image and G denotes the normalized
Gaussian kernel, the second-order derivative of the image at position
x = (x, y) can be computed as,

f ijðxÞ= ðf *GijÞðxÞ ð16Þ

where

GijðxÞ=
∂2

∂i∂j
G

 !
ðxÞ ð17Þ

and the derivative directions i and j can be either x or y.
Next, the eigenvectors and eigenvalues are computed in the Mei-

jering algorithm by using a modified second-derivative matrix given by,

H0
f ðxÞ=

f xxðxÞ+αf yyðxÞ ð1� αÞf xyðxÞ
ð1� αÞf xyðxÞ f yyðxÞ+αf xxðxÞ

" #
ð18Þ

where α is a parameter which needs to be optimized. The nor-
malized eigenvectors vi(x) and their corresponding eigenvalues
λi(x) of the standard Hessian second-derivative matrix are then
obtained as, (

v01ðxÞ= v1ðxÞ
v02ðxÞ= v2ðxÞ

ð19Þ

and (
λ01ðxÞ= λ1ðxÞ+αλ2ðxÞ
λ02ðxÞ= λ2ðxÞ+αλ1ðxÞ

ð20Þ

In this way, the algorithm calculates the eigenvectors of theHessian to
determine the similarity of an image region to the shocked traces in the
sample. The Meijering filter was applied to both experimental and
simulation X-ray images using its default parameters as given by scikit-
image filters package.

Field recovery method. Following the technique described by Kug-
land et al.69, the field recovery method begins by assuming that the
perturbed object is located at a distanceR0 from the particle (electron)
source, with the detection screen situated at a distance R1 from the
object. Generally, R1≫ R0, and R0≫ a, wherea is a characteristic spatial

scale of thefield inquestion. In aCartesiangeometry, the ideal image I0
at the object plane for an undisturbed electron beam is described by
the coordinates (x0, y0), while the real image I in the detector is
described by the coordinates (x, y), such that x = x0 ×M and y = y0 ×M,
whereM = (1 + R1/R0) is the geometric magnification.

After the electrons traverse the electromagnetic fields, they are
deflected by angles αx and αy. The coordinates of the real image, as
described by the electrons’ trajectories, can be approximated, when
αx, y are small, by

x = x0 +
R1

R0
x0 +αxR1, ð21Þ

y= y0 +
R1

R0
y0 +αyR1, ð22Þ

Therefore, the objective of the algorithm is to determine the deflec-
tion angles αx and αy, as they can be related to the path-integrated
electric or magnetic fields present at the interaction region by the
following expressions,

α +
x =

q
γmev2z

Z
Exdz

α�
x =

q
γmevz

Z
Bydz,

ð23Þ

and

α +
y =

q
γmev2z

Z
Eydz

α�
y =

q
γmevz

Z
Bxdz:

ð24Þ

Finally, the disturbed beam at the detector plane I(x, y) can be then
obtained by the following relation,

Iðx, yÞ= I0ðx0, y0Þ
∂ðx, yÞ

∂ðx0, y0Þ

��� ������ ��� , ð25Þ

Here, ∣∂(x, y)/∂(x0, y0)∣ is the absolute value of the determinant of the
Jacobian matrix that relates the object and image planes and can is
described by

∂ðx, yÞ
∂ðx0, y0Þ

���� ����= 1 +
L
l
+
∂αx

∂x0
L

� �
× 1 +

L
l
+
∂αy

∂y0
L

� �
� L2

∂αx

∂y0

∂αy

∂x0

���� ����: ð26Þ

To solve this equation, we assume that α = [αx, αy, 0] is small and that
the object-to-image coordinates follow a linearmapping. Additionally,
all electrons’ trajectories are assumed to be rotation-less such that
∇ × α = 0. For this regime, the deflection angles can be obtained from a
potential field ϕ so that

α =∇Φ: ð27Þ

For convenience, we introduce the following normalization: ex = x=wx ,ey= y=wy, eαi =αiL=wi, eα = e∇eΦ, and eI0 = I0=M2 where wi is width of the
beamat the imageplane. The Jacobian, describedbyKuglandet al., can
then be rewritten as,

1

M2

∂ðx, yÞ
∂ðx0, y0Þ

���� �������� ����=
1 + e∇2 eΦ+

∂2 eΦ
∂ex2 ∂2 eΦ

∂ey2 � ∂2 eΦ
∂ex∂ey
 !2

������
������

������
������:

ð28Þ
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This leads to the final equation, which is solved numerically,

e∇2 eΦ=
eI0 + ϵ
I + ϵ

� 1� ∂2 eΦ
∂ex2

∂2 eΦ
∂ey2 +

∂2 eΦ
∂ex∂ey

 !2

: ð29Þ

Under strong-field conditions, or in the presence of low-energy
electrons, large deflection angles αx,y can lead to overlapping beam
trajectories, and the formation of caustics in the radiograph. This
affects the one-to-one mapping between the source and detector
coordinates, making the relationship between x0 and x nonlinear and
the correspondence between I0 and I non-unique. Moreover the broad
energy spectrum of the electron beam can further introduce
chromatic effects in the deflection response, these should not be
large as described in ref. 42. Nevertheless, key features of the field
topology, its evolution in time, and approximate lower bounds on field
strength may still be robustly extracted using this method.

Data availability
The data supporting the findings of this study are available in the
Michigan Deep Blue Data repository under (https://doi.org/10.7302/
d62b-w84770). This repository includes the raw X-ray and elec-
tron beam imaging datasets, simulation results, and scripts used for
image processing. Additional analysis code and simulation outputs are
available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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