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Data-driven picosecond X-ray imaging for
quantitative plasma-induced shock
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Imaging dynamic events, especially shockwave behavior, is key to advancing high-energy-density
(HED) research. Recent advances in fourth- and fifth-generation X-ray light sources allow for high-
resolution imaging of fast phenomena, but limited beam time necessitates maximizing data
acquisition.Wepresent abenchtop-scalepulsedplasmadevice submerged in liquid heptane, capable
of generating dynamic events at rates exceeding 10 Hz, supporting the field’s data-driven goals by
producing large, high-quality imaging datasets. Using X-ray phase contrast imaging (XPCI) at the
Advanced Photon Source, we imaged weak shockwaves (Mach ~ 1.2) in heptane interacting with
plasma-induced cavitation bubbles, causing deviation from Rankine-Hugoniot behavior; to our
knowledge, this represents the first direct imaging of such interaction. Our quantitative analysis offers
insight into weak shock phenomena and energy-focusing applications in pulsed plasmas. These
results highlight the potential for large datasets to advance dynamic HED research at current light
source facilities, and have implications for fields such as inertial confinement fusion, plasma-
enhanced chemical processing, and biomedical applications.

After over two centuries since the development of the first camera, direct
imaging photography has remained a valuable and data-rich method for
exploring and understanding a wide range of physical phenomena, and
in more recent decades the availability of advanced imaging methods for
scientific investigation has increased drastically. A modern example of
this progress is the recent emergence of fourth- and fifth-generation light
sources and upgraded user facilities, such as the Advanced Photon Source
(APS) at Argonne National Laboratory 1, the European Synchrotron
Radiation Facility (ESRF)2,3, the European XFEL4, the LCLS-II free-
electron laser at the SLAC National Accelerator Laboratory5, and the
National Ignition Facility (NIF) at Lawrence Livermore National
Laboratory6 which use high resolution and brightness to interrogate
extremely small and fast phenomena. However, available experiment
time at these advanced light sources is quite limited7,8. Efficient use of
experiment time therefore relies on the ability to maximize the event
repetition rate of dynamic targets, since a large amount of high-quality
data typically lends itself to more nuanced scientific insights; this concept
has been identified as the future of the high-energy-density (HED)
plasma physics community and is encapsulated within the term data-
driven9.

Many dynamic processes of recent interest to the HED community
such as blast wave structure10, dynamic compression11, and fluid breakup12,
often involve destructible devices which necessitate constant target reas-
sembly, restricting event rates to perhaps only a few events per hour. It is
therefore beneficial to develop dynamic targetswhich requireminimal to no
maintenance between events, without compromising phenomena of
interest to the HED plasma physics community such as high instantaneous
power density, high mass density gradients, high pressure and temperature
gradients, and supersonic behavior/shockwaves13–20. In particular, the
dynamic interaction of travelling shockwaveswithmatter has been a subject
of significant interest and study in recent decades, for example the study of
high-temperature high-pressure responses of materials21,22, shock-shock
interaction phenomena23,24, the design of shock-resistant materials25,26, and
in inertial confinement fusion (ICF)27. Typically, these phenomena are
investigated at high event repetition rates via laser-based energy
deposition9,28, however these laser systems tend to be cost-prohibitive and
relatively immobile, therefore not conducive for a single research group to
use at different light facilities.

In this work, we present the development and implementation of a
benchtop-scale pulsedplasmadevice submerged in liquidheptane, designed
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to generate reproducible HED dynamic events at repetition rates exceeding
10Hz (an event rate of high interest to HEDphysics). Utilizing X-ray phase
contrast imaging (XPCI) at Argonne’s APS, we capture high-resolution
images of the device’s plasma-driven shockwaves with an unprecedented
sensitivity to weak shocks (Mach ~ 1.2), with imaging exposure times of
~ 50 ps at 6.5 MHz frame rates. This work demonstrates the capability of
high-repetition-rate, non-laser-driven HED experiments to enhance data
availability, improve imaging sensitivity, and facilitate quantitative analysis.
Similarity of this work to the submerged exploding wire XPCI experiments
by Yanuka29 at the ESRF allows for direct comparison of these two XPCI
implementations for similar imaging targets; for Yanuka, peak instanta-
neous power and total event energy were approximately 1 GW and 300 J,
respectively (recall 1MWand 100mJ for this work). The fact that the shock
front images presented in this work are still visible at such small event
energies highlights the superior sensitivity andutility ofXPCI as a diagnostic
for analyzing lower-energy shocks, facilitating methods of analysis which
can draw more subtle quantitative data directly out of these images. This
work also shares conceptual similarities with XPCI shock imaging by
Barbato30 at Germany’s Petawatt High-Energy Laser for Heavy Ion
EXperiments (PHELIX), but distinguishes itself through a higher imaging
frame rate and the incorporation of multiple physics-based analyses. These
analyses reveal deviations from the standard Rankine-Hugoniot shock
behavior, which we attribute to interactions between the propagating shock
front and the expanding cavitation bubble-an effect directly imaged and
characterized here for the first time, to the best of our knowledge. The
methods of quantitative thermodynamic analysis and energy balance results
presented herein aid in improving understanding and control of this pulsed
plasma phenomena31,32, for further utilization of pulsed plasmas in fields
such as chemical processing of liquids33,34, non-equilibrium liquids ster-
ilization for biomedical applications35, and other plasma-enhanced engi-
neering applications36,37.

Results and discussion
Experimental setup, phase contrast imaging results
The pulsed power device and high-voltage circuit utilized in this study to
generate submerged spark discharges is akin to those in our previous
work37,38; the implementation used in this work consists of two electrodes
submerged in ambient heptane betweenwhich awell-timed spark discharge
occurs using a laser-triggeredvoltagepulser (see Fig. 1).After charging a 1nF
capacitor to 14.5 kV, corresponding with approximately 100 mJ of stored
energy, the event of interest dissipates a fraction of this energy, about 70mJ,
via nanosecond-timescale plasma processes in the imaging target (light,
sound, chemistry, shockwaves) over 100 ns, implying an instantaneous
power of roughly 0.7 MW. Assuming an approximate discharge region
diameter of 5 μmduring peak current (an estimation taken fromprior work
which imagedpre-discharge plasma initiation channels38) across a gap of 0.5
mm, we estimate a peak surface power density of 3.6 TW/cm2 and a peak
energy density of 7.3 TJ/m3, which falls within the regime relevant to HED
physics (> 100 GJ/m3 39).

For this work, the target was taken to the Argonne National Labora-
tory’s APS synchrotron for ultrafast XPCI experiments. The X-ray imaging
method for this work used a 128-frame Shimadzu HPV-X2 camera (3 μm/
pixel) to image a LYSO scintillator in line with the synchrotron source and
imaging target. The 6.5 MHz imaging framerate was enabled by the APS’s
24-singlet standardoperatingmode40. Figure 2a shows selectedXPCI frames
from a single spark discharge event, while Fig. 2b compiles frames from
multiple similar events, sorted by frame time relative to plasma initiation.

Shock speed over time
Figure 3 shows an estimated shock speed of 1.45 ± 0.13 km/s for this event,
corresponding to a Mach number of 1.28 ± 0.12 in ambient liquid heptane
(vsound = 1.129 km/s). The shock images’ transverse XPCI profiles are
consistent with what is expected for a step discontinuity in density. A slight
negative concavity in the data implies that the shock speed decreases with
time, consistent with the time-dependent shock speed found by linearly

fitting to subsamples of this dataset (within 100ns of a given time).Although
the dimensional analysis result from Taylor-von Neumann-Sedov blast
wave theory might seem applicable here (where the time-dependent shock
position R(t) is proportional to t0.4 for spherically expanding shocks41,42 and
to t0.5 for cylindrically expanding shocks43), this work’s plasma-induced
shock front contradicts the theory’s two main assumptions: instantaneous
energy input and negligible ambient pressure (ppost-shock≫ pambient). By the
time the shock becomes visible to this diagnostic (earliest measured shock
image at 45 ns after initiation), the post-shock pressure has decreased
drastically, resulting in a near-linear position vs. time relation; this is con-
sistent with O’Malley’s experimental14 and Magaletti’s computational15

results for expanding shocks in liquids. Therefore, we deemed a phenom-
enological quadratic fit (Fig. 3, green curve) to be appropriate for velocity
estimations in this work, as it minimizes assumptions while still exhibiting
negative concavity during these timescales.

Phase contrast imaging computational model
The X-ray absorption contrast for such a weak shock is quite low; in our
imaging target, absorption contrast for the shock is 0.02% (6mmpath length
through heptane, 100 μmshocked region, 20%density increase), well below
the camera’s detectability limit. However, the edge enhancement properties
of XPCI cause this shock to be visible above background noise as localized
maxima and minima in brightness, with the maxima occurring on the pre-
shock sideof thediscontinuity.This typeofdiffraction is the essenceofXPCI
and can be described by the Fresnel-Kirchhoff integral44, modified for
translationally symmetric geometries in Equation (2) to ease computation:

goutðx0; y0Þ ¼
e2πiz=λ

iλz

Z Z
g inðx; yÞe

iπ
λz ðx0�xÞ2þðy0�yÞ2ð Þdx dy ð1Þ

¼ e2πiz=λffiffiffiffiffiffi
iλz

p
Z

g inðxÞe
iπ
λzðx0�xÞ2dx ð2Þ

where gin and gout represent the complex-valued electric field at the target
and the imagingplane respectively,λ is theX-raywavelength beingused (for
X-ray energies of ~ 25 keV, λ = 50 pm; see Fig. S1 in the Supplementary
Information for this work’s full X-ray spectrum), and z is the target-to-
detector distance (z = 46 cm). All information about the target is contained
in gin as complex-valued index of refraction data, taken from45; seeMethods
for more detail. This model can now be fit to experiment (Fig. 4, analyzing
the fifth frame from Fig. 2b), establishing a measurement technique to
estimate post-shockdensity. This densitymeasurementmethodwas used to
analyze a subset of seven XPCI frames from multiple events featuring a
visible shock image. Combining this method with knowledge of each
frame’s relative delay reveals time-dependent behavior of the shock density
ratio ρ2/ρ1; the observed decay of ρ2/ρ1 over time is determined solely from
physics-based computational analysis of the XPCI images and is consistent
with expanding shock front behavior (see Fig. S2 in the Supplementary
Information).

Energy balance in post-shock region
Combining this density measurement capability with knowledge of elec-
trical energy input (via simultaneous voltage and currentmeasurement), we
candescribe the system’s energy balance thermodynamically. Asmentioned
previously, we quantify the total amount of electrical energy being exerted
during the event via simultaneous measurement of voltage across and
current through the imaging target, such that cumulative electrical energy
input over time is calculated via U totalðtÞ ¼

R t
0 Pðt0Þdt0 ¼

R t
0 Vðt0ÞIðt0Þdt0.

This event energy dissipates via several possible mechanisms in this
dynamic event, such as light, sound, chemistry, and heat; for this work, we
defineUshock(t) as the cumulative excess internal energy relative to ambient
at a given time within the post-shock region, which to a first-order
approximation should be proportional to total energy:
Ushock(t) = α ⋅ Utotal(t). By also assuming that the shock expands roughly
spherically, energy density in the post shock region bounded between the
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shock front and the cavitation bubble surface can be expressed as
ΔuðtÞ ¼ U shockðtÞ= ρ2ðtÞ � 43 π � ðRshockðtÞ3 � RbubbleðtÞ3Þ

� �
, where

Δu(t) = u2(t) − u1 is the excess specific internal energy above ambient.
Combining this expression with a power law ρ2(t)/ρ1 = A ⋅ Δu(t)B + 1
derived from heptane’s equation of state46, we arrive at the following
expression:

ρ2ðtÞ
ρ1

¼ A � α � U totalðtÞ
ρ2ðtÞ � 43 π � ðRshockðtÞ3 � RbubbleðtÞ3Þ

 !B

þ 1 ð3Þ

whereA=2.05×10−3 kgB J−B andB=0.415 are thepower lawparameters for
heptane. Utotal(t), Rshock(t) and Rbubble(t) are determined directly from

electrical diagnostics and imaging data. By implicitly solving for ρ2(t) and
usingα as afitting parameter, we can now include the analyticalmodel from
Equation (3), which as shown in Fig. 5a agrees well with the XPCI model
results. This thermodynamicmodel is related to the phenomenologicalfit to
ρ2/ρ1 vs. t data from diamond shock compression XPCI experiments by
Schropp at SLAC’s LCLS47. A notable result of this physics-based analysis is
measurement ofUshock(t) as a fraction ofUtotal(t); in this case that fraction is
α = Ushock(t)/Utotal(t) = ~ 3%. This α = 3% fitted model curve is shown in
Fig. 5a alongside curves for α = 0.3% and α = 30%, to illustrate the
measurement sensitivityof this energy balancemethod;while this sensitivity
appears to be relatively weak, it is indeed significant enough to reject the no-
heating null hypothesis (α = 0% → ρ2/ρ1 = 1). As mentioned in the
introduction, the ability of this work’s analysis to discern quantitative

Fig. 1 | The experimental setup used in this work. a Photograph of the overall
experimental setup. Synchrotron X-ray light enters the experiment via the light pipe
on frame right, passes through the plastic imaging target (see closeup in second
photograph), and into the scintillator-camera assembly on frame left. b Schematic of

the experimental setup which shows how the synchrotron facility, plasma circuit,
and scintillator-camera assembly are configured. The two plots on the right show
typical electrical diagnostic results.
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information, such as this bounding range on α, represents a contribution to
the field of XPCI analysis for dynamic events, compared with the typical
extent of XPCI analysis48.

Rankine–Hugoniot shock analysis
Alongside the X-ray diffraction model method for measuring ρ2/ρ1, it is
possible to relate ρ2 and vshock by solving the system of Rankine-Hugoniot
thermodynamic shock relations49–51, which in this case are derived from
one-dimensional Rankine-Hugoniot conservation of mass, momentum,
and energy between Regions 1 (the pre-shock ambient region) and 2 (the

post-shock region):

ρ1v1 ¼ ρ2v2
p1 þ ρ1v

2
1 ¼ p2 þ ρ2v

2
2

h1 þ v21=2 ¼ h2 þ v22=2

8><
>: ð4Þ

These normal shock relations use the moving reference frame where
the shock is stationary, and liquid at ambient pressure and temperature
is entering the shock at velocity v1 and exiting at v2. While this

Fig. 2 | The XPCI experimental data analyzed in this work, showing plasma-
induced expanding shock fronts in liquid heptane. a Selected frames from a single
dynamic event, with timestamps measured relative to plasma initiation. Left and
right columns show contrast-enhanced raw XPCI frames and corresponding
background-subtracted frames, respectively. The interframe period is 153.4ns
(6.5MHz framerate). Note the location of the shock front visible at t = 79ns and t =

232ns, denoted by red arrows. The 500-μm scale bar applies to all frames. b A
collection of time-sorted XPCI frames from selected events in which a shock front is
visible. In this case we have duplicated each background-subtracted frame across
both columns, with solid red annotations on the right column indicating the contour
of the shock. The 500-μm scale bar applies to all frames.
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one-dimensional form of Rankine-Hugoniot relations is typically used to
describe planar shock fronts, the shocks imaged in this work can be con-
sidered locally normal since they are thin (< 1μm) compared with the
shock’s overall shape/curvature. In place of the gas law assumption typically

made at this point to proceed analytically, we can use thermodynamic tables
for the liquid of interest to relate the thermodynamic parameters p(t), ρ(t),
u(t), and h(t) of the post-shock region. This results in a closed system of
equations that can be used to construct a separate ρ2/ρ1 vs. vshock relation
which can be compared with the relation from the XPCI computational
model results.

After performing this comparison, XPCI-measured values for ρ2/ρ1
and vshock (from the XPCI model and quadratic fit to Fig. 3, respectively)
tend to reside above the Rankine-Hugoniot curve in Fig. 5b, suggesting a
higher-density post-shock region than what is predicted by Rankine-
Hugoniot alone. We attribute this to the fact that the Rankine-Hugoniot
description ignores the cavitation bubble which follows the expanding
shock, clearly visible in Fig. 2a, b. This bubble interface expands outward
from a relatively small radius ( < 10 μm) and high energy density, com-
pressing the post-shock region to ahigher density. This concept is illustrated
with green asterisks in Fig. 5b, generated by assuming that this compression
only affects the post-shock density without affecting the speed of the shock,
and implemented by multiplying the density ratio from the original
Rankine-Hugoniot relation by the compression ratio
1=ð1� ðRbubble=RshockÞ2Þ. Although this correction factor still does not
result in a model that sufficiently matches experiment, it represents the
maximum ρ2/ρ1 curve which could be justified by the data. Conversely,
the original Rankine-Hugoniot model (sans correction factor) represents
theminimumbound on ρ2/ρ1, since it completely neglects this compression
effect; the XPCI-measured values for ρ2/ρ1 in Fig. 5b are conceptually
bounded by the curves made from these two extreme and opposite
assumptions. The observation and quantification of the bubble-shock
coupling effect shown here may inform a range of physics and engineering
applications of this type of submerged plasma discharge, for example in
plasma-assisteddrilling37, focusedunderwater shocks for tumor treatment35,
defense of naval vessels52,53, amongst others54,55.

In reality, the compression-induced higher ρ2/ρ1 should increase the
shock speed, an effect not fully explored here. Full investigation of this effect
should include a multiphysics model which couples together the dynamics
of the cavitation bubble and liquid post-shock region (Rayleigh-Plesset,
Navier-Stokes) with the shock jump conditions (Rankine-Hugoniot).

Toward quantitative analysis of longitudinal shock contour
Major quantitative analysis results of the shock discussed in this work have
been limited to the lateral direction, perpendicular to the shock front. Shock
profile cutlines as shown in Fig. 4 were fully averaged together and directly
compared to the equivalent simulated XPCI profile. However, this overall
approach to quantitative XPCI analysis is also potentially sensitive to
longitudinal shock structure, informationwhich the aforementionedcutline
averaging method ignores. Figure 6b illustrates this idea by plotting image
brightness as a function of longitudinal and lateral position relative to the
shock front.

Unfortunately, this particular method of analysis highlights one of the
limitations of the XPCI dataset featured in this work. The APS X-ray source
and imaging setup used in this work is known to have an elliptical instru-
ment function which is wider in the horizontal direction; for the shock
contour XPCI in this work, this anisotropic instrument function “smears”
vertically oriented shock fronts more than those that are horizontally
oriented. The overall result of this effect is apparentwhen imagingotherwise
uniform spherical shock fronts, since the measured image will be blurred
more on the left and right sides of the sphere than on the top and bottom,
following a cosine relation with the shock contour angle (relative to hor-
izontal). This is exactly what we see in Fig. 6c, which shows the difference in
brightness between the XPCI maximum and minimum (the XPCI “pro-
minence”) at a particular position along the shock front, with included
cosine fit.

Without the effects of detector noise and source anisotropy on the
XPCI data, it would be possible to extract values for ρ2/ρ1 for each individual
position along the shock front without averaging, a feat which would have
broad implications for the future of XPCI. Although such analysis is

Fig. 4 | Illustration of a cutline extraction algorithm which converts the two-
dimensional XPCI frame of the shock front into a one-dimensional
intensity plot. aExample of the shock contour cutlines being extracted via a splinefit
to the shock in an XPCI frame, in this case the fifth image from Fig. 2b (t = 234 ns).
b By averaging together all of these extracted cutlines, we arrive at the solid black
average cutline, with dotted lines showing upper and lower quartiles of this aver-
aging. The solid red line shows the simulatedXPCI shock front profile (Equation (2))
that best fits this image; in this case this method suggests a post-shock density
of ρ2 ¼ 0:799þ0:116

�0:057g=cc ðρ2=ρ1 ¼ 1:176þ0:171
�0:084Þ.

Fig. 3 | Cylindrical shock positions over time, relative to the axis of the plasma.
This plot compiles data from eighty-five different XPCI frames for which the shock
was visible, each of which is represented by a black circle with vertical error bars in
this plot. Shock position measurement was performed manually for each of the
frames, with the vertical error bars indicating two standard deviations away from the
average of twenty manual position measurements taken for each frame. From
electrical diagnostics, we can assign a relative timestamp (precise to < 1 ns) to each
frame, hence the horizontal position of each point on this plot. Blue circles indicate
shock speed subestimates calculated by fitting to subsamples of the full set of shock
positions. The green curve shows a quadratic fit to the position vs. time data.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s42005-025-02021-4 Article

Communications Physics |           (2025) 8:127 5

www.nature.com/commsphys


infeasible for the dataset featured in this work, this research avenue has the
potential to enhance the future of quantitative and data-driven image
analysis of dynamic events. Especially with the emergence of next-
generation improvements such as the recently upgraded Advanced Photon
Source (APS-U) aswell as the ESRF, both of which have superior brightness
and emittance1,2,56, the ability to take full advantage of brighter and higher-
quality light sources in order toperform increasingly sensitive physics-based
analysis is steadily becoming more important.

Conclusion
In summary, we present robust and repeatable observations of weak shocks
in liquid heptane and their interaction with the plasma-induced cavitation
bubble at timescales previously obscured by optical emission. This
achievement represents progress in imaging sensitivity and resolution, and
advances an underexplored approach for physics-based quantitative ana-
lysis of subtle physical phenomenausingXPCI.Thehigh repetition rate ( > 3
events/minute), low cost ( <US$100k), andportability of this imaging target
make it quite attractive to those fields interested in similar dynamic events
(e.g. ICF, dynamic compression, shock physics), but which rely on appa-
ratuses which are either immovable or have a prohibitively slow event

repetition rate57–59. This high event rate is particularly promising for
machine learning applications; the eighty-five shock fronts cataloged in
Fig. 3 could be used in the future to train a deep learning model for rapid
analysis and computation of shock parameters, since it rapidly and sto-
chastically queries a wide range of parameters (imaging delay time, shock
shape, breakdown voltage, etc.). This advantage would also still hold for
plasma-induced shock events in other media of interest. This avenue also
has potential for observation of higher-order shock structure and non-
uniformity. Future endeavors will focus on extending the XPCI sensitivity
threshold for shock imaging while continuing to develop a quantitative
analysis toolkit, for shock imaging as well as formore general HEDand ICF
applications.

Methods
Experimental setup details
See Fig. 1 for photographs of the experimental setup as installed at the APS
and a diagramof the apparatus. Thehigh-voltage circuit used in thiswork to
generate the submerged spark discharge event is similar to those used in our
prior work37,38. AnRC circuit was used to charge a 1nF capacitor, whichwas
then triggered using anNd:YAGns-pulsed laser to breakdown across an air

Fig. 5 | Summary plots of the XPCI-enabled den-
sity and speed measurements performed in
this work. a Decay of shock density ratio with time.
This plot compiles together the simulated XPCI
results which best fit experiment (black circles) as a
function of time relative to plasma initiation; hor-
izontal error bars indicate an assumed shock speed
uncertainity (estimated from the parabolic fit in
Fig. 3) of ± 10%, and vertical error bars indicate the
range of density ratios which produce simulated
XPCI shock profiles which would still fall within the
upper and lower quartiles of the expimerental
average shock profile (Fig. 4b). By fitting the ther-
modynamic model from Equation (3) to these
points (solid black curve), we conclude that α= ~ 3%
of the event’s total stored energy is expressed as
excess internal energy behind the shock. This same
model for alternate values of α are shown (dashed
black curves) to roughly illustrate uncertainty. The
blue curve and shaded area highlight the timescale of
significant energy input to the system, as measured
via electrical diagnostics. b Hugoniot states in the
ρ2--vshock plane, showing how values estimated from
this work’s XPCI data and diffraction model (black)
compare to normal shock thermodynamic relations
in heptane both with (green) and without (red) the
cavitation bubble compression effect. Vertical error
bars (ρ2/ρ1) match those of Fig. 5a, and horizontal
error bars (vshock) assume a simple ± 10% uncer-
tainty. The blue datapoint corresponds with the
X-ray diffraction model fit result from Fig. 4.
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spark gap60, in series with a submerged spark gap within the imaging target.
The resulting submerged spark eventwas thereforewell-timed relative to the
APS’s X-ray timing systems. On average, applied voltage pulses were
approximately 15 kV, with an estimated pulse energy of approximately 100
mJ released as plasma energy in the target, and instantaneous power reaches
a maximum of roughly 2 MW; see Fig. 1 for voltage, current, power, and
energy traces from a typical heptane spark discharge event.

Phase contrast imaging computational model derivation
The general form of the Fresnel–Kirchhoff diffraction integral for a two-
dimensional sample and detector planes separated by a distance z can be
expressed as follows:

goutðx0; y0Þ ¼
e2πiz=λ

iλz

Z 1

�1

Z 1

�1
g inðx; yÞe

iπ
λz ðx0�xÞ2þðy0�yÞ2ð Þdx dy ð5Þ

where and gin(x, y) and goutðx0; y0Þ represent the complex-valued electric
field at the sample and detector planes, respectively. The paraxial

approximation
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðx0 � xÞ2 þ ðy0 � yÞ2

q
≫z has been applied, and z = 46

cm for the results presented in this work. For translationally symmetric
samples oriented perpendicular to the optical axis, symmetry implies
gin(x, y) = gin(x) and gout(x, y) = gouts(x), enabling more efficient analytic

evaluation of the y-integral:

goutðx0Þ ¼
e2πiz=λ

iλz

Z 1

�1

Z 1

�1
g inðxÞe

iπ
λz ðx0�xÞ2þðy0�yÞ2ð Þdx dy ð6Þ

¼ e2πiz=λ

iλz

Z 1

�1
g inðxÞe

iπ
λzðx0�xÞ2dx

Z 1

�1
e
iπ
λzðy0�yÞ2dy ð7Þ

¼ e2πiz=λffiffiffiffiffiffi
iλz

p
Z 1

�1
g inðxÞe

iπ
λzðx0�xÞ2dx ð8Þ

The function gin(x) completely describes the sample plane andmust be
defined explicitly. We assume the pre-sample X-ray beam to be coherent,
collimated, and in phase. If we normalize by gbeam, the post-sample beam
electricfield gin canbe expressed as gin(x) = gbeam(x)gt(x)= gt(x)where gt(x) is
the following function for a curvilinear shock contour in heptane with a
circular cross section:

gtðxÞ ¼ e
�2iπ
λ

R
~nðx;zÞdz ð9Þ

Fig. 6 | Extraction and quantification of XPCI
longitudinal shock contour. a Spline-fit shock
contour extraction on the same XPCI frame from
Fig. 4. b Instead of averaging all cutlines, in this case
we plot them as a function of longitudinal position.
c By taking an average of the lateral positions cor-
responding to the XPCI maxima (-5 μm to 5 μm)
andminima (5 μmto 15 μm), the difference between
these averages can then be plotted as a function of
the shock contour angle; this plot is sensitive to the
instrument function’s elliptic anisotropy, causing
the amplitude of this XPCI contour to have a cosine
dependence on angle relative to the X-ray source.

https://doi.org/10.1038/s42005-025-02021-4 Article

Communications Physics |           (2025) 8:127 7

www.nature.com/commsphys


¼
e

�2iπ
λ ~nheptane;ambient�wliq½ �; jxj>R

e
�2iπ
λ ~nheptane;ambient�ðwliq�2

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
R2�x2

p
Þ

� �
�e �2iπ

λ ~nheptane;post-shock �ð2
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
R2�x2

p
Þ

� �
; jxj≤R

8>><
>>: ð10Þ

where ~n ¼ 1� δ � iβ is the complex index of refraction of a
given medium45, R is the radius of the shock, wliq is the thickness of the
target cell ( ~ 6 mm in this work), and x = 0 is the centerline of the
spark discharge event. The windows of the cell are made of 0.005”
polyimide film which may be neglected for the purposes of this analysis.
The indices of refraction for ambient heptane and for a higher density
post-shock heptane region of density ρheptane,post-shock are related
via ~nheptane;post-shock ¼ 1� ρheptane;post-shock

ρheptane;ambient
ðδ þ iβÞheptane;ambient.

Data availability
Full-resolution imaging data presented viafigures in thiswork is available to
readers upon request, pending the consent of all authors.Anydissemination
of additional related results and analysis methods not directly displayed
herein is subject to LANL public release policies and restrictions, and is also
contingent upon author consent.

Code availability
Similar to data availability, the code used to compute the simulation results
presented in this work is available to readers upon request, pending the
consent of all authors and subject to LANL public release policies and
restrictions.
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