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ABSTRACT
Filamentation has extensively been explored and is well understood at repetition rates <1 kHz due to the typical availability of multi-mJ laser
systems at a moderate average power. The advent of high-power Yb-lasers opened new possibilities for filamentation research. However, so
far, high average power Yb systems have mostly been explored to increase the driving pulse energy to several hundreds of mJ and not at
significantly higher repetition rates. In this paper, we study, for the first time, long filaments at unprecedented high repetition rates of 10, 40,
and 100 kHz using a 500-W Yb-doped thin-disk amplifier driver operating with sub-700 fs pulses. We compare the filament length, density
hole, and fluorescence at a constant peak power but different repetition rates and find a strong dependence on filament length and density
depletion with repetition rate. Our analysis reveals the emergence of a significant stationary density depletion at repetition rates of 40 and
100 kHz. The corresponding reduction in the breakdown threshold by increasing the laser repetition rate observed in our study signifies
a promising avenue for enhancing the efficiency and reliability of electric discharge triggering in various scenarios. Using capacitive plasma
probe measurements, we address the limitations of fluorescence imaging-based measurements and demonstrate a systematic underestimation
of filament length. This work contributes to a deeper understanding of the interplay between laser repetition rates, filamentation, and heat-
driven density depletion effects from high-repetition-rate high-power laser systems and will contribute to guiding future research, making
use of filaments at high repetition rates.

© 2023 Author(s). All article content, except where otherwise noted, is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY) license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). https://doi.org/10.1063/5.0175100

I. INTRODUCTION

High-energy ultrashort laser pulses can reach peak powers
that give access to the process of filamentation.1,2 By exceeding the
critical power for self-focusing,3 the beam size decreases while prop-
agating through a transparent medium. For 1-μm sub-picosecond
laser pulses, the corresponding threshold in ambient air is
∼6 GW, based on the nonlinear refractive index measured by
Schwarz et al.,4 which is commonly met by modern ultrafast laser
sources. Self-focusing then results in the corresponding intensities of
tens of TW/cm2, which accordingly lead to under-dense plasmas by
optical field ionization, locally decreasing the refractive index of the

medium.1,2 Strong nonlinearities, at peak powers well above the crit-
ical power for self-focusing, thus lead to cascaded Kerr-focusing and
plasma-defocusing, resulting in confined self-guided light structures
that exceed the initial Rayleigh length of the pump beam1,5 and can
reach lengths of several hundreds of meters.6 Due to intensity clamp-
ing, the core intensity of the filament remains on the order of 1013

W/cm2 in air,7 still allowing for single ionization of the air molecules
by each high-energy picosecond pulse.8

Scientific applications of filaments include temporal pulse
compression,9–11 free-space optical telecommunication,12–14 guiding
and triggering of electrical discharges,15–17 and lightning18 and gen-
eration of higher harmonics10 and broadband THz radiation,19–21
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of which many would immensely benefit from higher repetition
rates.

Traditionally, ultrafast Ti:sapphire amplifiers at 800 nm were
the workhorse used to generate filaments due to the requirements
of high peak power mentioned above. Ti:Sa amplifiers can eas-
ily achieve the required peak powers; however, they are limited in
average power to a few tens of watts; therefore, repetition rates
<1 kHz were typically employed. However, in the past decade,
Yb-laser systems have immensely progressed, and much higher aver-
age power ultrafast laser systems up to several kilowatts have become
available. Laser gain media in slab,22 fiber,23 and thin-disk24 geome-
tries enable applications in high-repetition-rate regimes (≥5 kHz)
while still providing sufficient pulse energy for filamentation,25–27

which has, in turn, raised attention toward filamentation effects at
shorter interpulse separation times.14,28–31 However, so far, most
efforts in the direction of using high average power Yb-lasers have
focused on increasing the driving single pulse energy rather than
exploring significantly higher repetition rate regimes, where pulse-
to-pulse accumulation effects can become significant and affect
filament formation. Filamentation with a high-energy high-average-
power 1030-nm picosecond thin-disk laser has been studied with
repetition rates of up to 2.5 kHz.32 Exploring filamentation at higher
repetition rates using such high average power lasers opens the door
for novel physics and applications in this area.

The energy deposited through the plasma generation during
the filamentation process results in a localized heated channel with
reduced gas density.1 These heat-driven density depression channels
were found to be the dominating effect for electric breakdown.33,34

Following these findings, the comparatively slow time scale of the
heat diffusion raised interest in spark gap experiments at higher
laser repetition rates, where cumulative effects would come into
play.30 Recently, cumulative air-density depletion driven by sub-
mJ pulses at tens of kHz repetition rates was shown to produce a
quasi-stationary state of reduced gas density, affecting the electric
discharge triggering potential.35 However, in this experiment, the
rather low pulse energies available at high repetition rates made it
difficult to perform a thorough characterization of the filaments and
draw conclusions about the underlying physical mechanisms.

In this study, we report on filamentation from sub-picosecond
laser pulses from a commercial 500-W average power Yb-doped
thin-disk regenerative amplifier operating at 10, 40, and 100 kHz
repetition rates, providing multi-mJ pulse energies at all repeti-
tion rates and up to 50 mJ at 10 kHz repetition rate. This is, to
the best of our knowledge, a filamentation regime unexplored until
now. We investigate the filamentation-induced localized air heat-
ing at 40 and 100 kHz and find out that a quasi-stationary density
depleted zone is established due to cumulative heating of the ambi-
ent air. Furthermore, we characterize the plasma channel length
by capacitive plasma probe (CPP) measurements and estimate the
relative spatial distribution of the plasma density along the prop-
agation axis. Measurements of the electrical breakdown reveal a
nonlinear response of the breakdown voltage in high-repetition-rate
filaments.

II. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP AND METHODS
The experimental setup is shown in Fig. 1. The pump laser in

our study is a commercial ytterbium-doped thin-disk regenerative

amplifier with 1.03 μm central wavelength at a maximum average
power of 500 W. The system provides pulses at 10, 40, and 100 kHz
with pulse durations of 680, 660, and 660 fs and nearly collimated
TEM00 beam diameters of 14.9, 15.2, and 15.8 mm, respectively. The
maximum corresponding pulse energies and peak powers are 50 mJ
(69 GW), 12.5 mJ (18 GW), and 5 mJ (7 GW). At the maxi-
mum power and for 10 kHz, the system provides pulses of up to
Ppeak ≈ 11Pcr for the ambient air in our laboratory. At 40 and
100 kHz, the maximum available peak power amounts to 3Pcr and
1Pcr, respectively. An active beam stabilization was implemented
before generating the filament to reduce beam pointing instabilities
from the source. The pulse energy to generate the filaments at a given
repetition rate was externally attenuated using a half-waveplate and
a thin-film polarizer. The filament was generated in a focusing beam
geometry using a concave 0○ mirror ( f = 1000 mm) for all repetition
rates and all pulse energies. Considering Gaussian beam optics only,
i.e., without filamentation, this configuration results in a Rayleigh
length of 1–2 mm for all repetition rates.

A. Dimensions of the filament
The filamentation length was characterized by two differ-

ent methods: imaging of the plasma fluorescence36 and CPP
method.37,38 The calibrated images of the visible fluorescence of ion-
ized molecules provide a measure of the dimensions of the plasma
channel. We defined the length of the filament by the relative
1/e2 intensity for each image. However, weak fluorescence from low-
density plasma, established far away from the focal plane, disappears
in the noise of the camera chip.

In order to circumvent this limitation and access the real fil-
ament length, we performed CPP measurements, which allow for
spatially resolved detection of charged particles in the filamentation
region by translating the electronic probe along the laser propaga-
tion axis. Two square copper electrodes (a = 18 mm) with a 19 mm
separation were symmetrically placed around the plasma channel
and connected to a DC electric bias of −8 kV. In the plasma chan-
nel, a fast, typically ns decay, polarization-driven charge separation
dominates the initial transient after the laser pulse arrival.38,39 This
fast signal was rejected by opting for a slow sampling rate (200 kSa/s)
synchronous to the laser repetition rate. The voltage drop was mea-
sured over a 50 kΩ resistor in series. This configuration allowed
us to measure the misalignment-insensitive positive ionic current
only.40,41 To compare our results with previous studies, the average
collected ionic charge per pulse has been calculated from the cur-
rents. For our study, we define the filament length obtained by the
ionic current measurement to be the relative 1/e2 distance from the
position where the peak current is observed.

B. Density depletion
To retrieve the density depletion by localized heating inside

the filament, the refractive index change has been measured by
collinearly counter-propagating a continuous-wave probe beam
along the plasma channel axis and resolving the accumulated phase
shift in a folded-wavefront interferometer.42 To this end, a matching
f–2f imaging telescope was implemented to image the focal plane
of the pump-focusing concave mirror.43 Time-averaged images of
5 and 13 pulses for 40 and 100 kHz laser repetition rates, respec-
tively, were recorded with a camera exposure time of 125 μs. The
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FIG. 1. Experimental setup: (HR) high-reflective mirror, (f = 1000 mm) concave mirror, (BS) beam splitter, (GM) gold mirror, and (HV) high voltage. The plate electrodes
were moved along the filament using a translation stage. The spherical electrodes had a fixed distance of 30 mm and were placed symmetrically within 1 mm distance to the
filament.

accumulated phase shift of the probe beam was obtained with
a common two-dimensional phase-retrieval algorithm from the
background-corrected probe beam images.44 The retrieved phase-
shift yields the density variation by

Δn
n0
(x, y) = φ(x, y)λp

2πLfiln0
, (1)

where λp is the wavelength of the probe beam, Lfil is the length of
the filament, and n0 is the ambient gas refractive index. We can use
the Lorenz–Lorentz relation45 to calculate the relative gas density
change,

Δρ
ρ0
= (n0(1 + Δn))2 − 1
(n0(1 + Δn))2 + 2

⋅ n2
0 + 2

n2
0 − 1

− 1, (2)

where Δρ/ρ0 is the relative gas density change and Δn is the absolute
refractive index change.

C. Qualitative plasma fluorescence
In order to characterize the emission of the filaments and study

eventual chemical accumulation effects, the fluorescence of the fil-
aments has been measured using a UV–Vis spectrometer with an
infinity focus lens, imaging into the spectrometer fiber.

D. Spark gap experiments
Two identical spherical electrodes with a high-voltage DC bias

separated by 30 mm were placed close to the filament to measure the
electric breakdown voltage. The breakdown voltage was measured
at all repetition rates in two cases, namely at a constant pulse energy
and at a constant average power.

III. RESULTS
A. Dimensions of the filament

Figure 2 shows the comparison of the lengths of the plasma
channels retrieved by CPP and fluorescence imaging in the case of
10 kHz repetition rate. For both methods, we extract the relative
1/e2 total length. The measurements show that the fluorescence
imaging is significantly less sensitive at lower peak powers and can-
not resolve plasma channels below a threshold of 12 GW, thus sig-
nificantly underestimating the plasma channel length. The presence
of plasma is a visual indication of filamentation, and our measure-
ments show fluorescence regions significantly exceeding the initial
Rayleigh lengths. In the case shown here for 10 kHz and 50 mJ pulse
energy, the filament length as measured by fluorescence (orange
points) exceeds the Rayleigh range by 51 times, with a size of 65 mm
(1/e2). A relevant by-product of the optical field ionization, how-
ever, is the generation of free carriers. Notably, the sensitivity of this
measurement allowed us to record an ionic current over a distance
as long as 202 mm. We used this metric to compare the length of the
filaments at different laser repetition rates. It is clear that, for low-
density plasmas, the fluorescence signal disappears in the noise of
the detector. Furthermore, we observe a saturation of the length due
to multi-filamentation, occurring where Ppeak ≥ 10Pcr.32 Our charac-
terization of the lengths of the plasma channel using the CPP method
[see Fig. 3(b)] shows a decrease at higher repetition rates when mea-
sured at a constant average power, consistent with the lower peak
power in each case. This shows that the contribution of peak power
continues to dominate over the contribution of the stationary den-
sity reduction. However, at peak powers above the critical power for
all repetition rates [see the data for 5 mJ in Fig. 3(a)], we observe
an elongation of the filament by increasing the repetition rate. This
elongation occurs due to the balancing of Kerr self-focusing, plasma
defocusing, and additional defocusing by the density depletion;46

see Sec. III B. From the spatial distribution of the plasma density
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FIG. 2. Lengths of the plasma channel retrieved by ionic charge measurements (blue) and fluorescence imaging (orange) at a 10 kHz laser repetition rate. The saturation
of the plasma length at high peak powers has not been observed for 40 and 100 kHz, indicating multi-filamentation at P ≫ Pcr for the high energy 10 kHz case. A linear
correction of the fluorescence-imaging method does not fit the CPP data at all repetition rates.

in Fig. 4, we see that a plasma channel is established without fila-
mentation, hence below the critical power for self-focusing. At peak
powers above the critical power, the balanced Kerr-focusing and
plasma-defocusing elongate the distribution asymmetrically, indi-
cating that we are, indeed, operating in the filamentation regime.
Figure 5 reveals that for all repetition rates, the total collected ionic
charge, as a relative measure of the plasma density,38 scales linearly

with peak power, which indicates that the initial plasma density
increases linearly with the available peak power and photon bath.
The lower ionic charge measured at a constant peak power for higher
repetition rates visible in Fig. 5 confirms that cumulative effects in
the ionic species are negligible, whereas cumulative effects in the
thermal properties of the gas (reduced gas density by increasing
repetition rates) are dominating, as presented in Sec. III B.

FIG. 3. Comparison of the plasma channel length for constant pulse energies (a) and constant average powers (b).
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FIG. 4. Ionic charge distribution along the filament exemplary at 10 kHz for different peak powers. The laser is propagating from right to left along the position axis. These
data exemplarily show the scaling of the filament length and relative plasma density distribution with peak power from our laser source.

B. Density depletion
At 40 and 100 kHz, the fringes in the interferometric images

of the density hole were temporally and spatially stationary35 and
recorded using the CCD, integrating the probe beam imaged over
5 and 13 pump pulses, respectively. The gas density reached a
quasi-stationary state, which is evidenced by the fact that, despite
operating in a pulsed regime, interference fringes of high visibil-
ity were observed while imaging over multiple pulses. However, at
10 kHz, the CCD integrated the images over 1.25 laser pulses. At
this low repetition rate, the deposited heat diffuses faster into the
ambient medium than the pulse separation time and recovers the
density hole. The subsequent pulse, acting on the recovered air,
again induces a spike in the gas density.35 In this case, no stationary

FIG. 5. Collected ionic charge per pulse spatially integrated along the filament. The
fit shows the linearity of the collected ionic charge.

density-depleted zone was established. Time-resolved techniques
could reveal the heat diffusion on a nanosecond time scale42 in a
future experiment. Figure 6 shows the spatially resolved averaged
density depletion along the filament. Note that, due to the time-
integrated nature of our measurement, no transient effects, such as
acoustic waves or density increase in the vicinity of the filament,
are visible. At 100 kHz, the maximum relative density depletion
increased by a factor of 2 compared to that at 40 kHz. This cor-
relates with our findings from the electrical discharge experiments
in Sec. III C. We would like to point out that a lower gas density
change was predicted by previous simulations,35 where the authors
used an initial energy deposition in the filament of 500 nJ, sig-
nificantly lower than in our study. This reinforces the necessity
of empirical studies on filamentation at high repetition rates and
high peak powers, crucial for understanding the hydrodynamics of
filamentation.

C. Spark gap experiments
The results of the breakdown potential measurements are

shown in Table I. An increase in the repetition rate reduces the
required electric field for a spark gap triggering at equal pulse
energies and peak powers, respectively. We observed a breakdown
potential decrease of 60% from 10 to 100 kHz laser repetition rate.
Note that in this configuration, no natural breakdown in the absence
of a filament was observed up to a potential of −25 kV, limited by
the high-voltage supply. We observe a decrease of several tens of
percent in the breakdown potential corresponding to the magni-
tude of the density depletion. In a high-repetition-rate regime, where
the pulse separation times are shorter than the time scale for heat
diffusion, we have shown that the cumulative nature of the heat
deposition leads to a quasi-stationary depletion state. However, it
has been shown that the gas density reaches a minimum on the
time scale of a few hundred nanoseconds after the incident laser
pulse.42 When considering high-repetition rate regimes, simulations
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FIG. 6. Modulation of the gas density due to heat deposition, measured by phase-resolved interferometry. The images show the density hole for 5 mJ pulses at repetition rates
of (a) 40 kHz and (b) 100 kHz. The maximum density depletion was measured to be 0.92ρ0 and 0.82ρ0 for 40 and 100 kHz, respectively. High visibilities of the interference
fringes in the raw images of ≥66% provide evidence of the stationarity of the depletion zone.

TABLE I. Electric breakdown potentials in kV between two identical 30 mm separated
spherical electrodes at a constant pulse energy and a constant average power for
laser repetition rates of 10, 40, and 100 kHz in air.

10 kHz 40 kHz 100 kHz

5 mJ −23.5 ± 0.3 −16.0 ± 0.1 −13.9 ± 0.2
250 W −10.9 ± 0.2 −14.6 ± 0.2 −19.9 ± 0.2

have shown that in the quasi-stationary depletion state, each laser
pulse still causes rapidly decaying gas density depression.35 These
temporal minima of the gas density, cumulatively affected in their
peak value, dominate the breakdown potential, following Paschen’s
law,17,34,47 and thus warrant further investigation of the rapid tran-
sient intra-pulse hydrodynamics. The comparison of the breakdown
potential at equal average powers shows that the length of the fil-
ament, due to higher pulse energies at lower laser repetition rates,
overcomes the cumulative density depletion as a dominant effect on
the breakdown potential; see Fig. 5.

D. Qualitative plasma fluorescence
A strong emission of fluorescence lines by cumulated

O2
− ions30 in the range between 520 and 850 nm was not detected

by the spectral measurements. This indicates that photodetachment
does not significantly contribute to the enhanced breakdown effi-
ciency at a higher repetition rate and constant energy. Measurements
under nitrogen-purged conditions showed an increase in the cor-
responding nitrogen fluorescence intensity, while the breakdown
potential remained constant under ambient air conditions within
our measurement sensitivity.

IV. CONCLUSION
We perform a thorough characterization of filamentation of

high-repetition-rate lasers at 10, 40, and 100 kHz. In contrast to
a previous study,28 an elongation instead of shortening of the

filament by increasing the repetition rate has been observed when
the peak power is kept constant. This, however, is consistent with
the elongation of filaments by preformed density holes,46 whereas in
our experiments, the stationary density depletion due to cumulative
heating rather than a preformed density hole causes the elongation.
A quasi-stationary density depletion has been measured at repeti-
tion rates of 40 and 100 kHz. We have not observed self-guiding
of subsequent pulses inside thermo-acoustic waveguides, which may
occur at higher repetition rates above 100 kHz, where the decreas-
ing expansion time of the annular refractive index structure in
the wake of the preceding laser pulse overcomes the microsecond
window for injected light guiding.48,49 The decrease in the den-
sity depletion has been used for triggering electric discharges with
lower breakdown potentials for lower gas densities, consistent with
Paschen’s law.34 This finding indicates a corresponding lowering of
the breakdown threshold required for electric discharge triggering
by high-repetition-rate high-average-power laser systems, especially
for uncontrollable electric-field conditions as in the laser-lightning
rod project.18 Laser systems with an even higher average power at
100 kHz repetition rate are, therefore, promising for achieving long,
more depleted channels, which could be of interest for discharge
applications and other applications of filamentation.
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