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ABSTRACT

Pulsed power accelerators compress electrical energy in space and time to provide versatile experimental platforms for high energy density
and inertial confinement fusion science. The 80-TW “Z” pulsed power facility at Sandia National Laboratories is the largest pulsed power
device in the world today. Z discharges up to 22MJ of energy stored in its capacitor banks into a current pulse that rises in 100 ns and peaks
at a current as high as 30 MA in low-inductance cylindrical targets. Considerable progress has been made over the past 15 years in the use of
pulsed power as a precision scientific tool. This paper reviews developments at Sandia in inertial confinement fusion, dynamic materials sci-
ence, x-ray radiation science, and pulsed power engineering, with an emphasis on progress since a previous review of research on Z in
Physics of Plasmas in 2005.

VC 2020 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/10.1063/5.0007476

I. INTRODUCTION

This paper reviews the remarkable progress in high-current
pulsed power research at Sandia National Laboratories over the past
15 years. Sandia operates the world’s largest pulsed power accelera-
tor,1,2 the “Z” facility, which can store up to 22MJ in its capacitor
banks and discharge that energy in a 100-ns, linearly rising pulse with
a peak electrical power of 80 TW and a peak current of up to 30 MA.3

This high electrical power, roughly 15 times the continuous electrical
generating capacity of the entire world’s power plants, can be used to
compress matter to extreme pressures that greatly exceed 1� 106

times atmospheric pressure (1 Mbar). Plasmas can also be created that
are very efficient radiators in the x-ray regime. As such, Z is used for a
wide range of high energy density (HED) physics experiments span-
ning radiation source development, radiation-driven science, dynamic
material properties, magneto-inertial fusion (MIF), and inertial con-
finement fusion (ICF). Z has been an engine of discovery, and even
after 23 years of operation in its present configuration, scientists con-
tinue to set new facility performance records and to conduct novel
experiments in each of these research areas. We survey some of these
achievements and conclude with a discussion of research opportunities
for the next decade.

Pulsed power can be optimized to produce high-current (>10
MA) or high voltage (>10MV) and to produce energetic radiation
ranging from soft x rays (0.1–1 keV) up through gamma rays
(1–20MeV). Pulsed power accelerators were developed at Sandia and
elsewhere during the 1960s to provide laboratory radiation sources for
weapon effects studies.4,5 Laboratory testing was then needed to cost
effectively ensure that the electronics in nuclear warheads would not
be vulnerable to radiation from other nuclear weapons. Z is one of the
three pulsed power facilities at Sandia for this weapon effects mission
and can produce 2.6MJ and >330 TW in soft x rays,6 10–400 kJ in
1–10 keV x rays, and 1–10 kJ in 10–100 keV x rays.7 The Saturn facil-
ity8 is typically used as a bremsstrahlung source of 0.1–1MeV x rays
as well as a soft x-ray source using a gas puff z-pinch system. The
High-Energy Radiation Megavolt Electron Source (HERMES) III facil-
ity9 began operating in 1988 and is used as a >1-MeV gamma ray
source.

Sandia began applying pulsed power to inertial confinement
fusion in 1971 with an electron beam fusion initiative.10–12 That effort
led to the detection, in 1977, of fusion neutrons on the Rehyd accelera-
tor using a plastic shell target containing a CD2 fuel wire. This “Phi
target” was an early version of a direct drive magneto-inertial fusion
target.13 The pulsed power ICF initiative culminated with construction

of the 20-TW Particle Beam Fusion Accelerator II (PBFA-II) in 1985
with the intent to compress spherical capsules containing fusion fuel
to extreme pressures. The accelerator was optimized to drive light ion
beams rather than electron beams because of the more favorable target
performance based upon predictions of one-dimensional computer
simulations.14,15 Subsequently, record radiation powers were produced
in the laboratory in the mid-1990s by vaporizing and compressing
very large numbers of fine wires in a cylindrical array on Saturn.16,17

Such a wire-array implosion is an example of a “z pinch.” Building
upon that success, in 1996 PBFA-II was converted to Z to demonstrate
the scaling of z-pinch radiation sources, resulting in then-record soft
x-ray outputs from pulsed power (�2MJ and 200 TW).18 In the late
1990s, Sandia scientists began using the extreme magnetic pressures
on Z to compress matter directly to the 1–5 Mbar range as a dynamic
material platform and using Z’s powerful radiation sources to drive
additional experiments located around the x-ray sources. The early
research program on Z from 1996 to 2004 is well documented in a pre-
vious review paper.19

This paper reviews the last 15 years of HED research on Z.
During that period, the pulsed power components of Z were refur-
bished to double the stored energy, new record facility outputs in radi-
ation sources were achieved (2.6MJ and 330 TW of soft x rays;
>10 cal/cm2 at 10 keV), improved materials research platforms were
developed to enable increasingly sophisticated measurements at facility
record pressures (>40 km/s flyer plates, up to 10 Mbar in mm-scale
samples), and a major shift occurred with an emphasis on direct drive
ICF rather than indirect drive (i.e., radiation-driven) ICF. Today, Z is
renowned for being used to study a wide range of nuclear weapon-
relevant materials (e.g., 52-year-old plutonium samples taken directly
from the U.S. stockpile), demonstrating the key tenets of magneto-
inertial fusion in the laboratory for the first time, and x-ray-driven
experiments capable of reproducing astrophysical conditions from the
Sun’s core to the photospheres of white dwarf stars. More recently,
novel tools in power flow physics are being developed and next-
generation pulsed power technology is being improved. Scientists
today are looking at the opportunities that may be present on next-
generation laboratory pulsed power facilities, which are also briefly
discussed here.

II. Z PULSED POWER FACILITY COMPLEX

Z operates by storing energy in a ring of Marx-generator capaci-
tor banks around its perimeter, as illustrated in Fig. 1. Each of the 36
Marx generators is composed of 60 2.6-microfarad capacitors. When
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charged to690 kV, each will store 632 kJ, for a total of >22MJ stored
energy. While most short-pulse experiments use 85–95 kV charge vol-
tages, some pulse-shaped dynamic materials experiments use voltages
as low as 50–60 kV. The energy stored in the Marx generators can be
discharged in as short as 1.3 ls into the pulse forming section. There,
a series of switches and low-inductance transmission lines compress
the electrical energy in time, so the peak electrical power delivered to
the vacuum insulator stack at the accelerator center can be as high as
80 TW in a linearly rising, 100-ns current pulse. The specific peak cur-
rent delivered to the target at the center of Z varies with the inductance
of the target and the surrounding load hardware. Z was optimized to
drive the z-pinch dynamic Hohlraum load described later and repro-
ducibly delivers 26 MA to this target with negligible current loss in the
last stages of current delivery. More specific details of the pulsed power
hardware, which we refurbished in 2006–2007, can be found in other
publications.3,20,21

In a separate building south of Z (Fig. 2) is the Z-Backlighter laser
facility, which contains three high-energy lasers: Z-Beamlet laser, Z-
Petawatt laser, and Chaco.22,23 The first two are kJ-class lasers that can
be directed down a 70-m transport tube to a final optics assembly
above the Z center section and focused down to targets within Z.
These lasers generate independent multi-keV x-ray sources for radiog-
raphy24–26 and x-ray diffraction27 and can heat plasmas in some fusion
experiments, as described later. We can also direct them to standalone
target chambers to develop diagnostics or conduct laser heating

experiments independent of Z, as the lasers have a significantly higher
shot rate (about three times a day) than Z (about once a day). The 50-J
Chaco laser, which can execute up to 60 shots a day, is used for laser–
matter interaction studies and development of laser-based diagnostics
independent of Z.

Z can deliver �3MJ to a target and its surrounding load hard-
ware. The specific amount varies with the Marx charge voltage and the
inductance of the load hardware. This energy release is equivalent to
that from a few sticks of dynamite, so the debris generated is consider-
able, as illustrated in Fig. 3. This debris introduces some level of com-
plexity for the diagnostics and laser hardware used in the facility,
which must be protected from that debris. The debris also introduces
challenges when hazardous materials are used, such as beryllium and
plutonium. For high-hazard materials, explosively driven containment
systems are used to prevent the material from being dispersed within
the Z center section.

III. SCIENCE RESEARCH ON Z

A. Overview

The energy from Z is typically concentrated in “targets” or
“samples” located in the center of Z, which can vary from 0.3 to
25 cm3 in volume, depending on the experiment. The most natural
geometry is a cylinder. A nominal peak current of 26 MA, delivered to
a radius of 1mm, can produce �100 Mbar pressures on the surface of

FIG. 1. Cross-section of Z showing various stages of pulse compression. The diameter of the outer tank wall is about 33 m. As indicated by the plot at lower left, peak electrical
power entering vacuum insulator stack can reach about 80 TW. Photo at lower right taken from above Z insulator stack center section showing (for scale) two workers loading
hardware.
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a cylinder. This pressure can be used to compress material samples
directly to �1 to 10 Mbar over time scales in excess of 1 ls or to
accelerate matter to high velocities (100–1000 km/s) in a conver-
gent geometry in �1 ns to achieve the more extreme pressures
needed for ICF.

The three general classes of targets on Z are plasma radiation
sources, dynamic materials samples, and magnetic direct drive targets,
as illustrated in Fig. 4. Radiation sources are generally produced by
large-diameter (�4-cm) wire arrays or gas puffs arranged in a cylindri-
cally symmetric configuration. These are optimized to provide

FIG. 2. (a) Diagram of Z facility complex, which includes Z, multi-kJ Z-Backlighter facility, standalone target chambers for lasers, 70-m transport tube from Z-Backlighter lasers
to Z center section, and pulsed power staging and development area. (b) The Z-Beamlet laser beam is 31 cm� 31 cm in area until focused to a target, requiring large optics
as illustrated by a photo. (c) Example photo of one of the standalone laser target chambers, which are used to develop laser-based diagnostics or study plasma heating in
fusion targets independent of Z.

FIG. 3. (a) Pre-shot photo during hardware installation of target assembly in the Z center section for a magnetized liner inertial fusion experiment. (b) Post-shot photo of the
same experiment illustrating debris generated through release of several MJ energy in load hardware. (c) Photo of the explosively driven containment system used on hazard-
ous dynamic material experiments.
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100–1000 km/s implosions that result in high-temperature plasmas
emitting short (�1ns) bursts of x-ray radiation. A dynamic material
sample is usually in planar geometry. Z’s magnetic pressure accelerates
a thin metal sheet (also known as a “flyer plate”) up to 40 km/s, which
then collides with a sample and drives a strong shock in the material.
Alternatively, we can carefully shape the Z current pulse for up to �1
ls by distributing the timing of laser-triggered gas switches in each of
the 36 magnetically insulated transmission lines (MITLs) to ramp up
the pressure directly without driving a strong shock in the material.
We can also combine these two techniques to drive a small shock that
heats the sample and then ramp compresses it to high pressure and
density. These platforms allow us to study Hugoniot or quasi-
isentropic compression loading paths throughout a material’s phase
space. The third class of targets on Z today is fusion targets, which are
typically small-diameter (�0.6-cm) metal cylinders (also known as
“liners”) that reach implosion velocities of�100 km/s.

We fielded 152 experiments on Z in 2018. Of these, 32 were cate-
gorized as radiation experiments, 54 as dynamic materials experi-
ments, 49 as fusion-related experiments, and 17 in other categories
(e.g., power flow physics or fundamental science). Five dynamic mate-
rials experiments used hazardous materials and were fielded in a con-
tainment geometry [Fig. 3(c)].

The National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) funds
most Z research. The NNSA research is driven by our mission to
address key nuclear weapons stockpile stewardship science questions.
One way to characterize the Z research is to consider the two axes of
“Pasteur’s Quadrant,”28 which categorize research according to (a) sci-
entific novelty and (b) its relevance to a specific application. In the
case of Z, we consider three categories: basic science (high novelty,

weak tie to the NNSA mission), applied science (relatively low novelty,
strong tie to NNSA mission), or use-inspired (high novelty, strong tie
to mission). In 2018, the Z shot distribution across these categories
was roughly 15% basic, 40% applied, and 45% use-inspired. The use-
inspired category is important in the context of common scientific
practice and cost efficiency. Many applied Z experiments are complex,
costly, and involve non-publishable research. The basic and use-
inspired research allows for peer review of scientific methods that
build confidence in the application of our experimental methods.
Novel techniques or diagnostics are typically matured on the less-
costly, use-inspired experiments before being applied to high-
consequence, applied experiments. It is also important to note that
many of the applied and use-inspired missions have fostered fertile
experimental platforms for wide-ranging and unprecedented discover-
ies in the field of high energy density science.

B. Radiation science

1. Development of radiation sources

Z provides unique capabilities to generate remarkably intense
radiation environments at 0.1–100 keV photon energy. We are assess-
ing bright x-ray sources to understand the response of materials and
complex systems to powerful radiation bursts and to study opacity
and radiation flow. This section discusses research on Z to create these
bright x-ray sources and experiments that elucidate the properties of
astrophysical plasmas and their interactions with radiation.

Pulsed power provides an energy-rich approach to generating x-
ray radiation environments. Magnetically driven implosions are an
extremely efficient technique to couple kinetic energy into an

FIG. 4. Overview of types of research platforms fielded on Z. (a) Diagram of example wire-array radiation source. (b) Diagram of example planar flyer shock geometry for
dynamic material experiments. (c) Diagram of example planar quasi-isentropic compression experiment geometry for dynamic material experiments. (d) Diagram of nominal
magnetic direct drive fusion target. (e) Z center section photo for the radiation experiment showing test cassettes outside debris containment shield, surrounding x-ray source.
(f) Photo of the planar material hardware set, showing optical probe hookups looking at back side of each sample. (g) Photo of magnetized liner inertial fusion hardware includ-
ing external magnetic field coils to generate an axial field.
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imploding plasma,29 with the wall-plug electrical energy being con-
verted to x rays with an efficiency as high as �15%.30 As the material
stagnates on the axis of symmetry, the kinetic energy is efficiently ther-
malized to create a hot dense plasma that effectively radiates.
Depending on the kinetic energy per ion and the material imploded,
the radiated spectrum can either be dominated by broad-band quasi-
Planckian emission16,17 or by line emission from highly charged ions
(i.e., K-shell emission).31,32

The enhanced stored energy in the refurbished Z, combined with
our improved physics understanding, simulation tools, and diagnos-
tics, has allowed advances in the sources available, both in radiated
energies (and the resultant fluences on a test article) and photon ener-
gies, as summarized in Fig. 5.

To provide bright sources in the sub-keV photon energy range,
z-pinch x-ray sources aim to couple the maximum energy from an
implosion such that the energy, when stagnated, is radiated. Use of a
high atomic number material, such as tungsten, maximizes the atomic
transitions available to produce self-emission and provides an efficient
quasi-Planckian radiator. We have improved the radiated power and
energy in dynamic Hohlraum experiments as the result of the
increased current and the choice of wire-array masses that implode
efficiently with that current.33 On separate experiments, we increased
the wire-array z-pinch diameter and the mass, resulting in record soft
x-ray powers and x-ray energy output (i.e., >330 TW and 2.6MJ,
respectively).6 This is the power and output from the most energetic
laboratory x-ray burst in the world. By incorporating diagnostic
improvements, we also enhanced the characterization of the radiation
compared to earlier experiments.6

Z pinches can radiate efficiently in the 1–15 keV spectral range
for highly ionized, mid-atomic-number materials (i.e., aluminum to
krypton). To achieve this enhanced radiation, an implosion must have
sufficient kinetic energy per ion (i.e., velocity) such that, when the
kinetic energy is thermalized, a fraction of the mass will be ionized to
the K-shell.34,35

Given a fixed minimum current rise time, with increasing atomic
number the implosion velocity can be increased by increasing the ini-
tial z-pinch diameter.7,32 In addition, as we increase the atomic

number (and the photon energy of the highly ionized spectral lines),
energy is lost to ionization and thermal energy, thus reducing the radi-
ated energy in the K-shell spectral lines. The K-shell x-ray yields
achieved at Z include >400 kJ for Al near 1.7 keV and >300 kJ for
argon near 3-keV photon energy, tens of kilojoules for iron and cop-
per, and several kilojoules for Kr near 13 keV.7 Design of experiments
and estimates of K-shell yield have used thin-shell models to calculate
the coupled energy.36 The models have advanced in recent years to
provide more physically complete two-dimensional (2D)37,38 and
three-dimensional (3D)39,40 radiation magnetohydrodynamic (MHD)
simulations that include the effects of instability growth on stagnation
dynamics and of non-local thermodynamic equilibrium atomic phys-
ics on various opacity treatments to calculate the emitted x-ray power.

To access a broad range of photon energies, implosions are used
to generate K-shell radiation corresponding to the atomic number of
the radiating material. Both metal and gas targets are imploded at Z
using wire-array and gas puff z pinches, respectively. We have
improved the fidelity of wire-array z-pinch experiments through pre-
shot characterization of individual few-lm-scale wires.41 To perform
gas puff experiments on Z, we established a gas puff system42,43 paired
with detailed pre-shot characterization of the gas density profiles44 and
hydrodynamic modeling to design the gas nozzle configurations.40

In the 1990s, wire-array experiments proved to be a break-
through for fast z pinches, demonstrating high total x-ray power from
nested tungsten wire arrays and paving the way for K-shell x-ray
source development on Z. Aluminum wire-array z pinches have been
studied on pulsed power facilities for decades, including initial studies
that indicated very high x-ray powers could be achieved using high-
wire-number arrays with optimized inter-wire gaps.45 On Z, spectra
from Al wire-array z pinches provided Doppler signatures that, for the
first time, directly diagnosed implosion velocities >500 km/s in z
pinches.46 More recent experiments on Z showed that, for the plasma
densities reached, opacity effects had to be mitigated when optimizing
Al line emission; the data indicated that a highly structured stagnation
column created optimal emission rather than a uniform stagnation
column.47

To provide radiation sources at 5–8 keV, we studied stainless steel
wire-array z pinches in detail on Z. To understand the trade-offs in
optimization, we varied the wire-array diameter,48 the exact configura-
tion of the nested wire array,36 and the length of the z pinch.49

Experiments to optimize emission from the stainless steel wire arrays
indicated a direct connection between implosion velocity and radiated
energy and achieved 80 kJ radiated at >5 keV with a peak power of
>30 TW.50 Similar optimization of copper wire arrays achieved
�35 kJ radiated at>7 keV7,49 and provided rich spectral data for com-
parison to atomic modeling.51–54

Gas puff z pinches, in which the current pulse flows through a jet
of supersonic gas rather than an array of fine wires, can access K-shell
radiation at additional photon energies by using Ar or Kr as the radiat-
ing material. Radiation MHD simulations, coupled to tabular colli-
sional radiative equilibrium atomic kinetics at NRL37,55 and Sandia,43

were key to rapid progress in Ar gas puffs. The initial experiments
achieved>300 kJ radiated at>3 keV with<10% shot-to-shot variabil-
ity.56 Following earlier work on several facilities,57 other experiments
increased the radiated power from Ar gas puffs58 and showed the
impact of low-level dopants in the gas puffs through radiative cool-
ing.59 The progressive improvement in gas puff K-shell radiation

FIG. 5. Summary of the x-ray radiation output from Z as applied to samples in a
test article. Shaded regions illustrate experimentally demonstrated results from Z or
Saturn. Orange curves represent spectra from a magnetized liner inertial fusion
plasma on a notional future facility producing the deuterium–tritium output yields
noted.
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source development, as described in a comprehensive 2015 review,60

culminated with experiments on Z (see pp. 2428 and 2442–2443 of
that review).

Kr gas puffs represent the limit of the photon energies where
line emission from highly ionized (K-shell) ions has been accessed
on Z. To reach high temperatures for effective emission, large ini-
tial diameters are required; most experiments use 12-cm-diameter
gas puff nozzles. Implosions from these diameters are highly sus-
ceptible to the magnetic Rayleigh–Taylor (MRT) instability. To
limit MRT growth, we used an idealized gas density profile61 that
minimizes acceleration in the experiments. Using hydrodynamic
simulations of cold gas flow coupled to the MHD simulations, we
developed realistic configurations for exploration on Z.40 The Z
experiments, with appropriate mitigation of MRT growth, radiated
9 kJ at >10-keV.40,62

Radiation sources at >15 keV from highly ionized charge states
are not practical on Z because the specific energy requirement to ion-
ize to the K shell drives the wire arrays to diameters so large that the
implosion is too unstable to form a high-density stagnated column.
Instead, we have characterized the K-a spectral lines that are collision-
ally excited by electron beams or non-thermal tail populations in this
region.7,63 A specific challenge with higher photon energies is that the
Z diagnostic suite has historically targeted the <10-keV range. In the
last few years, we have developed a suite of diagnostics for >10-keV
radiation sources. These include time-integrated64 and time-resolved65

transmission crystal spectrometers, diodes optimized for this spectral
range,66 high-energy pinhole cameras,67 and a high-resolution mono-
chromatic Wolter imager.68–70 Even for sources in the 1–25 keV range,
characterizing the continuum emission at >25 keV and even at
>100 keV can be critical to understand the experimental uncertainties
driven by the radiation source; we have developed a number of capa-
bilities to characterize this portion of the spectrum.71,72 An additional
challenge in designing >15-keV x-ray sources is the lack of a mature
numerical design tool that can capture the kinetic effects of electron
beam formation and excitation of K-a emission. Hybrid particle-in-
cell (PIC) codes73–75 are candidates to address these effects; however,
such codes must be validated in high-density z-pinch stagnation
plasma regimes and coupled to atomic models to predict the radiation
output.

2. Application of radiation sources

X-ray-driven experiments on Z provide unprecedented capability
for HED physics. Creating extreme conditions has been routine for
several decades, but our understanding has been hindered by the need
to concentrate energy in sub-mm spatial scales for sub-ns durations.
This has led to non-uniform plasmas, under-resolved and/or incom-
plete data, and irreproducible results. Yet Z has been transformational
for HED physics because its enormous x-ray output energy of >1MJ
allows us to heat macroscopic quantities of matter long enough for
detailed studies of extreme plasma states.

A second feature of our success is the capability to conduct multi-
ple physics experiments on a single Z shot. For example, the Z
Astrophysical Plasma Properties (ZAPP) collaboration33 has routinely
conducted four simultaneous, independent experiments. Simultaneous
magnetic direct drive fusion and radiation-heated matter experiments
are another example.76 This unique capability expands access to a pre-
cious scientific resource, promotes reproducibility and accuracy, and
fosters rapid progress. Reproducibility tests are especially notable, since
HED physics faces the dilemma that reaching extreme conditions
requires large facilities with limited opportunities to repeat experi-
ments. Plasma physics experiments are known to provide surprises
relative to expectations, and one of the best methods to ensure reliable
results is repeatability.

There are three main approaches to x-ray-driven experiments at
Z. The first measures fundamental material properties such as stellar
interior opacity,77,78 line broadening in white dwarf photospheres,79

and continuum lowering for iron at supra-solid density.80 The second
approach measures absorption or emission spectra from HED plasmas
at known conditions and uses these spectra to test spectral synthesis
models that are essential to interpret astronomical observations or lab-
oratory diagnostic signatures. This approach includes spectral emis-
sion and absorption from photoionized plasmas that are ubiquitous in
accretion-powered objects such as black holes and x-ray binaries.81–83

The third approach measures x-ray drive and the validity of hydrody-
namic simulations to test predictions based on estimates of stellar
opacity data from Z experiments.84,85

The ZAPP experiments use the Z dynamic Hohlraum x-ray
source,86–88 as shown in Fig. 6. The 26-MA peak current implodes

FIG. 6. The Z Astrophysical Plasma Properties (ZAPP) collaboration uses x rays to drive four separate laboratory astrophysics experiments simultaneously. Conditions for
each are optimized by adjusting distance from the x-ray source and sample composition, density, and size.
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annular cylindrical tungsten wire arrays onto a 14mg/cc CH foam
that converts the implosive energy to x rays. The stellar opacity sample
is 1–2mm above the source, while four other samples are arranged at
different side-on azimuthal locations 4–30 cm away.33 The location,
sample design, and diagnostics are separately optimized to address dif-
ferent physics objectives. The stellar opacity experiment89 seeks to
answer the question: Why can we not accurately predict helioseismol-
ogy observations for the Sun? Two different photoionization experi-
ments90–92 address the question: How does ionization and spectral line
formation in accretion-powered objects occur? The white dwarf pho-
tosphere experiment93–95 targets the question: Why does fitting photo-
sphere spectra not provide accurate properties for white dwarf stars?
In this review paper, we use the stellar opacity experiment to illustrate
the opportunities and challenges associated with this type of research.
Readers interested in the other topics are referred to the publications
cited above.

How does energy propagate from the solar core to the surface of
the Sun, where it emerges to warm the Earth? How old are the stellar
systems that host the numerous exoplanets that have been discovered
outside our solar system? How does radiation penetrate and heat an
inertial fusion capsule? The answers to these three questions hinge on
knowledge of the fundamental material property (i.e., opacity) that
controls absorption of radiation.77 A specific question arose about
15 years ago96 when refined analysis of solar photosphere spectra led
to reduced abundances for certain elements in the Sun. Solar energy
transport depends on how much of each element is present and the
nature of individual elemental opacities. Thus, these composition revi-
sions altered the internal structure calculated with the Standard Solar
Model, and the model predictions now disagree with helioseismology
observations.97 This issue can be resolved by an arbitrary increase in

the calculated solar matter opacity used as input for the Standard Solar
Model.98 The question is whether this is the right explanation.

HED opacity experiments volumetrically heat a sample with x
rays and measure the transmission with spectrometers that view a
bright backlighter through the sample. Requirements for opacity
experiments were developed over the last 30 years,78,99,100 but the high
temperature and density inside stars precluded measurements at those
conditions until now. Both the energy required to heat a sample uni-
formly and the backlighter brightness required to overwhelm the sam-
ple self-emission increase with sample temperature. These challenges
were surmounted in Z experiments101 beginning around 2005. X rays
from the dynamic Hohlraum x-ray source heat an opacity sample
located above the cylindrical source over �10ns and the convergence
on axis generates a backlighter with radiation temperatures >350 eV
over �3ns. These characteristics, developed over a decade, enabled
the first iron opacity data at solar interior conditions.89 Iron contrib-
utes significantly to solar opacity; the relatively large number of bound
electrons makes iron more susceptible to model uncertainty. We found
that opacity models were accurate at 150–160 eV temperatures and
7� 1021 electrons/cc, but the model predictions were lower than our
opacity data when the temperatures and densities were increased to
solar interior values (Fig. 7).

The higher-than-predicted Z iron opacity data89 account for
about half the increase needed to resolve the Standard Solar Model dis-
crepancy. However, the question remains: Why are the model predic-
tions lower than our measurements? This question is critical because,
if the data are correct, our understanding of photon absorption in
HED matter must be revised. This would have far-reaching conse-
quences for astrophysics and terrestrial HED science. For example, a
widely used method to estimate stellar ages depends on opacity, and

FIG. 7. (a) Z opacity experiments measure transmission through half-moon-shaped samples with multiple spectrometers. (b) Measured iron opacity (black) at Te¼ 182 eV and
ne¼ 3� 1022/cc is generally higher than the Opacity Project (OP) model predictions (red), accounting for about half the increase needed to resolve the Standard Solar Model
discrepancy. The OP opacity model [Badnell et al., MNRAS 360, 458 (2005)] is publicly available and widely used by astrophysicists for solar structure calculations.
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opacity revisions will therefore lead to substantial changes in age esti-
mates. Furthermore, if solar composition, opacity, and helioseismology
inferences are found to be consistent, the soundness of the Standard
Solar Model will be reinforced, but the composition and opacity used
to model other Sun-like stars must be revised. On the other hand, if
observations and solar model inputs cannot be reconciled, possible
modifications to the solar model itself would be necessary.

Our present opacity research on Z focuses on testing hypotheses
for the model-data discrepancy. One broad hypothesis category asks:
Could the experiments be flawed? A second category asks: Does opac-
ity theory include inaccurate or incomplete physics? A powerful strat-
egy to address these questions is to obtain systematic opacity data as a
function of temperature, density, and atomic number. Variations in
each of these three key quantities cause testable opacity changes that
provide insight into possible theory revisions and experimental flaws.
Results of the first-ever systematic opacity study102 reinforced our con-
fidence in the experiments and suggested refinements to the opacity
model. Nevertheless, a satisfactory resolution of the model-data dis-
crepancy remains a topic for ongoing research.

Our Z opacity research illustrates how opportunities arise from
the ability to heat, compress, and diagnose unprecedented macro-
scopic quantities of extreme HED matter. These radiation-heated mat-
ter investigations are examples of “benchmark” experiments that
aspire to be a reliable reference point for models. A sound foundation
for use-inspired or applied research is a major priority for such bench-
mark measurements, both for astrophysics and the HED research
described elsewhere in this review paper. Meeting this need requires
plasmas with parameters as close as possible to an intended applica-
tion. Additional requirements include reproducible and controlled data
on input quantities to make predictions and reproducible and con-
trolled data on observables that a model predicts. Our x-ray-driven
experiments on Z are well suited to such studies because we can pro-
duce the extreme conditions in plasmas of the size and duration com-
mensurate with accurate data, all with demonstrated reproducibility.

C. Dynamic material properties

Currents as high as 26 MA on Z, coupled to megagauss magnetic
fields generated by those currents, produce enormous J � B forces on
current-carrying surfaces. Starting in the late 1990s, we used these
forces to produce shockless compressions and quasi-isentropic loading
on Z.103 Those experiments reached 0.3 Mbar pressures and probed
the kinetics of the a–e iron transition104 and were followed by load
designs and current pulse shapes configured to use the same J � B

forces to accelerate metal flyer plates magnetically to>20 km/s.105 The
hypervelocity flyer plates imparted Mbar shock waves on impact,
enabling exploration of the Hugoniot at ultra-high pressures. These
advances provided critical HED material data on Z. Early success
included the principal isentrope of the 6061-T6 aluminum alloy to 2.4
Mbar106 and the Hugoniot of deuterium to 0.7 Mbar.107 The principal
isentrope and Hugoniot are key reference curves to construct equa-
tion-of-state (EOS) models. The data are used to validate theoretical
methods for calculating thermodynamic and transport properties. We
can also extract constitutive properties such as material strength at
high pressures over a range of strain rates by innovative load designs
and careful analysis of velocity profiles. For an extensive history of
shock physics and dynamic materials research at Sandia, see the book

Impactful Times: Memories of 60 Years of Shock Wave Research at
Sandia National Laboratories.108

The principal isentrope and the Hugoniot are important to
understand dynamic material response, but many material phases,
thermodynamic and transport properties, and associated phase transi-
tions (e.g., solid–solid, solid–liquid, and liquid–liquid) are not probed
by either curve. With advances in current pulse shaping and MHD
simulations of Z load hardware in the last 15 years, we have dramati-
cally increased the sophistication and versatility of the experimental
platforms, going beyond pure ramp or shock to shock-ramp, or ele-
vated temperature isentropes, as well as shock and release to greatly
expand the breadth of the accessible thermodynamic phase space and
interesting physical processes. In concert with these advances, we have
developed a containment capability for hazardous materials such as
plutonium and uranium. Meanwhile, advances occurred in diagnos-
tics, wave analysis methods, accelerator modeling, pulse shaping, data
analysis, large-scale MHD simulations, EOS and transport models,
and first-principles theoretical methods. Tight coupling of the capabili-
ties on Z with such advances have allowed us to address entirely new
questions in dynamic compression science. Examples of these plat-
forms and applications follow.

1. Improved capabilities for dynamic materials

experiments at Z

In the last 15 years, the capability to shape the current pulse flexi-
bly and reliably has vastly improved, beginning with refurbishment of
Z in 2007, which introduced a topological change that quadrupled the
number of gas-switch trigger times20,109 along with many new capabili-
ties. Today, various pulse shapes with rise times up to 1.4 ls are possi-
ble thanks to (1) the 95-kV charge voltage, (2) two independent Marx
trigger times, (3) independent laser triggering of 36 low-jitter, 6-MV
gas switches,20,110 (4) a detailed Z transmission line circuit model,111,112

and (5) 2D load simulations. Figure 8 shows MITL current waveforms
representing the range of possible pulse shapes, including double-ramp
pulse shapes for shock-ramp experiments. The standard synchronous
pulse shape for ICF is shown for comparison.113–115

FIG. 8. Representative pulse shapes for Z dynamic materials experiments, com-
pared to synchronous (non-shaped) pulse for ICF. Dual Marx triggers provide pulse
shapes that peak late in time. Double-ramp pulse shapes are typically used to drive
shock-ramp experiments, for which the plateau region of the pulse delays arrival of
the post-shock ramp.
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In 2008, a stripline load116 significantly increased peak pressures
and accuracy of our quasi-isentropic data. This advance enabled >4
Mbar ramp compressions117 and >40 km/s Al flyer velocities.118 A
stripline load design requires modeling 2D MHD effects of magnetic
scale length relating load current history to magnetic pressure loading
history and time dependence of the load inductance caused by mag-
netic diffusion, motion, and electrode deformation. We use resistive-
MHD codes such as ALEGRA119 as predictive design tools and in
post-shot analyses. These simulations require sophisticated EOS and
electrical conductivity models of the electrode material.120

A limitation to using MHD simulations for design and analysis is
that the 3D load geometries must be accurately represented by 1D
simulations (with limited 2D simulations), given the prohibitive cost
of 3D simulations as a design tool. We put considerable care into
designing 3D load geometries that are amenable to accurate represen-
tation in 1D and 2D. Typical load designs begin with 1D Lagrangian
simulations to determine the magnetic field drive, followed by 2D
Eulerian simulations to determine the load current and associated
inductance history. The magnetic field is not allowed to penetrate to
the sample material, negating the need for detailed electrical conduc-
tivity models. We use simple analytical EOS models if little or no high-
pressure data are available. Finally, a configuration is determined by
adjusting the switch parameters in the circuit model to match the load
current self-consistently to the inductance.112

2. Density functional theory equation-of-state

and transport

Ab initio theory is vital to material modeling. Electronic structure
calculations, primarily with density functional theory (DFT), provide
complementary information about material conditions that are often
exceedingly difficult to diagnose experimentally. Because of direct
access to microstructure and temperature, ab initio molecular dynam-
ics (AIMD) simulations frequently diagnose phase transitions such as
critical points,121 melt curves, and solid–solid phase transitions122 and
access thermodynamic states along the Hugoniot121–124 and the princi-
pal isentrope,121 allowing direct comparison with data while providing
insight into behavior such as molecular dissociation.125 The extreme
conditions on Z, along with highly precise diagnostics, have allowed us
to test approximations in ab initio theories. For instance, the choice of
density functional approximation in DFT has a significant effect on
the calculated state of singly- or multiply-shocked deuterium126 and
has led to research on alternative methods such as quantum Monte
Carlo (MC).127,128 Time-dependent DFT research has also allowed us
to calculate the optical response of x-ray Thomson scattering.129 With
AIMD simulations, in conjunction with the Kubo–Greenwood for-
mula, we can calculate the optical properties of materials. Simulations
are initialized with desired temperature and density states and allowed
to equilibrate, at which time the optical properties are calculated from
multiple simulation time step snapshots as the domain oscillates
around equilibrium. More snapshots are added until a canonical
ensemble is produced. Arrays of conductivity values are created by
simulating density-dependent isotherms. These arrays guide develop-
ment of electrical conductivity models such as Lee–More–Desjarlais130

for aluminum.131 Once the EOS is validated, the conductivity model
can be “tuned” with a Z experiment.120

3. Materials research diagnostic suite and data analysis

Virtually all pressure and density data are tied to the Velocity
Interferometer System for Any Reflector (VISAR)132 and/or photonic
Doppler velocimetry (PDV).133 The VISAR has measured flyer veloci-
ties, shock-wave speeds, and sample-interface motion since the Z
dynamic material program began. PDV was deployed in the last
decade, initially to support cylindrical implosions.134 Both diagnostics
are usually fielded simultaneously on material samples and as current
monitors; PDV also monitors radiation and plasma production.135

Streaked visible spectroscopy (SVS)136 provides time-resolved
data on light emitted, absorbed, or reflected by shock fronts and surfa-
ces within a sample. SVS consists of a fiber optic probe at the sample
coupled to a grating spectrometer. A streak camera records the output
vs time. SVS is typically used with transparent materials that become
opaque under shock loading, such as liquid deuterium,137 liquid
xenon, or lithium deuteride.138 Material states that exceed 5000 K pro-
duce ample light for fiber-coupled streak cameras, and temperatures
as low as 3000 K are sometimes measurable. Peak emission occurs in
the visible to ultraviolet range for temperatures high enough for SVS
to observe, so the spectral shape does not strongly constrain the
inferred temperature; sample emissivity is essential to determine tem-
perature unambiguously. Emissivity can be estimated from reflectivity
of the VISAR laser or calculated from first-principles. SVS also moni-
tors changes in the electronic structure by measuring the reflectivity
from a sample surface. In this manner, we have mapped the transition
of deuterium from an insulator to a metal.139

Ramp compression produces lower temperatures than shock
compression, reducing light emission below streaked spectroscopy
capabilities. Temperatures as low as 1200K have been measured via
band pyrometry with InGaAs avalanche photodiodes (�1000 to
1700nm). Shorter wavelength data are impractical because of substan-
tial and poorly understood background radiation; longer wavelength
data are prohibited by optical fiber absorption in the �50-m relay
between the samples and the diagnostic. Overcoming these spectral
barriers and supporting temperature measurements <1000K is an
ongoing challenge.

4. X-ray diffraction on Z

Velocimetry diagnostics provide insight into material behavior in
the continuum; macroscopic-scale, x-ray diffraction (XRD) opens the
door to atomic-scale understanding to detect, identify, and quantify
phase transitions by direct observation of compression and strain of
the crystal lattice. Because of Z’s destructive nature and the low XRD
signal vs background emission levels, detecting an XRD pattern close
to a sample and recovering the data are quite challenging. We are now
fielding a Spherical Crystal Diffraction Imager (SCDI) (see Fig. 6 in
Ref. 140) on Z that relays and images the XRD pattern away from the
load debris field. That diagnostic uses the Z-Beamlet laser23 to probe a
shock-compressed sample with 6.2-keV Mn-Hea x rays. A spherically
bent crystal composed of highly oriented pyrolytic graphite collects
and focuses the diffracted x rays into a 2.54-cm-thick tungsten hous-
ing, where an image plate records the data. Our SCDI diagnostic has
measured XRD patterns of shock-compressed Be samples at pressures
of 1.8–2.2 Mbar.141
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5. Uncertainty analysis

Data uncertainties occur on every experiment. Over the last
decade, we have developed methods to reduce and incorporate uncer-
tainties in our data analysis. Monte Carlo (MC) methods easily incor-
porate uncertainties in calculations and account for correlated and
uncorrelated errors in the data and models to provide confidence in
the uncertainties. We have applied MC methods to impedance match-
ing to calculate Hugoniot states122,124 and to calculate temperatures
from pyrometry data in Z shock experiments and in laser-driven
decaying shock experiments142 and from Z ramp compression data.143

We have expanded MC methods to analyze Hugoniot data for phase
transitions of materials such as carbon144 and MgO.122 Recently, we
have been developing Bayesian methods to analyze properties under
ramp compression.145

6. Improved shock impedance standards and

application to deuterium experiments

We analyze most shock physics experiments by comparing the
material shock response with that of a standard reference material, an
approach known as impedance matching. For decades, aluminum was
the predominant impedance match standard since it had been well
characterized in numerous gas gun, explosive-driven, and nuclear-
driven experiments. Because it is opaque, however, the shock speed
must be determined by measuring the transit time through the Al
standard. For small thicknesses and short transit times typical of
multi-Mbar experiments, that combination severely limited the attain-
able precision. Precision can be improved by using impedance match
standards amenable to direct shock velocity measurement with veloc-
imetry. In the past decade, we have collected data on several more ideal
impedance match standards: a-quartz,146 fused silica,147 polymethly-
pentene (also known as TPXTM) plastic,148 and silica aerogel.149 These
standards are initially transparent, but the shock fronts become reflec-
tive when shocked to high enough pressures. Velocimetry can directly
and continuously measure the shock velocity with high precision as
the shock transits the standard. The differing initial densities in these
standards (2.65 g/cc for quartz to 0.1 g/cc for aerogel) allow probes at
different pressures.

Today a-quartz is the predominant standard for HED experi-
ments on Z and laser facilities. We have accumulated hundreds of data
points for its shock compression and high-pressure release response,
initially from �3 to 12 Mbar; example shock and release measure-
ments using TPX and two different initial density silica aerogels are
shown in Fig. 9. Using Z data along with first-principles DFT calcula-
tions, we developed a simple analytical model in 2013 for a-quartz
that includes both precise Hugoniot146 and isentropic release paths
from the Hugoniot states150 that account for all experimental uncer-
tainties in that pressure range. We recently conducted a-quartz release
experiments at lower pressures and used first-principles calculations to
extend our analytical model to 30 Mbar, well above the existing experi-
mental data.151 The high precision of the a-quartz standard has recon-
ciled two data sets for the liquid deuterium Hugoniot,146 led to quick
adoption of the new standard in the HED community, and proved
critical to analyze 10 Mbar experiments of the deuterium Hugoniot.152

This new standard would not have been possible without ultra-high-
velocity flyers on Z. A similar analytical release model for Al153

improved the accuracy and precision of previous Al impedance
matching studies, including early Z studies of liquid deuterium.126

An example of this increased precision is a recent study of the
molecular-to-atomic transition of liquid deuterium along the principal
Hugoniot.126 Using a cryogenic cell with a-quartz front and rear win-
dows, we measured the flyer velocity from the initial motion to impact
and the shock velocities in a-quartz and deuterium, both of which
became reflective. The a-quartz model provided highly constrained
adiabatic release paths and could be incorporated into an MC method
to ensure propagation of all random and systematic errors in the stan-
dard (both for Hugoniot and release). The uncertainties in particle
velocity, pressure, and density compression for deuterium were
�0.5%, �0.6%, and �1.5 to 1.9%, respectively—a significant increase
in precision over previous data (see Fig. 10). This unprecedented preci-
sion enabled discrimination between subtle differences in first-
principles theoretical predictions and provided an important bench-
mark for first-principles theory, a means for evaluation of future theo-
retical developments, and stringent constraints on the high-pressure
response of hydrogen in a regime that is directly relevant to planetary
interiors.

7. Shock experiments with beryllium

Our ability to fabricate and launch composite flyer plates has
improved the Z shock platform. These flyer plates typically consist of
an Al substrate with a somewhat thinner copper layer electroplated on
the impact surface. Al acts as a sacrificial current-carrying layer that is
largely consumed by the diffusing magnetic field, leaving the Cu layer
at near ambient conditions upon impact. The large density discontinu-
ity at the Cu/Al interface causes a rarefaction wave that propagates
back toward the shock front, enabling measurement of sound velocity

FIG. 9. Representative a-quartz release measurements into TPX (dotted-dashed
blue line), 190mg/cc silica aerogel (dashed blue line), and 110 mg/cc silica aerogel
(solid blue line). Black line, a-quartz principal Hugoniot; black circles, initial shocked
states; red diamonds, measured release states; solid (dashed) gray lines, release
paths from the analytical release model (one-sigma standard deviation). Right pan-
els shown for more details. Reproduced with permission from Knudson and
Desjarlais, Phys. Rev. B 88, 184107 (2013). Copyright 2013 American Physical
Society.
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in the sample at high pressure to provide information beyond the
shock Hugoniot that is sensitive to phase transitions and melt. We
have used this capability to measure the beryllium Hugoniot and
sound velocity from 0.90 to 3 Mbar.154 The data agree with state-of-
the-art LANL and LLNL EOS tables155,156 but do not agree with earlier
solid Be Hugoniot data at >0.90 Mbar.157 Onset of shock melting was
seen at �2 Mbar, but we found no evidence of the proposed hcp–bcc
transition, suggesting that Be melts directly from the hcp phase. The
sound velocity data resolved questions about the location of the
hcp–bcc transition and the pressure at which the Hugoniot crosses the
melt curve. These results constrain the Be EOS at conditions relevant
to ICF implosions and will aid future target designs.

8. Insulator–metal transition in deuterium

In 1935, Wigner and Huntington158 suggested that hydrogen or
its isotopes could become metallic at sufficiently high compression. In
addition to being of fundamental interest to condensed matter theory,
the planetary science community recently recognized that an insula-
tor–metal transition in liquid hydrogen could have a direct bearing on
conditions under which helium rain will form in a hydrogen–helium
atmosphere159 and on Saturn’s high thermal luminosity relative to its
estimated age. Experimental demonstration of this metallization has
been elusive, and theoretical predictions have depended sensitively on
the framework used, varying from �1 Mbar to >3 Mbar. In the early
2010s, we conducted experiments to probe this transition in collabora-
tion with the University of Rostock in Germany as part of the Z
Fundamental Science Program. Reaching these pressures while hydro-
gen remains a low-temperature liquid, just above melt, was not

possible with ramp or shock compression alone. Instead, we designed
a shock-ramp platform with a small, prescribed gap between the elec-
trode drive plate and a cryogenic sample. Using a carefully designed
current profile, an initial rapid increase in current would drive the
electrode across the gap to provide a small shock. The subsequent cur-
rent increase then drove the sample along an isentrope to high pres-
sure and density. We chose deuterium for these experiments because
of its higher shock impedance, making the low temperatures for metal-
lization easier to reach. By varying the initial shock strength, various
isentropes could be accessed to sample the phase boundary at different
temperatures. Our first experiments did not reach high enough pres-
sures but showed that deuterium became absorptive at�1 to 1.5 Mbar
by closing the bandgap, an essential precursor to metallization.
Subsequent experiments used a stripline load116,118 and reached higher
pressures. These experiments demonstrated a density-driven, insula-
tor–metal transition in liquid deuterium for the first time, with an
abrupt transition to high reflectivity, �60% that of Al, at 2.8 to 3.0
Mbar pressures.139

9. Iron rain

Planetary accretion160 and the Moon forming impact161 involve
high-velocity collisions among planetesimals to create HED matter.
The impact velocity distribution in such collisions extends to 40 km/s
and peaks at �20 km/s.160 Z is ideal to measure key thermophysical
properties accurately that determine the evolution of matter during
accretion. One such property is the vaporization threshold (i.e., the
shock pressure that vaporizes material upon impact). That threshold
determines how much of a solid impacting object remains solid, melts,
or is vaporized and thus decidedly affects the dynamics of a system
after impact. In a collaboration among Sandia, Harvard, and UC Davis
within the Z Fundamental Science Program, we developed a shock
and deep-release platform to determine the critical point of iron.162

Iron is of interest since its content differs in the Earth and Moon. We
determined that the shock pressure to vaporize iron is �5 Mbar,
which is significantly lower than the previous theoretical estimate.
Such shock pressures are easily achieved by high velocity impacts at
end stages of accretion, qualitatively changing the Earth–Moon system
dynamics.162 Through the Z Fundamental Science Program, Sandia
also collaborates with university partners to measure thermophysical
properties of minerals important to planetary science.122,142,163

10. Ramp compression and strength experiments

Ramp-compression experiments are a core component of our Z
dynamic materials research. By tailoring the load design and current-
pulse shape, we can smoothly compress a sample for hundreds of
nanoseconds, mitigating the temperature increase associated with
shock loading. Recent advances, such as new high-precision stand-
ards,117,164 the stripline load,118 and improved analyses,165,166 have
yielded data for multi-Mbar pressure-density quasi-isentropes to high
precision (i.e., sub-1% density uncertainties). A notable feature of this
compression to extreme pressures and relatively low temperatures is
that most materials remain in the solid phase and support shear stress.
As such, our Z platform has been adapted to study high-pressure
strength using a release measurement in addition to the initial ramp
(i.e., a ramp-release). The nature of the measured loading reversal has
a strong sensitivity to strength, and we have developed an analysis

FIG. 10. Deuterium pressure–density compression Hugoniot (all relative to
q0¼ 0.167 g/cc) in the vicinity of the molecular-to-atomic transition. Cyan dia-
monds, individual plate impact experiments with the a-quartz standard;150 red dia-
monds, weighted average of plate impact with an aluminum standard,107

reanalyzed using the recent aluminum release model153 (weighted averages of up
to seven individual experiments); colored circles, first-principles calculations using
various exchange-correlation functionals. Reproduced with permission from
Knudson and Desjarlais, Phys. Rev. Lett. 118, 035501 (2017). Copyright 2017
American Physical Society.
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method to extract quantitative metrics of interest.167 We have studied
a variety of metals using ramp and ramp-release platforms, including
Al, Cu, Be, Fe, Pb, Zr, Ta, Au, Pt, and Ir. Our Ta research is
highlighted as an example in Fig. 11. As illustrated, we have obtained
high-precision ramp-compression data165 along with independent
ramp-release strength estimates143 to �3 Mbar. The data allow an
unprecedented ability to predict the complete constitutive response of
Ta under these conditions and have factored heavily in a collaborative
effort among the three NNSA national security laboratories to under-
stand material strength in the extremes.168

11. Containment experiments

In the early 2000s, we began to develop a containment system for
dynamic compression experiments on hazardous materials without
contaminating Z. The complicated architecture of the double-post-
hole vacuum convolute, which combines current from four MITLs
into a single feed gap near the load, necessitated the design of a cath-
ode extension between the convolute and the load. This extension,
essentially a metallic cylinder, provides a single feed gap long enough
for an explosively driven closure system, referred to as the ultra-fast
closure valve (UCV). Concurrent with firing of Z, the anode is explo-
sively driven across the UCV feed gap, creating a hermetic seal along
the cathode extension. An upper containment chamber (UCC) atop
the UCV is protected by a stout baffle system to restrain the �2MJ
energy delivered to the load. The UCV, UCC, and baffle comprise a
robust containment system that has allowed us to conduct >50
dynamic compression experiments on hazardous materials beginning
in 2006.

D. Fusion science

The conventional approach to ICF relies on high implosion
velocities (>350 km/s) and spherical convergence to achieve the high
fuel temperatures (>4 keV) and areal densities (qR >0.3 g/cm2)
required for ignition.169 Such high velocities are achieved by heating
the outside surface of a spherical capsule to generate ablation pressures
as high as 150 Mbar. This heating is accomplished either directly with

many laser or ion beams (direct drive) or with x rays generated within
a Hohlraum (indirect drive). From 1996 to 2006, the ICF program on
Z focused on magnetic indirect drive approaches, where wire-array z-
pinch implosions were used to create the x-ray drive pressure on a
capsule. As discussed in two previous review articles,29,86 considerable
progress was made in these approaches and they remain viable paths
to laboratory ICF on a larger pulsed power driver. The largest uncer-
tainty was in the capsule physics, which is actively being studied today
on the National Ignition Facility.

A much more energetically efficient approach is to use the mag-
netic pressure generated by a pulsed power accelerator to drive an
implosion directly. In this approach, 5%–10% of the stored energy can
be converted to the kinetic energy of an imploding metal tube, usually
referred to as a “liner.” However, implosion velocities of only
70–150 km/s are attained when the liner thickness is sufficient to elim-
inate feedthrough of hydrodynamic instabilities. Numerical simula-
tions and experiments170–175 indicate that thick-walled liners with an
aspect ratio (AR¼Router/DRwall � 6–9) should be adequately robust.
Magneto-inertial fusion concepts can relax the implosion velocity
requirements while still achieving high temperatures by use of insulat-
ing magnetic fields to decrease thermal conductivity normal to the
field and increase fusion product confinement.15,176,177 Magnetized
liner inertial fusion (MagLIF)29,170,178 is a specific MIF concept that we
are studying today at Z.

1. Implosion physics

Assembly of fusion fuel to high stagnation pressure can be
achieved by magnetic acceleration of a metallic liner. The magnetic
pressure applied to a current-carrying liner can be estimated with the
formula29

Pmag ¼ B2=2l0 ¼ 105 IMA=26ð Þ=Rmm

� �2
Mbarð Þ:

For a liner carrying 26 MA imploded to 1mm radius, the magnetic
pressure exerted is 105 Mbar. Ignition-relevant Gbar-scale magnetic
pressures may be achieved on a future (e.g., 60–70 MA) pulsed power
facility at mm-scale radii.

In an ICF system, magnetic pressure must be applied rapidly so
the fuel heating rate exceeds radiation and conduction losses, and the
implosion must remain highly symmetric. Fuel magnetization in MIF
systems limits the fuel energy loss during an implosion, although liner
velocities >100 km/s are required. Higher implosion velocities are
achieved by increasing the liner’s aspect ratio, but such liners are more
likely to disassemble during an implosion because of MRT instability
growth. The liner must stay intact through implosion and stagnation.
A detailed understanding of the physics governing the stability is
needed to optimize the performance of concepts such as MagLIF170

and to determine the requirements of a next-generation pulsed power
facility. To that end, Sandia’s magnetic direct drive ICF research has
prioritized liner implosion stability physics studies on Z.

In advance of our first MagLIF experiments, we conducted liner
implosion physics experiments on Z171,172 to constrain the MRT insta-
bility data to validate the MHD packages in codes such as LASNEX,179

HYDRA,180 and GORGON.181 We imploded aluminum liners with
machined 25-to-400-lm-wavelength sinusoidal surface perturbations
on Z in 100ns and quantified the MRT instability growth with

FIG. 11. Tantalum ramp [Davis et al., J. Appl. Phys. 116, 204903 (2014)] and ramp-
release [Brown et al., J. Appl. Phys. 115, 043530 (2014)] results. Ramp compres-
sion path (smooth line) contains low standard errors (dashed lines), providing tight
equation-of-state constraints. Each point is for strength estimated from the peak
state in a ramp-release measurement; error bars represent standard errors.

Physics of Plasmas REVIEW scitation.org/journal/php

Phys. Plasmas 27, 070501 (2020); doi: 10.1063/5.0007476 27, 070501-13

VC Author(s) 2020

https://scitation.org/journal/php


radiography. Agreement between our experimental and simulated
radiographs was remarkable for wavelengths down to 50lm (Fig. 12).

Next, we diagnosed the implosion stability of cylindrical
MagLIF-like Be liners through stagnation.173,174 Relative to Al, Be lin-
ers are favorable since their lower density allows a higher implosion
velocity from a lower aspect ratio (thicker walled) liner geometry that
is more robust against MRT feedthrough. Beryllium’s low atomic
number also reduces radiative losses when mixed into the hot fuel.182

The implosion morphology data of these liners have higher than
expected azimuthal correlation of MRT structures through stagnation.
Our simulations were a better match to the data when initialized with
an azimuthal bias applied to the random surface generator at several
axial locations. However, the simulations are not a rigorous implemen-
tation of the surface finish of the liners, which are normally turned on
a lathe and result in highly azimuthally correlated structures with a
100–250nm root mean square (rms) surface roughness. For additional
experiments using liners with surface roughness smaller than 50nm
rms, we observed no changes in the imploding liner’s instability
growth. Further experiments using a different machining technique to
produce axially oriented grooves (instead of azimuthally oriented
ones) also resulted in no obvious impact on the observed instability
growth.183

To determine what provides the primary seed for MRT instability
growth, we began to study initiation and evolution of electrothermal
instabilities (ETI). ETI is an Ohmic-heating-driven instability that
relies on the feedback between temperature and conductivity in a
metal.184–194 Our simulations show that, as the surface temperature
exceeds the melting point, ETI-driven temperature perturbations can
generate non-uniform expansion on a liner’s surface, resulting in a
largely azimuthally correlated perturbation with orders of magnitude
larger amplitude than the initial surface roughness. ETI-driven pertur-
bations can therefore provide the dominant seed for MRT growth on
ultra-smooth liners. Our simulations also predicted a dramatic reduc-
tion in instability growth on solid metal rods and liners when thick

dielectric coatings are applied to the current-carrying surface.195 The
dielectric damps growth of ETI-driven density perturbations, reducing
the seed for subsequent MRT growth [Fig. 13(a)]. We demonstrated
the efficacy of stabilizing dielectric coatings on Z [Fig. 13(b)] from
radiography of high-current-density rods and imploding liners.196

To prepare for preheated and premagnetized MagLIF experi-
ments, we developed external Helmholtz-like magnetic field coils for
Z.197 Surprisingly, the change in liner morphology for the additional
7-T axial magnetic field was dramatic. In premagnetized liner implo-
sions, we observed helical instability formation.198,199 Those instabil-
ities were distinctly different from mostly azimuthally symmetric
instabilities seen for unmagnetized liners. We explored causes for seed-
ing and evolution of the helical instabilities, including axial flux com-
pression by imploding plasmas generated outside the liner200 and
helical flow and energy deposition from particles originating in
MITLs.201 The helical instabilities have also been studied on
university-scale drivers, providing an extensive data set to compare
with simulations.202

Our MagLIF experiments generate enough x rays during stagna-
tion for high-resolution imaging of the hot fuel column. Fuel conver-
gence ratios are near 40, and the liner implosion dynamics clearly
impact the structure of the fuel stagnation column.203 The helical
structure that develops on premagnetized liners results in a helical fuel
column, as indicated by x-ray emissions [Fig. 14(a)]. Increasing the
liner aspect ratio (i.e., decreasing the wall thickness) amplifies the heli-
cal feedthrough to the fuel, and the structure becomes more compli-
cated, with many overlapping helical modes [Fig. 14(b)]. A dielectric
coating increases the uniformity of the fuel column, as shown in Fig.
14(c), without diminishing the neutron yield.204 A limited data set also
suggests that coated liners have enhanced shot-to-shot reproducibility
compared to uncoated ones.

FIG. 12. (a) Experimental radiograph of the liner with pre-imposed sinusoidal per-
turbation; initial contour overlays radiograph. (b) Mosaic of simulated radiographs
from six different LASNEX calculations. Modified with permission from Sinars et al.,
Phys. Rev. Lett. 105, 185001 (2010). Copyright 2010 Author(s), licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution 3.0 License.

FIG. 13. (a) Simulated density contours showing difference in predicted perturba-
tion growth for several thicknesses of dielectric coating on an Al rod at identical
times for �7 MA. (b) Experimental radiographs of the current-carrying surface for
both uncoated and dielectric-coated Al liners imploded on Z at nearly same current.
Transmission contour percentages are 10% (blue), 15% (green), 20% (magenta),
40% (black), 60% (cyan), and 80% (yellow). (a) Adapted with permission from
Peterson et al., Phys. Rev. Lett. 112, 135002 (2014). Copyrights 2014 American
Physical Society. (b) Adapted with permission from Awe et al., Phys. Rev. Lett. 116,
065001 (2016). Copyrights 2014 American Physical Society.
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Our implosion physics studies on Z continue to advance.
Innovations, such as the dynamic screw pinch, may enhance liner sta-
bility by providing a magnetic drive with a tilted, dynamic polariza-
tion205 that uses tilted or helical return-current posts.206 Ongoing
experimental207–209 and computational ETI studies210 are informing
material choices and fabrication techniques for imploding liners and
high-current-density electrodes. Detailed experimental studies of the
underlying physics that drive implosion instabilities, coupled with
detailed modeling and engineered mitigation strategies, will advance
the target performance on Z and inform requirements for a next-
generation pulsed power facility.

2. Magnetized liner inertial fusion

The MagLIF concept described in Ref. 170 has three important
steps. The first is to apply an axial field of 10–30 T using capacitor-

bank-driven external Helmholtz-like coils positioned above and below
the target.197 Closed field lines are not required if the cylindrical liner
is long enough to keep axial transport losses manageable. A 1-cm-long
liner is sufficient for implosions driven by Z, which has a 100-ns cur-
rent pulse. The second step is to preheat the deuterium (or deuter-
ium–tritium) fuel to an average temperature of 100–200 eV using a
laser beam. The 527-nm Z-Beamlet laser22,23 has been used for fully
integrated MagLIF experiments203,211 and to study the preheating pro-
cess.212,213 The beam enters through a laser entrance hole (LEH) on
top of the liner, which is covered with a thin (1.5–3.5lm) polyimide
foil to contain the fuel. The third step is to use the axially directed cur-
rent from Z to generate a large azimuthal magnetic field on the outside
of the liner to compress and further heat the fuel to fusion conditions
at stagnation. The geometry used in many Z experiments is shown in
Fig. 15. On the time scale of the implosion, the axial magnetic field is
nearly frozen into both the fuel and the liner because of high conduc-
tivity and, hence, the magnetic field rises to very high values (�104 T)
as the liner is compressed. The axial magnetic field inhibits radial elec-
tron thermal conduction loss throughout the implosion, particularly
near stagnation when the losses would be the greatest because of the
high temperatures.

Our MHD simulations indicate that the MagLIF concept can be
scaled to achieve multi-MJ yields at currents significantly greater than
what is possible on Z.170,178,182,214 Gigajoule yields may even be possi-
ble by propagating the fusion burn into a layer of frozen deuterium–-
tritium (DT).178

We conducted the first Z experiments integrating all three steps
of the MagLIF concept170 in November 2013.203,211 For these experi-
ments, the applied magnetic field was 10 T, the initial deuterium gas
density 0.7mg/cc, the LEH foil thickness 3.5lm, the laser preheat
energy �0.5 kJ,212,213 and the peak load current 16–18 MA. Although
not optimal, the input parameters were sufficient to produce fusion
conditions and demonstrate viability of MagLIF, key tenets of MIF
concepts with primary deuterium–deuterium (DD) neutron yields of

FIG. 14. Comparison of x-ray emissions from the stagnation column in MagLIF
experiments driven by (a) AR¼ 6 uncoated, (b) AR¼ 9 uncoated, and (c) AR¼ 9
dielectric coated liners.

FIG. 15. (a) Example geometry for MagLIF experiments on Z, illustrating magnetic field lines, laser beam path, and final power flow feed gap topology. Dimensions are in cm.
(b) Expanded view of an example MagLIF liner target.
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�1012, and multi-keV fuel temperatures.211,215,216 The neutron spectra
are isotropic and Gaussian, consistent with thermonuclear neutron
production.211 We observed significant secondary DT neutron pro-
duction; the neutron spectra indicated a highly magnetized fuel col-
umn at stagnation of the fuel radius greater than the Larmor radius of
tritons from DD fusion.217,218

So far, we have used Be liners 7.5–10mm long with an outer
diameter of 5.58mm. Our numerical simulations219 indicate this is
near the optimum length for 100-ns implosions and the optimum
diameter for 16–20 MA currents. The predicted optimum length
increases with implosion time and the optimum diameter increases
with drive current. The targets typically have AR¼ 6, but aspect ratios
as low as 4.5 and as high as 9 have been tested,204 with the lower aspect
ratios producing more stable fuel columns, as expected. Targets with a
75-lm-thick dielectric coating195 produce more stable fuel col-
umns,196,204 even with AR¼ 9 liners.

We diagnose the fuel column structure at stagnation using spher-
ically bent crystal imaging of the x-ray self-emission. A fuel column
with a radius of 50–100lm and an axial extent of 7–9mm has a com-
plex morphology203,204,211,216 suggestive of a helical structure with
1–2mm wavelength and 0.1–0.2mm amplitude. Magnetized liner
implosions without a deuterium gas fill exhibit a helical structure198

that apparently persists in MagLIF implosions. The small radius
implies a high convergence ratio, CR¼R0/Rf > 40 (where R0 is the
initial radius and Rf is the final radius), that is particularly susceptible
to instability. Our simulations219,220 indicate that the convergence ratio
can be reduced by increasing the fuel density and preheat energy,
which is a goal of our future experiments.

We diagnose the burn-averaged ion temperature of the fuel col-
umn by neutron-time-of-flight spectra, with values between 1 and
3 keV inferred, depending on the experimental configuration.216

Axially resolved x-ray spectrometers64,221 assess electron temperatures
as a function of axial position along the fuel column.76 Electron tem-
peratures can vary by >1 keV over the column height, but the axially
integrated, emissivity-weighted average electron temperatures are typi-
cally similar to the burn-averaged ion temperatures. The areal density
of the Be tamper can be determined using the K-edge absorption of
iron impurities in the Be alloy;76,222 typically, the areal density is
�0.75 g/cm2. We are developing a burn duration diagnostic based on
nuclear measurements; at present, we use x-ray emission to approxi-
mate the burn duration. The typical MagLIF x-ray emission dura-
tion223 is 1–2 ns. We infer stagnation pressures of �1 Gbar using a
combination of the data.

Mix of high-atomic-number material with the fuel is a common
concern for all concepts since enhanced radiative losses can degrade
target performance. The main sources of mix in MagLIF are materials
from the LEH window foil, the top and bottom end caps, and the inner
surface of the liner. Understanding these sources of mix and the
impact on fusion performance will allow us to target the dominant
issues. To that end, we are developing an advanced time-resolved x-
ray spectrometer to diagnose the origins and quantities of mix.

The LEH foil material can penetrate the fuel during laser preheat
because the laser intensity is high enough to ablate the window and
heat it to�1 keV. A portion of the window material gains momentum
in the direction of the fuel through this process. We have applied spec-
troscopic dopants to the LEH foil to diagnose the axial penetration at
stagnation. Several early laser configurations introduced significant

LEH foil material into the fuel. We reduced that foil mix below the
detection threshold with a low energy (20 J) pulse �20ns prior to the
main preheat pulse.224 The end cap material can also mix with the fuel
during preheat. The laser spot size and pointing can be chosen to avoid
interaction with the end caps but scattering and filamentation can
cause the laser light to strike them directly and liberate that material.
We have identified such mix through disproportionately high x-ray
emission with the mid-Z end cap material. However, we can reduce
that mix by a factor of 3 by switching from Al to Be for the end cap
material, resulting in a 50% increase in fuel energy at stagnation and
an order of magnitude increase in primary neutron yield. The material
from the inner surface of the liner can also mix with the fuel by direct
laser interaction, but this is less likely because of the greater distance
from the nominal laser beam path. Instead, the main mechanism for
liner material mixing is the deceleration instability that develops near
the end of an implosion; that mixing does not reduce the performance
as much as mix introduced early in an implosion.219 Mix introduced
during preheat has more time to radiate away energy, thereby counter-
acting the benefits of preheat.

We have significantly improved the MagLIF experiments. The
fuel preheat energy was increased from 0.5 kJ to 1–2 kJ by using thin-
ner (1.5-lm) LEH foils, random phase plates, and a prepulse to reduce
the LEH foil density before the main laser pulse.213,223 Higher initial
deuterium fuel densities (1.05–1.45mg/cc) have reduced the conver-
gence. Improved magnetic field coils have enabled experiments at 15
T, and reduction of the transmission line inductance has increased the
drive current from 16 MA to nearly 20 MA. Such improvements have
increased the primary neutron yield by more than an order of magni-
tude (to �2 kJ DT-equivalent yields), consistent with predictions of
2D MHD simulations.216 Our MHD simulations indicate that addi-
tional improvements should occur at 25–30T, 4–6 kJ fuel preheat, and
21–22 MA peak load current.216,219 These parameters should be
achievable on Z in the next 5 years. With these increased capabilities,
we can conduct experiments across a wider range of input parameters,
enabling more rigorous testing of our scaling predictions with increas-
ing drive current. Yields of up to 100 kJ DT-equivalent may eventually
be possible, comparable to the 20–50 kJ obtained on the National
Ignition Facility,225 which is quite interesting given the two very differ-
ent approaches (magneto-inertial fusion vs hot-spot ignition) and
plasma pressures.

E. Power flow physics

The MITLs deliver Z’s electromagnetic power pulse to a z-pinch
physics load. The MITL system226,227 has operated on more than 3400
physics experiments and routinely delivers a nearly lossless 26-MA,
85-TW current pulse to a low-inductance (<3.0 nH) z-pinch wire-
array radiation source. However, as our target concepts have expanded
over the past 20 years, not all load configurations are as well
impedance-matched to Z. Hence, the electrical energy coupled to the
physics load can be current limited for some loads. As an example,
some Z experiments use electrical pulse shapes ranging from short
(�100ns) to long (>1000ns), with load inductances approaching
10–12 nH. Ultimately, the large voltages to drive such high inductan-
ces result in large electric fields across the anode–cathode (A–K) gaps
in the MITLs, which then produce electrode plasmas that divert cur-
rent away from the target. To improve current delivery to a wide vari-
ety of targets, we have invested a significant effort in the past 10 years
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to improving our understanding of the physics associated with vac-
uum power flow on pulsed power accelerators. Detailed physics mod-
els suggest that heating the MITL electrodes as the current rises
rapidly desorbs loosely bound contaminants, such as water and hydro-
carbons. These contaminants subsequently become ionized low-
density plasmas that expand into the A–K gaps. The physics challenge
of understanding contaminant desorption that impacts performance
over a range of spatial scales, from atomistic to micrometer scale to
centimeter scale and larger, is outlined schematically in Fig. 16.

Our initial studies were targeted at understanding current loss
and plasma expansion in the Z vacuum post-hole convolute,228 a
device that combines the current of four vacuum MITLs into a single
radial inner MITL connected to a target; here, current loss is readily
observed for high inductance loads. Several generations of 3D particle-
in-cell (PIC) models have simulated the integrated device perfor-
mance.73,229,230 We have advanced these models to the point where
approximate models have been implemented in 1D transmission line
codes to predict Z’s performance in a limited manner.112,231

We have improved our ability to measure electrode plasma prop-
erties in the last 10 years, producing high-quality data to validate the
models in power flow design codes. Electrical monitors at the vacuum
insulator stack232 and the entrance to the radial inner MITL233 have
achieved an uncertainty of <5% for most load configurations. Load
current inferences from velocimetry data234 have similarly achieved an
overall uncertainty of <5%, greatly improving our understanding of
current delivery to targets. We have commissioned optical diagnostics
to infer the presence of electrode plasmas ranging from optical emis-
sion spectroscopy in the post hole convolute228 to chordal point inter-
ferometry near the target.235

We are developing hybrid kinetic-fluid models as a bridge toward
integrated simulations that include coupled power flow and target
physics models, scalable to the largest high-performance computing
architectures. This effort is pushing hybrid PIC models of electrode
plasmas to higher densities (1018/cc) in the radial inner MITL75 to
explore full-scale models of coupled convolute and radial inner MITL
systems,74 advance atomistic simulations of contaminant

desorption,236 and develop models of highly enhanced ion current
losses in the radial inner MITL.237 These efforts, coupled with dedi-
cated experiments to validate power flow models, will ultimately pro-
vide confidence in extrapolating Z performance to next-generation
pulsed power accelerator architectures.

IV. NEXT-GENERATION PULSED POWER

A. Pulsed power technology development

We are evaluating various architectures for a next-generation
pulsed power facility as a successor to Z that would produce �60 MA
at about the same 100-ns rise time. Since 1995, a number of architec-
tures have been proposed.238–243 These architectures include the con-
ventional Marx water-line (Z-like), induction voltage adder (HERMES
III-like), fast Marx water-line, and linear transformer driver (LTD).
All current designs use a modular architecture, and each has strengths,
weaknesses, and research and development (R&D) requirements.

The electrical output parameters for each module are derived
from the lumped inductance in the vacuum and the current rise time.
Most designs use a transmission line transformer244,245 to raise the
impedance and voltage to drive the vacuum section. We did this for
Saturn with a continual transformer and for the refurbished Z with a
discrete stepped transformer. Other designs242 have considered expo-
nentially varying transformers.

The conventional Marx water-line architecture is a well under-
stood option because of decades of experience at a comparable scale.
This system uses relatively inexpensive and robust but large-energy
storage capacitors in a Marx arrangement. Since the characteristic
inductance–capacitance (LC) time is longer than the desired load cur-
rent rise time, additional pulse compression is required. The first stage
of additional compression is usually a water-insulated, low-impedance
transmission line pulse charged by the Marx and discharged by a trig-
gered switch. If that output switch must tolerate much higher voltage
and current stress than the laser-triggered gas switch (LTGS) on Z, sig-
nificant development could be required, as exemplified by the refur-
bishment of Z from July 2006 to September 2007.246 LTGSs, however,
provide useful flexibility for experiments that require shaped current
pulses, such as for dynamic materials. A conceptual model of a con-
ventional Marx-based, 50-MA accelerator is shown in Fig. 17(a).

Except for a vacuum induction voltage adder (IVA), concepts for
a next-generation architecture use a large cylindrical water–vacuum
insulator. The water–vacuum insulator (also known as the “vacuum
stack”) of a >50-MA driver is estimated to be about double the height
and diameter of the Z water–vacuum interface as the peak voltage
would be nearly 20MV. Performance scaling relations for vacuum-
stack insulators are derived from much smaller scale experiments and
may not be accurate in this regime. Obtaining Rexolite

VR
insulating

rings and anodized 6-m-diameter grading rings may also be a serious
challenge.

An architecture consisting of many HERMES III-like IVA mod-
ules240 in parallel eliminates all downstream pulse compression stages
and the single, large water–vacuum interface that other architectures
require. This architecture is ideal for high-impedance applications that
require an output rise time of 50 ns or less. However, the IVA is ineffi-
cient in terms of energy delivered to the load and accelerator size
when driving low-impedance, inductive loads with rise times of 100ns
or longer. Moreover, magnetic insulation of electron flow in the long
vacuum lines and disk convolute is a potential concern.

FIG. 16. Examples of spatial scales involved in calculating the detailed behavior of
plasmas formed in the final power flow regions of the Z facility delivering electrical
power to the target. Detailed models attempt to estimate plasma desorption at the
atomistic level, plasma formation and expansion on realistic surfaces, and the flow
of the plasmas in the complex geometry feeding electrical power to the target.
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L-3 Harris (formerly Titan Pulse Sciences Division) has developed
various fast Marx water-line architectures since the late 1990s.241,247–249

This architecture is similar to the well-understood conventional Marx
water-line system. The key benefit of the fast Marx is elimination of the
intermediate store and triggered output switch characteristic of the con-
ventional Marx architecture. However, most fast Marx systems built to
date are optimized for high-impedance applications and are not oper-
ated above 2-MV output voltage; an efficient Z successor might require a
Marx output voltage >5MV. Fast Marxes use small energy storage
capacitors to reduce the LC time, so numerous capacitors and switches
are needed. Most switches can be internally triggered from the Marx
erection process, so triggering is relatively simple.

Like fast Marxes, linear transformer drivers eliminate both the
intermediate storage capacitor and the high-voltage triggered output
switch and use numerous small-energy storage capacitors and switches
to achieve fast output pulses. The primary advantage of the LTD archi-
tecture is that downstream pulse compression is not required to
achieve a 100-ns rise time. (A “very fast Marx”241 could also accom-
plish this.) LTDs eliminate the risk associated with developing an out-
put switch with higher voltage hold-off than the present LTGSs on Z.
Eliminating all pulse compression stages also improves the electrical
efficiency by about a factor of two, thereby reducing the stored energy
requirement by �50%. Elimination of these pulse compression stages
could yield a smaller system and reduced facility cost if the capacitor
and system energy density and cost per Joule are comparable to the
other architectures. Other potential benefits are detailed by Stygar
et al.242 The primary weaknesses of the LTD architecture are higher
cost, trigger system complexity (�105 switches, each of which must be
actively triggered), and a demanding reliability (�10�7 failure rates).
Moreover, we have only experimentally demonstrated the technology
at about 1/1000th of a full-scale facility, so the technology readiness
level could be higher. A conceptual model of an LTD-based, 50-MA
facility is shown in Fig. 17(b).

For more than a decade, our research emphasis has been on
maturing fast (100-ns), high-current (1 MA at 100-kV output per

cavity), LTD technology.250–254 Our primary motivation has been to
evaluate the viability of LTD technology for a next-generation pulsed
power facility. In the past 15 years, we have significantly improved
LTD reliability and performance at the single-cavity level. Our latest
high-current LTD produces >1.1-MA peak current, has a switch pre-
fire rate of �10�5, and is relatively compact with 2.2-m diameter.254

While this progress is impressive and promising, scaling to a>50-MA
driver will require substantial additional R&D.

B. Scientific opportunities

We believe that it is possible to build a next-generation pulsed
power facility capable of delivering 800–1000 TW of electrical power
to the insulator stack. Circuit models suggest that such a facility could
couple roughly 10MJ to high-inductance fusion targets and could
deliver factors of 2–3 times that energy to lower-inductance plasma
radiation sources. With appropriate pulse shaping, it may be possible
to generate>20 Mbar pressures in mm-scale, high-Z material samples
for dynamic material research and allow us to push the frontiers of
highly accurate material data to include grain boundaries and material
strength. Such a facility would be roughly three times the diameter of
the existing Z and would likely require new operational concepts to
reduce the manual labor and worker hazards involved with loading
and unloading experimental hardware.

Wire-array plasma radiation sources on Z today are roughly 50%
efficient at converting the energy delivered to the wire array into soft
x-ray radiation (0.1–1 keV). Hence, such a facility should be readily
capable of producing >10MJ soft x-ray radiation sources, as com-
pared to�2.5MJ on Z today). This increased yield would provide new
opportunities for radiation science experiments, such as higher-Z and
higher-temperature opacity research, as well as higher-performing
multi-frequency x-ray radiation sources.

Fusion experiments with MagLIF targets are continuing to dem-
onstrate favorable scaling with currents, initial magnetic fields, and
laser preheat. We will continue this research over the next several years
to increase the credibility of extrapolating our MagLIF results from
�20 MA to �60 MA on a future pulsed power accelerator. Our com-
putational predictions for MagLIF at that scale, based on extrapola-
tions from the results that we expect to demonstrate on Z in the next
few years, suggest that >5MJ of fusion yield should be possible with-
out alpha-particle energy deposition. Significantly higher yields (tens
of MJ) are predicted in volume-burning targets that include alpha
heating.220 A facility at this scale should also be able to test ideas
involving radially propagating burn in DT-ice-containing targets,
which might eventually lead to still higher yields.178

In addition to magnetic direct drive fusion targets, such a facility
may also be capable of creating high temperature, large-scale
Hohlraums for indirect-drive fusion capsule research.255 More work
would be needed on this facility to demonstrate the appropriate x-ray
radiation pulse shapes to drive a capsule and the appropriate radiation
symmetry in the case of a dynamic Hohlraum geometry.29,256

Nonetheless, such Hohlraums could complement those being pro-
duced today on the National Ignition Facility in that they would be
radiation-driven rather than laser-driven and, hence, the significantly
greater x-ray energy could allow larger-diameter capsules.

Higher fusion yields offer a potential energy source to create even
brighter plasma radiation sources, as illustrated by the curves overlaid
in Fig. 5. Since the largest laboratory driver that we can imagine

FIG. 17. Example diagrams of two possible architectures for next-generation pulsed
power machines capable of coupling �10 MJ to fusion targets (�30MJ to radiation
science targets). (a) Marx water-line architecture similar to Z. (b) Linear transformer
driver.
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building today would be limited to tens of MJ energy coupled to tar-
gets, the energy released from fusion targets is the only practical way
to create plasmas with more energy than that delivered by the driver.
Even at tens of MJ yields, fusion sources offer an exciting means to cre-
ate 10–100 keV x-ray sources that far exceed anything possible today.

V. CONCLUSION

Z has been an “engine of discovery”257 for a wide range of high
energy density science, as illustrated by examples in this review paper
and in the references. A key point is that most scientific breakthroughs
on the facility have been opportunistic, rather than being planned in
advance during the design phase for Z. When Z was converted to a z-
pinch facility in 1996, nearly 100% of the shots used wire arrays of one
form or another; these shots were intended to build upon the success
of breakthrough experiments on the Saturn facility16,17 and, in this
respect, Z was highly successful.18 Today, however, we use wire arrays
on fewer than 10% of the experiments.

Now, about one third of our Z shots are dynamic materials
experiments that were not envisioned in 1996. Moreover, the direction
of our ICF experiments on Z transformed from magnetic indirect
drive to magnetic direct drive in 2007, after we realized that magneto-
inertial fusion targets offer a potentially revolutionary path to signifi-
cant fusion yields and extreme conditions on Z. Indeed, our first
MagLIF experiments on Z in late 2013 were pivotal in demonstrating
the prospects for magneto-inertial fusion and led to new investment in
such ideas by the Department of Energy.258 We created the Z
Fundamental Science Program in the late 2000s to encourage an influx
of novel ideas using plasma radiation sources and dynamic materials
platforms. Because of breakthroughs in the design of containment sys-
tems, today we can conduct experiments on virtually any hazardous
material in the nuclear stockpile, and we have conducted over 50 such
experiments to date. While our plasma radiation source research has
been a key part of Z from the beginning, we have innovated continu-
ally throughout Z’s life and we are continuing to set x-ray and neutron
yield facility records after more than 20 years of operation.

The potential for additional scientific innovation on Z over the
next decade is high. We have achieved new facility records for the
peak pressure in dynamic materials during the preparation of this
manuscript that are allowing us to probe new material physics
regimes. We might reach the DT-equivalent yield of up to 100 kJ in
MagLIF targets on Z over the next 5 years on new experimental plat-
forms. We intend to test new ideas to control z-pinch physics implo-
sion stability on Z over the next few years. These new concepts could
lead to further advances in radiation and fusion physics. Our invest-
ment in new diagnostics, experimental techniques, and analyses
should enable improved scientific understanding based upon precision
data from Z.

Our advances in pulsed power technology and architectures
could provide an order of magnitude increase in power and energy
delivered to targets. As with Z today, we expect that technical innova-
tion will occur on a new facility over the full range of basic, use-
inspired, and applied science. The history of Z and its predecessors is
replete with surprises in materials, radiation, and fusion science mod-
els, thereby illustrating our challenge of making predictive calculations
in high energy density physics. A next-generation pulsed power facility
will doubtless result in discoveries and innovations as we access new
physics regimes.
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