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Laboratory Investigation of Vapor Shielding for
Lithium-Coated Molybdenum in Devex

Soonwook Jung, Daniel Andruczyk, and David N. Ruzic

Abstract—To investigate the effect of lithium on a molybde-
num target, a triple Langmuir probe diagnostics and target tem-
perature measurements are carried out. Several experimental
scenarios are tested to optimize the device for the vapor shield-
ing experiment. A lithium sputtering system is used to deposit
lithium on a molybdenum target. A triple Langmuir probe is
placed near the target at various pressures to estimate change
of plasma density and electron temperature and their effects on
vapor shielding. Temperature increase at the target is measured
by a thermocouple and its relationship with plasma parameters
and lithium is discussed in detail.

Index Terms—Lithium, molybdenum, triple langmuir probe,
vapor shielding.

I. INTRODUCTION

P LASMA-WALL interactions in fusion plasma reactors are
becoming increasingly important because contact of hot

plasma with the wall results in impairment to the wall and
reduction of its lifetime. Some extreme events, such as edge
localized mode and hard disruptions, caused high heat flux of
plasma to be ejected to the chamber’s wall and can severely
damage the wall and plasma energy confinement. Such events
are considered major obstacles to a successful fusion device.

Among possible candidates for the wall material, lithium
has drawn scientific interest for its high chemical affinity and
low recycling of hydrogen [5]. Computational and experimental
studies of intense, pulsed plasma interactions with materials
such as beryllium, lithium, carbon, and tungsten are being
carried out. The results predicted that during the early stage
of an intensive power deposition on a target material, a vapor
cloud from the target debris will form above the bombarded
surface [6]–[12]. Since lithium has more vaporization effect
than other materials because of its high vapor pressure and low
melting point, the vapor cloud from the lithium may further
reduce the net energy flux to the originally exposed target
surface and diminish the effect of plasma-wall interaction.
While there is a concern that evaporation of lithium on molyb-
denum at a high evaporation rate may expose molybdenum
to high heat flux and introduce high-z impurity into plasma,
molybdenum has a good chemical compatibility with lithium.
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The vapor shielding study of lithium-coated molybdenum will
provide a better understanding of its applicability to the fusion
reactor wall.

Because studying plasma-wall interactions in tokamaks is
cost ineffective and time consuming, a number of test devices
have been developed [9]–[18]. The necessity has also motivated
at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign the develop-
ment of a laboratory-scale experimental device to explore such
potentially critical design problems that have arisen in the
tokomaks. A facility called Divertor Erosion and Vapor Shield-
ing eXperiment (DEVeX) facility was built to produce energetic
plasma and to study plasma-material interactions in detail [19],
[20] The DEVeX device is a laboratory-scale theta pinch which
creates and compresses the plasma to reach conditions similar
to fusion plasma conditions suitable for studying the impact
of edge plasma on the first wall and diverter. In this device,
the end-loss plasma from the theta pinch simulates energetic
plasma exposure to a target.

Previous experiments in DEVeX have shown that plasma
density and electron temperature reach 1021 m−3 and 10–
100 eV, respectively, near the end of theta coil [2], [19]. How-
ever, the target chamber is approximately 65 cm away from the
close end of the theta coil, which allows the plasma to expand
as the energetic plasma is transported to the target. Moreover,
this device requires installing a reliable preionization source
at low pressure. Therefore, in this study, various operating
scenarios resulting from system upgrades are tested to optimize
the device for vapor shielding experiment. To observe the effect
of addition of lithium and to understand its phenomenon, a
molybdenum target will be exposed to heat flux of the plasma,
and its temperature changes for different plasma conditions are
compared. To physically understand the change of temperature,
triple Langmuir probe diagnostics are carried out, and relation
of the data to the lithium coating on the target is discussed.

II. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

The main component of the experimental setup is the theta
pinch device which generates hot and dense plasma. Fig. 1
shows the schematic of the experimental setup. A single-turn,
four-segmented theta coil has a conically tapered angle of 1◦

to preferentially drive the plasma into a target region where a
sample is located. In order to have high current flow through
the theta coil, the coil is connected through 15 RG-19 coaxial
cables to 18 parallel-connected capacitors. The main capacitors
have total capacitance of 36 μF and can be charged up to 30 kV.
In this paper, the charging voltage is fixed at 20 kV, yielding
7.2-kJ energy in the capacitors. When the bank is charged to
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Fig. 1. Schematic of the DEVeX experimental setup.

20 kV, a pulse lasts for 80 μs and produces a magnetic field up
to 0.7 T at the center of the coil.

A triple Langmuir probe [1]–[4] is located in the target
chamber to measure electron temperature and plasma density at
the position where the molybdenum target is located. The size
of each tip is 0.25 mm in diameter and 2.5 mm in length. With
10 mTorr, 1019 m−3 and 10 eV, the probe size corresponds to
collisionless thin sheath regime, according to [21]. A 100-Ohm
current limiting resistor is connected with the triple Langmuir
probe to measure the current flowing through the probe. The
P2220 Tektronix 10:1 probes and the P5200 Tektronix 50:1
high voltage differential probes measure at the triple Langmuir
probe circuit voltages of the probe. These are converted to
plasma density and electron temperature. An external voltage
source of approximately 65 V composed of 9-V batteries pro-
vides the bias voltage to the triple Langmuir probe.

The time of flight technique using a visible-wavelength-
detectable photodiode is used to measure average plasma flow
velocity toward the target chamber. The photodiodes are located
at two different positions to measure average velocity between
the two points. This technique is chosen as it is much simpler
than using Mach or quadruple probes and yields accurate
measurement of the average flow velocity.

The 55 mm wide, 52 mm long, and 0.076 mm thick molyb-
denum target has a K-type thermocouple bead spot welded
on its back surface to measure temperature increase. A com-
mercially available magnetron is used to deposit lithium onto
the molybdenum sheet. A lithium target for the magnetron is
fabricated in an argon-filled box to reduce its reaction with
air and is discharge cleaned for 30 min to sputter off the
remaining lithium compounds on the target. The deposition
process is carried out at 300-V, 250-mA discharge voltage
and current for an hour. The distance between the magnetron
and the molybdenum target is less than 1 cm so that most
of the sputtered lithium from the magnetron is deposited on
the molybdenum. Assuming 100% deposition to the target, the
thickness of the lithium coating is approximately 1–2 μm.

In order to increase incident heat flux to the target, several
upgrades have been applied to the device. A four-turn copper
electrode is connected to 1 μF capacitor through a spark gap
switch to generate background plasma via inductively coupled

Fig. 2. Temperature increase at the target with various operating scenarios
shows that the second case gives highest temperature increase. (case 1: only
theta coil, case 2: preionization and theta coil, case 3: preionization, theta coil
and magnet, case 4: preionization, theta coil, and crowbar, case 5: preionization,
theta coil, magnet and crowbar).

plasma generation. This preionization electrode is fired 30 μs
before the main capacitors to the theta coil is triggered.

Second, six stacks of 175-turn magnets are added between
the theta coil and the target chamber to sustain magnetic
field and keep the plasma compressed. A 4-mF capacitor is
connected through a 50RIA60 SCR switch and produces 140-A
peak current 12 ms after it was triggered. This current, mea-
sured by a calibrated Rogowski coil, corresponds to a magnetic
field of approximately 0.2 T.

The last upgrade is the addition of a crowbar switch to
manipulate the current waveform so that the theta coil cur-
rent reaches its peak when the crowbar is closed. Without
the crowbar, current at the theta coil is oscillating with time,
resulting in continuous compression and decompression of the
plasma. The gap of a railgap-type crowbar switch is finely ad-
justed to reproducibly operate when the man capacitor bank is
charged to 20 kV and to prevent an inadvertent trigger because
of a high electric field across the gap. Independent control
and synchronization of the theta coil discharge, preionization
discharge, magnet, and the crowbar triggering is achieved by
Maxwell 40150 trigger generator. A hydrogen gas is used for
this experiment, and pressure is varied from 1 to 10 mTorr.

III. RESULTS

A. Operation Scenario Test

Fig. 2 shows temperature increases at the molybdenum target
with various operating scenarios. Unlike the initial expectation,
the second case shows the maximum energy increase. It is
attributed to the fact that the crowbar switch still has finite
inductance and resistance which results in faster oscillations
of the current instead of the current ceasing at the moment
when the crowbar is triggered. Because of the oscillation, the
directions of magnetic field at the theta coil and the magnet
oppose to each other at the second λ/2, preventing plasma
transport to the target region. However, the preionization source
definitely increases the energy flux to the target, implying that
the preionization source enhances power transfer efficiency.
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Fig. 3. Incident energy measurement for bare molybdenum (solid square dot)
and lithium-coated molybdenum (empty circle dot) indicates reduction in the
energy at low pressure.

Therefore, for the remaining work, only the preionization
source and the capacitors to the theta coils are used.

B. Observation of Vapor Shielding at the Target

Fig. 3 shows temperature increases of the target with and
without a lithium coating at various pressures. Although the
energy stays around 10 J, very short pulse duration gives very
high heat flux to the target, reaching up to 45 MW/m2. The
pressure dependency is hard to see at high pressure around
10 mTorr, while at around 1.7 ± 0.2 mTorr, lithium coating
gives rise to energy difference of 2.7 ± 1.7 J.

Vapor shielding is caused by formation of a vapor cloud from
lithium either by sputtering or by evaporation. Evaporation
is highly dependent on the surface temperature of the target,
and its effects are negligible below the melting temperature
of lithium. While it is extremely difficult to experimentally
measure surface temperature of a target without dual-band
infrared thermography [22] and thermocouples have very slow
response time, an approximation of calibration factor for mea-
sured temperature of a target and the surface temperature using
a thermal response model [19] gives a rough estimation of the
surface temperature of the molybdenum target.

The analysis in Fig. 4 shows that the surface temperature
for the molybdenum is approximately 1.3 times higher than
the peak temperature measured by the thermocouple, while
the calibration factor for stainless steel has a value of 9.5
[19]. This result is in agreement with thermal diffusion time
which is approximately 100 μs for molybdenum and 1400 μs
for stainless steel. This difference is attributed to the fact that
molybdenum has much higher thermal conductivity and less
heat capacity than stainless steel. Taking into consideration the
calibration factor, the maximum temperature increase is less
than 30 ◦C, showing that evaporation is negligible in this case.

C. Validation of Triple Langmuir Probe Diagnostics

Before physically analyzing the possible cause of the vapor
shielding with triple Langmuir probe, a simple verification of
the reasonability of triple Langmuir probe data is necessary.

Fig. 4. Surface temperature estimation by a thermal response model [19]
implies that the tempeature increase is lower than evaporation temperature
of lithium and contribution of lithium evaporation on vapor shielding for this
experiment is negligble.

Fig. 5. Incident energy on the target estimated by triple lamguir probe data
with γ = 6.5 (solid square) and γ = 4.8 (empty square) show the similar be-
havior as the actual temperature increase measured by thermocouple (triangle).

While triple Langmuir probe allows the plasma parameters
to be obtained as a function of time, the fluctuation of the
electron temperature during the pulse duration due to periodic
compression and decompression of the plasma creates prob-
lems for obtaining results. A requirement for an asymptotic
solution is that the applied voltage at triple Langmuir probe
be at least five times greater than the electron temperature
for a solution. This is hard to guarantee with an oscillating
electron temperature. Therefore, in the case of nonsaturation
[23], the nonlinear equations in [1] should be solved in a
nonalgebraic way. Moreover, measuring data that yields a high
electron temperature is subject to a low signal-to-noise ratio,
so that even small error in voltage signal ends up with very
large error in density and temperature calculation. Therefore, a
series of equations for error propagation are included in data
analysis, and ±0.5 V error is considered in triple Langmuir
probe measurement.

In order to verify the reasonability of triple Langmuir probe
data, a comparison between transferred energy to the target
measured by thermocouple and by the triple Langmuir probe
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Fig. 6. Temporal behavior of (left) plasma density and (right) electron temperature (top) at 2 mTorr and (bottom) at 10 mTorr with two shots at each pressure.
Black and red dots indicates two independent experiments at the same condition.

is carried out. The incident energy to the target is calculated
with parameters from triple Langmuir probe using

E =

t0∫

0

γnevATedt (1)

where γ is the heat transfer coefficient defined in [24] assum-
ing that secondary electron emission is negligible, ne plasma
density, v plasma flow velocity measured by the time of flight
technique, A the area of the target, Te electron temperature, and
t0 the pulse duration. When ion and electron temperatures are
equal, γ is 6.5, while when Ti � Te, γ drops to 4.8. Therefore,
two different values of γ have been plotted in Fig. 5. While
the approach has many assumptions and the triple Langmuir
probe analysis contains a large degree of error, Fig. 5 shows
that energy calculated using (1) and thermocouple data are on
the same order.

D. Triple Langmuir Probe Parameter Analysis

Fig. 6 shows temporal behaviors of plasma density and elec-
tron temperature measured by triple Langmuir probe at 2-mTorr
and 10-mTorr pressure. At 10 mTorr, electron temperature stays
almost constant with one peak. The 2-mTorr case shows more
fluctuations in the density and temperature. This difference
results from the fact that plasma suffers more collision at higher
pressure as they are transported to the target and lose their
energy to the nearby particles. Moreover, the larger population

of high energy particles implies that more sputtering takes place
at the lithium surface, for sputtering yield of lithium [19], [25]
by hydrogen ion bombardment increases rapidly between 10 eV
and 100 eV.

Plasma flow velocity measured by time of flight tech-
nique is estimated 2.6 ± 0.6(10)4 m/s at 2 mTorr and 1.3 ±
0.1(10)4 m/s at 10 mTorr. The difference of the flow veloc-
ities is less than a few eV, which has very little effect on
enhancement of lithium sputtering. Therefore, instant electron
temperature and plasma density have significant larger effect on
the vapor shielding observed in this experiment and the vapor
shielding effect becomes more significant at the low pressure.

IV. CONCLUSION

In order to study vapor shielding effect in DEVeX, several
device upgrades are carried out, and several operating scenarios
are tested. It has been shown that the best achieved heat flux
to the target is with the use of preionization. Temperature
measurements at a molybdenum target by thermocouple indi-
cate lithium deposition on the surface may reduce heat load
from 9.7 ± 1.0 J to 7.0 ± 0.7 J at 2 mTorr, yielding energy
difference of 2.7 ± 1.7 J, while difference at high pressure is
undistinguished. Surface temperature analysis shows that vapor
generation by the evaporation process is negligible, and triple
Langmuir probe and time of flight diagnostics indicates that the
difference dependent on pressure mainly results from higher
instant plasma density and electron temperature of plasma to
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the target, which gives rise to higher sputtering yield and
formation of denser vapor cloud.
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