High Energy Density Physics 3 (2007) 272e277
www.elsevier.com/locate/hedp

Correlation effects and their influence on line broadening
in plasmas: Application to Ha
E. Stambulchik a,*, D.V. Fisher a, Y. Maron a, H.R. Griem b, S. Alexiou c
b

a
Faculty of Physics, Weizmann Institute of Science, Rehovot 76100, Israel
Institute for Plasma Research, University of Maryland, College Park, MD 20742, USA
c
University of Crete, TETY, 71409 Heraklion, TK2208, Greece

Available online 7 February 2007

Abstract
In the last two decades, several computational approaches for the Stark broadening in plasmas have been developed, where the motion of both
ions and electrons is simulated and their fields are approximated by using an effective DebyeeYukawa potential. This approximation, in general,
should be questioned when the number of plasma particles in the Debye sphere is about unity or below. For testing the applicability of this
approximation, molecular-dynamics simulations were performed, with all plasma particles interacting by the Coulomb potential, and the correlations in the motion of the particles were analyzed. It was found that even for a moderately coupled plasma (Ne ¼ 1018 cm3, T ¼ 1 eV, where
the number of electrons in the Debye sphere is z1.7), the collective effects play a significant role in the statistical and dynamical properties of
the microfields. Nevertheless, the corrections to the Ha profile are rather small. We also show that accounting for transitions with Dn s 0 is
crucial for proper determination of the shift, and to a lesser extent also of the width, of the spectral line.
Ó 2007 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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density Ns by rs ¼ (4pNs/3)1/3. This expression can be rewritten as

1. Introduction
Correlations between plasma particles have a significant effect on the Stark broadening of spectral lines in non-ideal plasmas. Corrections to the Holtsmark microfield distribution [1],
which is valid in the ideal-plasma limit, have been employed
since the studies of Mozer and Baranger [2] and Hooper [3].
A convenient parameter to characterize the deviation of a
plasma from ideality is the coupling parameter G, defined for
a single-species gas of charged particles with charge zs and
temperature T as
z2s e2

Gs ¼

 2
1 rs
;
3 ls

ð2Þ

pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
ðkB T=4pNs e2 z2s Þ is the Debye length. In
where ls ¼
a weakly non-ideal plasma, the correction to the Coulomb field
according to the DebyeeHückel theory [4] is well justified,
yielding (in lieu of the Coulombic FC(r) ¼ ezs/r2)
FD ðrÞ ¼ ezs ð1 þ r=ls Þexpðr=ls Þ=r 2 :

ð3Þ

where e is the electron charge, kB is the Boltzmann constant,
and the mean interparticle distance rs is related to the particle

A typical electric field FD at r ¼ rs, for rs =ls  1, can be
obtained by expanding Eq. (3):




1
3
FD zezs 1  ðrs =ls Þ2
ð4Þ
rs2 ¼ 1  Gs FC :
2
2

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: evgeny.stambulchik@weizmann.ac.il (E. Stambulchik).

The Debye screening will thus modify the linear Stark
!
r for a degenerate atomic system due
effect, i.e., V ¼ zs F !

Gs ¼

r s kB T

;
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to the dipole interaction, resulting in a relative decrease by
jDV=Vj ¼ ð3=2ÞGs . Therefore, the corrections to the Stark
line broadening due to the correlation effects are expected to
be of the order of the coupling-parameter value. This simple
analysis is readily generalized for one- or many-component
plasmas, by introducing cross-coupling parameters. For example, it was found [5] that corrections to the widths of H- and
He-like ion lines are of the order of the radiator-perturber
cross-coupling Gr, p (we note that the definition of G used in
that reference differs from Eq. (1) by a factor of 3/2).
In addition to the modification of the quasistatic microfield
distribution, the plasma correlations cause changes of the
dynamic properties of the microfields, which also influence
the line broadening. However, the Stark broadening usually
depends rather weakly on a typical time scale of the perturbation (which results in a weak temperature dependence). This
becomes especially apparent when overlapping collisions constitute a major part of the total perturbation as, e.g., takes place
for high-n Balmer transitions [6].
The plasmas considered in Ref. [5] are weakly-coupled as
a whole; it is only the coupling between the radiators, the
high-Z ions that are assumed to be a minority component,
and the rest of the plasma that is not negligible. This is typical
for hot low-Z plasmas with traces of high-Z species, e.g., those
used for the investigations of plasmas in heated-foam experiments [7]. A different situation occurs in low-temperature
dense hydrogen plasmas, where the radiatoreperturber interactions are negligible as the radiator is neutral, whereas the interactions between the perturbers and the corresponding
correlation effects play an important role.
Let us assume the following plasma parameters: the electron density Ne ¼ 1018 cm3, and the electron and ion temperatures Te ¼ Ti ¼ 1 eV. Then, the electron and ion plasma
couplings are Ge ¼ Gi z 0.23, and the number of particles in
(i)
the Debye sphere is N(e)
D ¼ ND z 1.7. Such values of the
plasma coupling are approached in several measurements of
Ha and Hb in warm dense plasmas [8e12]. For low-frequency
components of the plasma microfields, which can be shielded
efficiently by both electrons and protons, the corresponding
values for the plasma as a whole (i.e., for the total density
of the charged plasma particles Ntot ¼ 2Ne) are Gtot z 0.29
and N(tot)
D z 1.2. Therefore, corrections to the line widths
and shifts of the order of 20e30% could be expected. However, for ND approaching unity, the applicability of the
DebyeeHückel theory becomes questionable.
2. Calculations
For the calculations a computer simulation method for the
Stark broadening in plasmas [5] is employed, where two types
of molecular-dynamics (MD) simulations are used to simulate
the plasma microfields. In the first one, to be here referred to
as the trivial MD (TMD) approach, the electron and proton
perturbers move along straight line trajectories, and the field
at the radiator is calculated as a sum of the Debye fields of
all perturbers. The protons are assumed to be screened by
both electrons and protons, so that their effective Debye length
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pﬃﬃﬃ
is le = 2. In the second approach, full MD (FMD) simulations
are performed, numerically solving a true N-body problem
where all perturbers interact by Coulomb forces, and the field
at the radiator is a sum of the Coulomb fields of all perturbers.
The FMD simulations are described in detail in Refs. [13,14].
For the calculations presented here, the motion of 400 particles
(200 electrons and 200 protons) was simulated in a cubic volume with mirror walls. The total time covered in the simulation was 2.6 ns, of which the first 0.1 ns was not used for
the line shape calculations to allow for plasma thermalization.
Monitoring the total energy of the simulated particles provided
a check of the stability of the simulations. A minor, approximately linear in time, plasma heating was observed, resulting
in a plasma temperature of z1.05 eV at the end of the simulation process which is due to the finite accuracy of the integration of the equations of motion.
!
In addition to the total field F tot produced by all perturbers,
!
!
the fields produced separately by ions ð F i Þ and electrons ð F e Þ
!
! !
were also recorded; clearly F tot ¼ F i þ F e. These field components were used for the correlation analysis presented. In
both TMD and FMD simulations, the radiator is assumed to
remain at the center of the simulation volume; the motion of
the radiator is accounted for by assigning reduced masses to
the perturbers. In solving the Schrödinger equation for the radiator, only the dipole terms in the perturbation Hamiltonian
were retained. The inaccuracies associated with these assumptions are rather small for the plasma conditions assumed here,
as will be discussed below.
Obviously the FMD approach is more computationally expensive, with the run time typically exceeding that of TMD by O(N ),
where N is the number of particles in the simulation. Therefore, if
the use of the TMD calculations can be justified, significantly
faster Stark-broadening calculations become possible.
3. Results and discussion
3.1. Collective correlation effects
In Fig. 1 we present a comparison between the Ha line
shapes calculated using the fields produced by the TMD and
FMD simulations. Also given in the figure are line shapes cal!
!
culated with the ion Fi and the electron Fe fields only. We
note that in the case of the FMD simulation, these partial fields
were obtained including in the simulation both ions and electrons, and accounting for interactions between them.
In the figure we observe that the FMD simulations yield
larger broadening than the TMD in all cases, e.g., for electron
broadening the FMD FWHM is larger than the TMD FWHM
by z40%. However, the widths for the case when both electrons and ions are included differ by about w6%. The source
of this apparent contradiction is a correlation between the motion, and, therefore, the fields, of electrons and ions. To investigate this in more detail we consider the static probability
distribution functions of Ftot, Fi, and Fe in the TMD and
FMD simulations, shown in Fig. 2. Here the probability distribution functions of the total fields are rather similar, however,
the partial electron and ion fields in the FMD simulation are
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On the other hand, the ion and electron field dynamics are
rather different, which can be illustrated using the field correlation functions
Z
!
!
ð5Þ
Cab ðtÞ ¼ dt f a ðtÞ$ f b ðt þ tÞ;
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;
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Fig. 1. Comparison of the FMD and TMD results. The contributions of ions
and electrons are given separately. The line shapes are area-normalized.
Here and in the other figures, Ne ¼ 1018 cm3 and Te ¼ Ti ¼ 1 eV are assumed.

weighted toward higher fields than in the TMD simulation. For
example, while the FMD electron fields are weaker than in the
ideal-plasma limit given by the Holtsmark function, they are
nonetheless significantly stronger than the fields of the singly
shielded Debye quasi-particles, e.g., the distribution of the
TMD Fe. The difference between the FMD and TMD ion
fields is even larger.
We note that the FMD ion and electron microfield distributions are identical. Indeed, since the fields are ‘‘measured’’ on
a neutral radiator, the probability of a configuration of ions and
electrons is equal to that of the same configuration with the
ions and electrons exchanged, provided that the absolute
values of the charges and the energy distributions of ions
and electrons are the same, as is the case for the plasma considered here. Therefore, statistically, one may say that the
electrons shield the ions exactly like the ions shield the
electrons.
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Fig. 2. Comparison of the FMD and TMD microfield distributions. The distributions of the total fields are scaled to the Holtsmark constant F0 corresponding to the total density Ntot ¼ 2Ne. The Holtsmark and the APEX-calculated
ion microfield distribution functions are also given.

ð6Þ

and the indices a and b represent either electrons (e) or ions
(i). These auto- and cross-correlation functions are given in
Fig. 3.
Both Cii and Cee show similar behavior: constant for short
times and then dropping sharply. In fact, the typical ‘‘threshold’’ times ti z
fs and te z 7 fs satisfy the expected relap300
ﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
tion ti =te ¼ mp =me . However, Cee falls to a finite value
(z0.1); it approaches zero only at t z ti. This is clearly due
to electroneion correlations indicated by Cei(t). Here, a signif!
!
icant anti-correlation between F i and F e is seen.1
A simple model can be used to explain these results. Let us
!
assume that the electron field F e acquires, due to the electroneion correlations, a part of the ion component
!
!
!
F e ¼ F e þ a F i;

ð7Þ

!
!
where F e and F i are independent (i.e., Cei ¼ 0). Then
Cee ¼ Cee þ a2 Cii :

ð8Þ

It is readily seen that for te  t  ti
Cee ðtÞza2 Cii ðtÞ;
and thus, for a2  1
pﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
az  Cee ðtÞ=Cee ð0Þz  0:3:

ð9Þ

ð10Þ

Therefore, jaj is of the order of G, as expected and is a result
of Debye screening. Any motion of the relatively slow ions
near the radiator is partially compensated by the electrons.
As a result, a part of the slowly changing ion field gets ‘‘imprinted’’ on the electron field.
We point out that the approach to the Debye shielding used
in the present TMD simulation (single shielding of the electron fields and double shielding of the ion fields) results, quite
plausibly, in a slightly underestimated fields. Indeed, the ion
microfield distribution calculated using the adjustable-parameter exponential approximation (APEX) method [15] corresponds to fields that are stronger than the doubly shielded
TMD ion fields; yet the singly shielded approximation for
ions would result in fields which are too strong (see Fig. 2).
An approach similar to that of APEX can perhaps be devised
1
The noise at very large values of t is likely due to a poor statistic, since the
larger t the smaller is the number of the fFðtÞ; Fðt þ tÞg pairs. In addition,
artifacts due to the ions bouncing off the walls of the simulation volume are
also possible.
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Fig. 3. Correlation between the FMD field components normalized such that
jCð0Þj ¼ 1. Typical electron and ion correlation times te and ti are indicated.

with respect to the effective Debye length as assigned to the
TMD quasi-particles, which can result in an even better agreement between the TMD- and FMD-based Stark line shape
calculations.
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electrons themselves) are allowed. The field at the radiator is
a sum of the Debye fields of all the electrons and the NN
ion field. Then, another simulation is performed, this time
with the interaction between the electrons and the NN ion
switched off (so that the only effect of the NN ion is its
!
!
F NN ¼ ðjej R =R3 Þ contribution to the total field). A set of
such simulations was repeated for several values of R; the results of a pair of runs are given in Fig. 4. It is seen that the interactions between the NN ion and the electrons make the line
broader, with the FWHM value increasing by almost 30%. Another feature seen in the figure is a tiny decrease of the static
Stark splitting due to the electroneNN ion interactions. This is
a result of the screening, similar to the Debye effect.
The FWHM values with and without AEIF as a function of
the NN ion field are presented in Fig. 5. For weaker fields (of
the order of the Holtsmark field F0), corresponding to NN ion
distances comparable to the inter-ion spacing, the corrections
(w1%) are practically negligible. For stronger fields, the effect is more pronounced, however, the probability of such
fields, decreasing as w(F/F0)5/2, is very low. Therefore, the
net effect after averaging over F is a minor extra broadening,
and should be even weaker for smaller values of G. This confirms the previous analysis [17e19].

3.2. Three-body correlations
3.3. Dn s 0 corrections

2
The ‘‘Conventional Theory’’ Stark widths in Figs. 1 and 2 of Ref. [21] are
half widths at half maximum (HWHM), rather than FWHM, i.e., they should
have been multiplied by a factor of two before comparison with the new
results.

It has been shown theoretically [22] and confirmed by numerical calculations [23] that in the case where energy levels
are pure-degenerate, i.e., neglecting interactions between
levels with different principal quantum numbers and neglecting the spineorbit interactions, and assuming the dipole approximation and the independence of the density matrices of
the radiator and the perturbers, the Stark shift is identically
zero. In this work, we investigated the influence of the
Dn s 0, called ‘‘quenching’’, interactions numerically. The
FMD results are presented in Fig. 6, where the shift and
FWHM values are also given. Here, the shifts were determined
0.004
Without e - NN-ion interactions
With e - NN-ion interactions
0.003

Intensity (1/cm-1)

The plasma correlations are complex and essentially collective effects. Analyzing only a subset of these correlations without
reference to the total context (in particular, neglecting the Debye
screening effects) may, in general, be misleading. Nevertheless,
attempts to refine Stark-broadening calculations by considering
three-body correlations, namely the so-called ‘‘Acceleration of
Electrons by Ion Field’’ (AEIF) phenomenon [16], have been
made. Briefly, the argument is that a nearest-neighbor (NN)
ion alters the trajectories and velocities of electrons passing
near a radiator, and these changes are responsible for a reduction of the width and shift of spectral lines. This led to significant reductions in the case of Ha that were claimed even for
values of the plasma coupling parameter that are lower than
that considered here. First, and most straightforwardly, there
are also effects which were neglected that are similar in magnitude, e.g., the altering of electron trajectories due to an NN
electron. Second, it was shown [17e19] that the corrections
are much smaller and, in fact, of the opposite sign. However,
this issue remains unresolved [20,21].2
A true MD simulation, i.e., allowing all perturbers to move,
cannot model the AEIF effect given the restrictive set of assumptions in Ref. [16], namely, a single static NN ion at
!
a given distance R from the radiator. Instead, to resolve the
issue we employ a variant of the TMD simulation run for elec!
trons only in which a single ion is placed at a distance R from
the origin (where the radiator resides), and the interactions between the NN ion and the electrons (but not between the
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Fig. 4. Comparison of Ha line shapes obtained with the interactions between
the electrons and the NN ion switched on and off. The NN ion (proton) is
placed at R ¼ 2.5  107 cm from the radiator.
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Fig. 5. The AEIF correction as a function of the NN ion field.

R
as the mean weighted detunings nLðnÞdn. When the quenching interactions are excluded, there is no shift of the line, thus
confirming the previous findings. When the interactions between the initial and final levels of the transition are allowed,
a small blue shift is observed, with a negligible change in the
line width. The negligible influence on the line width of the interactions between the n ¼ 2 and n ¼ 3 levels is not surprising,
given that the temperature of the perturbers is well below the
energy separation between the levels. When the n ¼ 4 states
are added to the Hamiltonian, the shift of the line changes
its sign, and a noticeable (z8%) increase of the width is
seen. A further addition of the n ¼ 5 states has a less pronounced effect. Since the complexity of the calculations
growths dramatically with n, calculations with n > 5 were
not performed. However, assuming that the contribution of
the high-n levels scales asymptotically as w1/n3, the effect
of levels with n > 5 would result in a minor increase of the absolute value of the line shift (about 10%) and in a practically
negligible increase of the line width.
Therefore, while for the line shift the Dn s 0 corrections
are crucial, the width of the Ha line is affected rather weakly

even for the relatively high plasma density. Furthermore,
except for the shift of the line as a whole, only a minor asymmetry in the line core is observed (see Fig. 7, where shifts at
different relative to peak intensities are plotted). At the very
far ‘‘blue’’ wing, Dn > 10 FWHM, where the line intensity
falls below 1% of the peak value, the admixture of the
‘‘red’’ Hb wing breaks the line symmetry, as shown in
Fig. 8. In the figure one also sees the effect of the quenching
transitions on the Hb line shape, resulting mostly in slightly
different peak amplitudes, as expected [24]. We note that
stronger corrections to the Hb shape due to the quenching transitions even at significantly lower densities were previously reported [25]. However, we were unable to reproduce these
results, and it is believed [26] that a computational problem
in Ref. [25] could be responsible for the disagreement. We
also note that, because no states with n > 5 were included in
the calculations, the Hg line shape (also shown in Fig. 8),
and especially its ‘‘blue’’ wing, may be inaccurate. In fact,
for such a high density, the Hg transition practically merges
with the continuum because of the plasma continuum
lowering.
3.4. Accuracy of the calculations
The total numerical errors of the line widths and shifts presented here are believed to be within 3% and 10%, respectively. The method used to evaluate the calculation accuracy
is the same as in Ref. [6].
The use of a static radiator placed at a fixed point in the
simulation volume introduces a certain inaccuracy, largely
due to an underestimate of the ion dynamics effect. In trivial
MD simulations one compensates for this by ascribing reduced
masses to the perturbers. We performed the TMD calculations
twice, assuming for the protons m ¼ 1 and then a reduced mass
m* ¼ 0.5. In the latter case, the Ha widths are larger by about
5%, with no noticeable change in the shifts. Since the correction is rather small and the TMD and FMD results are very
close, we believe that corrections of the same order should
be applied to the FMD widths to account for the motion of
-7
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Dn s 0 is crucial for proper determination of the shift, and
to a lesser extent of the width, of the spectral line.
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