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Abstract: A quartz enhanced photoacoustic spectroscopy (QEPAS) sensor system based on an
elliptical laser beam for trace gas detection was demonstrated. A Powell lens was exploited to
shape the circular laser beam into an elliptical laser beam for the full utilization of the quartz
tuning fork (QTF) prong spacing. Based on the finite element modeling (FEM) simulation software
COMSOL, the distribution of acoustic pressure on QTF prongs with different beam shapes was
simulated theoretically. The experimental results showed that the QEPAS signal based on the
elliptical laser beam had a 1.4-fold improvement compared with the circular laser beam, resulting in a
minimum detection limit of 418.6 ppmv and the normalized noise equivalent absorption (NNEA) of
1.51 × 10−6 cm−1 W/

√
Hz at atmospheric pressure.
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1. Introduction

Trace gas detection techniques play an important role in the fields of environment, industry,
aerospace, and medical technology [1–5]. Various optical sensing methods for atmospheric monitoring
have been reported by numerous researchers [6–10]. Compared with other optical spectroscopic
techniques, photoacoustic spectroscopy (PAS) technology is one of the most effective approaches for
trace gas sensing, in which a microphone is employed to detect acoustic signals generated by the
modulated optical radiation in a weakly absorbing gas [11–13]. PAS technology has many advantages,
such as wavelength independence and zero-background signal. However, the wideband-microphone
based PAS system is sensitive to environmental noise and gas flow noise due to the low resonance
frequency of photoacoustic cell. Quartz-enhanced photoacoustic spectroscopy (QEPAS), a variant
of PAS, employs a low-cost and small-size quartz tuning fork (QTF) as a sharply resonant acoustic
transducer to sense the weak light-induced sound wave. QEPAS has been widely used for detecting
trace gas since its first demonstration in 2002 [14–21]. It combines the main merits of conventional PAS
with the advantages of a standard QTF which has a high resonance frequency and narrow resonance
width, providing a robust, compact and reliable spectrophone. To improve the photoacoustic signal,
some architectures of QTF-based spectrophones have been modified and successfully applied to
QEPAS system, such as multi-quartz-enhanced photoacoustic spectroscopy sensors (M-QEPAS) [22],
single-tube on-beam QEPAS sensors (SO-QEPAS) [23], and intracavity QEPAS sensors (I-QEPAS) [24].

In most QEPAS sensors, commercially available standard QTFs are usually used as acoustic
transducer. The 32.7-kHz standard QTF with a quality factor about 10,000 has a spacing of 300 µm
between the QTF prongs and a prong length of 3.8 mm. Therefore, in order to pass through the QTF
prong spacing without being blocked, the laser beam with a diameter less than 300 µm is required at
the center of the QTF gap.
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Considering that the photoacoustic signal from QEPAS system is proportional to the number
of gas molecules which are excited to a high energy state by absorbing photons from an excitation
source in unit time, the inner surface areas of the QTF prongs are underutilized with such a small
circular laser spot. A circular laser beam creates a longitudinal (cylindrical) pressure source, whose
geometry does not match well the geometry of the tuning fork prongs. In other words, the overlap
integral between the excitation source and the inner surface of the prongs is very low. Hence some
measures for optical beam shaping can be implemented to improve the area utilization ratio of the
QTF prongs’ inner surfaces and create a sound pressure source with a geometry matching more closely
to the inner surface of the prongs. To date, three common methods which can transform a circular
spot into a strip spot have been reported. The first method employs a Digital Micromirror Device
(DMD) which consists of a highly reflective aluminum micromirror array [25,26]. By operating with
this method, the required light is reflected by the micromirror device and the unnecessary light can be
absorbed by a laser absorber. In addition, the direction of its illumination is achieved by controlling
the angle of the micromirror by means of electrostatic action. In the second approach, plano-convex
cylindrical lenses were equipped to convert a circular beam spot into a strip spot, or change the height
of the laser beam without changing the beam width [27]. However, the laser beam shaped by these
two methods has a large central hotspot and faded edge distribution. Especially for laser beams with
small size, they have a poor shaping ability. Therefore, more focusing lenses and shaping devices
are needed to improve the beam quality. To address these issues, a third method has been proposed,
in which a Powell lens is used for spatial beam shaping [28,29]. Compared with the former two beam
shaping elements, a Powell lens is a more sophisticated optical scribing prism, which can transform the
circular laser spot into a straight line with more uniform optical density, better stability and linearity.
The relevant principles of Powell lenses are described in the following section.

A distinct advantage of the QEPAS technique is the linear relationship between the sensitivity
and the incident laser power, which allows the performance of QEPAS based sensors to benefit from
the novel high-power excitation laser source. Up to now, high-power laser and ultra-fast pulse laser
have become the future trends with the development of laser techniques, such as high-power laser
diodes (LD), light emitting diodes (LED) and high energy pulsed terahertz (THz) lasers. In order
to improve the lateral mode and restrict the carriers in both directions parallel and perpendicular
to the PN (positive-negative) junction plane so as to enhance the optical gain, the strip structure is
manufactured and applied to some high-power lasers resulting in a stripe laser spot [30]. In the
traditional QEPAS system, these stripe spot require a pair of wedge prisms or other complex shaping
systems to converge the laser beam into a circular spot with small size to pass through the gap of QTF,
resulting in the complexity of the QEPAS system and insufficient utilization of the QTF inner surface.

In this work, we report a QEPAS sensor based on a Powell lens to compare the effect of circular
beam and strip beam illuminating the QTF prong spacing. Resulting from the strip laser spot which is
shaped by Powell lens to make the inner surface areas of the QTF prongs be fully exploited, a better
QEPAS signal can be obtained. In addition, the work verified the feasibility of the combination of the
QEPAS technique and the diverging laser sources or light sources with broad emitting stripes, which
means that we do not need to waste excessive time and money in circularizing laser beams. This result
provides the premise for the application of QEPAS sensors based on novel laser sources with a strip
laser beam.

2. Experimental Section

2.1. Beam Shaping for Strip Laser Spot

In order to obtain a uniform strip laser spot, a Powell lens with a prism fan angle of 10◦was coupled
to the QEPAS sensing system as a beam shaping element. Differing from plano-convex cylindrical
lens, Powell lens has a complex two-dimensional aspheric top surface. A slew of spherical aberrations
is generated when the laser beam passes through the prism, then the optical path is redistributed
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which reduces the beam distribution in the center and increases it in the edges, thus forming a uniform
strip laser spot. Therefore, the divergent light in the center of the Gaussian beam can be effectively
eliminated after beam shaping by the Powell lens.

The beam propagation path in a Powell lens is schematically simulated by TRACEPRO software
as shown in Figure 1a–c. When a collimated laser beam passes through the arc-shaped edge at the top
of the Powell lens, the incident beam is refracted. The refraction angle is mainly determined by the
angle formed by the two prism surfaces. Finally, the second refraction occurs when it passes through
the exit surface. The entire outgoing beam forms a fan-shaped light curtain.
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In terms of lens structure, such a Powell lens has a cylindrical surface defined by a base curve
in the shape of an angle with a rounded apex. The curvature radius of the cylindrical surface thus
decreases in the center and increases smoothly towards both ends. As described in the previous
papers [31], the cylindrical surface can be fitted to a base curve by the following Equation:

z =
cr2

1 +
√

1 + (1 + k)c2r2
(1)

where c is the curvature constant, r is the radial coordinate in the length direction of the lens, and k is
the conic coefficient (the conic coefficient value is less than −1 for hyperbola, −1 for parabola, −1–0 for
ellipses, and 0 for spheres). When the curvature radius and the conic coefficient value of the surface
change, the curve shape of the partial top surface is different.

In addition, the prism fan angle is also a key parameter of the Powell lens of which the width is a
function of the refractive index of material and the angle formed by the two prism surfaces. The fan
angle represents the divergence of outgoing beam after passing through Powell lenses with different
curvature radius and cone coefficients. As the divergence angle increases, a longer linear effective
length can be obtained within a certain working distance. In our experiments, a Powell lens with a
divergence angle of 10◦ was used in order to obtain a stripe spot with appropriate size.

For the purpose of optimal shaping result, a Powell lens with a transmittance of 94% was placed
2 cm behind the fiber collimator. In addition, a strip slit was used to filter the lateral divergent light
and the distance L between the Powell lens and the slit was 5.4 cm. Since the spot diameter of laser
beam entering the Powell lens is less than 250 µm, the outgoing laser beam was not a perfect strip laser,
but an elliptical beam. As shown in Figure 2a, the final elliptical spot was observed by a Pyrocam IIIHR
Beam Profiling Camera. The major axis length and minor axis length of the elliptical spot was 2.5 mm
and 280 µm, hence it could match the prong spacing (300 µm) of a standard QTF. In comparison, the
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original circular spot observed at the same position which was 8.7 cm from the fiber collimator without
beam shaping was shown in Figure 2b.The diameter of the circular spot is 247 µm which means that
the spot area is only 1/10 of the elliptical spot area, resulting in a significant reduction of the excited
gas molecules.
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Figure 2. (a) Image of elliptical laser spot shaped by a Powell lens from a pyroelectric camera. (b) Image
of circular light spot emitted by DFB laser from a pyroelectric camera.

2.2. COMSOL Simulation Analysis

The COMSOL Multiphysics software based on the finite element analysis method (FEM) was used
to simulate the response of a QTF to sound waves. The initial pressure distribution on the QTF prongs
with the elliptical spot and the circular spot was shown in Figure 3a,b. As the pressure distribution is a
propagating wave, the pressure gradually decreases from the inner surface to the outer surface of the
vibrating prongs.
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The geometric parameters of QTF model in this simulation are consistent with the standard
commercial QTFs which has the prong length of 3.8 mm, width of 0.6 mm, thickness of 0.15 mm,
and prong spacing of 0.3 mm. The acoustics module and acoustics solid interaction module was
invoked to investigate the sound pressure distribution on the QTF prongs. Quartz LH (1978 IEEE)
was selected as the component material of the QTF and the boundary layer of the air domain was a
perfectly matched layer. In addition, the QTF bottom end was set as a fixed constraint and the QTF
prongs can vibrate freely.

The sound pressure distribution is depicted with different colors, reaching from high pressures
(red) to low pressures (blue). For a circular spot, as shown in Figure 3a, the sound pressure is strongest
at the optimal position of which the distance between the center of circular spot and QTF tips is 0.9 mm
based on previously reported literature [32].

The distribution of the sound field on the QTF prongs is well consistent with the expected behavior.
The size of the elliptical spot shaped by the Powell lens is larger than the circular spot, resulting in an
increasing area of interaction between the acoustic wave and QTF which can be observed in Figure 3b.
Although partial acoustic leakage is inevitable due to the opening structure at the top of QTF prongs,
sound pressure has a strong distribution in a strip region on the inner surface of QTF prongs resulting
from the relatively large spot size.

3. Experimental Section

A schematic configuration of the experimental setup is depicted in Figure 4. A fiber-coupled
distributed feedback (DFB) diode laser (WSLS-136813C1424-01) with a center wavelength of 1368 nm
was employed as the QEPAS excitation laser source. The temperature and current of the diode laser
were controlled to tune the laser central wavelength by means of a customized control electronics unit
(CEU). The laser beam was collimated by a fiber-coupled collimator (OZ optics Ltd. Model LPC-01),
which produced a parallel beam with 250-µm spot diameter. The circular laser beam was longitudinally
expanded to form an elliptical beam by using a Powell lens with a fan angle of 10◦, so that most of the
inner surface areas of the QTF prongs can be fully utilized. A strip slit was used to filter the lateral
divergent laser for avoiding unwanted photothermal noise signal.
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sensing system. M1: Powell lens; M2: Convex lens; PM: power meter and CEU: control electronics unit.

The photoacoustic signal was collected and detected by a 32.7-kHz standard QTF. The distance
between the QTF and slit was fixed to be 1.3 cm to ensure the match between the elliptical beam spot
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and the QTF prong spacing. In this paper, 2f wavelength modulation spectroscopy (2f -WMS) detection
technique was used to modulate the laser current by adding a high frequency sinusoidal modulation
signal (half of the QTF resonance frequency).

The electrical signal generated from the piezoelectric effect of QTF was amplified by a low noise
custom trans-impedance amplifier with a 10-MΩ feedback resistor. The signal was then measured and
demodulated by a lock-in amplifier (LIA) (Stanford Research Systems, model SR830) in 2f mode with
the synchronous reference signal provided by the CEU. For all measurements in this work, the time
constant and slope filter of this LIA were 300 ms and 12 dB/oct, resulting in a 0.833-Hz detection
bandwidth. The power meter was placed behind the QTF to monitor the laser power and facilitate the
beam alignment. Measurement control and data processing was done by LabView software and a PC.

In order to assess the performance of the QEPAS based system, water vapor was selected as the
target detection gas. The H2O concentration in the laboratory environment was measured as 1.324%
with a concentration fluctuation below 5% by a humidity detector (Taitan T68T). A H2O absorption
line located at 7306.75 cm−1 with a line intensity of 1.787 × 10−20 cm/mol was selected according to the
HITRAN database [33]. The output wavelength of the DFB diode laser was measured using a Fourier
transform infrared (FTIR) spectrometer (Thermo Fisher Scientific Model Nicolet IS50) as shown in
Figure 5. The output wavelength was tuned from 7305 cm−1 to 7308 cm−1 by scanning the laser current
from 80 mA to 120 mA at the temperature of 25 ◦C, covering the selected H2O absorption line which
was represented by a dashed black line.
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4. Results and Discussion

The H2O concentration detection was based on a 2f -WMS approach by modulating and scanning
the laser current. In order to obtain the maximum QEPAS signal amplitude, the modulation current of
the laser must be optimized. The signal amplitude as a function of modulation current from 2 mA to
21 mA was shown in Figure 6. The QEPAS signal appeared and increased from 2-mA modulation
current at atmospheric pressure and room temperature. When the modulation depth reached 15 mA,
an optimum value of the modulation depth, the QEPAS signal amplitude tended to be stable with no
significant changes.
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In the sensing system, the output power of the elliptical beam converged by the convex lens (M2)
was 2.1 mW and the final QEPAS signal amplitude was 253 µV. The optimum signal was obtained by
optimizing the vertical position of the elliptical laser beam along the symmetry axis of the QTF prong
spacing. We fixed the distance from the center of the elliptical laser to the QTF tips at 1.3 mm. As the
distance continues to increase, the beam will illuminate on the bottom of the QTF which can generate
a non-negligible photothermal noise. However, when the distance is too small or even negative,
the acoustic energy will leak from the top of QTF, resulting in a decreasing QEPAS signal.

The output power of the circular laser beam before passing through the Powell lens was 14.26 mW
and the maximum signal value was 1.183 mV. Compared with the original circular laser beam,
the optimum QEPAS signal of the elliptical beam increased by 1.4 times in the case of normalized
power, which verified that strip laser beam can better promote the vibration of QTF prongs as shown
in Figure 7.
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In this case, although the number of excited gas molecules increases, the vibration amplitude of the
different part of the QTF prongs are different, such as the top and bottom of QTF prongs. In fact, when
the same external force is applied to every part of the inner surface of the QTF prongs, the displacement
of the top part is much greater than that of the bottom part, resulting in a smaller contribution to the
signal, so that the QEPAS signal did not increase as expected. In addition, due to the fact that the
intensity of elliptical laser beam is Gaussian distribution, the energy is mainly centralized on the center
of the laser spot, which is also an important factor in this phenomenon.

In the laboratory environment with 1.324% H2O, the optimum SNR was calculated as 31.6 with
the 1σ noise level of 8 µV, resulting in a minimum detection limit (MDL) of 418.6 ppmv. Accordingly,
the normalized noise equivalent absorption (NNEA) of 1.51 × 10−6 cm−1 W/

√
Hz with a laser power of

2.1 mW was obtained. The NNEA of the QEPAS sensor using the exciting light with an elliptical beam
is higher than the traditional QEPAS sensor in which the circular laser beam is used. This is quite
understandable as only a bare QTF was used as the photoacoustic detector. Furthermore, the NNEA
value can be further reduced by applying micro-resonators to the QEPAS system for an improved
sensor performance.

An Allan–Werle deviation analysis for the investigation of the long-term stability of the QEPAS
sensor was performed as a function of the lock-in averaging time at atmospheric pressure. From the
Allan deviation plot shown in Figure 8, the sensitivity of the QEPAS based system can be improved
by increasing the averaging time, and an optimal detection limit of 16.3 ppm was obtained at the
averaging time of 202 s.
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5. Conclusions

In summary, we theoretically and experimentally compared the QEPAS performance based on
circular and elliptical laser spots. According to the finite element (FEM) analysis software COMSOL,
the sound pressure distribution on the QTF prongs from different laser spot was simulated and
the experimental results are in excellent agreement with the simulation. In the case of normalized
power, the QEPAS signal of the elliptical laser beam was 1.4 times higher than that of the circular
beam, which proved that the elliptical spot can interact with more target gas molecules and make
the inner surface areas of the QTF prongs fully utilized. The MDL and NNEA of 418.6 ppmv and
1.51 × 10−6 cm−1 W/

√
Hz were achieved, respectively. Since higher laser power can further enhance

the performance of QEPAS sensors, this work provides an applied prerequisite for the combination of
QEPAS system and high-power elliptical laser sources without complex shaping systems. In addition,



Appl. Sci. 2020, 10, 1197 9 of 10

this technique would be more suited to low-cost, alignment-free QEPAS sensors without microtubes,
which are a pain to align, especially in industrial devices.
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