
JOURNAL OF EXPERIMENTAL AND THEORETICAL PHYSICS, 2024, Vol. 166, No. 6 (12), рр. 739–752

739

ATOMS, MOLECULES, OPTICS

DISINTEGRATION DYNAMICS OF A WATER MOLECULE IN AN
INTENSE HIGH-FREQUENCY FIELD

A. V. Bibikova*, S. N. Yudina, M. M. Popovaa, M. D. Kiseleva,b,c,

A. N. Grum-Grzhimailoa,c, E. V. Gryzlovaa

a Skobeltsyn Institute of Nuclear Physics, Moscow State University, Moscow, 119991 Russia
b Pacific National University, Khabarovsk, 680035 Russia

c School of Physics and Engineering, ITMO University, Saint Petersburg, 197101 Russia

* e-mail: bibikov@sinp.msu.ru

Received May 16, 2024

Revised May 16, 2024

Accepted September 10, 2024

DOI: 10.31857/S004445102412е010

1. INTRODUCTION

The study of the water molecule, due to its abundance in the Universe and its significance for biology, 
are of particular practical interest for the physics of the interaction of small quantum objects with radiation. 
Information on the water molecule evolution, i.e. the fraction of formed ions and radicals, in an ionizing electro-
magnetic field is critical for applications such as the study of radiation damage in X-ray diffraction experiments, 
the chemistry of radicals in solutions [3, 4] and even for the explanation of some phenomena occurring in the 
atmospheres of planets [5, 6] and comets [7].

When an atom or a molecule interacts with X-rays, usually first occurring event is photoemission. In most 
cases, the loss of the first electron does not lead to the decay of the molecule, since the amount of the remaining 
electrons in the valence shell may be sufficient to form a molecular bond, particularly due to the fact that ioniza-
tion from the inner K shell dominates in the high-frequency range. The resulting hole state quickly relaxes due 
to Auger decay or, in contrast, an even more excited state is formed due to subsequent photoemission. Thus, 
the first act of ionization triggers a complex chain of competing processes, such as fluorescence, Auger decay, 
dissociation, and, finally, the Coulomb explosion of the molecule, and the evolution of a sample depends on the 
field parameters, intensity, duration, polarization, etc. [8, 9]. In some cases, the system may end up completely 
devoid of electrons [10].

Auger process in the water cation H2O+ with a K-vacancy (SCH, single core hole) were studied theoret-
ically and experimentally [11–13]. The calculations predicted an unfolding of the cation bond angle to 120◦ 

and a lifetime of about 5 fs. The water dication H2O2+ has not been observed in a stable state, but it is efficiently 
formed during Auger decay of an inner vacancy [14] or, for example, during double ionization [15]. The 
dissociation of the water dication in lower excited states was studied in [16,17]. The similarity of the Auger 
spectra corresponding to the decay of a 1s vacancy localized on the oxygen atom for various oxygen-containing 
molecules was discussed in [18].

Abstract. As result of the development of sources of intense high-frequency radiation and the improvement of techniques
for detecting charged fragments, experiments on multiple ionization of inner molecular shells with the momen-
tum and charges of fragmentation products being registered in coincidence have become possible. In this paper,
the dynamics of the disintegration of water molecule fragments resulting from interaction with intense X-ray radiation has 
been studied. The charge distribution of oxygen ions was calculated, Newton diagrams were con-structed for 
fragments — protons and the oxygen ion — at various charge states of the latter, and the kinetic energy 
release was determined. Calculations were performed using the original code [1] for parameters close to
the experiment [2] conducted on EuXFEL in 2021.
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If the radiation intensity is high, then a dication with double vacancy on the K-shell (DCH, double core
hole) is able to be formed. The features of the Auger decay of the DCH molecular ion were first discussed in [19]
and have since been the subject of numerous studies — see, for example, the review [20]. The first calculation
of the spectra of Auger electrons with a single and double vacancy in the inner shell [21] showed that nuclear
dynamics in DCH, unlike SCH, has a strong influence on the electron emission spectra, and its lifetime is only
about 2 fs.

One of the problems of experiments in the gas phase is the random orientation of the molecule in space,
that leads to averaging and, as a consequence, blurring of the many physical effects. Coincidence measurements
of photoelectrons and charged fragments make it possible to determine the axis (orientation) of the molecule
in space, which, in particular, allows to observe features of the angular distributions of photoelectrons that
are indistinguishable in the traditional setup [22]. The measuring in Coincidence significantly complicates the
collection of statistics and, accordingly, increases the requirements for detector sensitivity. As a result of such
experiments, the characteristics of the processes taking place are recorded in more details, permitting connecting
electronic and nuclear dynamics [23,24]: for example, it was shown how measuring the angular distributions in
a molecular system ’fixed’ using a coincidence experiment allows one to determine molecular bond length [25]
or even to determine through which dissociation channel the molecule was disintegrated [26,27].

The development of methods for theoretical description of the angular distributions of photoelectrons at
the ionization of molecules has started with the work [28], and since then, a variety of methods have been
used to describe the states of the continuous spectrum: from R-matrix [29] and the numerical solution of the
Schrödinger equation [30] to the currently very popular XCHEM approach [31].

This work is stimulated by the experiment studying the dynamics of the disintegration of a water molecule,
carried out in 2021 at the European X-ray free-electron laser EuXFEL, where the momenta of protons produced
as a result of the Coulomb explosion of the molecule were measured along with the momentum and charge state
of the oxygen ion [2].

Unless otherwise specified, the atomic system of units is used.

2. BASIC PRINCIPLES OF THE THEORETICAL METHOD

The interaction of a molecule with electromagnetic field can cause various chains of events, which we will
call trajectories. A simplified evolution of a water molecule, including configuration states and their geometry,
is presented in Figure 1. The first event when a water molecule H2O is irradiated with synchrotron radiation is
necessarily ionization, and ionization of the 1s shell is one and a half orders of magnitude more probable than
ionization of the valence shell. The geometry of the H2O+ ion (cation) differs from the geometry of a neutral
molecule by a slightly larger (by ∼ 10◦) opening angle, regardless of whether ionization has occurred from the
inner ph(i) or the valence ph(v) shell. The further trajectory, on the contrary, cruciality depends on where the
vacancy occurs.

If ionization occurs from the inner shell ph(i), then the geometry of the molecule, determined by the position
of the nuclei, does not have enough time to rearrange itself and Auger decay (au) occurs with a characteristic
time of about 5 fs into a doubly charged ion H2O2+ (dication), the equilibrium configuration of which is a
linear molecule. A significant deviation of the nuclear positions in the neutral H2O molecule and in the H2O2+

molecular ion leads to excitation of scissoring, symmetric and asymmetric vibration modes. If the radiation
intensity is high, i.e. there is the probability that second ionization of the inner shell occurs before Auger decay,
then a molecular ion with a double K vacancy is formed. As our calculations showed, DCH does not have an
equilibrium state and quickly decays.

If ionization occurs from the valence shell, then the H2O+ ion gently relaxes into a configuration that is
equilibrium for a singly charged ion, and the second ionization is possible. Note that two trajectories of approx-
imately equal probability ph(i)− ph(v) and ph(v)− ph(i) ((b) and (c) in Figure 1, correspondingly) lead to the
same state with a single vacancy in 1s-shell, for which there is also a dissociation channel into fragments HO+

and H+, although at a lower rate than for the DCH state.
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Trajectories ph(i)− au and ph(v)− ph(v) ((d) and (e) in Figure 1, correspondingly) lead to the most stable
of the water dications in its ground configuration, but the next ionization event, regardless of the shell, leads
to a Coulomb explosion of the molecule.
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Fig. 1. Water molecule evolution in an intense electromagnetic field.

We simulate the quantities according to the measurements made in the work [2]: the charge distribution of
oxygen ions, the kinetic energy released by the fragments of the molecule as a result of Coulomb repulsion, and
the momentum distribution of the molecule fragments measured in coincidence.

Below, we will consider the following aspects of the approach in more detail: in section 2.1 we present the
equations of classical particle motion in the potential describing the disintegration dynamics; in paragraph 2.2
we consider quantum-chemical aspects: potential energy surfaces and vibration frequencies; in 2.3 we discuss
the probabilities of the various trajectories occurring.

2.1. Dynamics of the charged fragments disintegration

According to the stated in the previous paragraph, we accept the following model of the H2O molecule
destruction under the influence of high-intensity radiation in order to find the spatial trajectories of atoms —
fragments of the molecule. Before the molecular ion reaches Z = +2 charge state, the atoms are placed in the
configuration of neutral water, experiencing zero-point oscillations relative to the equilibrium position. This
is justified by the fact that the equilibrium configuration of the +1 molecular ion is close to the equilibrium
configuration of neutral water (see paragraph 2.2). To determine the time evolution of the position of the atomic
nuclei of a molecular ion H2O2+, the equations of classical motion in a potential are solved:
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dp1

dt
= −∂r01P · r01

r01
− ∂fP ·

(
r02

r01r02
− f

r01
r201

)
;

dp2

dt
= −∂r02P · r02

r02
− ∂fP ·

(
r01

r01r02
− f

r02
r202

)
; (1)

dp0

dt
= −dp1

dt
− dp2

dt
;

Here P is the potential energy surface (PES), p0,1,2 — the momenta of the oxygen ion and each of the hydrogen
atoms, respectively. For a planar triatomic molecule, the potential energy surface is a function of the two
vector’s lengths and the angle between them. For a water molecule, it is natural to choose the radius vectors
from the oxygen atom to the hydrogen atoms (r01, r02) and angle θ between them:

P = V (r01, r02, f) ,

f = cos θ =
r01 · r02
r01r02

.
(2)

The potential energy surface is calculated by quantum chemical software packages (see paragraph 2.2), and
for a system with a charge Z ≥ +3 or at asymptotically large distances it transforms into a Coulomb repulsion
potential.

As a result of modeling the system (1), the momenta of protons and oxygen ions are determined. They can
be presented in different forms; for easier comparison with the experiment, we follow the representation used in
[2], namely, in the form of Newton diagrams. Fig. 2a shows the scheme for constructing a Newton diagram for
the disintegration of a water molecule: the momenta of protons and an oxygen ion of a specific charge Q are
determined in coincidence, the momentum of oxygen is plotted along the x axis, and the momenta of protons
are shown relatively to this direction.

Figure 2b shows the Newton diagram calculated in the simplest model, where the initial conditions for the
numerical solution of system (1) are determined by the equilibrium geometry of the neutral water molecule, and
the PES for the system with charge Z = +3 is reduced to the Coulomb potential. The resulting plot is far from
the experimental one, discussed in detail in Section 3. Therefore, below, for the system with charge +2, we use
quantum-chemical PES, and randomly generated coordinates and momenta of the atoms of the H2O molecule,
corresponding to the probability distribution of zero-point oscillations of the harmonic oscillator (see paragraph
2.2), are chosen as the initial conditions for the numerical solution of system (1).

As mentioned above, the PES of the H2O+ cation in any configuration differs slightly from the PES of
neutral water. The PES of the dication H2O2+, on the contrary, differs significantly from the PES of neutral
water and depends on the electronic configuration. We consider three cases: DCH, SCH and two vacancies in
the valence shell (ground state of dication). We do not take into account PES with excited valence electrons,
since the lower excited PES slightly differs from the ground state PES.

Further ionization into the +3 state leads to purely Coulomb disintegration of charged fragments of the
molecule, i.e. the equations of motion (1) remain the same, but P is replaced by the Coulomb potential. At this
stage of the numerical solution, each fragment is set a charge of +1. Thus, for dissociation channel O+ + H+

2

the possibility of transition into the O2+ + H+
2 state is lost. We emphasize that quantum chemical calculations

predict that the contribution of such a channel is insignificant (see paragraph 2.2). After the disintegration and
until the end of the electromagnetic pulse, the possibility of further evolution of the charge state of the oxygen
ion accounts.

2.2. Quantum chemical basis of the approach

For the water cation and dication H2O+,2+ we performed PES calculations using the original code [1,32–35]
tested on calculations of BeO, Be(OH)2 crystalls and more complex molecules Be@C36. The energy of electrons
in the field of three heavy nuclei of the H2O molecule was calculated in the unrestricted Hartree-Fock (UHF)
approximation, taking into account electron-electron correlations in the second order of perturbation theory
(MP2). An extended set of molecular basis functions quadruple zeta aug-cc-pVQZ, which takes into account
correlations and valence polarization, was used [36, 37]. To control the calculation results, some of them were
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Рис. 2. a � Диаграмма Ньютона для трехчастичного разлета молекулы; b � диаграмма Ньютона, рассчитанная в про-

стейшей модели кулоновского трехчастичного разлета молекулы воды
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Здесь P � поверхность потенциальной энергии
(ППЭ), p0,1,2 � импульсы иона кислорода и каждо-
го из атомов водорода соответственно. Для плоской
трехатомной молекулы поверхность потенциальной
энергии является функцией модулей двух векторов
и угла между ними. Для молекулы воды естественно
выбрать радиус-векторы от атома кислорода до ато-
мов водорода (r01, r02) и угол θ между ними. Тогда

P = V (r01, r02, f) ,

f = cos θ =
r01 · r02
r01r02

.
(2)

Поверхность потенциальной энергии рассчиты-
вается квантовохимическими программными ком-
плексами (см. разд. 2.2), при этом для системы с
зарядом Z ≥ +3 или на асимптотически больших
расстояниях она переходит в потенциал кулоновско-
го отталкивания.

В результате моделирования системы (1) опреде-
ляются импульсы протонов и ионов кислорода. Они
могут быть представлены в разных видах, для удоб-
ства сравнения с экспериментом мы следуем пред-
ставлению, используемому в работе [2], а именно в
виде диаграмм Ньютона. На рис. 2 a изображена
схема построения диаграммы Ньютона для разлета

молекулы воды: импульсы протонов и иона кисло-
рода конкретной зарядности Q определены на сов-
падение, импульс кислорода откладывается по оси
x, а импульсы протонов показываются относитель-
но этого направления.

На рис. 2 b приведена диаграмма Ньютона, рас-
считанная в самой простой модели, когда начальные
условия для численного решения системы (1) опре-
деляются равновесной геометрией нейтральной мо-
лекулы воды, а ППЭ для системы с зарядом Z = +3

сводится к кулоновскому потенциалу. Полученный
график далек от экспериментального, подробно об-
суждаемого в разд. 3. Поэтому далее для системы
с зарядом +2 берутся квантовохимические ППЭ, а
в качестве начальных условий для численного ре-
шения системы (1) выбираются случайно сгенери-
рованные координаты и импульсы атомов молеку-
лы Н2О, соответствующие распределению вероятно-
сти нулевых колебаний гармонического осциллято-
ра (см. разд. 2.2).

Как уже было отмечено выше, ППЭ катиона
Н2О+ в любой конфигурации слабо отличается от
ППЭ нейтральной воды. ППЭ дикатиона H2O2+, на-
против, существенно отличается от ППЭ нейтраль-
ной воды и при этом зависит от электронного со-
стояния. Нами рассматриваются три случая: DCH,
SСH и две вакансии в валентной оболочке (основ-
ное состояние дикатиона). Мы не учитываем ППЭ с
возбужденными валентными электронами, так как
нижние возбужденные ППЭ слабо отличаются от
ППЭ основного состояния.

762
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Fig. 2. (a) Newton diagram for three-particle disintegration of a molecule; (b) Newton diagram calculated in the
simplest model of Coulomb three-particle disintegration of a water molecule.

compared with those calculated using the GAMESS software package using the ROHF method, taking into
account correlations using the MP2 method in the aug-cc-pVQZ basis.

Figure 3 shows the results of PES calculations for the H2O+ cation and H2O2+ dication of water. The
symbols represent the calculation results, and the solid curves are the fitting with a combination of the Morse
and Coulomb potentials. The curves corresponding to the symmetric arrangement of hydrogen atoms (r1 = r2)
and for a fixed position of one of the atoms are shown. Figure 3 a,b shows the calculations for the cation in the
ground state and with a vacancy in the 1s shell. It can be seen that both for symmetric and for asymmetric
deviations of hydrogen nuclei from the equilibrium state, a significant potential well is formed, which ensures
the equilibrium configuration. Figure 3 c,d,e shows the PES for the H2O2+ dication of water in the ground
state, with a single vacancy in the 1s shell (SCH) and with a double vacancy (DCH). Figures 3 a-e are shown for
the optimal angle between the directions to the hydrogen atoms (115◦ for the cation and 180◦ for the dication).
Figure 3f shows the PES (Fig. 3e) for the optimal distance between the hydrogen atoms as a function of the
angle between them.

As the analysis of the PES calculations with one or two vacancies on the 1s shell shows (Fig. 3 d,e), there is
no bound state for such a water dication, and dissociation occurs via the asymmetric channel (magenta curve)
into the OH+ and H+ fragments. For the ground state of the dication (Fig. 3 c), even for the asymmetric
vibration mode, there is a small barrier of 0.1 eV (magenta curve). This barrier is lower than the zero-point
energy of neutral water, therefore the molecule dissociates, which is consistent with the conclusions of [38].
Thus, the motion of the system along the blue curves is responsible for the dissociation channel into O + 2H+,
and along the magenta and brown curves — into H+ + OH+. The dissociation to the asymmetric channel H+

+ OH+ is prevailed, which is consistent with the results of [39].
The table 1 shows the frequencies of scissor (scis), symmetric (sym) and asymmetric (asym) oscillations

for various water ions. We have identified the frequency component corresponding to the harmonic oscillator
(harm), the anharmonic frequency (anh), the cubic (cub) and biquadratic (qu) corrections to the harmonic
frequency. A significant anharmonicity of symmetric and asymmetric modes is observed, which increases no-
ticeably for the SCH state. Note that for the dication, the ratio of the frequencies of the radial modes changes
— the rigidity of the symmetric mode becomes higher than that of the asymmetric one. For the SCH-state, the
asymmetric mode becomes unstable, the symmetric mode exists on the edge of the calculation error (marked
with an asterisk), and for the DCH-state, the bound state is completely absent.

The calculations given in the table 1 are in reasonable agreement with the experimental data [11]: 1645,
3831, 3944 cm−1 for neutral water, and 3710, 1121 cm−1 for a cation with a K-vacancy. A slight change in
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Table 1. Vibrational frequencies of neutral water, its cation and dication [cm−1]
H2O(Z=+2) H2O(Z=+2)1s−1 H2O(Z=+1)1s−1 H2O(Z=0)

Mode GAMESS harm anh cub qu harm anh cub qu harm anh cub qu harm anh cub qu
scis 686 677 729 13 38 735 718 -7 -10 1314 1249 -69 4 1626 1608 -21 3
sym 1673 1679 957 -998 276 907 -4∗ -437 -474 3603 3404 -418 218 3846 3673 -363 190
asym 1144 1155 533 -1111 489 - - - - 3628 3427 -441 240 3973 3807 -369 203

the equilibrium state of the neutral molecule and cation (∼ 10◦) is also in agreement with experiment and
calculations [11].

As mentioned in paragraph 2.2, the position and momentum of hydrogen atoms oscillate. For neutral water,
there is no physically defined initial moment of time. Therefore, the oscillations for each mode are taken into
account randomly with a Gaussian distribution of width related to the frequencies by the ratio

√
miωi and

1/
√
miωi for the coordinate and momentum, respectively [40] (mi is the reduced mass of the hydrogen atom).

For example, the amplitude of radial oscillations is estimated to be approximately equal to 0.3 au, i.e. it is a
significant (about 15%) correction to the equilibrium bond length. The momentum transferred by a photon to
the oxygen atom (about 6 a.u.) can cause oscillations in the center-of-mass system with an energy of 2 · 10−4

a.u., which is one and a half orders of magnitude less than the energies of the lowest excited states of the water
molecule associated with the motion of nuclei (see the table 1).

For further analysis it is important to understand whether the water dication has time to turn from the
105◦ position, which is the equilibrium position for neutral water, to the 180◦ position, which characterizes the
equilibrium for the water dication. The characteristic turnaround time is approximately 10 fs, which for the
electromagnetic field under consideration (see paragraph 2.3) is close to the time of second photoionization.

2.3. Charge state of oxygen

The evolution of a water molecule charge configuration and its fragments along a specific trajectory is simu-
lated using a developed analogue of a genealogical scheme incorporating the probabilities of atomic transitions
(photoionization, Auger transitions, radiative transitions [19]). This simplified approach is considered justified
when one studies ionization by high-frequency radiation, in the domain where the probabilities of the processes
reach asymptotic behavior [41, 42]. The probability of ionization of various shells of the atom and oxygen ions
were obtained using the Herman-Skillman algorithm [43] and is in a complete agreement with the calculations
[44,45]. The Auger decay and fluorescence probabilities were taken from [42]. The Auger decays can be classified
according to the 2s (L) and valence (V) electrons involved as (LL), (LV), and (VV). The probability of the first
of these is almost the same as the probability of Auger decay of the oxygen ion. The Auger decay rates (in a.u.)
of the SCH state used in this study 7.01 · 10−4 (LL), 1.36 · 10−3 (LV), 2.04 · 10−3 (VV) and of the DCH states
2.164 · 10−3 (LL), 4.62 · 10−3 (LV), 6.39 · 10−3 (VV) differ from corresponding ones given in [21] 1.51 · 10−4,
1.4 · 10−3, 3.8 · 10−3, and 7.65 · 10−4, 3.6 · 10−3, 11.6 · 10−3, however the total width for these two calculations
is in reasonable agreement. The systematically smaller width of the VV-channel, when the photo- and active
electrons belong to the valence shell, is associated with the absence of interatomic Auger decay in our model.

A multi-electron atom, such as oxygen, can form ions of different charges, from O+ to O8+, and many
different configurations can correspond to an ion of the same charge. It should be emphasized that, under
certain conditions, some exotic «hollow» configurations (for example, O6+, 1s02s2) can be formed with a higher
probability than the ground states of a given ion [8].

The charge configuration is determined at each time interval based on the probability of transition from
the current state to the next by the Monte Carlo method — by generating a random number with a constant
probability

P (a → b) = wa→bdt

for Auger decay and fluorescence, and with the time-dependent photoionization probability

P (a → b) = j(t)σa→bdt.

6
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Fig. 3. The section of the potential energy surface of the water ions H2O+ and H2O2+: (a,b) single charged ion
H2O+ in the ground state and with a 1s vacancy localized on the oxygen atom; (c-e) a doubly charged ion H2O2+

in the ground state (c), with one (d) and two (e) vacancies in the 1s shell at a fixed angle; (f) the case presented in
(e) at fixed proton coordinates as a function of the angle between the directions to them. The different curves cor-
respond to different deviations from the equilibrium position: symmetrical arrangement of hydrogen atoms (r1 = r2,
blue curve), the fixed position of one of the atoms in the minimum potential energy (r1 - min, magenta curve) and
in r1 = 3 a.u. (brown curve). The dots show the results of calculations, the solid curves are the result of their fitting

by a combination of Morse and Coulomb potentials

Here wa→b is the transition rate from configuration a to configuration b, σa→b is the photoionization cross
section, j(t) — flux density of the radiation. In such a way, the number of disintegration trajectories required
to reach satisfactory statistics (100000 - 250000) is collected.

7



	 JETP, Vol. 166, No. 6 (12),  2024

746	 BIBIKOV et al. ﻿	A. V. Bibikov, S. N. Yudin, M. M. Popova et al. ЖЭТФ

The real envelope of the electromagnetic pulse is difficult to determine, and is approximated using cosine
functions or a Gaussian distribution. The parameters that are considered to be specified are the fluence – the
integral flux of photons in the pulse, and the width (full width at half-maximum — FWHM). For most of the
calculations, we used radiation pulses of the following shape:

j(t) = j0 cos4(π t/tp) , (3)

where j0 is the amplitude of the flux density in the pulse, tp is the total duration of the pulse. The characteristic
duration of pulses generated by free electron lasers are about 10–25 fs FWHM [46,47]. For pulse (3) fluence F

for photons with energy Eγ :

F = 3 tp j0/8Eγ . (4)

One can distinguish the basic trajectories of the molecule evolution that start with the ionization of the
inner shell (fig. 1):

a. ph(i) → ph(i) → instantaneous dissociation (Z = +2);

b. ph(i) → ph(v) → dissociation (Z = +2);

c. ph(v) → ph(i) → dissociation (Z = +2);

d. ph(i) → au → ph(i, v) → Coulomb explosion (Z = +3);

e. ph(v) → ph(v) → ph(i, v) → Coulomb explosion (Z = +3).
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40000
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120000
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Fig. 4. The charge distribution of oxygen ion yields calculated for a pulse with a photon energy of 1000 eV, fluence
2 · 1011 photons/µm2, and duration 40 fs. Red bars correspond to the present calculations (left scale), blue one to

the calculations from [2] (right scale)

In figure 4 the results of our calculations of oxygen yields N of various charges Q in comparison with the cal-
culations of [2] are shown. The previously noted [48] prevailed formation of ions with even charges is observed,
since the trajectories ph(i) − au — ionization of the inner shell with subsequent Auger decay — are realized
with a higher probability. The slightly greater formation of ions with Z > 4 that we obtained indicates, likely,
to a slightly larger effective pulse length.

8



JETP, Vol. 166, No. 6 (12),  2024

	 DISINTEGRATION DYNAMICS OF A WATER MOLECULE	 747ЖЭТФ Disintegration dynamics of a water molecule . . .

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. The Newton diagrams

Figure 5 shows the results of calculations of the momenta of protons and the oxygen ion O2+ with various
initial conditions for solving the system of equations (2): (a) – the initial state is determined by the equilibrium
geometry of a neutral water molecule; (b) – the initial state is random and is determined by its scissor vibrations;
(c) – the same, but for the symmetrical vibrations; (d) – the same, but for the asymmetrical vibrations; (e) –
taking into account all three vibration modes for neutral water.
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Fig. 5. The Newton diagrams for protons measured in coincidence with the oxygen ion O2+ for different modes
allowed for the initial state of the neutral water molecule H2O: (a) – the equilibrium configuration; (b) – only scis-
soring oscillations are allowed; (c) – only symmetrical oscillations are allowed; (d) – only asymmetrical oscillations

are allowed; (e) – the scissoring, symmetrical and asymmetrical oscillations are allowed.

A specific and important feature of the measurements performed in [2] is a noticeable number of protons
detected in the same hemisphere with the oxygen ion. For this to become possible in principle, it is necessary for
the molecular ion to detach from a highly unfolded configuration, when the angle between the directions to the
hydrogen atoms is close to 180◦, and in this case the ion must be significantly asymmetrical. It can be shown
that during the decay of a water molecule from a symmetrical geometry, the hydrogen ion cannot escape to the
forward half-plane with respect to the oxygen ion. Therefore, for events to occur in the forward half-plane, the
presence of an asymmetric mode is necessary. Unlike the symmetrical and scissoring vibrations, which arise due
to the difference in the equilibrium geometries of neutral water and the dication, the asymmetrical oscillations,
although automatically accounting in calculations with the quantum-chemical PES, cannot be excited if they
were not present in the neutral molecule. Therefore, such events are not observed in Fig. 5a. It can be seen
that taking into account the zero-point oscillations of the neutral water molecule solves this problem.

3.2. The influence of the oxygen evolution on disintegration dynamics

To study the difference between early and late disintegration of a molecule, in Fig. 6, we have provided a
comparison of the Newton diagrams for protons measured in coincidence with oxygen ions of different charge
states O2+, O4+ and O6+. The oxygen ions in these charge states prevail at the end of the pulse (see Fig. 4).
Obviously, events with a higher charge correspond to earlier ionization of neutral water and faster decay of the
molecular ion. This leads to a decrease in the number of protons registered in the same hemisphere with oxygen
and an increase in the average momentum of protons, which was observed in the experiment and confirmed by
the calculations.

Figure 7 represents the integral of the Newton diagrams in Fig. 6, namely, the total number of events with
a given total kinetic energy of fragments. Ions of lower charge correspond to curves shifted to the low-energy
region, and ions of higher charge correspond to curves shifted to the high-energy region. The difference in the
acquired kinetic energy for ions with ∆Z = 2 is of the order of 10 eV. The blue curve in Fig. 7, corresponding to
a lower charge, undergoes fewer statistical fluctuations and is more sensitive to the pulse shape, while the green
curve, corresponding to a higher charge, is significantly averaged (smeared). Fig. 7b shows the calculations for
a pulse of a more complex shape: the sum of a narrow (10 fs) and a wide (50 fs) pulse with an intensity ratio
of 1:1.
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Fig. 6. The Newton’s diagrams for protons detected in coincidence with oxygen ion O2+ (a), O4+ (b), and O6+ (c).
On the left — the experimental data [2], on the right — the calculation results

3.3. Photoelectron spectra

Figure 8 shows the spectra of electrons emitted when a water molecule is irradiated with intense electro-
magnetic radiation. The different curves correspond to the different charges of the oxygen (ion) from which the
electron is emitted. The group of lines in the region of 900-950 eV corresponds to photoemission from the valence
shells, the group of lines 300-600 eV includes both photoemission lines from the inner K-shell and Auger elec-
trons. The black line at 460 eV corresponds to K-shell ionization of neutral water molecule. We emphasize that
the difference in the ionization potential of this shell in an oxygen atom (536 eV) and a water molecule (539 eV),
is beyond the resolution of the supposed detector, for which the resolution of 0.01Ee is considered very good (Ee

— electron energy). All lines located lower in energy than this photopeak correspond to photoionization of the
K-shell, with the 1s1 → 1s0 branch dominating for a singly charged ion, and 1s2 → 1s1 for a doubly charged
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Fig. 7. The kinetic energy release (KER) for O2+ ions is blue lines, O4+ is red lines and O6+ is green lines. The
experimental data [2] are shown with dots with errors and a dashed line, the solid lines correspond to the current
calculations: (a) for a pulse of the shape (3), (b) for a pulse of a more complex shape, namely the sum of narrow

(10 fs) and wide (50 fs) pulses with an intensity ratio of 1:1

ion. This is explained by the lack of ions in the corresponding initial state, namely, single-charged ions mainly
have a K-vacancy, and in doubly-charged ones it is already filled due to the Auger decay. Structures higher
in energy than the photopeak 460 eV correspond to the Auger electrons. The trident structure observed for
the Auger spectrum of an ion of fixed charge is due to the participation of two 2s electrons LL (lower energy),
one 2s electron and one valence electron V, and two valence electrons VV (higher energy) in the decay. The
structure of the Auger spectrum we predicted is in accordance with the calculations of [18].
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Z = 2
Z = 3
Z = 4− 7

Fig. 8. Photoelectron spectrum of the water ionization by a pulse with photon energy 1000 eV with fluence 2 · 1011
ph/µm2 and duration 40 fs. The contributions from the ionization of a neutral (Z = 0) and singly charged (Z = 1)

water molecule are decreased relative to the other contributions by the factor 4 and 2 respectively.

4. CONCLUSION

In the paper we considered the dynamics of water molecule fragments disintegration initiated by interaction
with an intense electromagnetic pulse. The charge distribution of oxygen ions is obtained, and the acquired
final momenta of protons and oxygen at the end of the molecule decay are simulated for different charge tra-
jectories of the molecule. The results are presented in the form of the Newton diagrams, that is, the diagrams
of proton momenta measured in the coincidence with the momentum of oxygen. The kinetic energy release
(KER) acquired due to the Coulomb explosion of the molecule is calculated. All calculations were performed
for conditions relevant to the experiment [2], and compared with the results presented there. The agreement of
experimental data and calculations shows the applicability of the proposed method.
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The calculated and measured Newton diagrams show maxima and a tail of events corresponding to a pro-
ton emitted in the same hemiplane as the oxygen ion. While the main maxima are formed due to Coulomb
three-particle disintegration, the tail is formed by the various vibrational modes of a neutral water molecule, its
cation and dication. Calculations have shown a significant sensitivity of the kinetic energy release to the shape
of the electromagnetic pulse.
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