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ABSTRACT

The detection of rapid dynamics in diverse physical systems is traditionally very difficult and strongly dominated
by several noise contributions. Laser mode-locking, electron bunches in accelerators, and optical-triggered phases
in materials are events that carry important information about the system from which they emerge. By detecting
single-shot spectra with high repetition rates over long-time scales, new possibilities and applications to diagnose,
control and tailor the spectral dynamics of lasers and electron beams in synchrotron and free-electron laser
(FEL) accelerators open up. This contribution focuses on the latest developments of real-time, single-shot, high-
repetition-rate detectors and data acquisition systems, with a special focus on emerging technologies and new
possibilities in the diagnostics of rogue optical signals.

Keywords: Photonic time-stretch, femtosecond time resolution, silicon sensor, electron bunches in accelerators,
single-shot measurement, ZYNQ-RFSoC, time-interleaving ADC, real-time data processing

1. INTRODUCTION

Electronics and sensor developments have supported and enabled various aspects of photon science physics.
Current detector technologies compare in complexity with the most challenging developments in the industry.
Modern detectors rely on a wide range of technologies, from novel silicon and terahertz (THz) sensors, nanoscale
integrated circuits, to recent programmable devices with analog radio frequency electronics and embedded ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) engines integrated into single devices. In the past years, novel electro-optical spectral
decoding (EOSD) and Photonic Time-Stretch (PTS) schemes have been developed, enabling continuous ultra-
fast single-shot spectroscopy,1 imaging,2–5 digitization of electric fields evolution with THz bandwidth6 and other
measurements at refresh rates of trillions of consecutive frames per second (see Ref.7 for a review). These tech-
nologies have opened up new frontiers in measurement science: in nonlinear dynamics of optical rogue waves,8

acoustic shock waves,9 mode-locked lasers,10–17 parametric oscillators,18 relativistic electron bunching,6,19 as
well as in applications to cancer cell identification,20,21 optical coherence tomography (OCT),22,23 material
pump-probe spectroscopy,24 and LIDAR.25

To satisfy the ever-increasing demands on high-performance detectors for future physics experiments, at Karl-
sruhe Institute of Technology (KIT) several new detector technologies and systems are continuously developed in
close collaboration with beam physics scientists of Karlsruhe Research Accelerator (KARA),26 DESY27 and Lille
University.28 The research activities span from the development of sensors and application-specific integrated
circuits (ASIC), high-performance data acquisition, high-density interconnection technologies and packaging,
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Despite the successes of the KALYPSO detector, future EO applications require high-granularity single-shot
measurements acquired with excellent and uniform sensor efficiency at several hundred Mfps. The two most
important limitations in high-granularity, high-speed imaging applications are the limited number of photons
collected by a single small sensor element and the response time of the sensor. In traditional silicon sensors, the
small amount of charge signals collected limits the Signal-to-Noise Ratio (SNR) and the charge collection time,
which is typically around a few tens of ns and, therefore, limits the maximum frame rate.

Figure 2: Cross-section scheme (not in scale) of a TI-LGAD sensor, see44 for details (left). silicon microstrip
sensor based on TI-LGAD developed and fabricated within the framework of RD50 collaboration (right).

To overcome the rate limitation as well as the low sensitivity of conventional silicon detectors while maintain-
ing high spatial resolution, novel fine-channel segmentation, high-gain uniformity, and high fill-factor Trench-
Isolated Low-Gain Avalanche Detectors (TI-LGAD) have been designed and fabricated by FBK45 and integrated
into KALYPSO. The TI-LGAD is an evolution of Low Gain Avalanche Diodes (LGAD) sensors. LGAD has gained
great interest in particle tracking and timing applications for the excellent timing resolution down to ∼ 30 ps,
which makes LGAD a promising technology for timing detectors for particle physics and photon science appli-
cations. As shown in Figure 2 (left), TI-LGAD employs shallow trench isolation (STI) to isolate the individual
channels (microstrips) of the sensor. In that way, it is possible to produce fine-segmented microstrip sensors with
intrinsic signal gain of a few tens and total charge collection time down to a few nanoseconds. Figure 2 (right)
shows the first prototype of TI-LGAD line-array sensor that has been designed for the KALYPSO detector.
The top metal layer has been minimized to reduce the photons reflectivity, which is crucial in photon sciences
experiments.

Figure 3: KALYPSO detector and its main components, the TI-LGAD line array sensor, the Gotthard-KIT front-
end ASIC and the aluminium wire-bonding interconnections (left). Single-shot measurement of the horizontal
bunch profile at KARA and comparison between a standard line-array and the TI-LGAD line-array obtained
with the same bunch current conditions and channel pitch (right).

The TI-LGAD line array has been integrated with the new version of the front-end ASIC46 on the KALYPSO
detector. A detailed view of KALYPSO detector equipped with a TI-LGAD sensor and connected to the front-
end ASIC is shown in Figure 3 (left). The electrical tests and the beam characterization has been performed





a beam current dependent spectrogram can be reduced from several hours to less than one second, which has
enabled large-scale systematic studies.51,52 The 8 sampling points per channel are used for pulse reconstruction
to extract the intensity, length and arrival time of the bunches.53 Another possible configuration mode is to
read out several detectors synchronously with a single sampling point each. We have used this with narrow-
band detectors, sensitive in different frequency ranges to measure single shot spectra with a repetition rate
of 500MHz.54 By sharing the same readout framework, KAPTURE and KALYPSO measurements can be
synchronized and combined for unprecedented turn-by-turn details of the electron bunches.55

As an evolution of the KAPTURE system, a pixelated THz detector for 6-dimensional measurements is
currently under development at KIT. TeraHErtz pixelated SpecTRAL detector (THESTRAL) is a large-area
monolithic pixelated THz detector where the THz antennae and the front-end electronics are tightly integrated
into a unique substrate. The first demonstrator, which integrates a THz antenna and the related readout
electronics, is currently under development. To benefit from the most recent available technologies, the readout
electronics will be developed in the recent sub-micrometer 130 nm BiCMOS SiGe technology provided by IHP
foundry,56 which allows combining high-frequency circuits with a large voltage swing. To exploit the potential
of this novel detector, a first multi-spectral prototype with a matrix of 8x8 THz sensors will be developed and
tested at the THz beamline at KARA. The aim of the demonstrator is to design the first THz detector that
combines spatial, spectral, timing, and polarization measurements in a unique compact detector operating in
very high frame rate conditions, over 500 Mfps in continuous readout mode. Figure 5 shows the idea of the first
THESTRAL THz detector and the related features.

Figure 5: Architecture of the integrated chip with 8x8 pixels, each pixel integrates a high-efficiency narrow-band
antenna, at different detection frequencies, with the front-end electronics (left). Cross-section of the monolithic
pixel architecture, the on-chip antenna are implemented using the top metal layer

The choice of a front-end architecture which can be scaled to a large number of pixels is critical with respect to
its sensitivity, scalability and power dissipation. A down-converting architecture with harmonic mixing provides
a low noise performance due to matched-filter receiver architecture but poses several challenges such as routing
of LO, maintaining phase coherence to all pixels, large silicon area and excessive power consumption. Therefore,
scaling a down-converting architecture to a high-resolution THz detector with many pixels is not possible. A
direct detection scheme with an integrated antenna and associated baseband circuitry is a prominent solution
for large and high-granularity THz cameras. Several antenna topologies are under investigation, such as ring
antennas57,58 or antennas with quartz superstrate/external silicon lenses. For the first prototype, a standard
rectangular differential patch antenna was chosen, because of simple and scalable implementation and front-side
irradiation. As the on-chip antenna suffers from low gain and poor efficiency, the microstrip patch antenna uses
lower metal layers of the technology stack as a ground to shield the electromagnetic fields from the lossy silicon
substrate. This approach results in a very small bandwidth of less than 10%, whereas we consider this to be
sufficient for initial investigations. The core of the pixel front-end electronic is shown in Figure 6 (left). It is
based on a pair of transistors with differential input in a common emitter configuration .57–59 The differential
structure is more commonly used for the detectors design as it is effective in suppressing common-mode noise.
Especially, it is expected that the cross-talk influence from the adjacent pixels can be suppressed. The direct



Figure 6: Schematic of the THz detector (left). Simulation results of THz detector (right)

detection scheme converts the incoming RF signal from the antenna (antenna modelled as a 200 Ohm source
in Figure 6 (left)) to DC signal directly, and the rectified collector currents are converted to voltage across a high
resistive load R. The circuit was implemented using Electromagnetic simulation software (ADS Momentum) and
the results for Responsitivity and NEP are shown in Figure 6 (right). At the design frequency of 240 GHz, the
obtained values are 48.7 kV/W and 0.79 pW/

√
Hz for responsivity and NEP, respectively. By combining such

narrow-band detectors tuned at multiple frequencies, it’s possible to realize broadband detection, as shown in.60

4. FAST READOUT ACQUISITION FOR PHOTONIC TIME-STRETCH
EXPERIMENTS

The photonic time-stretch technology is nowadays used in many applications. Along with most apparent aspects,
the real potential of this technique, to enable continuous ultra-fast acquisition with recordings spanning trillions
of consecutive frames, is still not completely exploited. To utilize the potential of this powerful technique, a high-
speed digitizer architecture for continuous sampling of ultra-fast analog signals has been developed. THERESA
(TeraHErtz REadout SAmpling) is this fast digitizer that benefits from the new Xilinx ZYNQ-RFSoC family
technology to speed up the sampling rate and acquire time-stretched signals continuously. The whole system,
including the optical setup, the THERESA digitizer system and its components for the sampling of THz radiation
emitted by relativistic electron bunches in modern accelerators, is shown in Figure 7.

A chirped carrier laser pulse is fed through an electro-optical device which modulates the ultra-fast (THz or
electrical) pulse under investigation onto the laser pulse. The modulated laser pulse is then stretched in time
using a long dispersive fiber until their duration is in the order of nanoseconds (see Figure 7). The encoded time-
stretched signal coming from the optical path is fed into a photodetector that converts the optical pulse into an
electrical signal. The photodetector signal is then replicated sixteen times by a wideband active power divider.
All signals are sampled in parallel by the THERESA sampling card, which integrates up to sixteen sampling
channels. Each channel contains a wideband Track-and-Hold Amplifier (THA) and a programmable delay that
controls the THA sampling time in steps of 11 ps. The sampling card is connected to the ZCU216 evaluation
board from Xilinx, which is equipped with the latest generation of ZYNQ UltraScale+ Radio Frequency System-
on-Chip (RFSoC). A comprehensive description of THERESA and its components including the data acquisition
and firmware architecture has been reported in.61

A preliminary characterization of the first digitizer demonstrator was performed with a periodical pulse train
with an amplitude of 1V and a pulse rate of 125MHz. The clock of the sampling channels was set to 1GHz such
that one sample of the fast-pulse was followed by 7 samples of the baseline. The peak of pulse was sampled by an
appropriate setting of the picosecond delay chip. Input and output signal are shown in Figure 8. The Xilinx RF
Data Converter Evaluation GUI was used to display the sampled signals by the RF-ADCs implemented within
the Zynq RFSoC. The GUI enables the online visualization of the sampled signal, as shown in Figure 9 (left),
but also gives the possibility to perform a Fast Fourier Transform on the sampled signal, as shown in Figure 9
(right).





Figure 9: Sampled pulse train in ADC counts versus time (left). In the frequency-domain the pulse harmonics
are visible as multiples of 125MHz, which corresponds to the pulse train frequency. The average noise floor is
around -75 dBFS while the harmonic signal is -10 dBFS (right)

availability several accelerator facilities have started to adopt industrial open standards such as Advanced Telecom
Computing Architecture (ATCA) and µTCA (also written as MTCA or microTCA),62 while others employ
custom architectures.63

Sufficient data transfer rates can be realized by recent Ethernet link. IP blocks provided by the FPGA
vendors allow the integration of 100 GbE, or even 600 Gb Ethernet or Interlaken networks.

Figure 10: Proposed readout architecture for distributed detectors around the storage ring. On line data path is
covered by off-the-shelf devices, which dramatically reduce the custom electronics, optimize cost and effort and
ensure seamless incremental upgrades of individual subsystems with technological progress.

To deal with such stringent detector requirements, common development and implementation of reusable
hardware and firmware components that can be applied to different kinds of detector devices and facilities are
under development. As shown in Figure 10, the key feature of this common DAQ framework is the use of remote
direct memory access (RDMA) for fast data transfer from the detector electronics. RDMA realizes the transfer
of data from the memory of one host or device into that of another one without any CPU intervention, allowing
high throughput. We are exploring the advantage offered by recent Ethernet standards, which are nowadays
available RoCE (RDMA over Converged Ethernet)64 and iWARP,.65 In particular, the RoCE standards offer





Adaptive Compute Acceleration Platform (ACAP). Such a system combines several different computational
components: ARM processor, FPGA, and AI Engine Array. The latter is particularly designed for ML models
as it has the capability to perform floating-point multiplications on an array of Reduced Instruction Set CPU
(RISC) that are deeply interconnected among themselves, the FPGA, and the ARM processor. These submodules
are linked together using a high-throughput low-latency Network-on-Chip (NoC), allowing the shared use of DDR
memory and resources. An intriguing possibility is the ability to implement low latency floating-point precision
models, in this way allowing the trivial deployment of solutions already developed using the commonly available
ML frameworks. The design of such a system is shown in Figure 11. The data is readout by a Gigabit Ethernet
interface, pre-processed in custom FPGA IPs, and fed into the AI Engine array for feature extraction and ML
model inference. The action is then transferred as analog signal to the machine control system. The ARM
processor, running a Linux operating system, is used for the slow-control of the infrastructure and for the
monitoring of the feedback loop, thanks to a series of DMAs automatically transferring training data to the
DDR memory through the NoC. A more in-depth description of the system is provided in.72

7. CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK

Innovations in electronics have often enabling breakthroughs in experimental techniques in photon sciences,
particle physics and novel detectors. Sensor and front-end electronics are core components of any detector
system. They define its properties and fulfil the task of collecting, amplifying, storing and processing signals
coming from the sensor and transferring information to the back-end electronics for further digital processing.
During the past years the ultrasfast line camera KALYPSO and the intelligent sampling system KAPTURE
have been developed for the needs of the beam physics community. Both systems are in regular use in various
facilities to explore beam properties with continuous measurements. Recently, a new generation of ultra-fast
detectors that are suitable to measure the spectral, position and time with very high accuracy in the order of
tens µm and tens picoseconds and are driving progress in photon sciences. Thanks to the well-established network
between beam scientists of KARA, DESY and University of Lille, and electronics engineers at KIT, several novel
detector systems are under development to satisfy the ever-increasing demand for shot-to-shot high-granularity
and precise timestamp detectors spanning from THz to X-ray and operating at high frame rate.
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