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This Letter reports the first measurement of photonuclear D° meson production in ultraperipheral
heavy ion collisions. The study is performed using lead-lead collision data, with an integrated luminosity
of 1.34 nb™!, collected by the CMS experiment at a nucleon-nucleon center-of-mass energy of 5.36 TeV.
Photonuclear events, where one of the colliding nuclei breaks up and the other remains intact, are selected
based on breakup neutron emissions and by requiring no particle activity in a large rapidity interval
in the direction of the photon-emitting nucleus. The D° mesons are reconstructed via the D° — K~z
decay channel, with the cross section measured as a function of D° meson transverse momentum
and rapidity. The results are compared with next-to-leading-order perturbative QCD calculations that
employ recent parametrizations of the lead nuclear parton distribution functions, as well as with
predictions based on the color glass condensate framework. This measurement is the first photonuclear
collision study characterizing parton distribution functions of lead nuclei for parton fractional momenta
x (relative to the nucleon) ranging approximately from a few 10~ to 1072 for different hard energy

scale Q2 selections.
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Ultraperipheral collisions (UPCs) of heavy ions serve as
a powerful experimental tool for studying the gluonic
structure of nuclei and for probing the evolution equations
of quantum chromodynamics (QCD) for partons carrying a
small fraction of the nucleon momentum, x [1,2]. The
UPCs occur when the impact parameter of the collision
exceeds the sum of the radii of the two nuclei. At ultra-
relativistic energies, the Lorentz-contracted electromag-
netic fields surrounding the heavy ions act as sources of
high-energy quasireal photons, leading to abundant photo-
nuclear interactions. An overview of recent UPC results
from CMS can be found in Ref. [3].

For LHC energies in particular, the large flux of high-
energy photons results in sizeable cross sections for the
production of heavy quarks [4,5]. Charm photoproduction in
UPCs occurs when a quasireal photon emitted from one
nucleus interacts with a gluon from the other nucleus,
forming a charm quark-antiquark pair (cc¢). Measurements
of the production yields of charmed hadrons, which result
from the hadronization of ¢ quarks, are sensitive to the gluon
distribution in the target nucleus [6]. Because of their large
masses relative to Agcp, the energy scale below which
strong coupling becomes large, the production of heavy
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quarks can be described by perturbative QCD (pQCD)
calculations down to zero transverse momentum py. In
photonuclear events, the energy scale of the interaction (Q?)
and the x value of the scattered partons in the nucleus can be
inferred from the transverse momenta and rapidities of the
final-state ¢ quarks. Consequently, by measuring charmed
meson yields as functions of pr and rapidity (y) the
properties of gluons in the nucleus can be constrained
across different x and Q? regions. Similarly, jets produced
in UPCs have been used to probe the properties of partons in
the nucleus [7]. The low particle multiplicities and negligible
backgrounds from strong interactions that characterize such
events ensure that the fragmentation and hadronization of ¢
quarks in UPCs occur in a vacuumlike environment, without
significant modifications caused by the presence of a large
number of color-carrying partons [8—12]. Calculations of
heavy-quark production in UPCs have so far been performed
at leading order in perturbation theory either within the
collinear factorization approach [4,13—15] or using the color
glass condensate (CGC) framework [14,16]. More recently,
GyA-FONLL [5] has extended these studies to next-to-
leading-order accuracy within collinear factorization.

In this Letter, we present the first measurement of the
photonuclear production cross section of inclusive D
mesons (including beauty-hadron decays) in UPCs. The
data presented here probe, for the first time in photonuclear
collisions, the parton distribution functions of lead nuclei
for x ranging from about 3 x 10~* to 3 x 10~2 and Q? from
about 18 to 600 GeV?2. Tabulated results are provided in the
HEPData record for this analysis [17].
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The central feature of the CMS apparatus is a super-
conducting solenoid of 6 m internal diameter, providing a
magnetic field of 3.8 T. Within the solenoid volume are a
silicon pixel and strip tracker, a lead tungstate crystal
electromagnetic calorimeter, and a brass and scintillator
hadron calorimeter, each composed of a barrel and two
endcap sections. Forward calorimeters (HF) extend the
pseudorapidity () coverage provided by the barrel and
endcap detectors. The zero degree calorimeters (ZDCs) are
used to measure the energy of very forward neutrons
produced from nuclear breakup [18,19]. The ZDCs are
located in front of the neutral particle absorber, roughly
4140 m away from the CMS interaction point, between the
two beampipes. They measure neutral particles at || > 8.5.
Particles are reconstructed using the CMS particle-flow
algorithm [20], which combines the information of the
different subdetectors to determine the kinematics of each
event. The CMS experiment uses a two-tiered trigger
system [21]. The first level (Level-1 or L1) comprises
custom hardware processors and uses fast information from
the calorimeters and the muon system to achieve the first
significant data rate reduction. The second level, i.e., the
high-level trigger, implements a simplified version of the
CMS offline reconstruction software running on a com-
puter farm and can perform more refined selections. A
more detailed description of the CMS detector, together
with a definition of the coordinate system used and the
relevant kinematic variables, can be found in Ref. [22].
Details of the CMS detector configuration at the time of this
measurement can be found in Ref. [23].

The analysis uses the lead-lead (PbPb) dataset, corre-
sponding to a recorded integrated luminosity of about
1.34 nb~!, collected in 2023 at a nucleon-nucleon center-
of-mass energy of 5.36 TeV. The photonuclear production
of DY mesons in the p range 2-5 GeV is measured using a
sample of events triggered by a signal in at least one of the
ZDCs that is greater than or equal to the one-neutron (1n)
threshold (inclusively referred to as Xn). A dedicated L1
trigger algorithm requiring an Xn signal in one ZDC and the
absence of signal in the other (On), in coincidence with an
L1 jet with energy above 8 GeV, was used to enrich the
sample of D° mesons with pr > 5 GeV. In this Letter, the
notation XnOn (OnXn) indicates that the outgoing lead-ion
at negative (positive) rapidities breaks up. Offline, events are
required to have one primary vertex, formed by at least two
tracks and located within 15 cm of the nominal interaction
region along the beamline. Events must additionally fulfill
selection criteria intended to reject beam-gas interactions
and accelerator-induced backgrounds [24]. To suppress
residual contamination from hadronic events, a large rap-
idity gap is required on the side of the outgoing intact
nucleus that emitted the photon, following previous analy-
ses [7,25,26]. This condition is satisfied if no particle-flow
candidate with energy above the noise threshold is detected
in the 5 range of the HF calorimeter (3.0 < || < 5.2). An

energy threshold of 9.2 (8.6) GeV is applied to the HF
detector at positive (negative) 7, with values optimized
according to each detector’s performance. Monte Carlo
(MC) simulations are used to estimate signal efficiency,
detector acceptance, and some background sources.
Photonuclear events are generated with PYTHIA version
8.309 [27], with default photon flux settings for Pb ions
acting as a source of quasireal photons in the equivalent
photon approximation [28]. The events include direct and
resolved photoproduction processes, with the photon PDF
modeled using the Cornet-Jankowski-Krawczyk-Lorca, or
CJKL, parametrization [29], and the lead nuclear PDF
(nPDF) parametrized by EPPS21 [30]. Both promptly
(c = D) and nonpromptly (b — D°) produced D° mesons
are included in the simulation. The events are propagated
through the CMS detector with Geant4 [31], with D° meson
decays simulated using EvtGen 2.0.0 [32], and final-state
photon radiation modeled by PHOTOS 2.0 [33].

The D° mesons and their charge conjugates (D° mes-
ons) are reconstructed via the hadronic decay channel
D" — K~z™, following a strategy similar to that discussed
in Ref. [34]. Only D° candidates with daughter tracks
satisfying high-purity selection criteria [35], along with the
conditions pr > 1 GeV and |n| < 2.4 are considered. The
DY candidates are then reconstructed by combining pairs
of oppositely charged tracks with an invariant mass within
185 MeV of the world-average D° meson mass of
1868.48 MeV [36]. This range provides a handle to
constrain the modeling of the backgrounds described later
in this Letter. For each track pair, two D° candidates are
created by assigning pion and kaon masses to the tracks in
both possible combinations. To reduce the combinatorial
background, the D meson candidates are selected based
on the value of four topological variables (where the
selection value used depends on the pr and y of the
candidate): the three-dimensional decay length normalized
to its uncertainty (required to be larger than 2.5-3.5), the
pointing angle defined as the angle between the total
momentum vector of the tracks and the vector connecting
the primary and the secondary vertices (required to be
smaller than 0.25-0.50 rad), the opening angle between
the two daughter tracks (required to be smaller than
0.3-0.5 rad), and the y? probability of the D° vertex fit
[37] (p value required to be larger than 0.1). The selection
is optimized in each pr bin to maximize the expected
statistical significance of the D° meson signal. The D°
meson yields are extracted in three different pr intervals
(2-5, 5-8, and 8-12 GeV). Four rapidity intervals
(2<y<-1, -1<y<0,0<y<l,and 1 <y<?2)
are used for D° mesons in bins with pr > 5 GeV, whereas
a single rapidity interval (—1 <y < 1) is used for pr
interval 2-5 GeV. The D° yields are extracted using an
unbinned maximum likelihood fit to the invariant mass
distributions in the range 1.68 < mg, < 2.05 GeV. The
yields are determined separately for the XnOn and OnXn
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FIG. 1. Invariant mass distribution of D° mesons with 5 < pr <

8 GeV and 0.0 < y < 1.0. The description of the fit template is
provided in the text.

event categories. In XnOn events, the incoming photon-
emitting nucleus originates from negative rapidities (yN),
whereas in OnXn events it comes from positive rapidities
(Ny). An example of the D° invariant mass distribution is
shown in Fig. 1.

The combinatorial background, arising from track pairs
unrelated to genuine D° meson decays, is modeled with an
exponential function whose slope and normalization are
determined from the fit. The signal shape consists of a
superposition of two Gaussian functions sharing the same
mean but differing in width, a choice made in earlier CMS
publications that models the mass peak well [34]. An
additional Gaussian function models the invariant mass of
DP candidates with incorrect mass assignment, for which
the mass hypothesis for the pion and kaon are inter-
changed. The widths of the Gaussian functions for both the
D signal and the swapped mass candidates are con-
strained using MC simulation. A floating multiplicative
scaling factor for the width of the distribution is included in
the fit to account for potential discrepancies in the signal
resolution between data and MC. The ratio of the signal
yield to the yield of D° candidates with swapped mass
assignments is fixed based on MC simulation. A Crystal
Ball function is used to describe the peaking backgrounds
from the decays D° - K*K~ and D° — 7z~ [36], with
its parameters and the ratio of its integral to the D° —
K~z yield also fixed according to MC simulations. Of the
18 fits for each DY pr and y bin in XnOn and OnXn events,
17 result in p values greater than 0.05, and one has a p
value of ~0.01. This distribution of p values is consistent
with statistical expectations.

The yields extracted from the fit are corrected for the
average trigger prescale factor (applied to reduce the data
rate resulting from the high instantaneous luminosity of

the LHC), the trigger efficiency, and the efficiency of the
offline event selection. The jet trigger efficiency correction
is evaluated in intervals of D° py and rapidity with a two-
step procedure. First, the efficiency of the L1 jet selection is
evaluated as a function of the leading-track pt and 5 with a
sample of inclusive photonuclear events. The efficiency
map is then used to reweight, on an event-by-event basis,
the uncorrected distributions of D° meson candidates
obtained via the triggered sample in intervals of D° py
and y. The resulting jet trigger efficiency ranges from 21%
to 28%, depending on the rapidity, for D’ mesons in
the transverse momentum range 5 < pr < 8 GeV, to
46%—-54% in the 8 < pr < 12 GeV range (no jet trigger
is used for 2 < pr <5 GeV). The event selection effi-
ciency, which includes the effect of losses from the rapidity
gap and primary vertex requirements, exceeds 98% across
all rapidity and pr intervals, with comparable values for
direct and resolved photoproduction. An additional cor-
rection accounts for soft electromagnetic interactions from
independent PbPb collisions within the same bunch cross-
ing (electromagnetic pileup), which may cause neutron
emission from the photon-emitting nucleus, thereby reduc-
ing the ZDC XnOn (or OnXn) selection efficiency. The
correction factor (about 0.96) is estimated from the average
amount of pileup interactions in PbPb collisions and the
cross section for single and double electromagnetic dis-
sociation (EMD) [7,38]. The acceptance and reconstruction
efficiency of D° candidates is evaluated as a function of the
D° pr and y, and ranges from 5% for 2 < pp < 5 GeV to
25% for 8 < pr < 12 GeV.

The measured cross section is subject to several sys-
tematic uncertainties arising from the signal extraction,
acceptance and reconstruction efficiency, offline selection,
trigger selection, branching fraction of the D° — K=z
decay channel, and integrated luminosity determination.
The uncertainty in the rapidity-gap selection efficiency is
evaluated by varying the energy threshold for the particle-
flow candidates used to determine the presence of a gap
between 5 and 15 GeV, resulting in an uncertainty of
7%—-23%. The correction for the inefficiency induced by
electromagnetic pileup is found to have an uncertainty of
4%. The uncertainty due to the background modeling in
the fit is estimated by repeating the fit with different
functions for the background. The signal shape is also
varied by forcing the means and widths (each separately)
of the Gaussian functions that describe the signal to be
equal to the values extracted in simulations; these three fit
variations result in an uncertainty of 3%—-20% depending
on the D° pr and y. In the background variation study, a
second-order Chebyshev polynomial function is used. The
uncertainty in the signal yield coming from the modeling
of the D* — K*K~ and z* 7~ peaks is estimated from MC
to be about 13%. The final uncertainty in the extracted
yield is evaluated as the quadratic sum of all the individual
uncertainties.
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Dedicated studies are conducted to estimate the effects of
the differences in the properties of signal events in data and
simulation. Specifically, to evaluate the impact of the
discrepancies in the distributions of the D° meson selection
variables, the corrected yields obtained by varying each
topological selection are studied. Topological selections are
relaxed in a range such that signal events can still be
extracted with good statistical significance. The final
uncertainty is evaluated as the quadratic sum of the
differences between the cross sections obtained when
varying each selection and the nominal one (2%-15%).
The difference between the D° meson reconstruction and
selection efficiencies evaluated in direct- and resolved-
photon events is taken to account for the differences in
the relative abundance of the two classes of signal events in
simulation and data; the resulting effect is 1%-5%. An
analogous systematic uncertainty is included to account for
differences in the fraction of prompt D° mesons (f prompt)
between data and simulation. This uncertainty is evaluated
by reweighting the MC-based efficiency for prompt and
nonprompt D’ mesons according to the Sprompt  value
extracted from the data. The extraction relies on the
difference between prompt and nonprompt events in the
distribution of the D° meson candidate’s distance of closest
approach, defined as the decay length multiplied by the sine
of the pointing angle. The associated uncertainty is approx-
imately 5% across all pr and y intervals.

The D selection and reconstruction efficiency also
depends on the distribution of the D° mesons in pp and
v, as well as on the event multiplicity; this is because the
single-track reconstruction efficiency decreases in events
with more tracks. The MC samples are reweighted to two
alternative distributions, one based on fixed-order-next-to-
leading logarithmic (FONLL) calculations and the other on
data after accounting for EMD. The charged-hadron multi-
plicity is also reweighted to match that in data. These
variations of the D° meson reconstruction and identification
efficiency result in a systematic uncertainty of 7% or less.
The uncertainty due to the D° trigger efficiency is found to
be about 20% in the p bins where the jet trigger is used.
The systematic uncertainty in the hadron tracking efficiency
(2.3% per track) is taken from the analysis of the proton-
proton collision samples collected in 2022-2023 with
comparable detector conditions to those of the current data
set [39]. The systematic uncertainty associated with the
branching fraction is 0.76% [36], and the uncertainty in the
integrated luminosity is 6.4% [40].

All systematic uncertainties are treated as symmetric.
The total systematic uncertainty in the cross section
measurement is computed as the sum in quadrature of
the different contributions mentioned above, and is found
to range from ~26%—48%, depending on the D° meson y
and pr. The dominant source of systematic uncertainties
in the 2-5 GeV bin is associated with the modeling of

D" — K*K~ and 7" 7~ decays, the change to a Chebyshev
polynomial in modeling the background, and the variation
of the pointing angle selection. For 5-8 and 8-12 GeV, the
systematic uncertainties are dominated by the trigger and
rapidity gap thresholds uncertainties, in addition to the
modeling of the D° — K*K~ and n"z~ decays. Each
source of systematic uncertainty is assumed to be fully
correlated across bins, whereas the statistical uncertainties
are treated as uncorrelated.

In Fig. 2, the D° meson production cross section in XnOn
and rapidity-reflected OnXn events is shown (black
markers) as a function of the D° rapidity in pr intervals.
The cross section is divided by a factor of two to average the
contributions of D° and D° mesons. Vertical bars indicate
the statistical uncertainties, while brackets represent the
systematic ones. Forward (positive) rapidities probe smaller
values of x, whereas backward (negative) rapidities are
sensitive to larger x. Likewise, low-pp D° mesons corre-
spond to lower Q? values, whereas high-p hadrons probe
the nPDFs at higher Q%. A qualitative estimate of the
kinematic region probed in each D meson p and y interval
can be obtained by approximating O as p%. . + m?, and the
parton longitudinal momentum fraction in the nucleus as

x~ e/ 0%/syn, Where V/SnN is the nucleon-nucleon
center-of-mass energy. Assuming the heavy-flavor hadron
carries about half of the parent charm-quark momentum, a
D° meson produced with pp =2 GeV at y = 1 probes
partons with x &3 x 10~ at a hard scale Q” ~ 18 GeV?.
Conversely, a D° meson produced with py = 12 GeV at
y = —2 probes partons with x ~0.03 at Q% ~ 600 GeV>.
Further details on the x and Q? coverage of this measure-
ment are given in Ref. [5].

The measurements are compared with recent pQCD
calculations from GyA-FONLL [5], a framework that builds
on FONLL [41-43] to model heavy-quark production in
photonuclear collisions and employs photon-flux reweight-
ing to reproduce the flux properties expected in UPCs. The
predictions include corrections for the EMD survival
probability of the photon-emitting nucleus [44]. The sub-
panels of Fig. 2 display the theory-to-data ratios obtained
with lead nPDFs from EPPS21 [30] (middle) and proton
PDFs from CT18NLO [45] (bottom). The light blue and red
bands represent the uncertainties associated with variations
of the FONLL factorization and renormalization scales,
while the hatched bands represent the nPDF-parametriza-
tion uncertainties. For D° mesons with 2 < pp < 5 GeV,
the theory-to-data ratios obtained with EPPS21 lie slightly
above unity (about 1.4). Although still compatible within
the combined experimental and theoretical uncertainties,
this trend may indicate a stronger nuclear suppression for
low-x gluons than predicted. In the highest-pr interval,
8 < pr < 12 GeV, the theory-to-data ratio obtained with
EPPS21 remains consistently below unity, at about 0.8-0.9,
across the probed D° meson rapidity range, indicating that
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FIG.2. Cross sections for D° production in yN events (XnOn + OnXn) in three p intervals. Vertical bars (brackets) indicate statistical
(systematic) uncertainties. Subpanels show theory-over-data ratios: the middle panel compares GyA-FONLL with EPPS21 lead nPDFs
and a CGC calculation [16], while the bottom panel shows GyA-FONLL with CT18NLO proton PDFs. Light-shaded bands reflect scale
variations, hatched bands represent PDF and nPDF uncertainties. Vertical bars (brackets) represent statistical (systematic) uncertainties

on data.

the data slightly exceed the nPDF-based predictions. In the
same subpanel, the data are also compared with recent
theoretical predictions [16] based on the CGC framework,
which relies on nonlinear QCD evolution to model the
properties of gluons at low x. The CGC theory-to-data ratio
is about 1.2 for D mesons with 2 < pr <5 GeV and
—1 <y < 1, lying at the upper edge of the measurement.
For pt > 5 GeV, the ratio indicates that predictions exceed
the data by a factor of 1.5-3. The measurement therefore
provides scale-dependent constraints on calculations of
charm quark production incorporating nonlinear QCD
evolution.

To summarize, this Letter presented the first measure-
ment of the inclusive, prompt and nonprompt, photonuclear
D° meson cross section as a function of transverse
momentum and rapidity in ultraperipheral heavy-ion colli-
sions. Exploiting the clean environment of photonuclear
interactions, where final state and hadronization effects are
largely reduced compared to hadronic production, this
measurement provides novel constraints on nuclear matter
over a wide range of parton momentum fraction x and
interaction energy scale Q®. Comparisons with theory
provide discrimination among parton distribution function
parametrizations and challenge calculations based on non-
linear quantum chromodynamics evolution at high Q”. By
demonstrating both its experimental feasibility and theo-
retical relevance, this Letter establishes open heavy-flavor
production in ultraperipheral LHC collisions as a powerful
probe of parton dynamics in nuclei.
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