
 

 

This work has been accepted for publication in Applied Spectroscopy. 

 

 

Access to this work was provided by the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC) 
ScholarWorks@UMBC digital repository on the Maryland Shared Open Access (MD-SOAR) 
platform.  

 

 
Please provide feedback 

Please support the ScholarWorks@UMBC repository by emailing scholarworks-
group@umbc.edu and telling us what having access to this work means to you and why it’s 
important to you. Thank you.  

 

mailto:scholarworks-group@umbc.edu
mailto:scholarworks-group@umbc.edu


Submitted Paper

Applied Spectroscopy
2022, Vol. 0(0) 1–10
© The Author(s) 2022
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/00037028221109238
journals.sagepub.com/home/asp

Thermally Induced Optical Reflection of
Sound (THORS) in Ambient Air:
Characterization and Temporal Dynamics

Daniel S. Kazal1, Alex J. Reardon1, and Brian M. Cullum1


Abstract
Thermally induced optical reflection of sound (THORS) provides a means to manipulate sound waves without the need for
traditional acoustically engineered structures. By photothermally exciting a medium, with infrared light, a barrier can be formed
due to abrupt changes in compressibility of the excited medium. Discovery and initial characterization of the THORS phe-
nomenon utilized air saturated with ethanol vapor as the absorbing medium and a CO2 laser, operating at 9.6 µm, as the
excitation source to achieve acoustic reflection efficiencies of 25–30% of the incident wave. In this work, we demonstrate for
the first time, the ability to generate THORS barriers in ambient air (i.e., without the need for ethanol vapor). Employing
atmospheric water vapor as the absorbing medium and a modulated, multiline carbon monoxide laser, operating at 5.5 ±
0.25 µm, THORS barriers capable of acoustic and ultrasonic reflection–suppression efficiencies greater than 70% are readily
generated. To achieve these significant reflection–suppression efficiencies, the temporal dynamics of THORS barriers in
ambient air were characterized using 300 kHz ultrasonic pulses incident on the barriers, revealing three different operational
regimes. In the first regime, a single laser pulse generates a transient THORS barrier that lasts tens of milliseconds and exhibits
minimal acoustic reflectivity. In the second regime, multiple laser pulses interact with the water vapor prior to complete
relaxation of the THORS barrier from the previous excitation pulse, resulting in an additive response and reflectivity/
suppression efficiencies as great as 72%. Finally, in the third regime, non-modulated continuous wave (CW) excitation of the
water vapor occurs resulting in no measurable acoustic reflectivity/suppression from the THORS barrier. This work char-
acterizes these different regimes and the optimal modulation timing to generate efficient continuous acoustic barriers using
THORS.
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Introduction

The manipulation of sound is critically important to many
scientific and engineering fields, including acoustic engineering
design, photoacoustic sensing and imaging, acoustic stealth
technologies, and secure communications.1–8 Historically, the
manipulation and control of sound waves has been limited by
the need for physical structures (e.g., reflectors, dampers, and
acoustic channels) where the direction and magnitude of
reflected, transmitted, and refracted incident sound waves are
controlled through the shape of the physical interface and the
differences in compressibility of the dissimilar acoustic
transport media.9–11

Recently, the newly discovered photothermal phenome-
non known as thermally induced optical reflection of sound

(THORS) has been demonstrated in controlled environments
to be capable of providing an alternative means of manipulating
sound waves without the need for physical objects for
acoustic reflection.12 By optically exciting a strongly absorbing
component in air (e.g., ethanol vapor and water vapor) using
infrared laser light, a significant amount of heat can be directly
deposited in the air at a specific location(s). As the absorbing
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chemical species relaxes from its excited vibrational state, the
excited molecules collide with the dominant bath gases (N2,
O2) creating a thermally induced depletion layer along the
path of the beam and its immediate surroundings. This lo-
calized difference in density of the optically excited air volume
compared to the surrounding air that was not excited gen-
erates an abrupt change in compressibility in the two volumes
at this boundary, resulting in the THORS barrier. The distinct
difference in density and compressibility of these two regions
results in distinctly different acoustic impedances (z) for each
volume, resulting in acoustic reflection. From traditional
acoustic theory, when a sound wave is incident on this
THORS barrier, the fraction of sound reflected can be de-
termined from Eq. 1, where R is the reflection coefficient, z1 is
the acoustic impedance of the ambient material, and z2 is the
acoustic impedance of the depleted zone

R ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðz1 � z2Þ2
ðz1 þ z2Þ2

s
(1)

Discovery and previous demonstration of the THORS
phenomenon was restricted to the generation of THORS
barriers in a sealed plexiglass chamber containing air saturated
with ethanol vapor. Using a CO2 laser as the excitation
source, the laser beam passed into the sealed chamber to
excite the ethanol vapor, and created an abrupt change in
compressibility of the air in the path of laser beam compared
to the immediately surrounding air.13 This optically generated
compressibility barrier was found to be capable of reflecting,
and subsequently suppressing transmission of incident audible
acoustic waves (between 1–10 kHz) by approximately 25%, as
well as allowing sound waves to be optically reflected around
corners.12 To completely suppress the transmission of inci-
dent acoustic waves via THORS, it was found that multiple
discreet barriers could be generated next to each other with
each subsequent barrier further decreasing the amplitude of
the incident wave until no measurable transmission was ob-
served.13 Furthermore, when the CO2 laser beam was shaped
into a ring by optically expanding and masking the center of the
beam, an acoustic waveguide (i.e., THORS channel) could be
generated, demonstrating significant enhancements in the
distance over which sound could be transmitted. In fact,
propagation of acoustic waves in these non-idealized channels
revealed an acoustic decay of 1/r0.6 with distance as opposed
to the expected 1/r decay in normal air in the absence of a
channel.14,15 At this acoustic decay rate, given sufficient laser
power, a 70 dB acoustic wave (indoor voice) would theo-
retically be detectable by the human ear at distances as great as
1 km. Unfortunately, due to the fact that THORS requires a
modulated excitation source to generate efficient barriers,
and the difference in speed between the propagating acoustic
waves and the laser light responsible for generating the
barriers, such distances are physically impossible without
complicated optical configurations (e.g., alternating concentric

rings of excitation light that do not overlap).13 However, by
understanding the formation and relaxation dynamics of these
THORS barriers, it may be possible to create a stable THORS
barrier capable of constant acoustic reflection (or wave-
guiding) employing a modulated excitation source.16–18

In this paper, THORS barriers are generated for the first
time in ambient air, with water vapor serving as the absorbing
species, allowing for the translation of THORS to environ-
ments outside of a sealed environmental chamber and po-
tential real-world application. Furthermore, expansion and
characterization of the reflectivity of these ambient air-based
THORS barriers to ultrasonic frequencies is also performed.
Finally, characterization of the temporal dynamics of these air-
based THORS barriers is achieved, revealing three distinct
operational regimes that allow the reflection–suppression
efficiency to be easily manipulated to the desired amount.
Among these regimes is one in which highly reflective THORS
barriers (greater than 70% reflection–suppression efficiency
per barrier) are capable of being generated that exhibit
continuous acoustic reflectivity despite being excited with an
optically modulated laser.

Experimental

Generation of THORS barriers in ambient air is performed by
exciting the vibrational bands of ambient water vapor, be-
tween 1900 cm–1 and 1300 cm�1,19 using a high-powered
carbon monoxide (CO) laser (Coherent Inc., Diamond J-3-5
Series) emitting 5.50 ± 0.25 µm light. The beamwaist diameter
of the CO laser is 4 ± 1 mm at 1/e2. No optics external to the
laser aperture were employed in these studies. Following
absorption, an abrupt difference in compressibility of the
excited air (relative to the surrounding air) occurs, due to
thermal relaxation of the excited water molecules and sub-
sequent molecular depopulation of the water and the other
bath gases they collide with within the excited volume. The
maximum output power of the CO laser, 250W, is capable of
being electronically attenuated by reducing the overall applied
RF energy of the laser using a 1 MHz intra-pulse modulation,
with the duty cycle of the intra-pulse modulation being di-
rectly related to the output power. Modulation of the re-
sulting variable power laser beam to the desired output
frequency and duty cycle is then achieved by application of
transistor–transistor logic (TTL) square-wave signals to the
laser controller by an arbitrary function generator (Tektronix,
model AFG 3022B).

Measurement of the acoustic reflection–suppression effi-
ciency of THORS barriers produced following excitation of
ambient water vapor with the high-powered CO laser was
performed using the setup depicted in Fig. 1a. Generation of
acoustic waves of different audible frequencies was performed
by driving an earbud speaker (JLabs, model J6M) with a
function generator emitting a constant 3V amplitude, sinu-
soidal signal that can be varied in frequency from 2 to 20 kHz.
The earbud speaker was placed several inches (greater than
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one acoustic wavelength) from the CO laser beam.13 On the
opposite side of the laser beam, facing the earbud, a 2.54 mm
nominal diameter, hearing aid microphone (Knowles, model
FG-23629-P16) was placed 5 mm from the beam for acoustic
detection and measurement of transmitted acoustic waves.
The output of the microphone was recorded using a 500 MHz
digital oscilloscope (LeCroy, Waverunner LT342). The signal
from the function generator was used to synchronize the CO
laser with the output of the acoustic wave to ensure the laser
was present as the acoustic wave passed through the air
where the THORS barrier should be present.

Results and Discussion

Quantification of the acoustic reflection–suppression effi-
ciency of these THORS barriers generated in ambient air was
performed by firing the CO laser at an optical modulation
frequency of 100 kHz, with a 50% duty cycle, and measuring
the amplitude of the acoustic wave striking the microphone in
the absence (left side of Fig. 2a) or in the presence (right side
of Fig. 2a) of the laser beam. Measurements in the absence of
the THORS barrier were performed with the laser shutter
closed. Measurements in the presence of the THORS barriers
were performed with the laser shutter open. Signals for both
“in the absence of THORS” and “in the presence of the
THORS” barriers were each averaged over 100 different
measurements. To quantify the efficiency of the THORS
barriers at reflecting the incident sound wave, the difference in

acoustic amplitude between the signals with the laser shutter
open and the shutter closed was divided by the amplitude of
the signal when the laser shutter was closed and then mul-
tiplied by 100 to obtain a percentage. Figure 2a shows the
amplitude of a typical acoustic wave (11.6 kHz in this case)
measured by the microphone in the absence (left) and
presence (right) of a THORS barrier. Similar measurements
were made at various frequencies across the audible acoustic
range (3–15 kHz; the optimal operating range of the micro-
phone), revealing a relatively constant reflection–suppression
efficiency independent of the incident acoustic frequency, as
previously observed from ethanol-based THORS studies.12

However, unlike previous measurements with ethanol satu-
rated air following CO2 laser based excitation, the suppres-
sion efficiency of the THORS barriers generated using the
high-powered CO laser and ambient water vapor as the
absorber was found to be 51 ± 5% across the audible range, a
twofold increase over the previous maximum observed in
ethanol-based measurements. The THORS acoustic sup-
pression efficiency error bars represent the standard devia-
tion of three replicate acquisitions.

To determine the efficacy and efficiency of THORS bar-
riers for the reflection–suppression of acoustic waves outside
of the audible frequency range, several discreet ultrasonic
frequencies were also studied. Ultrasonic frequencies of 120,
200, and 300 kHz were employed due to the relatively minimal
dampening of these frequencies in air and the readily available
air coupled ultrasonic transducers and receivers at these

Figure 1. Experimental setup for measuring the suppression of acoustic/ultrasonic pulses incident on a THORS barrier. The output source
(i.e., earbud for acoustic measurements or T/R transducer for ultrasonic measurements) and the acoustic/ultrasonic collector (i.e.,
microphone for acoustic measurements or ultrasonic transducer in RO mode for ultrasonic measurements) face each other on opposites
sides of the barrier, both orthogonal to the direction of the laser beam.
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frequencies. Like the audible acoustic suppression measure-
ments (Fig. 1), an ultrasonic transducer (Airman, model AT
300b CH) was placed one inch from the CO laser beam path
and an ultrasonic transducer of corresponding response
frequency (Airman; Model AT 300b CH) was placed on the
opposite side of the THORS barrier. Each of the transducers
(emitter and receiver) were coupled to separate transceiver
modules (Airmar, T1 Development Kit) to power and operate
them to prevent any electronic artifacts from occurring be-
tween them. The emitting transducer was then operated in
transmit/receive (T/R) mode, emitting an ultrasonic pulse
wave at a repetition rate of 10 Hz and synchronized with the
CO laser firing through the function generator to ensure
measurements were taken midway through the laser pulse.
The receiving transducer was operated in receive-only (RO)
mode, to observe the amplitude of the ultrasonic wave
transmitted across the THORS barrier. The outputs of both
transducer transceiver modules were coupled to a 500 MHz
oscilloscope for pulse wave amplitude measurements. The
amplitude of the ultrasonic pulse transmitted across the
THORS barrier was then measured by taking the peak-to-
peak value of the receiving transducer’s signal and averaged
over 100 measurements.

Figure 2b shows the effect of the THORS barrier on the
transmission of a 300 kHz ultrasonic signal, with the signal on
the left corresponding to the amplitude of the transmitted

wave in the absence of a THORS barrier (i.e., laser shuttered)
and the signal on the right side showing the same 300 kHz
signal amplitude transmitted across the THORS barrier (i.e.,
laser shutter open). The oscilloscope traces in Fig. 2b were
taken with the laser firing at an optical modulation frequency
of 3 kHz, at a 50% duty cycle. From these measurements, it
was found that not only do THORS barriers provide
reflection–suppression of ultrasonic frequencies as well as
audible frequencies, but the suppression efficiency for these
300 kHz ultrasonic waves was found to be approximately 70 ±
3%. Similarly, when ultrasonic emitter/transducer pairs op-
erating at 200 kHz (Airmar; Model AT 200 CH) and 120 kHz
(Airmar; Model AT 120 CH) were evaluated, THORS sup-
pression efficiencies of 68 ± 3% and 71 ± 4%, respectively,
were measured, demonstrating a relatively constant THORS
reflection–suppression efficiency across air transmittable ul-
trasonic frequencies. The THORS ultrasonic suppression
efficiency error bars represent a single standard deviation of
three replicate acquisitions at each ultrasonic frequency.

Temporal Dynamics of Thermally Induced Optical
Reflection of SoundBarriers

To understand the temporal dynamics associated with the
formation and decay of these THORS barriers generated in
ambient air, temporally resolved suppression studies were

Figure 2. Oscilloscope traces of suppression measurements performed using the experimental arrangement described in Fig. 1 of (a) a 3 kHz
acoustic wave measured by the microphone in the absence (left) and presence (right) of a THORS barrier and (b) a 300 kHz ultrasonic pulse
measured by the RO transducer in the absence (left) and presence (right) of a THORS barrier.
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performed. In these studies, the suppression efficiency of 300
kHz ultrasonic signals was systematically measured as the
ultrasonic pulse from the transducer was incrementally de-
layed in time with respect to the presence of a single CO laser
excitation pulse. To synchronize the phase of the ultrasonic
pulse with the laser used to generate the THORS barrier, the
output signal of the 300 kHz emitter was coupled to the
function generator controlling the firing of the laser. The
emitter was set to provide 300 kHz ultrasonic pulses at a
repetition rate of 10 Hz. Each emitter pulse triggered a laser
pulse, by coupling the output of the function generator to the
laser remote external TTL input, resulting in laser emission,
equal in duration to the TTL pulse. The timing sequence for
these experiments was observed on the oscilloscope, where
the TTL output from laser remote was coupled to channel 1
and the receiving ultrasonic transducer signal was coupled to
channel 2. The oscilloscope was set to trigger on the positive
slope of the laser pulse TTL signal. The TTL output to the laser
was initially delayed by 100 ms from the emitter pulse, where
the positive slope of the laser TTL signal overlapped the
subsequent ultrasonic pulse. By reducing the delay time be-
tween the emitted ultrasonic pulse and laser pulse, the re-
ceiving transducer signal effectively moves forward in time
with respect to the CO laser output. The electronic delay
between the time laser trigger pulse and laser emission is
approximately 20 µs, with a jitter of less than 10 µs. To ensure
all temporal measurements were statistically different, in-
crements in the delay between the laser pulse and ultrasonic
pulse were a minimum of 200 µs. By shifting the phase delay
between the ultrasonic pulse and the laser trigger pulse, it is
possible to alter the timing between the presence of the laser
and the ultrasonic signal, with 10 µs resolution or better, and
allow for ultrasonic suppression to be measured over the
entire time course of the THORS barrier (prior to laser pulse
being emitted through the firing of the subsequent laser pulse).
By monitoring the reflection–suppression efficiency of the
300 kHz ultrasonic signal, it is possible to probe the THORS
barrier with high enough temporal resolution to observe its
formation and decay.

The results from this study can be seen in Fig. 3, in which
the relative suppression efficiency of the THORS barrier as a
function of time, relative to the beginning of a 1 ms CO laser
pulse, is plotted. The timing of the 1 ms CO laser pulse (250
W) is shown by the dotted square wave signal while the
individual data points (and associated trend lines) represent
relative suppression efficiency of the transmitted ultrasonic
wave. Each data point is the averaged value of three sup-
pression measurements acquired by averaging the ultrasonic
signal over 100 sweeps on the oscilloscope. The error bars in
Figures 3a and b represent one standard deviation of the
three averaged measurements. Measurements between zero
and 2.4 ms were acquired in 200 µs time increments, where
the incremental step size increased to 0.5 ms, 1 ms, 3 ms,
5ms, and 10 ms between 3 ms, 4 ms, 7 ms, 10 ms, and 20 ms,
respectively. The change in delay increments was chosen, to
reduce the experimental acquisition time, while still pro-
viding valuable insights into the formation and decay dy-
namics of the barrier. From this plot (Fig. 3b shows an
expansion of the first five ms of the plot in Fig. 3a), a sta-
tistically measurable rise in acoustic suppression occurs
within 200 µs of initiation of the laser pulse. Although this is
statistically measurable, with a relative suppression change of
approximately 0.016, a significant increase is not observed
until 400 µs where the relative suppression change is ap-
proximately 0.2. Suppression then rapidly increases, at a
nearly constant rate (3.94%/ms) until it reaches a maximum
in suppression at approximately 1.4 ms after the laser pulse
begins (400 ms after the laser has finished firing), demon-
strating the rapid generation of the compressibility barrier
between the excited volume and the surrounding air. Once
the laser is off, the maximum reflection–suppression effi-
ciency of the THORS barrier is sustained for an additional 5–
6 ms. After this time, the suppression efficiency of the
THORS barrier decays rapidly, consistent with molecular
diffusion rates of atmospheric gases (i.e., repopulation of the
depleted volume).20 Approximately 40–50 ms following
excitation, no measurable suppression (i.e., THORS barrier)
exists until the next excitation pulse.

Figure 3. (a) The relative suppression efficiency of a 300 kHz ultrasonic signal incrementally delayed in time with respect to the start of a 1 ms
duration laser pulse (shown by dotted square wave signal). Error bars represent one standard deviation of three replicate measurements at
each data point. (b) Inset of the first 5 ms of panel a, revealing the rapid rise in the THORS barrier formation.
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Effect of Laser Power–Energy Deposited on Thermally
Induced Optical Reflection of Sound Temporal
Dynamics

Due to the photothermal nature of the THORS phenomenon,
the effect of laser power (i.e., energy deposited) on both the
relative magnitude of the THORS reflection–suppression
efficiency as well as the temporal dynamics of the barrier
generation and decay were investigated. In these studies, laser
powers of 250 W (100%), 200 W (80%), 150 W (60%), and
100 W (40%) were used for excitation of the ambient water
vapor via one ms excitation pulses from the CO laser. The
results of these power studies are shown in Fig. 4a. As ex-
pected from photothermal phenomena and observed previ-
ously with THORS studies in ethanol vapor,13 the efficiency of
the THORS barrier increases with increasing excitation
power in a nonlinear fashion, with a rapid increase in
reflection–suppression efficiency occurring after a minimal
excitation power is employed and then rapidly increasing and
leveling off at higher excitation powers. In these studies, the
250 W laser pulse results in the greatest ultrasonic sup-
pression maximum (normalized to one) with each subsequent
lower laser power excitation pulse providing significantly less;
200 W (80% laser power) providing 0.84 ± 0.04, 150 W (60%
laser power) proving 0.57 ± 0.02, and 100 W (40% laser
power) providing 0.225 ± 0.002 suppression. Despite dif-
ferent maximum suppression amplitudes, a rapid increase in
suppression efficiency occurs within the first 200 ms of the
start of the excitation pulse, with the suppression maximum
being achieved approximately 400 ms after the laser pulse
ends and continuing at this maximum suppression efficiency
for 5–6 ms. Furthermore, the lower power excitation pulses
(i.e., 150 W and 100 W), exhibit a slightly diminished rate of
suppression increase during the excitation pulse, consistent
with what might be expected for the deposition of energy into
the system, with the lower laser powers providing less energy
per time and thereby slightly decreasing the rate at which the

THORS barrier achieves its maximum capability. Further-
more, as observed for the previous measurements, within
tens of milliseconds (i.e., 40–50 ms) after excitation from the
one ms pulse, the THORS barrier completely decays, resulting
in a temporally transient barrier for acoustic manipulation that
can be regenerated with each subsequent excitation pulse.

Because photothermal events are dependent upon both
the total energy applied to the system (i.e., total energy ab-
sorbed by the water vapor) as well as the rate at which the
absorption occurs, the effect of laser pulse duration on the
overall THORS suppression was also studied in addition to
varying the power with a constant 1 ms laser pulse. With the
CO laser operating at its maximum output power (250W) for
all pulse durations, THORS suppression/reflection measure-
ments were obtained for laser pulse durations of 1 ms, 800 µs,
600 µs and 400 µs. These pulse durations result in the same
amount of total energy being delivered to the air as in the
power studies (i.e., 800 µs being 80%, 600 µs being 60%, and
400 µs being 40%) but delivered at the same rate as the
maximum power pulse. The results of this study are shown in
Fig. 4b. Each data point in Figs. 4a and 4b represent the average
value of three suppression measurements acquired by aver-
aging the ultrasonic signal over 100 sweeps on the oscillo-
scope for each measurement. Error bars are included in the
graph as the one standard deviation of these values but are too
small to be visible on the graph. As previously observed in the
laser power studies, the greater the total amount of energy
deposited in the air, the greater the THORS suppression
efficiency. Specifically, the 800 µs pulse provided 0.82 ± 0.08
relative suppression, the 600 µs pulse provided 0.70 ± 0.03
relative suppression, and the 400 µs pulse provided 0.438 ±
0.004 relative suppression. From these results, the two
shortest pulse durations resulted in greater overall maximum
suppression efficiencies compared to the power studies,
which is attributed to the increase in the rate at which the
energy was deposited in the air. This can be seen by the same
rapid rate of suppression efficiency increase for all pulse

Figure 4. (a) Time dependent relative acoustic suppression efficiencies of THORS barriers generated following a 1 ms duration laser pulse of
different powers. Dotted square wave represents the pulse duration of the 1 ms excitation laser. (b) Time dependent acoustic suppression
efficiency of THORS barriers generated with different pulse duration excitation pulses, including 400 µs, 600 µs, 800 µs, and 1 µs. Each data
point in these plots corresponds to three averaged suppression measurements. Error bars represent one standard deviation but are not visible
on the graph as they are smaller than the data points.
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durations during the barrier formation, which is to be ex-
pected since the power of the laser was constant over the
excitation time.

Temporal Dynamics of Multi-Excitation

Unlike the maximum acoustic suppression efficiencies ob-
served in Fig. 1 (i.e., 70%), which were performed after re-
petitively firing the laser in the air, the maximum suppression
efficiencies observed for the temporally resolved studies fol-
lowing single excitation pulses of the CO laser (Figs. 2 and 3),
resulted in absolute suppression efficiencies of only 8.5 ± 0.2%
of the incident signal (for 250 W, 1 ms duration pulses) cor-
responding to a significant decrease in the efficacy of the
THORS barriers as observed in Fig. 1. To understand the

reason for this significant decrease in efficacy of the THORS
barriers following a single excitation pulse, as well as to un-
derstand the effect that delivering subsequent excitation pulses
prior to complete decay of the THORS barrier has on the total
suppression, a series of acoustic suppression studies were
performed with multiple excitation pulses delivered following
different delay times.

Since THORS barriers generated by individual, 1 ms ex-
citation pulses were found to exhibit a continuous maximum
in transmission suppression efficiency for approximately 5–6
ms after excitation, time resolved suppression studies were
performed with the CO laser firing one ms duration exci-
tation pulses followed by a 4 ms delay prior to the next
subsequent pulse. The results from these studies are shown in
Fig. 5a (for the first five excitation pulses), with measurement

Figure 5. (a) THORS suppression efficiency measured as a function of time with 1 ms duration laser pulses (square wave) fired every 5 ms.
(b) Extended data of Fig. 5a over 60 ms. (c) THORS suppression efficiency measured as a function of time with 1 ms duration laser pulses
(square wave) fired every 2 ms. (d) Extended data of Fig. 5c over 16 ms. (e) The suppression efficiency for laser off times of 1 ms (dashed trend
line) and 4 ms (solid trend line) measured over the course of 120 ms. Error bars for figures (a–d) represent one standard deviation of three
replicate measurements at each data point.
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of the suppression efficiency of the incident 300 kHz ultra-
sonic probe pulses occurring at 200 ms increments. By
monitoring the suppression efficiency at 200 ms increments, it
is possible to observe the changes to the THORS barrier both
during each individual excitation pulse (denoted by the pos-
itive square wave) as well as in between each pulse (denoted
by the negative portion of the square wave). In these studies,
each suppression efficiency measurement corresponds to the
average of three measurements with the error bars corre-
sponding to a single standard deviation. As can be seen from
Fig. 5a, during the first excitation pulse, the relative THORS
suppression efficiency increases to an absolute value of 6.12 ±
0.07% and remains constant at this value during the subse-
quent 4 ms, as previously observed in the single pulse dy-
namics studies. Upon the arrival of the second excitation pulse
the suppression efficiency increases to 15.8 ± 0.3% resulting in
a total suppression that is the summative result of each in-
dividual excitation event. However, following the second
excitation pulse, the suppression efficiency is slightly de-
creased to 11.6 ± 0.1% prior to the arrival of the third ex-
citation pulse. Once again, as the third excitation pulse is
present, the suppression efficiency increases again to 21.8 ±
0.9% with a subsequent decrease to 15.3 ± 0.2% in the fol-
lowing 4 ms. This repeated increase in suppression efficiency
and subsequent increasing rate of decline in the magnitude of
the acoustic suppression efficiency after the laser is no longer
present continues until all gains in suppression with each
subsequent excitation pulse are negated by the rapid decline in
suppression between pulses, resulting in the overall sup-
pression efficiency leveling off after a number of laser pulses.
Figure 5b shows this same data over a time of 60 ms (cor-
responding to 13 excitation pulses), revealing an absolute
maximum THORS barrier suppression efficiency of 38 ± 1% is
achieved after approximately 50–60 ms (11–12 laser pulses)
with minimal increases after this point if the laser continues to
fire at the same frequency. In fact, suppression efficiency
measurements taken 3 h later (data not shown) reveal a
maximum absolute suppression efficiency of 45 ± 2%, dem-
onstrating the ability to maintain a constant THORS barrier
with modulated excitation if the duration between pulses
remains under 5 ms. Furthermore, this study demonstrates
that it is possible to control the magnitude of the acoustic
manipulation (reflection or suppression) obtained by THORS
barriers, between zero and the maximum, simply by altering
the number of sequential laser pulses employed.

With the 4 ms delay in between excitation pulses allowing
for rapid declines in suppression efficiency to occur in the
THORS barriers generated by repeated laser pulses, similar
acoustic suppression studies were performed with increas-
ingly shorter off times between excitation pulses, ranging from
200 µs between subsequent 1 ms pulses to the four ms delay
described above. Figure 5c shows the results obtained from
repeated 1 ms excitation pulses separated by a 1 ms off time.
Like the results from Fig. 5a, with each excitation pulse, the
acoustic suppression efficiency of the barrier increased by

9 ± 2% for the first four pulses. However, by decreasing the
time between subsequent excitation events to 1 ms, no
statistically significant decrease in suppression efficiency was
observed between pulses. However, after the sixth excitation
pulse (as shown in Fig. 5d), when the suppression efficiency
reached a value of 53 ± 2%, only small diminishing increases
(<1%) in suppression efficiency are observed with each
subsequent excitation event, again resulting in a leveling off
effect for the maximum suppression level. At the same time,
the increase in suppression efficiency with each subsequent
pulse begins to decrease, the variability in individual sup-
pression measurements increases and levels off as well, which
is what would be expected for a photothermal phenomenon
achieving local thermal equilibrium (i.e., no further increase in
localized heat occurring). This ultimately results in a maximum
achievable THORS barrier efficiency of 72 ± 5% exists (for an
individual THORS barrier) by exciting the specific concen-
tration of water vapor in the air. By shortening the time
between subsequent excitation events from a 4 to 1 ms delay
shown in Figs. 4a and 4c and removing the decrease in sup-
pression efficiency that occurred between excitation events, it
was possible to increase the maximum THORS barrier
acoustic suppression from 45 ± 2% to 72 ± 5% (Fig. 5e). In
addition, by shortening the off time between subsequent laser
pulses, the time required to achieve maximum suppression
was also decreased. In both cases, the maximum suppression
efficiency achieved was able to be maintained indefinitely over
the 3 h monitored. These same trends of increasing overall
suppression efficiency and decreasing the time necessary to
achieve maximum suppression with decreasing off times was
observed for all off times evaluated, except for off times of less
than 1 ms between the laser pulses (i.e., 200 ms, 400 ms,
600 ms, 800 ms). These off-time durations between pulses all
showed statistically equal maximum suppression efficiencies
and timing to those of the 1 ms off times.

In addition to evaluating the effect that different off times
between multiple excitation events has on the overall effi-
ciency of the THORS barriers, characterization of the effect
that different duration excitation pulses have on THORS
reflection–suppression efficiency for barriers generated with
repetitive excitation was also studied. To provide a consistent
off time for these studies, one ms between subsequent pulses
was chosen. One millisecond off times were chosen because:
(i) 1 ms after excitation, THORS suppression efficiencies
remain at their maximum (for all duration laser pulses studies
via isolated excitation events (Fig. 3), and (ii) during multiple
excitation pulse studies, no decrease in THORS suppression
efficiency between pulses could be observed for 1 ms off times
(as seen in Fig. 5), thereby allowing the effect of variable
excitation durations to be studied independent of the THORS
barrier degradation effects between subsequent pulses.

Results from this study are shown in Fig. 6. As can be seen
from the plots for one ms (solid circles), 400 µs (solid tri-
angles) and 200 µs (solid squares) duration excitation pulses,
as expected, the shorter the duration of the excitation pulse,
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the lower the overall suppression efficiency of the THORS
barrier generated, due to the lower energy deposited into the
air. In addition, the rate (i.e., number of excitation pulses) at
which the maximum THORS suppression efficiency is
achieved also varies with pulse duration, with the 1 ms du-
ration excitation pulses providing a maximum suppression
after 40ms and the 400 µs duration pulses achieving maximum
sustained suppression after 50 ms. In the case of the 200 µs
duration laser pulses, a slight increase in THORS suppression
continues even after 60 ms from the initial pulse, in each case
increasing by 2 ± 1%, with maximum suppression of 22.6 ±
0.7% only being achieved after 83 ms (i.e., 69 excitation
pulses). Therefore, by controlling the laser pulse duration, it is
possible to easily control both the absolute magnitude of
THORS acoustic reflection–suppression as well as the rate of
increase; with longer duration pulses resulting in rapid and
maximum suppression and shorter duration pulses proving a
gradual and reduced reflection–suppression efficiency by
THORS barriers generated by multiple sequential pulses.

Three Regimes for Thermally Induced Optical
Reflection of Sound Barrier Excitation

Based on these temporal dynamics studies as well as previous
continuous wave (CW) excitation studies and CW studies
with the CO laser (results not shown), THORS barrier
generation falls into one of three distinct operational regimes
depending on the modulation frequency of the excitation
source. In the first regime, the optical modulation frequency
of the excitation source is slower than 50–60 ms, resulting in
each excitation pulse generating an isolated barrier with
minimal overall reflection–suppression efficiency (e.g., ap-
proximately 10% or less) that dynamically changes over a
period of tens of milliseconds (50–60 ms). However, as the
modulation frequency of the excitation source increases

between 10 Hz–200 kHz (the maximum operational fre-
quency of the CO laser), a different additive phenomenon is
observed, with the generation of a continuously present
THORS barrier, despite being excited by a modulated source.
If the optical modulation frequency is high enough to deliver
subsequent excitation pulses prior to the complete decay of
the THORS barrier (within approximately 50–60 ms; de-
pending on the magnitude of the excitation), the magnitude of
the reflection–suppression efficiency increases with each
additional excitation pulse until a maximum suppression is
achieved that can be as great as 70% or more depending on the
ambient humidity. Finally, as observed for both previous CW
excited THORS barriers in ethanol vapor,13 as well as fol-
lowing quasi-CW excitation of water vapor with the CO laser,
no significant acoustic reflection–suppression is observable
for any extended period of time. While the initial excitation
event can generate a weak transient THORS barrier, similar to
an isolated single shot based THORS barrier, the constant
absorption of the laser continues to excite the air, generating a
thermal gradient into the air surrounding the THORS barrier.
This thermal gradient then allows the acoustic wave to be
transmitted with minimal reflection–suppression through the
optically excited region, analogous to anti-reflection coatings
using a gradient refractive index,21 resulting in the complete
loss of all THORS reflection–suppression.

Conclusion

This paper has demonstrated for the first time the ability to
generate THORS barriers in ambient air through the exci-
tation of water vapor with a CO laser. In addition, these
THORS barriers have been demonstrated to be capable of
manipulating both audible acoustic as well as ultrasonic waves
with a high degree of efficiency (greater than 70%). Fur-
thermore, by altering the optical modulation frequency of the

Figure 6. Measured THORS suppression efficiencies over a span of 80 ms, for THORS barriers generated by excitation pulses of 200 µs
duration (solid squares), 400 µs duration (solid triangles) and 1 ms duration (solid circles); each with 1 ms delay between subsequent
excitation pulses. Error bars represent one standard deviation of three replicate measurements at each data point.
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excitation source employed, it is possible to generate either
transient THORS barriers with varying acoustic reflection
abilities over a period of tens of milliseconds, or constantly
present THORS barrier capable of continuously reflecting
greater than 70% of the incident acoustic or ultrasonic wave
incident on the barrier. This ability to generate THORS
barriers in ambient air that are capable of optically manipu-
lating audible as well as ultrasonic waves in a continuous
fashion open the possibility of numerous real-world appli-
cations of THORS such as acoustic stealth technologies, se-
cure communications, standoff photoacoustic spectroscopy,
and acoustic steering.

Future studies will focus on charactering the spatial geometry
and dynamics of the THORS barriers through time resolved
chemical imaging of the various molecular species present (i.e.,
N2 and water vapor) to understand the spatial dimensions of the
barriers and the relative density differences between the excited
volume and the surrounding air. In addition, with the temporal
dynamics characterized, application of optimized THORS bar-
riers for standoff photoacoustic sensing and enhanced resolution
photoacoustic imaging will also be explored.
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