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The laser initiation of energetic materials doped with metal nanoparticles having oxide 

shell explosive decomposition 

The work is devoted to the development of the model describing laser initiation composite materials being an 

explosive matrix with metal nanoparticles covered with oxide shell. The model considers the oxide shell as a 

dielectric that does not absorb light. The example of aluminum nanoparticles covered with alumina is the 

main one in the paper. The model describes the thermal transfer in the system metal core-oxide shell-

explosive material, exothermic decomposition of the explosive considered as a one-step reaction with Arrhe-

nius dependence on the rate on temperature, and light absorption of the core-shell interface. The model is 

written as a system of the equations and respective computer program is developed. The semi-quantitative 

analysis of the model using the typical thickness of the heated layer of the matrix is performed. It is shown 

that the radius of the nanoparticle heated most is proportional to the thickness of the heated layer of the ex-

plosive matrix as in the previous versions of the model though the coefficient depends on the oxide shell 

thickness. The numerical analysis is done. The dependencies of critical energy density on the oxide shell 

thickness at constant nanoparticle’s radius and on the radius at constant shell thickness are calculated. The 

dependence on radius shows the existence of the optimal particle minimizing the critical energy density 

whose radius depends on the shell thickness. 

Keywords: laser initiation, thermal explosion, hot-spot model, core-shell nanoparticles, energetic materials. 

Introduction 

The development of laser initiation approaches of explosive decomposition is essential for safety in-

creasing in the explosives’ utilization as well as for ecology risks and technological catastrophes minimiza-

tion. One of the solution steps of this relevant task is the development of explosive blends selectively sensi-

ble to laser impact. The decreasing of neodymium laser pulse critical energy density of pentaerythritol 

tetranitrate (PETN) explosion in one hundred times was achieved earlier by mixing the explosive with alu-

minum nanoparticles [1]. The significant influence (13 times) of the oxide shell of the nanoparticles on the 

critical energy density of the PETN initiation was discovered in [2]. The respective model was suggested 

in [3]. 

The optic detonators based on primary explosives such as silver azide have not been applied extensively 

as they show low thresholds not only to laser impact but also to heat and electric stimulus. Another ways of 

the problem solution are development of optic detonators based on the high-energy metal complexes with 

nitrogen-rich ligands [4, 5] or application of secondary explosives which critical energy density of the laser 

impact was diminished with some additives. The sensibilization of the transparent secondary explosives was 

done with metal nanoparticles introduced in small quantities (about 1 %) in the works [1, 6, 7]. Significant 

decreasing in the critical energy density of the laser pulse appears due to both effective linear absorption co-

efficient increasing [8] and heating of just nanoparticles and thin layer of the explosive around it that is a 

negligible part of the sample. For that reason, the minimal energy density of secondary explosive PETN laser 

initiation with aluminum [6, 7], nickel and cobalt [9, 10] is about 1 J/cm
2
 at the main wavelength of the neo-

dymium laser. The perspectives of gold nanoparticles with diameter 60 nm showing maximum of the plas-

mon resonance band at 532 nm as a sensibilizing additive to hexogen comparing to carbon particles of soot 

and nanotubes was pointed out in [11]. Several papers were devoted to changing of the nanoparticles’ shape 

aiming at fitting the plasmon absorption band to the wavelength of the commercially available continuous-

wave lasers [12‒15]. The sensibilization of 1,1-diamino-2,2-dinitroethene with gold nanorods was performed 

in [12] that made it possible to initiate them with continuous-wave laser at 808 nm and power 8 W with 

reaching the pressure of 1.5 GPa at the rear side of the charge which is enough for the typically secondary 

explosives’ detonation initiation. The additive of black carbon leads to initiation threshold of 17 W in similar 

conditions [13]. The application of gold-copper alloy additives in the nano-stars shape allows one to initiate 
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hexogen with continuous-wave laser irradiation at power 41 W which is 6 times lower than for pure hex-

ogen [14]. Silver nano-plates of various shapes (round, triangle, and cracked triangles) utilization showed 

that the cracked triangles are the most efficient as hexogen sensibilizing additives though the absorption 

spectra of the samples are close [15]. 

The micro hot-spot conception of the thermal explosion based on the light absorption by metal nanopar-

ticles in the explosive’s volume was suggested in [16] for silver and lead azides. The relevance of the optic 

detonators using secondary explosives linked with safety issues attracted researchers to this model. The hot-

spot model applied to secondary explosives initiation was formulated in [1, 8, 10, 17] with phase transitions 

and optical properties of the composites taking into account. As a result, the most of experimental data on the 

laser pulse initiation of explosives found qualitative and partly quantitative explanation, including the de-

pendence of the critical energy density on the pulse duration. A few new effects were predicted and discov-

ered afterwards such as dependence of the initiation threshold on the laser wavelength, radius and mass frac-

tion of the sensibilizing nanoparticles. The dielectric shell of the nanoparticles was included in the hot-spot 

model in [3] where its influence on the optic and thermal properties was discussed. The calculation of ab-

sorption and scattering efficiency factors of the nanoparticles with metal core-dielectric shell structure was 

performed. The maximum temperatures of the core-shell particles heated in the inert medium were calculated 

varying the nanoparticle’s radius. It was shown that oxide shell changes drastically the optic properties of the 

nanoparticle. The further research into hot-spot model is relevant due to their fundamental significance in the 

point of mechanisms of laser initiation understanding and practice linked with optic detonators’ composition 

optimization. 

The aim of the present work is research into laser initiation regularities of PETN taking into account ox-

ide shell of the aluminum sensibilizing nanoparticle. The main task is to perform the kinetic analysis of the 

composites PETN/Al/Al2O3 laser initiation model at variation of the both nanoparticle’s radius and shell 

thickness in the wide range. The model is analyzed for the practically important case of composite PETN-

aluminum nanoparticles. The dependence of the critical energy density on this composite on the oxide con-

tent in the nanoparticle was studied experimentally earlier [2]. 

The hot-spot model of laser initiation in the case of core-shell nanoparticles 

The differential equations of the hot-spot model in the core-shell particle case are as follows [3]: 
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where lower index 0 marks the shell, М marks the core, α is thermal diffusivity, с is volumic heat capacity, n 

is the content of the unreacted explosive substance, k0 is preexponential factor, E is activation energy, Q is 

heat released at decomposition of 1 cm
3
 of the explosive substance, R is nanopartciles radius, r is radius of 

the core. The metal core absorbs light in the core of core-shell particles case. The energy absorbed is con-

sumed on heating the core then the shell is heated and only after it the heat is transferred to the surrounding 

explosive’s layer initiating its decomposition. 

Thus, on the boundaries shell-explosive and core-shell respective boundary conditions arise making 

contrast to initial micro hot-spot model: 
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The calculations were done using parameters from [1‒3]. The temporal dependence of the function J 

was taken in the normal distribution shape according to the pulse shape of the experimentally used la-

sers [10]. It is reasonable to get rid of one of the parameters counting time from the pulse maximum and 

starting calculation earlier (3): 

 , (3) 

 

where ki determines the pulse duration at the half width according to the expression . The val-

ue of absorption efficiency  determines the intensity of light interaction with nanoparticle and we dis-

cussed it thoroughly in [18, 19]. 

Results and discussion 

An important task in the model analysis is determination of the nanoparticle’s radius heated by the laser 

pulse to maximum temperature neglecting the explosive’s decomposition. Denoting 
1

3c

c
 as K in the case of 

micro hot-spot model this radius is proportional to the matrix heated layer thickness Rm=Kh, where 

2 ih k  , while the maximum temperature augmentation takes form: 
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A similar analysis was performed in the case of the core-shell particles. The estimation of the maximum 

heating temperature in the case of particle having oxide shell with thickness (R — r) we will use the ration of 

nanoparticles and core radii Z=R/r. The expression for temperature augmentation can be written as follows: 
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The particles with the most pronounced temperature increasing are determined applying maximum con-

ditions: 
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It can be deduced from (5) that the radius of the most heated nanoparticle Rm does not depend on the 

pulse energy density but depends on pulse duration which presents through the thickness of the matrix heated 

layer h. For that reason, we calculated the dependence of the maximum temperature of the heated nanoparti-

cle in the inert matrix with PETN parameters on the radius at different pulse durations. The results are shown 

in Figures 1 and 2 at the pulse duration 14 and 20 ns respectively. The energy density values were 25, 50, 

and 75 mJ/cm2. The ration of core and nanoparticle radii was 0.75. The range of radii was taken rather wide, 

so the value of Rm fell in it. The self-accelerating mode of the reaction was excluded due to taking preexpo-

nential factor equal to 0. 
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At the energy density value 25 mJ/cm
2
 the maximum temperature increases from 437 to 604 K when 

radius increases from 10 to 60 nm and is decreased to 565 K as the radius gets to 120 nm. When the energy 

density increases to 50 J/cm
2
, the maximum temperature of the nanopartilces increases to 538 K for 10 nm 

and 909 K for 60 nm, while it becomes equal to 835, if the radius is 120 nm. If the energy density is 75 J/cm
2
 

the respective maximum temperatures for 10, 60 and 120 nm particle radii are 710, 1213 and 1102 K. The 

augmentation of temperature is proportional to the energy density of the pulse. The most heated particle has 

radius 60 nm in this case. 

 

Figure 1. Calculated dependencies of the maximum tem-

perature of the aluminum nanoparticles heated in PETN on 

its radius at r/R=0.75 and pulse duration 14 ns. 

 

Figure 2. Calculated dependencies of the maximum tem-

perature of the aluminum nanoparticles heated in PETN on 

its radius at r/R=0.75 and pulse duration 20 ns. 

Figure 2 shows similar dependencies of maximum temperature of the aluminum nanoparticle at the 

pulse duration 20 ns. Other conditions are the same. The maximum temperature of the particle heated with 

20 ns pulse and energy density 25 J/cm
2
 is 555 K when radius is 71.8 nm. The temperature decreases for both 

smaller and bigger particles reaching 399 K at 10 nm and 536 at 120 nm. The maximum temperatures for 

energy density 75 J/cm
2
 for 10, 71.8, and 120 nm are 600, 1064, and 1010 K. Thus the maximum heating 

temperature is achieved at the definite radius of the nanoparticle dependent on the pulse duration and inde-

pendent on its energy or power density. 

We analyzed thoroughly the temperature distributions in the heating of aluminum nanoparticles covered 

with alumina in the PETN matrix at the minimal pulse energy density provided explosive decomposition. 

The temperature distribution arising at the energy density 137 mJ/cm
2
 in the case of nanoparticle’s radius 

50 nm with core radius 35 nm and shell thickness 15 nm are presented in Figure 3. The moments of time 

counted from the pulse maximum are shown on the legend; they correspond to the slow temperature evolu-

tion in the reaction hot-spot linked with reaction energy releasing and heat transfer competition [20]. 

 

 
Figure 3. Temperature distributions in PETN at the 

time moments shown on the legend in the PETN lay-

er surrounding the nanoparticle with radius 50 nm 

(35 nm core and 15 shell thickness) 

 
Figure 4. Temperature distributions in PETN 

surrounding nanoparticle with radius 75 nm 

(50 nm core and 25 nm shell) at the time momonts 

shown in the legend 
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The maximum temperature 1145.1 K is observed on the boundary oxide shell- PETN (50 nm) and the 

hot-spot thickness is estimated as 2.6 nm at the time 9 ns when the pulse intensity is only 0.318 % of the 

maximal one. We determined here the hot-area as the part of the PETN matrix where the second derivative is 

negative as it has to be positive inside the matrix in the case of exothermic reaction absence. Further at time 

17 ns the temperature maximum increases to 1155.8 K while the hot layer is widened to 8.8 nm. The pulse 

intensity at 17 ns is 0.0168 % of the maximum one. Then at 18 ns the temperature on the alumina shell — 

PETN boundary increases to 1170 K; the hot layer thickness increases to 12.5 nm. It is essential that heat 

evolving in the exothermal reaction forms temperature maximum leading to explosive decomposition. 

Figure 4 shows the temperature distributions in PETN matrix in the case of nanoparticle with radius 

75 nm (50 nm core radius and 15 nm shell thickness) in the case of energy density 104.17 mJ/cm
2
. The tem-

perature on the boundary decreases slightly between 23 and 24 ns. At the same time the layer of the heated 

PETN widens, so the temperature gradient decreases. For that reason at time moment 24 ns the heating from 

the exothermal decomposition reaction overcomes the heat transferring from the hot layer and the tempera-

ture increasing begins. The temperature jumps rapidly at the time moment 24.8 ns counting from the pulse 

maximum evidencing the beginning of the explosive decomposition at the given energy density of the pulse. 

Thus, the analysis of temperature field evolution in the system PETN — aluminum nanoparticle with 

alumina shell varying the energy density of the laser pulse gives one an opportunity to estimate the critical 

energy density. 

The method of the explosive decomposition critical parameters calculation in the case of the composites 

PETN — aluminum nanoparticles covered with alumina is close to used earlier [20]. In the case of interest 

one needs to take into account the thermal transfer in the oxide shell. The developed computer program cal-

culated critical energy density Hc at given nanoparticle’s radius, radius of the core, shell thickness, and pulse 

duration. The results are presented in Figure 5 as dependencies of critical energy density of the PETN explo-

sive decomposition on the nanoparticlers’ shell thickness at the definite radii of the nanoparticles in the radi-

us range from 15 to 70 nm and shell thickness range from 0 to 30 nm. The calculations were done in the as-

sumption of the absorption cross section equality to the geometrical one.  

 

 

 

Figure 5. The calculated dependencies of laser pulse criti-

cal energy density of PETN- Al/Al2О3 explosive decompo-

sition on the oxide shell thickness at definite nanoparticles’ 

radii presented on the legend 

Figure 6. The calculated dependencies Hc(R) for 

unoxidized aluminum nanoparticles and with oxide shell 

thickness shown on the legend 

The dependencies (Fig. 5) show the increasing of critical energy density when the thickness of the oxide 

shell increases. It means that the function extremum lays at the zero thickness of the oxide shell minimizing 

the critical energy density. On the other hand, if one presents the calculation results as dependencies of criti-

cal energy density on the nanoparticles’ radius at definite oxide shell thickness the minimum points ap-

pear (Fig. 6). Thus, as for original hot-spot model of laser initiation in the model taking into account the ox-

ide shell discussed the radius of the most heated nanoparticle (or the optimal radius) appears, but it becomes 

a function of the thickness of the oxide shell. The dependencies in Figure 6 are of the same type showing the 

decreasing in the critical energy density from 15 nm to the minimal point and then increasing. The minimum 

position is a function of the oxide shell thickness; the thickness increasing leads to the optimal radius of the 

nanoparticle rising. 
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This trend could be also found from the equation (5). The minimum positions (minimal Hc and respec-

tive R values) at several shell thickness values are presented in Table. The optimal radius of the metal nano-

particle existing in terms of the model could be determined in two ways: (i) one is able to find the radius of 

the most heated nanoparticle in the under-threshold mode; (ii) one can calculate the dependence of critical 

energy density on the nanoparticle’s radius and find its minimum. The existence of the optimal radius of the 

nanoparticle providing the minimal energy density other conditions are the same is inherited in the model 

taking into account the oxide shell from the initial model of the entirely metallic particles. As in the model a 

new parameter appears that is shell thickness, it is not surprising that optimal radius becomes its function. 

The optimal radius increases when the oxide shell becomes thicker, for instance, when the shell thickness 

increase from 0 to 10 nm the optimal radius increases in 1.5 times. 

T a b l e  

Minimum coordinates on the critical energy dependence on the nanopartciles  

radius at fixed oxide shell thickness values 

L, нм 0  3   5  7  10  

Hc, mJ/cm
2
 58,7 67,3 71,2 75,1 80,8 

Rm, nm 66,18 68,08 79,71 86,27 96 

 

Conclusion 

The model describing the laser initiation of explosive linked with radiative heating of metal nanoparti-

cle with oxide shell in the explosive matrix was developed and analyzed. We showed that the optimal radius 

of the nanoparticle providing the minimum threshold of the ignition depends on the oxide shell thickness. 

The model is a new step towards application of the hot-spot theory to real explosive-metal nanopartilces 

composites. The optical properties will be incorporated in the future which will make it possible to compare 

the calculation results with the experimental one. 

This research was funded by the Ministry of Science, Higher Education and Youth Policy of Kuzbass 

(agreement No. 5 dated Nov.11, 2022). 
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Оксидті қабықшаның жарылғыш ыдырауы бар металл нанобөлшектерімен 

легирленген энергетикалық материалдардың лазерлік инициациясы 

Мақала лазерлік инициациялық композициялық материалдардың оксидті қабықпен қапталған металл 

нанобөлшектері бар жарылғыш матрица болуын сипаттайтын модельді әзірлеуге арналған. Модельде 

оксид қабығын жарықты сіңірмейтін диэлектрик ретінде қарастырады. Негізгі нәтижелер алюминий 

оксидімен қапталған алюминий нанобөлшектеріне арналған. Модель шеңберінде «металл ядросы–

оксидті қабық–жарылғыш зат» жүйесіндегі жылу беру процестері, Аррениус температурасына 

тәуелділікпен бірінші ретті реакция ретінде модельденген жарылғыш заттың экзотермиялық ыдырауы 

және «ядро–қабық» шекарасындағы сәулеленуді сіңіру зерттелген. Модель дифференциалдық 

теңдеулер жүйесі түрінде жазылып, сандық орындауға арналған компьютерлік бағдарлама жасалған. 

Модельдің жартылай сандық талдауы сәулелену импульсінің әрекеті кезінде қыздырылған 

матрицалық қабаттың сипаттамалық қалыңдығын пайдалана отырып жүргізілді. Ең жоғары 

температураға жеткен нанобөлшектің радиусы қыздырылған матрицалық қабаттың қалыңдығына 

пропорционал болатыны көрсетілген, бұл модельдің алдыңғы нұсқасына сәйкес келеді, бірақ 

пропорционалдық коэффициенті оксид қабықшасының қалыңдығына байланысты. Модельге сандық 

талдау жасалды. Инициация энергиясының критикалық тығыздығының нанобөлшектің тұрақты 

радиусындағы оксид қабығының қалыңдығына және қабықтың тұрақты қалыңдығындағы нанобөлшек 

радиусына тәуелділігі есептеледі. Радиусқа тәуелділік минималды инициация шегіне әкелетін 

оңтайлы нанобөлшектің болуын көрсетеді. Оңтайлы нанобөлшектің радиусы қабықтың қалыңдығына 

байланысты. 

Кілт сөздер: лазерлік инициация, термиялық жарылыс, ыстық нүкте моделі, ядро қабықшасының 

нанобөлшектері, энергетикалық материалдар. 
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Закономерности лазерного инициирования взрыва 

энергетических материалов, допированных наночастицами  

Статья посвящена развитию модели лазерного инициирования взрыва композитных материалов, 

представляющих собой матрицу взрывчатого вещества, содержащую наночастицы металлов с оксид-

ной оболочкой. В рамках модели оксидная оболочка рассмотрена как диэлектрик прозрачный для ла-

зерного излучения. Основные результаты представлены для наночастиц алюминия, покрытых окси-

дом алюминия. В рамках модели изучены процессы теплопереноса в системе «металлическое ядро–

оксидная оболочка–взрывчатое вещество», экзотермическое разложение взрывчатого вещества, моде-

лируемое как реакция первого порядка с Аррениусовской температурной зависимостью, и поглоще-

ние излучения на границе «ядро–оболочка». Модель записана в виде системы дифференциальных 

уравнений, и разработана компьютерная программа для численной реализации. Выполнен полуколи-

чественный анализ модели с использованием величины характерной толщины слоя прогретой матри-

цы за время действия импульса излучения. Показано, что радиус наночастицы, достигающей наи-

большей температуры, пропорционален толщине прогретого слоя матрицы, что согласуется с преды-

дущим вариантом модели, однако коэффициент пропорциональности зависит от толщины оксидной 

оболочки. Проведен численный анализ модели. Рассчитаны зависимости критической плотности 

энергии инициирования от толщины оксидной оболочки при постоянном радиусе наночастицы и ра-

диуса наночастицы при постоянной толщине оболочки. Зависимость от радиуса свидетельствует о 

существовании оптимальной наночастицы, приводящей к минимальному порогу инициирования. Ра-

диус оптимальной наночастицы зависит от толщины оболочки.  

Ключевые слова: лазерное инициирование, тепловой взрыв, микроочаговая модель, наночастицы, яд-

ро–оболочка, энергетические материалы. 
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