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Abstract: Molecule radiation can be used as a tool to study colder regions in switching arc plasmas
like arc fringes in contact to walls and ranges around current zero (CZ). This is demonstrated in the
present study for the first time for the case of ablation-dominated high-current arcs as key elements
of self-blast circuit breakers. The arc in a model circuit breaker (MCB) in CO2 with and an arc in
a long nozzle under ambient conditions with peak currents between 5 and 10 kA were studied
by emission and absorption spectroscopy in the visible spectral range. The nozzle material was
polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) in both cases. Imaging spectroscopy was carried out either with
high-speed cameras or with intensified CCD cameras. A pulsed high-intensity Xe lamp was applied
as a background radiator for the broad-band absorption spectroscopy. Emission of Swan bands
from carbon dimers was observed at the edge of nozzles only or across the whole nozzle radius
with highest intensity in the arc center, depending on current and nozzle geometry. Furthermore,
absorption of C2 Swan bands and CuF bands were found with the arc plasma serving as background
radiator. After CZ, only CuF was detected in absorption experiments.

Keywords: circuit breaker; switching arc; optical emission spectroscopy; optical absorption
spectroscopy; current zero; SF6 alternative gases; CO2; PTFE; Swan bands; CuF

1. Introduction

Self-blast circuit breakers represent one of the main technologies for high-current interruption at
high voltage. After contact separation, intense radiation emitted from the high-current arc leads to a
considerable photo-ablation of the surrounding nozzle which causes a pressure buildup and finally a
strong gas flow necessary for arc quenching around current zero (CZ) [1,2]. Polytetrafluoroethylene
(PTFE) is typically used as the nozzle material and SF6 as the filling gas. However, the substitution
of the greenhouse gas SF6 by more environmentally-friendly gases like CO2 is an actual trend.
The pressure buildup due to strong arc radiation and nozzle ablation, as well as the arc quenching
processes, are key issues of the successful current breaking and have been subject to a large number of
scientific studies. The main questions concern the properties of the arc and the hot gas regions like
temperatures and species densities which are required for a sufficient understanding of the processes.
Optical methods, like emission and absorption spectroscopy, can provide such quantities under the
demand that arc and hot gas regions are optically accessible. However, an optical access can only be
realized by adapted construction of specific model circuit breakers (MCB) or by appropriate model
experiments [3–5].
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Meanwhile, a sufficiently good knowledge of the arc properties during the high-current phase
and in the high-temperature regions (above 6000 K) of the arc has been developed from spectroscopic
studies of switching arc experiments and MCBs (see e.g., [3]). This is because atomic and ionic species
dominate in the high-temperature regions and generate an intense spectral line radiation which can be
well used for the determination of temperature and species densities [6–8]. However, the analysis of
low-temperature regions of the arc fringes, of the regions near nozzle walls and of the temporal phase
of arc quenching is much more challenging due to low line radiation intensities.

The investigation of the phase around current zero by optical emission spectroscopy (OES) and
the determination of arc temperatures during the arc quenching as close as possible to CZ was a topic
of our accompanying paper [9]. An MCB using CO2 as a filling gas and a PTFE-nozzle experiment
under ambient air were used for the analysis of line radiation of oxygen and fluorine atoms as well as
of carbon ions. Both setups will also be used in this study and explained shortly in Section 2.

It is well-known from composition calculations of thermal plasmas that the dissociation of filling
gases like SF6 and CO2, reactions with the ablation product C2F4 and metal vapor from electrode
erosion can produce a number of molecular species in an intermediate temperature range before an
almost complete dissociation of atoms occurs at higher temperatures (see e.g., [10]). Mixtures of CO2

with higher amount of C2F4 are expected to contain considerable amounts of molecules at temperatures
above 3000 K, namely CF4, CF3, CF2, C2F, C3, C2, CF, and CO (in order of dissociation with increasing
temperatures) [11]. Hence, the study of molecule radiation can help to analyze the interesting ranges
of lower temperatures near the nozzle boundaries and in the arc quenching phases. Unfortunately,
there is a very low number of such studies for arcs in corresponding gas mixtures and particularly for
switching arcs.

Interesting candidates for the study of molecule radiation are the Swan bands of the C2 molecule
(around 500 nm) or the violet band of CN (around 385 nm) because of the relatively intense radiation
in the optical range. Emission and absorption spectroscopy of the C2 radiation have been used for
example to study the structure of carbon arcs for nanoparticle synthesis [12–14]. The radiation of CN
was analyzed in a study of the arc ablation of organic materials in ambient air with close relation to
low-voltage switching [15]. Furthermore, both molecules have been more intensely studied in plasmas
produced by laser ablation or in the laser-induced breakdown [16–20].

The occurrence of C2 molecules is expected in switching arcs in CO2 atmosphere or in the
case of ablation of PTFE or organic wall materials. However, most of the recent research on Swan
bands C2 was carried out by laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy. In case of lower laser irradiance,
the production of C2 molecules is dominated by excitation of larger molecules like C3, C4 with electrons
followed by photo-defragmentation, delivering exited C2 molecules. In case of higher power, excitation
resulting from electron–ion and ion–ion recombination dominates [16]. The intensity distribution
of the emission pattern varies depending on pressure and temperature. Thus, an estimation of the
vibrational temperature can be realized by comparison of measured and simulated spectra [17,19].
Temperatures in a thermal argon plasma interacting with various insulating plastic materials at
magnetically-forced arc movement [21] and temperature decay of thermal plasmas caused by polymer
ablation using inductively coupled plasma irradiation [22] were investigated experimentally and
numerically. As an example of a switching arc study, the absorption spectrum of the C2 Swan bands
was analyzed in a low-voltage circuit breaker model [23]. An arc moving between polyethylene walls
was considered, and the density and the rotational temperature of the C2 molecules were determined
from the absorption spectrum, which indicates the ablation of the plastic walls. Reports on the analysis
of molecule radiation, the C2 Swan bands in particular, in high-voltage switching experiments as
representative for high-voltage circuit breakers are missing so far.

During the OES study of an MCB and a nozzle experiment described in our first paper [9],
molecule radiation of C2 and CuF was recorded under different conditions and to some extent
in unexpected ranges of the arc. The occurrence of strong temperature gradients in the arc are
already known as well as a number of molecules that might be expected to appear favorably at
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lower temperatures, i.e., either in the vicinity to the nozzle walls or at low currents. However,
the occurrence of molecular species has been described by theoretical models (see, e.g., [11]), with a lack
of experimental confirmation in many cases. In the present paper, it should be shown that some
molecules are detectable under strongly varying conditions. The molecule CuF is expected when
copper vapor from the electrode erosion is mixed with the dissociated PTFE vapor from the nozzle
ablation [10]. The results for molecule emission and absorption should be given in this second paper
in detail. The aim is to demonstrate the occurrence of molecule radiation as a possible candidate
to characterize low-temperature regions in self-blast circuit breakers as well as ablation processes.
However, the determination of quantities like rotational temperatures and densities is out of the scope
of the present paper. The MCB and nozzle experiment setups will be presented shortly in Section 2
together with the setup for spectroscopic measurements because details can be found in [9]. Results are
given in Section 3 followed by a discussion in Section 4.

2. Materials and Methods

Two setups of electrodes and nozzles were used. They are described in detail in an accompanying
paper [9]; basic features are sketched in Figure 1. Actually, the majority of experiments described in
this paper were carried out with setup (b) and only a few with setup (a). The electrodes were made
of W–Cu with a 10 mm diameter and had a fixed distance of 40 mm. Nozzles made of PTFE doped
with <0.5 wt% molybdenum disulfide (MoS2) with an inner diameter of 12 mm were placed around
the electrodes: Either setup (a) was applied with one 126 mm long, tubular-shaped nozzle of 50 mm
outer diameter for strong ablation and high pressure built-up or setup (b) was used with two nozzles
of about 50 mm length and 104 mm outer diameter separated by 4 mm distance to form a heating
channel. At the electrode positions, the nozzle diameter was increased to about 16 mm for an exhaust
gas flow.

The arcs were operated either under ambient conditions (setup (a)) or in a vessel filled with 1 bar
CO2 (setup (b)) as part of a model circuit breaker similar to [3]. Windows in both the model chamber
and the vessel allowed a free view through the nozzle and hence absorption experiments.

Figure 1. Setups (a) with a closed, long polytetrafluoroethylene (PTFE) nozzle for experiments with
strong ablation and high pressure built-up and vertical observation slits in the middle and (b) with two
separated PTFE nozzles forming a heating channel for plasma flow into a heating volume as used for
the model circuit breaker.
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Sine-like currents were applied for setup (a) with about 100 Hz frequency and 11 kA peak
current. For setup (b) with 50 Hz and 5.3 kA. Thin Cu wires were used to initiate the arc discharges.
Currents were measured using Rogowski coils. In case of setup (b), a pressure sensor (603 A from
Kistler) was placed in the heating volume of the model circuit breaker.

Optical access was realized by vertical slits of 2 mm width that were sealed by 2 mm-thick
quartz plates, ranging over the complete nozzle diameter. After each shot, the sealing plates were
checked visually and exchanged; the transmission was measured regularly. Pairwise placement at
opposite positions enabled background illumination and absorption measurements. For setup (a) the
observation slits were placed in the middle between both electrodes. In setup (b), the observation
point was positioned in one of the nozzles at half distance between electrode tip and nozzle exhaust,
i.e., ∼9 mm away from both.

Different methods were applied for the optical analysis. Firstly, high-speed cameras (HSC)
from Integrated Design Tools (IDT) were used to observe the general discharge behavior: Y6 with
24-bits color or Y4 with 10-bits monochrome. Secondly, optical emission spectroscopy was carried
out by means of an imaging spectrograph with 0.5 m focal length (Roper Acton SpectraPro SP2500i).
The nozzle slit was imaged on the entrance slit of the spectrograph to spectrally investigate arc cross
sections, i.e., perpendicular to the arc axis. Using the spectrograph with Y4 HSC enabled to record
series of 2D-spectra with typical repetition rates of 100 µs (frame rate 10 kfps), allowing rather long
exposure times up to 98 µs that were necessary due to limited camera sensitivity. Alternatively,
the HSC could be replaced by an intensified CCD camera (PI-MAX4 from Princeton Instruments) with
higher sensitivity, allowing single frame acquisition of shorter exposure times even at lower intensities,
e.g., around current zero. In a compromise between light intensity, spectral resolution, and exposure
time, the entrance slit of the spectrograph was set to 50 µm. With gratings of 150 lines per mm for
overview and 1800 L/mm for detailed spectra, the spectral range was 150 nm and 10 nm and the
spectral resolution 0.3 nm and <0.1 nm, respectively. The intensity of side-on spectra was calibrated in
units of spectral radiance by means of a tungsten strip lamp (OSRAM Wi 17/G) at the arc position.
The window transmission of 50–70% was taken into account, mainly resulting from the coating of the
quartz plates at the nozzles.

Thirdly, broadband absorption spectroscopy was carried out around CZ. Therefore, a background
illumination was required with radiances higher or comparable to the emission of the arc. It was
supplied by a pulsed high-intensity xenon lamp with a radiance similar to a Planckian radiator of
12,000 K [24]. The square-shaped pulse had about 1 ms-width at about 1 MW electric power, delivering
a nearly constant emission intensity during the plateau phase.

Figure 2 shows exemplary current waveforms of the arc discharge around current zero (top,
offset after CZ is caused by the Rogowski coil) and the quasi-rectangular pulsed current of the xenon
lamp (bottom, red) as well as the spectrally integrated intensity measured by video spectroscopy
(spectral range 400–800 nm). Since the electric pulse feeding the Xe-lamp was not perfectly rectangular,
a heating phase of the xenon lamp could be observed. Thus, several Xe atomic lines were found in
the first 100–200 µs of the 1 ms-pulse before a transition towards the 12,000 K-continuum emission.
Additionally, with decreasing current also the emission intensity decreased. Hence, for the OAS
analysis only the lamp’s plateau phase was applied with a duration of about 700 µs. This relatively
long, stable phase allowed for temporal investigation of absorption, e.g., compared to Z-pinches with
some 10 µs of varying radiation intensity as used in [23].
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Figure 2. (top) Arc current at the end of discharge. (bottom) Xe lamp current (red) and development
of its emission intensity (blue squares).

3. Results

In order to avoid doubling, some more general results that were already described and discussed
in the accompanying paper will not be repeated here. That relates to electrical waveforms, temporal
evolution of pressure and plasma composition in the nozzle, and video observation by HSC with and
without filtering. Additionally, only selected moments from the overview video spectroscopy were
shown that are mandatory for the discussion of molecule emission and absorption. It should be noted
that, for easier comparison, all points in time are given with respect to the current zero crossing.

First, experiments in the MCB (setup (b)) with the sine-like current up to 5.3 kA are considered.
The arc voltage was around 200 V (after peak caused by the explosion of ignition wire) until the arc
extinction peak some hundred µs before CZ. The total pressure in the nozzle started from a filling
pressure of 1.0 bar to a maximum of 3.5 bar close to peak current and decreased to about 2.0 bar at
current zero. After ignition, an arc discharge in CO2 atmosphere was observed, also containing copper
from ignition wire and electrodes. Within the next few hundreds of microseconds, the ablation of the
PTFE (C2F4) wall material started to dominate the discharge, blowing the CO2 out of the nozzle. In the
following, a long and stable period was observed that was dominated by ablation. Another reversal
of flow was found about 2 ms before CZ: With decreasing arc current, the wall ablation and thus the
pressure in the nozzle decreased to values below that in the heating volume. Hence, relatively cold
gas from the heating volume with a high fraction of CO2 flowed back into the nozzle. In the last ms,
only emission from O I was observed, indicating a plasma composition completely dominated by CO2.

3.1. Analysis of C2 Swan Bands

An example of a two-dimensional spectrum is shown in Figure 3. It was acquired with setup (b)
shortly before peak current (7.3 ms to CZ). On the left side, an image of the HSC observation area
(grey scale image) including the OES axis (yellow dashed line) is shown. The vertical axis represents
the position along the observation slit in the nozzle, cf. dashed yellow line in the HSC image on the
left side; the horizontal dimension is given by the wavelength in the spectral range ∼480–625 nm.
The arc discharge was dominated by wall-ablation at that point in time; no emission from copper
or oxygen but lines from atomic fluorine F I and atomic and ionic carbon lines C I, C II could be
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observed. This radiation was mainly emitted in a broad distribution over the arc cross-section with
the highest intensities in central positions, as it is typical for the wall-stabilized arcs with broad and
flat temperature profile [9]. However, an additional structure can be recognized with a different
lateral distribution: A dense pattern of lines with increasing intensities and numbers towards higher
wavelengths with abrupt breaks at positions near 516 and 564 nm, spread over the whole nozzle
diameter and partly even with maxima close to the wall. This structure has been attributed to the Swan
band system originating from transitions between the electronic states d3 Πg and a3 Πu. Four cases of
appearance of Swan bands in the discharge will be presented in the following.

Firstly, the Swan bands occurred at the outer edges of the arc preferably close to the nozzle walls
as shown in Figure 3. Generally, this can be regarded as typical behavior for cases of moderate PTFE
influence, i.e., when current density is not too high and the temperature close to the wall is rather low,
allowing the existence of carbon dimers.

Figure 3. (left) Photo (grey) of observation window. (right) Two-dimensional optical emission
spectroscopy frame at 7.3 ms before current zero (CZ).

Secondly, other Swan band pattern ws observed over the full vertical axis of the side-on 2D spectra.
The example shown in Figure 4 was acquired with setup (b) about 6 ms before CZ, i.e., shortly before
the peak current. A grating of 1800 L/mm was applied to obtain higher spectral resolution. A good
agreement was found of the 1D-spectrum taken in central position with spectra shown by Camacho
in OES investigations on plumes produced by laser ablation of graphite targets [18]. The weaker
continuum and stronger C II lines compared to [18] hint on rather high plasma temperatures at least in
the arc center with higher current density than near to the wall.

Exemplarily, one of the lines of the C2 Swan band near 562.8 nm was analyzed; the carbon ionic
line at 566.2 nm was used for comparison, cf. yellow arrows in the 2D spectrum. The side-on radiances
are shown in the lower-left part of Figure 4: whereas the ionic line has its maximum in the center,
the Swan band emission is spread more homogeneously over a wide side-on positions between center
and 4 mm but has a distinct maximum near to 5 mm, i.e., near to the wall. Since both emissions
showed good symmetry in relation to the center, this axis was used for symmetrization and as the
central side-on position “0 mm”. Then, the radial profile of the emission in the arc can be analyzed by
Abel inversion of the side-on radiances. Results are shown in the lower right part of Figure 4. The C II
566.2 nm ionic line is emitted as expected mainly in the center; the emission coefficient decreases to
20% within radial positions of 2 mm. The C2 Swan band, however, has a sharp peak of less than 2 mm
FWHM with a maximum emission coefficient below 1 mm to the wall. It should be noted that although
the nozzle diameter is 12 mm some intensity was detected at side-on position above 6 mm due to
experimental limitations like quartz plate connection and refraction at the windows. The algorithm of
inverse Abel transformation is limited in case of very low emission from the central position, therefore
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the C2 emission coefficient in the center is not plotted for values below 10% (radial positions < 3.5 mm).
To summarize even in the case of Figure 4 the Swan bands are emitted only in a thin sheath at the wall.

Figure 4. (Top): 2D spectrum over the full arc cross-section (upper part) together with the
corresponding 1D spectrum from central arc position (lower part) in the spectral range around the C2

Swan band head at 563.7 nm-Swan band on the left side and C II lines on the right side. (Bottom left):
Spectrally integrated line intensities of the carbon ion line C II 566.2 nm and of the C2 Swan band line
at 562.8 nm, labeled by yellow arrows. (Bottom right): Inverse Abel transformation carried out for
these intensities to reveal the origin of emission.

A third example of the occurrence of C2 Swan bands is shown in Figure 5. It was only observed
with setup (a) providing higher pressure and strong wall ablation due to peak currents of 8 kA (100 Hz).
With the single long PTFE nozzle the current was not switched off and multiple current zero transitions
were observed. Except the ignition phase and few hundred µs around CZ, all spectra are dominated by
pronounced emission of the Swan bands. The band heads of the Swan bands are located at 473.7 nm,
516.5 nm, and 563.6 nm; they are indicated by red arrows in the two-dimensional spectrum in the
upper part of Figure 5. The wavelength range chosen here does not include the band head at 438.2 nm
but also contains the C II lines at 564.06 nm, 564.81 nm, and 566.26 nm as well as the C I atomic
lines at 476.2 nm, 477.0 nm, 493.2 nm, 505.2 nm, and 538.0 nm. Weak or non-visible ionic and atomic
carbon lines in comparison with the Swan bands give the first hint to rather low temperatures in the
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center of the arc. Furthermore, it was observed that the occurrence of carbon lines drastically changes
approaching current zero. Within some 100 µs, first the ionic and then the atomic lines disappear; after
CZ they reappear in reversed order. In fact, disappearance of the atomic lines cannot be observed for
first and second, but for the third CZ crossing.

Figure 5. (top) Spectrum acquired 300 µs before CZ with setup (a) and 8 kA peak current. It is
completely dominated by molecular radiation of C2 Swan bands (band heads labeled by arrows).
(bottom) Spectrally integrated line intensities (left) and emission coefficient obtained from Abel
inversion (right) of the C2 Swan band emission at 562 nm.

The Swan band pattern has a much higher intensity in the central position, although the emission
is extended to the side-on positions of the nozzle wall. The origin of emission is further analyzed
using the band head around 563 nm as shown in the lower part of Figure 5. The side-on profile
(left) and the emission coefficient obtained by inverse Abel transformation (right) reveal a different
occurrence in comparison to the plasma in Figure 4. The Swan bands were emitted with the highest
intensities in the center of the arc, continuously decreasing towards the nozzle walls. Thus, it can
follow that the arc plasma is completely dominated by the PTFE material and it is characterized by
rather low temperatures even in the arc center. It should be mentioned that this third case of Swan
band appearance is the most extreme and could not be achieved with setup (b) with two nozzles
separated by the heating channel even when the peak current was doubled to 10 kA.

The fourth example was typical for setup (b): Here, the Swan bands can be recognized by their
characteristic absorption pattern at currents >4 kA, cf. example in Figure 6. The spectrum was taken
shortly after the current maximum (4.7 kA, 4.6 ms before CZ). Emission from the hot plasma in the
arc center served as an internal background radiator that was absorbed by the much cooler carbon
dimers near to the nozzle wall. As in Figure 5, the Swan band heads are indicated by red arrows.
Additionally to the absorption pattern, some emission lines can be found. These are all ionic carbon
lines, e.g., at C II 564.06 nm, 564.81 nm, and 566.26 nm. They are preferably emitted in the arc center,
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i.e., at higher temperatures. In the third and fourth cases with most intense ablation and material
transport towards the electrodes, which is probably the reason why no copper lines were observed at
the slit position. Fluorine lines were not available in that spectral range.

Figure 6. Spectrum acquired with setup (b) during high-current phase. The typical structure of the
C2 Swan bands was found as an absorption pattern with the plasma in the arc center serving as
background radiator. The band heads are labeled by arrows.

3.2. Optical Absorption Spectroscopy around Current Zero

The phase of current zero-crossing is of the highest importance for an understanding of the
switch-off process and the dielectric recovery of the electrode gap region. Hence it is of special interest
to extend experimental knowledge as close as possible to CZ and even beyond. However, even tapping
the full potential of optical emission spectroscopy, e.g., by application of OES with intensified cameras
as described above, the analysis based on optical emission spectroscopy is limited to times about
10 µs before CZ due to reduced energy input by the arc [9]. Consequently, absorption techniques
were required for further investigation of the current zero-crossing and the immediately following
time period. Since the majority of atoms are in the ground state in case of the lower temperatures
near CZ, it will be necessary to mainly analyze lines going to ground or very low levels by optical
absorption spectroscopy (OAS). However, most of the relevant lines are in deep UV regions far below
300 nm. From the experimental point it is extremely demanding to investigate such radiation under
switching-relevant conditions since all components of the setup including high-pressure vessel and
model circuit chamber have to be transparent for these wavelengths. With the actual setup even
resonant lines that might be more suitable could not be detected due to limited spectral sensitivity
of the cameras such as C I at 296 nm or Cu I at 324 nm and 327 nm. The few resonant lines in the
available wavelength range above 340 nm have very low transition probabilities, e.g., C I at 462 nm
and O I at 630 nm. However, it might be possible that some lines might be occupied around CZ and
could be detected by OAS that are characterized by relatively low energy levels and medium transition
probabilities, e.g., Cu I at 510 nm, 570 nm, and 578 nm with Eu = 1.39 eV and 1.64 eV or O I at 557 nm
with Eu = 1.26 eV. Additionally, molecules are possible candidates for absorption, e.g., the C2 molecule
since its Swan bands were observed in emission until few 100 µs before CZ and even in absorption
during the high-current phase as shown above.

Broadband optical absorption spectroscopy (OAS) was carried out around CZ using the pulsed
high-intensity xenon lamp as an external wide-band background illumination. Two examples are
shown in Figure 7, comprising the wavelength ranges about 440–600 nm (left) and 640–800 nm
(right column). In the upper panel only the emission from the Xe lamp is given, i.e., through model
circuit breaker including all windows but without discharge. Broadband continuum can be seen in
both spectral ranges. It should be noted that the spectra are not calibrated concerning absolute intensity.
The edges of the nozzle can be recognized by sharp transitions from the bright stripe (white/red) from
the Xe lamp illumination and the dark regions (green). The spatial distribution within the nozzle
slit is quite homogeneous, showing smooth illumination by the background source. In the middle
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panel, the OES spectra were taken at CZ (exposure time 50 µs) with the Xe lamp continuum passing
the remainder of arc discharge in the nozzle. Patterns of horizontal stripes were sometimes observed.
Similar experiments using HSC instead of ICCD camera revealed that these stripes did not change from
one video frame to the next. Thus, it was reasonable to assume a deposition on the quartz glass sealing
the slits, e.g., by particles. In the left spectrum a certain structure was found below 500 nm whereas the
right spectrum did not show any peculiarities. From spectra in top and middle panel a transmission
could be calculated, cf. lower panel of Figure 7. For an improvement of the signal-to-noise ratio and
better visualization of the intensity ratio, spatial integration was carried out for the determination
of the transmission. It revealed that there was only one significant absorption peak around 493 nm.
This absorption was clearly accorded to the CuF molecule as will be discussed below. Beside this CuF
peak, no hint on any absorbing lines or other features could be detected around current zero, even with
the intensified camera with high sensitivity and dynamic range. Even the C2 Swan bands could not
be observed before or after CZ in OAS with the Xe lamp as background radiator although they were
detectable in OES up to a few hundred µs before CZ. Moreover, a closer look onto the emission spectra
(cf. Figure 3) showed that the CuF absorption at 493 nm could also be found during the high-current
phase of the discharge, though this effect was rather weak compared to the intense line emission.
This will be further investigated in Section 3.3.

Figure 7. Optical absorption spectroscopy. (Top): Overview emission spectra of Xe lamp only.
(Middle): Xe lamp with discharge of 5 kA peak current and setup (b), acquired at CZ with 50 µs
exposure time. (Bottom): Spatially integrated transmission calculated from above spectra showing
absorption around 500 nm.

Other species for absorption with maximum around 493 nm could be excluded in detailed spectral
analysis, including all relevant elements as Cu and W from electrodes, C, O, and F from filling gas
and nozzle, and even H as possible contamination. As an example, a prominent candidate might
have been the carbon atomic line C I at 493.20 nm, although its lower energy level of 7.7 eV is rather
high. However, this line was not detected in emission like other atomic carbon lines with similar
upper level of about 10 eV and comparable transition probabilities in the range of several 106 s−1,
e.g., C I 505.21 nm and 538.03 nm (cf. Figure 3). Moreover, these C I lines were still observed in
emission 0.7 ms before CZ, while at 493 nm an absorption could be seen even during discharge.
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No absorption spectra were found in the literature for the CuF molecules. Thus, in Figure 8,
an emission spectrum from Cheon et al. [25] (black curve) was added to the calculated absorption
spectrum (dashed blue) for comparison. Considering different experimental conditions and methods,
a compelling agreement was found (OES with higher spectral resolution will be shown below).
Basic data of the CuF emission are listed in Table 1.

Figure 8. Spectral absorption measured around CZ (dashed blue) compared with CuF emission
from [25] (black line).

Table 1. Basic data of CuF emission lines [26,27].

Wavelength Relative Lower Level Upper Level Transition Quantum Number Systemnm Intensity eV eV Upper Lower

478.19 400 0 2.51 X1Σ+ C1Π 0 1 C
490.13 500 0 2.44 X1Σ+ B1Σ 0 1 B
492.68 600 0 2.51 X1Σ+ C1Π 1 1 C
493.20 800 0 2.51 X1Σ+ C1Π 0 0 C
505.23 600 0 2.44 X1Σ+ B1Σ 1 1 B
506.11 700 0 2.44 X1Σ+ B1Σ 0 0 B
508.64 200 0 2.51 X1Σ+ C1Π 1 0 C
567.72 500 0 2.18 X1Σ+ A1Π 2 2 A
568.57 600 0 2.18 X1Σ+ A1Π 1 1 A
569.43 600 0 2.18 X1Σ+ A1Π 0 0 A

In the following, the CuF molecular absorption after current zero should be analyzed in more
detail. A series of time-resolved spectra is shown in the upper part of Figure 9. The transmission
was calculated based on the division of the measured spectra (plasma plus xenon lamp) by a xenon
lamp spectrum without discharge. A higher spectral resolution was obtained by the grating with
1800 L/mm. Thus, the peak structure including maxima at 493.2 nm, 492.7 nm, and 493.2 nm can be
clearly recognized in agreement with the emission spectrum of CuF molecules from [25] shown in
Figure 8. The overlaying periodic structure is not caused by the plasma in the nozzle since the same
structure was also observed for the xenon lamp itself. Probably it was caused by an interference effect
of glass plates in the detector. The background intensity increases although the xenon lamp is in its
plateau phase.

For a quantization of the temporal evolution of the absorption, the area under the curve (AUC) was
determined from the difference between the “background” (average of levels extracted at wavelengths
aside the CuF absorption, i.e., around 490 nm and 496 nm) and the transmission, integrated over the
spectral range. The AUC is plotted as the curve with black open circles in the lower part of Figure 9.
Additionally, a normalization of the AUC was carried out by division by the (temporally increasing)
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intensity of the background signal. The normalized AUC is represented by the curve with red filled
squares. The spectrum 0.2 ms after CZ was chosen as the starting point and the according value was set
to 1 for better comparison. Within half a millisecond, the AUC decreases by 60%. The decrease of the
normalized AUC is even more significant, namely down to 20% (factor of 5). Few other shots that were
carried out confirmed this result. However, due to the exponential nature of this decrease, the absolute
values are sensitive to the starting point. Summarizing it can be stated that the CuF absorption and thus,
also the CuF density decreases after current zero on a timescale of several hundreds of microseconds.

Figure 9. (top) Series of detail transmission spectra after current zero. (bottom) Temporal development
of absorption peak at 493 nm calculated as area under curve (AUC, open circles) and AUC normalized
by background intensity (filled squares).

3.3. CuF during the High-Current Phase

As mentioned above, overview OES spectra in Figure 3 gave hint on a possible absorption of
the CuF molecule even during the arc discharge though the effect might be considerably lower in
absolute intensity than the atomic line emission. Thus, the spectral range around the 493 nm-peak
was investigated with video OES of higher resolution (grating 1800 L/mm instead of 150 L/mm,
exposure time 98 µs). An example is shown in Figure 10 acquired with setup (b) and 5.3 kA peak current.
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Figure 10. Temporal evolution of the spectral range around 493 nm with CuF absorption (Time to CZ
is from (bottom) to (top), the color scale reaches from black for lowest emission to blue, green, and red
for highest intensities).

In the upper part, all about 110 optical emission spectra (spatially integrated) are plotted line by
line vs. time to CZ, forming a two-dimensional contour plot. In the lower part of Figure 10 a selection
of four instants of time with characteristic spectral features are shown. Additionally, several atomic
and ionic lines were labeled that helped for fine adjustment and control of exact wavelength positions.
The ignition phase the spectra were dominated by atomic and ionic copper line emission. At first,
i.e., 10.7 ms before current zero, an atomic copper line Cu I 486.61 nm was observed which was
followed by several ionic copper lines (cf. spectrum 10.2 ms before CZ). As known from overview OES
spectra, the ablation of PTFE was usually initialized about 1 ms after ignition. In the spectral range of
Figure 10 no atomic fluorine lines can be observed. However, the occurrence of the hydrogen line Hβ at
486.13 nm (starting about 9 ms before CZ) can be regarded as an early sign of nozzle ablation, probably
caused by a thin remaining water film on the nozzle surface. Thus, one may expect the occurrence
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of CH molecules. That should be detectable by the CH(A-X) band with maxima around 430 nm.
However, we did not find such an absorption pattern even in a detailed analysis of the corresponding
spectral range. Within several hundred microseconds the spectrum is changed from being dominated
by copper lines (more probable originating from the W–Cu electrodes than from the ignition wire)
to being ablation-dominated. CuF absorption pattern is observed during the full high-current phase,
at least from about 8 to 2 ms before CZ. In the spectral range below 500 nm this is basically visible by a
broad continuum, starting about 2–3 ms after ignition (or 8 ms before CZ) and lasting at least until
about 2 ms before CZ. As can be clearly seen from the top spectrum in Figure 10 the characteristic
absorption pattern of CuF can be observed for these 5–6 ms, i.e., during the whole high-current phase
of the discharge. Comparable to the case of absorption of the C2 Swan bands, the CuF absorption is
enabled by background continuum from the arc plasma. The observed temporal fluctuation of the
intensity has been found to be caused mainly by changes of background intensity, e.g., fluctuation of
transmission or reflection due to droplets. Hence, even during the high-current phase a considerable
amount of absorbing CuF molecules must be existent in the plasma at nozzle position, i.e., 8 mm away
from the electrode. This might be unexpected but leads to the conclusion that the gas flow into the
heating channel is strong enough to pull electrode material into the region of optical investigation.

4. Discussion

Information was obtained from spatially and temporally resolved video spectroscopy using HSC.
That comprised the different phases of discharge and the occurrence of Swan band emission from
C2 molecules. These Swan bands could be observed under varying conditions. Different amount
of ablated PTFE from the nozzle wall and plasma temperature were generated depending on
nozzle geometry and current density. According to the equilibrium composition calculations by
Yang et al. [11], a considerable radiation of the C2 molecule indicates plasma temperatures in the
range from 4000–6000 K. Firstly, there was an occurrence very close to the nozzle walls as typical
behavior for cases of moderate PTFE influence, i.e., when the current density was not too high and the
temperature close to the wall was rather low, allowing the existence of carbon dimers. Although it
might be often neglected when the temperature distribution in the arc is investigated, the Swan bands
represent the existence of carbon molecules due to wall ablation and thus, an important effect of
cooling and change of plasma composition. Secondly, with higher current densities, the Swan band
patterns were also distributed over the full vertical axis of the side-on 2D-spectra. However, it was
found by Abel inversion that the Swan bands are emitted in a thin sheath at the nozzle wall. Thirdly,
a different distribution was found under extreme conditions, i.e., with single long PTFE nozzle and
high peak currents. The arc plasma was completely dominated by PTFE material and temperatures
were moderate in the arc center, proved by weak or non-visible ionic and atomic carbon line emission.
The Swan band pattern was emitted with the highest intensity in the central position though emission
was extended to radial positions of the nozzle wall. Finally, Swan bands also appeared as an absorption
pattern at moderate currents with setup (b). Emission from hot plasma in the arc center (proved by
C II line emission) served as an internal background radiator that was absorbed by the much cooler
carbon dimers near to the nozzle wall.

A considerable amount of CuF molecules in the high-current arc as well as around CZ was found
from absorption spectra. This was not expected before, for several reasons, especially regarding that
no other molecules were observed close to current-zero. A possible explanation is as follows: Around
CZ it is expected that convective fluxes are significantly reduced due to equalization of pressures. As a
consequence, copper atoms from still hot electrodes may expand diffusively along the nozzle and reach
the position of OES (nozzle slit). In parallel, fluorine-containing molecules are still released from the
nozzle wall. CuF molecules could be formed by chemical reaction of atomic F and Cu either at the hot
W–Cu electrode surface followed by CuF evaporation or in the gas phase with Cu evaporated from the
electrode. Similarly, the observed absorption during the high-current phase might be explained by the
gas flow out of the nozzle into the heating chamber. In this case, copper atoms eroded or evaporated
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from the W–Cu electrode might be flushed with the stream towards the heating channel, reacting on
its way with fluorine from the wall, and being detected at the observation slit by absorption with
the arc plasma as background radiator. However, during the time immediately after flow reversal,
i.e., about 1 ms before CZ, the situation is very different: the gas flow is directed from the heating
channel towards the electrodes. Thus, no copper from the electrodes should reach the observation area
with the slit and react with fluorine. That means that probably no CuF should be produced at this
period; any detected CuF should be a survivor from the heating chamber. As a pity, at the moment
database is not sufficient to answer the question if there is a lower CuF concentration after flow reversal
or not. In the video spectra there is simply not enough background emission to enable sufficient signal
for an absorption.

Within the described experiments, limitations of reproducibility, fluctuation in transmission
due to particles, film layers on windows, and dust did not allow temporally and spatially resolved
determination of the absorption by CuF, e.g., using two-dimensional inverse Abel transformation of
video spectra with higher spectral resolution. Nevertheless, this would be the next step if significant
technical improvements were done. On the one hand, further optimization of the nozzle slit, its position
and manufacturing technique might provide even fewer changes of the gas and droplet flow conditions,
thus allowing measurements still closer to the undisturbed conditions at the nozzle. On the other hand,
the observation technique itself might be improved, too. Nowadays, the advantages of intensified and
high-speed video cameras can be combined in new generations of cameras or boosters. The background
illumination could be improved, too. Beside improvements in the optical path in order to enhance
the intensity and homogeneity, the pulsed xenon lamp might also be replaced by a laser-driven light
source with extended pulse duration. As a consequence, quantification of the CuF absorption after CZ
as well as during the arc discharge might be possible. Furthermore, OAS regarding Swan bands could
be tackled. Last not least, tests with other electrodes should be carried out to finally prove the origin of
absorption by CuF-molecules, e.g., made of pure tungsten.

Altogether, the possibilities of a recording of molecule radiation emission and absorption in the
visible spectral range have been demonstrated for the case of high-current ablation dominated arcs.
Using PTFE nozzles, tungsten–copper electrodes and operation in air or CO2, the Swan bands of the
carbon dimer C2 and absorption of the CuF molecule were the only detectable radiation patterns.
However, these patterns open up ways for a study of interesting ranges in high-current breaking
processes like the colder plasma ranges near the nozzle walls and the time around CZ.

5. Conclusions

Ablation-dominated switching arcs have been investigated in a model circuit breaker with CO2

atmosphere as well as in a long PTFE nozzle under ambient conditions. Optical emission spectroscopy
and broadband optical absorption spectroscopy were carried out using either intensified or high-speed
cameras. As a main result, we have shown that specific molecules are detectable in the wavelength
range between 400 nm and 800 nm under strongly varying conditions. It was demonstrated that
depending on nozzle geometry and discharge current the C2 Swan bands can be observed by their
emission (i) near to the wall only, (ii) distributed over the full arc diameter with the highest intensity
in the center, or (iii) by their absorption of continuum radiation from the arc plasma. Although an
emission was found until a few hundreds of microseconds before CZ, no absorption of the Swan bands
could be detected around and after CZ. Even the occurrence of C2 radiation can be used an indicator
for intermediate temperatures of around 5000 K according to composition calculations. An accurate
determination of quantities like rotational temperatures and densities can be performed by comparison
with spectra calculation. This was out of the scope of the present paper and could be tackled in the
future, demanding two-dimensional inverse Abel transformation of multiband spectra. Additionally,
these findings could be applied e.g., for the study of fluxes and distribution of evaporated material
and for the verification of erosion models of the PTFE wall. The molecule CuF could be expected
when copper vapor from the electrode erosion is mixed with the dissociated PTFE vapor from the



Energies 2020, 13, 4720 16 of 17

nozzle ablation. To our knowledge, it was the first observation of CuF molecules in high-current arcs
burning in nozzles under ablation-dominated regime. The agreement of spectral features between
the literature on CuF and our experiments seem very plausible. However, further investigations are
necessary to confirm these findings. The CuF molecular absorption could be applied as an alternative
to investigating electrode erosion and distribution of electrode material within the discharge area,
especially around CZ when the emission of atomic copper lines fades out.
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