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ABSTRACT: Mineral alteration is a possible side effect of
spectroscopic techniques involving laser ablation, such as laser-
induced breakdown spectroscopy (LIBS), and is related to the
interaction of the generated plasma and ablated material with
samples, dust, or ambient atmosphere. Therefore, it is essential to
understand these interactions for analytical techniques involving
laser ablation, especially for space research. In this combined
LIBS−Raman analytical study, pyrite (FeS2) and pyrrhotite
(Fe1−xS) samples have been consecutively measured with LIBS
and Raman spectroscopy, under three different atmospheric
conditions: ∼10−4 mbar (atmosphereless body), ∼7 mbar, and
Martian atmospheric composition (Martian surface conditions),
and 1 bar and Martian atmospheric composition. Furthermore, a dust layer was simulated using ZnO powder in a separate test and
applied to pyrite under Martian atmospheric conditions. In all cases, Raman spectra were obscured after the use of LIBS in the area
of and around the formed crater. Additional Raman transitions were detected, associated with sulfur (pyrite, 7.0 mbar and 1.0 bar),
polysulfides (all conditions), and magnetite (both minerals, 1.0 bar). Magnetite and polysulfides formed a thin film of up to 350−
420 and 70−400 nm in the outer part of the LIBS crater, respectively. The ZnO-dust test led to the removal of the dust layer, with a
similar alteration to the nondust pyrite test at 7.0 mbar. The tests indicate that recombination with the CO2-rich atmosphere is
significant at least for pressures from 1.0 bar and that plasma−dust interaction is insignificant. The formation of sulfur and
polysulfides indicates fractionation and possible loss of volatile elements caused by the heat of the LIBS laser. This should be taken
into account when interpreting combined LIBS−Raman analyses of minerals containing volatile elements on planetary surfaces.
KEYWORDS: laser-induced breakdown spectroscopy, Raman spectroscopy, iron sulfides, alteration, plasma interaction, volatiles

1. INTRODUCTION
Optical spectroscopy is an essential analytical technique for
space research, especially for robotic exploration involving the
geology of planetary surfaces.1−5 Not only does it allow the
identification of normally unreachable targets but also
circumvents sample preparation needed for conventional
techniques.
Combination of different analytical instruments for inves-

tigation of the same sample, as considered, for example, on
board the ESA ExoMars rover and in operation on the
Perseverance rover (e.g., SuperCam) and Curiosity Rover (e.g.,
SAM),6−8 not only enhances scientific return but also meets
additional requirements, such as minimizing and constraining
analysis-induced alteration.
In recent years, a particular interest has developed in the

combination of two optical techniques: laser-induced break-
down spectroscopy (LIBS, as present on ChemCam and
SuperCam of the Mars Curiosity and Perseverance Rovers,
respectively) and Raman spectroscopy6,9−18 (SuperCam and
the ExoMars rover): Both utilize laser excitation and analysis of
emitted or scattered light in the visible and near-infrared

ranges, allowing for similar technical components that could be
compactly integrated. As the first technique provides
information on the elemental composition,19,20 and the second
on crystallinity and molecules,13 the combination allows a
thorough identification of mineral phases in a single sample.
Lastly, the LIBS laser can be used to remove ablated material
and clear areas of surface dust,21−23 potentially allowing depth
profiles through a rock sample.23−26

However, as temperatures of the LIBS plasma can exceed
30.000 K27 and a shock wave is formed during each
measurement,19,20,28 the technique might result in alteration
of the original material. In several studies on planetary surface
alteration,29−32 laser ablation was even used as a simulator of
micrometeoritic impacts, one of the strongest weathering
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mechanisms on surfaces of atmosphereless bodies. Further-
more, there can be an interaction between the plasma and
particles from the sample, atmosphere, or surrounding
dust,19,20 which can alter the interpretation of post-LIBS
(Raman) spectroscopic data. Therefore, it is essential to

understand possible side-effects of LIBS for the interpretation
of spectroscopic data and stability of particular materials that
are considered for analysis by a LIBS−Raman combined
instrument, as well as for other instruments using spectroscopy
after LIBS. A few studies have recently considered such

Figure 1. Selected parts of LIBS spectra measured on pyrite (a,b,e), pyrrhotite (c,d), and pyrite with a ZnO dust layer (e), under Martian
atmospheric composition and different pressures. Signal-to-noise ratios and background subtraction as detailed in the Supporting Information�
Data Processing. Annotations show interpretations of elemental lines. SNRs for Fe are weak under a vacuum but do not differ much between 7.0
mbar and 1.0 bar. The oxygen SNR in both pyrite (b) and pyrrhotite (d) is significantly stronger under 1.0 bar than under 7.0 mbar, indicating the
interaction of the LIBS plasma with CO2 in the atmosphere.
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potential interaction, focusing on pure metals and oxides, the
Gibeon meteorite,33 and several geological samples relevant for
Mars.34 Here, it was found that LIBS-induced alteration
occurs,33,34 and that heating of the sample is one of the main
drivers for this type of alteration.34

This work focuses on finding a qualitative mechanism
behind any potential alteration and accompanying side-effects
of LIBS through subsequent Raman spectroscopic measure-
ments. To do so, LIBS was applied at low power (Section 2.2)
to two types of material: pyrite (FeS2) and pyrrhotite (Fe1−xS),
under different simulated atmospheric conditions, as well as for
pyrite with a layer of ZnO simulating dust material. These
minerals contain sulfur, a volatile element, and iron, whose
oxides are detectable by Raman spectroscopy. Furthermore,
the two elements are common on Mars22,35−38 and other solar
system bodies such as asteroids, and are found as dark phases
in meteorites (e.g., as in Schrader et al.39). Their relatively
simple chemistry allows observation of potential interaction
with a Martian-like (CO2) atmosphere and dust particles.40−42

Raman spectroscopy was performed on the samples before and
after applying LIBS to track changes caused by the LIBS
plasma. Raman data were combined with optical microscopy to
determine the alteration areas and mechanisms, and to show
how minerals in a Martian-like environment and atmosphere-
less bodies are likely to suffer changes from LIBS in the
combined LIBS−Raman methodology.

2. METHODS
Natural samples of pyrite (FeS2) and pyrrhotite (Fe1−xS) were
prepared using a diamond saw and SiC (silicon−carbide)
sandpaper for polishing (grits of 80−2400). The samples were
then investigated by subsequent micro-Raman spectroscopy,
LIBS, and again micro-Raman spectroscopy to track, in detail,
potential changes caused by the LIBS measurement. From
previous Raman measurements of the unaltered sample
surface, it was noted that several minor mineral impurities
exist within the two sample types (pyrite, calcite, anhydrite,
and rutile, as well as traces of quartz, anatase, barite, pyrrhotite,
pentlandite, chalcopyrite, magnetite, and further minerals
without identifiable Raman spectrum). Therefore, only the
most homogenous (pure pyrite and pure pyrrhotite) sections
were used for the LIBS measurements. Possible effects of
impurities are discussed in Section 4.4.
All measurements were done under fixed atmospheric

conditions, using a single sealed sample chamber suitable for
both Raman spectroscopy and LIBS, from which the sample
was not removed during any of the measurements. Three
atmospheric conditions were used: 2 × 10−4 mbar (vacuum),
7.0 mbar of Martian-like atmospheric composition (premixed
95.6% carbon dioxide, 2.7% nitrogen, 1.6% argon, 0.15%
oxygen), and 1.0 bar of Martian-like atmospheric composition.
These conditions were used to avoid interaction with the
terrestrial atmosphere and to represent asteroid, lunar, or other
atmosphereless surface conditions (vacuum); to check for
interaction under Martian conditions (7.0 mbar); and to check
if interaction with the atmosphere plays a role at higher
pressures (1.0 bar). Additional experiments were done for
pyrite covered with a 300 ± 60 μm layer of zinc oxide (ZnO)
to investigate the potential interaction between LIBS plasma
and dust, under 7.0 mbar at Martian atmospheric composition.
ZnO was chosen to represent dust, as it has low reactivity, and
Zn has low ionization energy and is not present as impurities in
the samples. For this reason, the occurrence of Zn-lines in the

emission spectrum of the plasma can be used for the
characterization of the dust ablation and its plasma. Each
measurement was repeated to check for consistency. No safety
hazards, which are not normal or expected for experiments
involving LIBS or Raman-spectroscopy, were encountered.
2.1. Raman Spectroscopy. Raman spectroscopy was

performed with a WITec alpha 300 confocal Raman micro-
scope and a frequency-doubled Nd/YAG laser at 532 nm.
Measurements were accumulated over multiples of 10 s, using
a laser power of 1.0−1.2 mW and an objective of 10x/0.25
(laser spot diameter <1.5 μm). Reflected and Raman-scattered
was collected through the same objective (distance to sample
∼12 mm), and collected using a WITec Ultra High
Throughput Raman Spectrometer 300 with a 600 mm−1

grating providing a spectral resolution of about 10 cm−1 (4
cm−1/pixel). The spectrometer CCD detector was cooled to
−60 °C. Further analysis was done with the software WITec
Project Four. Raw data have been processed as detailed in the
Supporting Information�Data Processing.
2.2. Laser-Induced Breakdown Spectroscopy. LIBS

was performed using a Q-switched multimode (quasi-flat-top)
Nd-YAG laser at 1064 nm and a simulation chamber. The laser
output has a maximum output energy of 240 mJ (6 ns pulses)
that was reduced by an attenuator (a set of neutral density
filters) to ∼4 mJ on the sample surface to obtain low ablation
and excitation rates, namely a factor about 2 above the
threshold for observation of plasma emission at the lowest
pressure (vacuum). The irradiated area on the samples was
about 0.07 mm2. The laser beam heated the samples at an
almost perpendicular direction (∼5° incident angle). Post-
ablation metrics, such as ablated volume, deposited material,
and plasma temperature (see Section 4.3 and Supporting
Information for details) were taken as merits for the induced
ablation and plasma excitation. Each measurement consisted of
50 shots with a repetition rate of 10 Hz. Atomic emission
spectra were then collected at a wavelength range of 281−900
nm (resolution of 21−52 pm and resolving power of 14,500)
using an Aryelle Butterfly echelle spectrometer with an Andor
iStar ICCD detector. The acquisition of the plasma emission
has been optimized empirically to obtain the best signal-to-
noise of Fe emission lines for vacuum conditions, resulting in a
laser pulse delay of 100 ns and a gate time of 5 μs, similar to
those used in Pavlov et al.43 Raw data have been processed as
detailed in the Supporting Information�Data Processing.
Elemental compositions and plasma temperatures were derived
using the NIST Atomic Spectra Database.44

3. RESULTS
3.1. Elements Detected by LIBS. The LIBS spectra for

both pyrite and pyrrhotite (Figure 1) consist dominantly of
atomic Fe-lines (Figure 1a,c); neutral Fe was detected at all
pressures, whereas singly ionized Fe was only detected at
medium and higher ambient pressure (7.0 mbar to 1 bar). A
single, weak line was detected at 545.4 nm (Figure 1b,d) which
could represent an S (II) line,44 but no other lines were
detected (several S lines are overlapping with stronger Fe
lines) and no further conclusions can be drawn on sulfur in the
plasma. Traces of additional elements were detected in the
form of weak or few lines (for pyrite: H, O, Mg, K, Na, Si, and
Ti; for pyrrhotite: H, O, Ni, and Si) at 7.0 mbar and 1.0 bar in
Martian-like atmospheric composition, although these were
not observed under vacuum conditions. Notably, the intensity

ACS Earth and Space Chemistry http://pubs.acs.org/journal/aesccq Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051
ACS Earth Space Chem. 2022, 6, 2167−2179

2169

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051/suppl_file/sp2c00051_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051/suppl_file/sp2c00051_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051/suppl_file/sp2c00051_si_001.pdf
https://pubs.acs.org/doi/suppl/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051/suppl_file/sp2c00051_si_001.pdf
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/aesccq?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


of the oxygen lines increases significantly between 7.0 mbar
and 1.0 bar for both pyrite and pyrrhotite (Figure 1b,d).
For the experiment with the ZnO dust layer, the spectra

contain several neutral atomic Zn-lines (Figure 1e), indicating
the population of Zn excited states in the plasma. Considering
probabilities of intracenter transitions for Zn and Fe under
similar measurement conditions44 (e.g., above 108 s−1, see the
Supporting Information), the reduced signal is more likely
linked to a different number of shots over which plasma

emission is accumulated because dust may be removed after
the first few shots21 (further effects discussed in Section 4.3).
Additionally, a slight increase in emission intensity (1.5−4x)
was noted in the O-triplet at 777 nm (Figure 1b). Reduced
intensity of Fe-related transitions with respect to the
measurement at Martian atmospheric conditions on pyrite
may also be related to the ZnO dust obscuring the sample
during the first few pulses.21

Figure 2. Overview of alteration caused by LIBS in different materials, under different conditions. Microphotographs: A: Pyrite, vacuum; B:
Pyrrhotite, vacuum; C: Pyrite, 7 mbar, Martian atmospheric composition; D: Pyrrhotite, 7 mbar, Martian atmospheric composition; E: Pyrite, 1.0
bar, Martian atmospheric composition; and F: Pyrrhotite, 1.0 bar, Martian atmospheric composition. Craters are divided into zones, labeled A−C,
based on their morphology. In all circumstances, a thin film is created that causes distinct color changes, which consists of polysulfides (all
conditions) and magnetite (1.0 bar). On top of this, sulfur is produced in pyrite (zone A), causing the color to change to blueish purple.
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3.2. Alteration Zones. Throughout all experiments, the
LIBS plasma caused a similar type of alteration of the sample
surface (see Figure 2 for details). This alteration was not
constant over the entire area of the crater, and therefore, the
different effects are described for different zones in the crater.
Three semicircular zone types were identified, based on visual
characteristics: color and brightness. The first zone (zone A)
occurs in the inner part of the crater structure and is
characterized by a rough structure without preferred
orientation. For pyrite (Figure 2a,c,e), an additional color
change was noted from red to purple, which is more
pronounced in the innermost parts of the crater. It was
noted that this color change diminished over the day, and was
not present for pyrrhotite (Figure 2b,d,f). The second zone
(zone B) shows concentrical ripples and incorporates the edge
of the crater. The third zone (zone C) lies outside of the crater
edge and shows distinct color changes corresponding to thin-
film interference, under which the original material is still
visible. Notably, the third zone was different in the pyrrhotite
measurement at 1.0 bar, where it shows a white, reflective layer
as well as spots.
The dust experiment (Figure 3) yielded similar results to the

experiments on pyrite at 7.0 mbar. Remarkably, the extent to
which dust is blown away is limited to the extent of alteration
zone C.

3.3. Changes in the Raman Spectrum. For pyrite
(Figure 4a,c,e), original (before LIBS) Raman spectral features
at 341 and 348 cm−1 became less pronounced toward the inner
crater zones as a result of the LIBS measurement. Furthermore,
within zone A and zone C, several new peaks were identified,
related to the color changes noted in Section 3.2. As previously
mentioned, the least alteration was found under vacuum
conditions, whereas most alteration was found under 1.0 bar.
Within zone A, Raman peaks were found at 145, 215, and 470
cm−1, although these disappeared after a few seconds of laser
irradiation, even at low laser powers (<1.0 mW, Figure 5).
Together with the diminishing color change, this is interpreted
as elemental sulfur.45,46 Within zone C, Raman peaks were
found at 460 and 660 cm−1, corresponding to polysulfides47−49

and magnetite,45 respectively. Notably, magnetite was only
produced under 1.0 bar (Martian atmospheric composition),
whereas polysulfides and sulfur were produced under all
atmospheric conditions.
For pyrrhotite (Figure 4b,d,f), signal-to-noise ratios (SNR)

of deposited material are significantly lower than for pyrite
(Figure 4a,c,e). However, the characteristic band of poly-
sulfide, centered at 464 cm−1 is present in zone C throughout
all conditions but is best distinguished at 7 mbar. At 1 bar, the
broad band for magnetite at 666 cm−1 can also be
distinguished. In none of the scenarios, elemental sulfur was
deposited on the original pyrrhotite surface, and fewer
polysulfides were formed than with the pyrite experiments
(Figure 5).
The dust experiment yielded the same alteration types as for

pyrite at 7.0 mbar.

4. DISCUSSION
4.1. Drivers for Alteration. The experiments on pyrite

and pyrrhotite both produced polysulfides and magnetite,
whereas sulfur was only produced for pyrite. Pyrrhotite,
instead, developed white spots which did not give a distinct
Raman spectrum. The production of sulfur for pyrite only may
indicate that heat is the main driver for alteration. Following a
standard state phase diagram of iron sulfides (Figure 6),50,51

heating of pyrite should lead to the following reaction at about
750 °C

1
1 x

1 2x
1 x

FeS (s) Fe S(s) S(l)1 x2 +
(1)

This means that for pyrite, the formation of a sulfur-
containing (partial) melt layer is possible at the heated sample
surface, where a surplus of sulfur indicates that some
fractionation even took place within this melt layer. However,
sulfur is not completely stable at low pressures,52 as also noted
through the diminishing color over the day, and therefore, it
likely partially evaporated during the experiment as well.
The different reaction path for pyrrhotite explains the lack of

elemental sulfur for this mineral. However, it does not explain
the polysulfides, produced for both minerals.
Polysulfides may be explained by elements present in the

LIBS plasma. For both pyrite and pyrrhotite, the main
expected elements in the plasma are sulfur (S) and iron
(Fe). First, the plasma may be enriched in sulfur due to sulfur
evaporation at the sample surface. Second, S particles are
lighter than Fe particles and will, therefore, be transported
further away than Fe particles with the same kinetic energy.
This may lead to the fractionation of S from Fe away from the
crater center (Figure 7), regardless of plasma-related
parameters. This can in turn lead to a surplus of hot sulfur
in the outer parts of the crater, which may either have formed
iron polysulfides through recombination with remaining Fe-
particles in the plasma or possibly through the reaction of
sulfur particles with original pyrite and pyrrhotite (Figure 7).
Magnetite was only found at 1.0 bar CO2, which, together

with the intensity of the oxygen signal (Figure 1b,d), indicates
recombination of Fe-particles with O-particles from the
atmosphere. Similarly, recombination of S and O is expected
at 1.0 bar, which would lead to the removal of sulfur in the
form of a gas phase (SO2)�however, the presence of the
polysulfide layer indicates that this recombination is not
sufficient to eliminate large amounts of sulfur. Lower amounts
of atmospheric oxygen at 7.0 mbar make this effect negligible

Figure 3. Representative photograph of the resulting crater from the
experiment with LIBS on pyrite covered with a ZnO dust layer at 7.0
mbar Martian atmospheric composition. Dust is successfully removed,
but the developed thin film has a similar size to the removed portion
of dust. Alteration is the same as for pyrite, 7.0 mbar, without ZnO
(Figure 2b).
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for Martian-like conditions; although, it should be taken into
account for the combined LIBS−Raman application on
planetary surfaces with higher atmospheric pressures. No
recombination occurred with respect to the ZnO dust layer in
Martian-like atmospheric conditions, despite the clear removal
of the layer.

In summary, the two drivers that play a role in LIBS-induced
alteration are heat (>750 °C in a melt layer) and atmospheric
recombination. However, the latter only plays a minor role
when considering Martian-like conditions or atmosphereless
bodies.
4.2. Ablation and Deposition. Results indicate a

significant alteration in the Raman spectrum (Figures 4 and

Figure 4. Selected Raman spectra representing different alteration zones in pyrite (A,C,E) and pyrrhotite (B,D,F) caused by interaction with the
LIBS plasma. Measurements of unaltered pyrite and pyrrhotite are shown in grey. All measurements represent averages of time series (10 × 10 s).
For spectra of sulfur, only measured in the first spectrum of the 10 × 10 s series, see Figure 5. Each spectrum is shifted at +60 SNR (pyrite) or +20
SNR (pyrrhotite), SNR and background subtraction as detailed in the Supporting Information�Data Processing. The artifact at ∼120 cm−1 is
related to the imperfect filtering of Rayleigh-scattered light from the Raman laser.
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5). For a sense of how much of the ablated material is
redeposited and how much is lost, an estimate is needed of the
crater volume and the thickness of the alteration layer.
The crater volume can be estimated by integration over the

crater profiles. This indicates ablated volumes of roughly 0.5−
1.7 mm3 (Table 1), averaging about 0.01−0.03 mm3/shot.
With a crater width up to 0.8 mm, this gives an average
ablation of 0.02−0.06 mm/shot. This compares well to other
studies,53−55 where the average rate was between ∼0.005 mm/
shot (100 shots with ChemCam instrument on basaltic targets,
Vickers Hardness ∼1000) and ∼0.07 mm/shot (50 shots with
ChemCam replica laser at 6.7 mbar and 3 m distance in
Martian soil simulant, Vickers Hardness ∼17−46).
The thickness of the alteration layer can be estimated from

optically determined interference colors. All experiments
resulted in an alteration zone (C) displaying thin film
interference. This is caused by reflection at the top and

bottom of a thin film with a different refractive index than the
underlying material. This leads to a path difference, depending
on the thickness of the thin film (traveled path of light),
refractive index, and the wavelength of the light. Different
wavelengths provide either constructive or destructive
interference, leading to a specific color depending on the
thickness and type of material of the thin film. However, color
may also arise from absorption, dependent on the thickness
and transparency of the thin film, and the two effects are taken
into account in the interpretation of the thin film thickness
below.
As mentioned in Section 3.3, the thin films consist of

polysulfides (vacuum and Martian atmospheric conditions)
and magnetite (1.0 bar, Martian atmospheric composition).
Interference colors were in the inner zones of craters in pyrite
(7 mbar and 1.0 bar) and were related to an elemental sulfur
thin film.

Figure 5. Representative Raman spectra of alteration zone A of pyrite (a) and pyrrhotite (b). Accumulation of the first 10s of the Raman
measurement, still showing the sulfur spectrum that is not visible in the time series displayed in Figure 3. SNR and background subtraction as
detailed in the Supporting Information�Data Processing. Note that sulfur is only produced for the LIBS measurements on pyrite, whereas
pyrrhotite shows no clear Raman features whatsoever.

Figure 6. Simplified phase diagram of iron sulfides (P = 1 bar), showing heating of pyrite (blue) and pyrrhotite (green). Adapted from published
data.50,51 Upon heating of pyrrhotite, no (or few, depending on composition) phase changes are encountered until about 1100−1200 °C, whereas
pyrite first decomposes into pyrrhotite and liquid sulfur, and then into 2 immiscible liquids. As sulfur has a lower density than any iron-rich
components, any melt layer created by the heat of the LIBS layer likely fractionates. This leads to the enrichment of sulfur toward the upper part of
the layer (Figure 7a), explaining the detection of sulfur in the Raman spectrum of the inner parts of the crater only.
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For the polysulfides, the optically determined maximum
interference color is second-order blue (Figure 2), indicating a
maximum path difference Γ of 600−700 nm.56 Assuming a
refractive index n between 1.5 and 2.5 (exceeding indices for
pyrite, 1.73, and sulfur, 2.08), and using Γ = 2nd,56 a maximum
layer thickness d can be calculated to be 90−195 nm.
Transparency of the polysulfide thin film for different
wavelengths is unknown, but because the traveled path is
<400 nm, absorption is likely minimal and the color is mainly
related to thin-film interference.

Figure 7. Conceptual model of alteration of pyrite (a) and pyrrhotite (b) at 7 mbar, showing the behavior of the main components. A: for pyrite,
melt fractionation in Zone A (Figure 2c) explains the occurrence of elemental sulfur (see also Figure 6). However, this does not explain the
occurrence of a thin film of polysulfides in zone C, which can only be explained by the enrichment of sulfur as a result of fractionation of the
plasma. The still hot sulfur then likely reacts with either iron in the plasma, or with pyrite upon deposition to form the polysulfide thin film. B: for
pyrrhotite, no melt fractionation occurs (Figure 6), and similarly to pyrite, sulfur fractionates out of the plasma and then reacts with either a small
amount of iron in the plasma or with pyrrhotite to form a polysulfide thin film in zone C.

Table 1. Estimated Ablated Volumesa (mm3) for Both
Minerals

atmospheric condition pyrite pyrrhotite

vacuum 1.51 0.89
martian atmosphere, 7 mbar 1.74 0.68
martian atmosphere, 1 bar 1.26 0.53

aBased on the integration of the found crater depth profiles around
the central axis of the crater.
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Similarly, the path difference for the magnetite layer is
roughly 1800−2000 nm (fourth-order green). With a refractive
index of about 2.42,57 this indicates a maximum d of 350−420
nm. However, as magnetite is opaque, the preferential
transmission of blueish purple colors should be taken into
account already for path differences >100 nm.58 This could
explain that the fourth-order green color is darker in
appearance than would be expected,56 although the distinct
interference color pattern still allows accurate estimation of the
path difference and, therefore, the layer difference.
For the elemental sulfur thin film, maximum path differences

were found to be roughly 500 nm (7.0 mbar, purple) and 600−
700 nm (1.0 bar, purple). With a refractive index of about
2.08,59 this indicates sulfur layer thicknesses of roughly 120
and 144−168 nm, respectively. Furthermore, as sulfur is
transparent at thicknesses <30 μm,60 the color can be
attributed to thin-film interference alone.
The thin-film area is highly variable in size and shape, and it

is not clear whether polysulfides form through recombination
of Fe and S or reactions between pyrite or pyrrhotite with hot
sulfur. Therefore, it is not possible to provide a direct estimate
of the redeposited part of the ablated material. However, to
provide a rough sense, even if a maximum thickness (∼420
nm) is assumed over a large area (4 mm2), the resulting
volume will be in the order of 0.006 mm3, 2 orders of
magnitude lower than the smallest crater volume. Thus, it is
safe to assume that most of the ablated material did not get
redeposited as a thin film and may have been dispersed,
possibly partly as a gas phase, throughout the sample chamber.
4.3. Plasma Temperatures. Plasma temperatures were

calculated using the two-line method and the Boltzmann
plots19 based on the different elemental lines found in the LIBS
spectra of pyrite and pyrrhotite (see Supporting Information
for details). Temperatures derived from Fe-lines, present
throughout all spectra, are collected in Table 2. For pyrite, the

plasma temperature is the lowest for vacuum (∼5200 K), the
highest for 7 mbar (∼7150 K), and intermediate for 1 bar
conditions (∼6950 K). Similar results were found for
pyrrhotite (∼5200 K for vacuum, ∼7000 K for 7 mbar, and
∼6550 K for 1 bar conditions). Significantly higher temper-
atures were derived in the analysis of the spectra in the
laboratory Martian simulation conditions (12,000−17,000
K53) and in situ measurements (12,000−35,000 K61) with
the ChemCam instrument, which utilizes higher energy
Gaussian-like beams. We note here that plasma temperature

cannot serve as a proper metric for an accurate comparison
between observations at different pressures due to its dynamic
change on a μs time scale.62 The chosen acquisition
parameters were aimed for accurate comparison of emitted
intensities rather than for comparison of plasma temperatures
at different ambient pressures. The 5 μs acquisition window
was chosen to integrate over the entire lifetime of the plasma,
whereas specifically chosen shorter acquisition windows would
be desired for accurate comparison of peak plasma temper-
atures. The 100 ns delay was necessary to not saturate the
ICCD detector with the continuum bremsstrahlung emission
at high pressure, but may lead to the lower values of derived
temperatures for vacuum and related short-lived plasmas
(∼100 ns).63

For the ZnO-dust experiment, additional estimates were
done for Ti (7300 ± 1100 K) and Zn (∼6500 K). While the
latter estimates suffer from a limited number of observed
transitions, the temperature estimate for Ti is the same, within
error bars, as those derived for Fe lines. Significantly lower
estimates for temperature through atomic Zn transitions may
be partly related to Zn being present in the form of a powder:
the powder is easily blasted away in the first few (of 50)
pulses,21 and therefore, Zn may be concentrated close to the
sample surface and at ∼5−10 mm from the center of the
plasma plume,21 where electron densities are lower, collisional
processes are less frequent, and plasma temperatures are
lower64 than in the plume center.
4.4. Other Origin of Oxygen? An increase in the oxygen

LIBS signal, and formation of magnetite, was detected at
higher pressures (Figure 1b,d), which is interpreted to be
related to the breakdown of CO2 from the atmosphere. To
verify this, the following explanations need to be excluded; (1)
oxygen from impurities in the samples, (2) oxygen from ZnO
powder in the ZnO dust experiment, and (3) pressure-
dependence of oxygen signals.
First, although only homogenous (“clean”) sections were

used (Section 2), the samples contain impurities. These make
up ∼ 10% of the pyrite sample and ∼45% of the pyrrhotite
and, respectively, consist of (in order of importance) calcite,
anhydrite, rutile, and other oxides and pentlandite, chalcopyr-
ite, and magnetite. Assuming these impurities are the main
source of oxygen, they are expected (1) not to be distributed
uniformly in pyrite and pyrrhotite and (2) to behave similarly
under 7.0 mbar and 1.0 bar, with SNR relative to the impurity
density. The O-triplet at 777 nm is clearly present at 1.0 bar
and is significantly stronger than at 7.0 mbar, and is similar in
pyrite and pyrrhotite. This indicates that, at least at 1.0 bar,
there is a significant source of oxygen that is unrelated to
impurities.
Second, for the ZnO experiment, oxygen may also be

derived from the ZnO dust, which may explain the detectable
increase in the oxygen signal (Figure 1b). However, this
increase could alternatively be related to a LIBS signal
enhancement effect related to the particle size of the ZnO
dust,65,66 causing increased plasma effectivity. Furthermore,
there is a limited reproducibility in the thickness of the ZnO
layer, and therefore, the relative intensities of Fe, Zn, and O
vary more strongly in experiments with the layer (O/Fe ratios
vary ∼27%) when compared with experiments without the
ZnO layer (O/Fe ratios vary ∼3%).
Third, oxygen atoms have relatively large ionization energy,

are therefore generally less excited than iron, and are expected
to exhibit lower emission signals.67 Hence, under similar

Table 2. Estimated Temperatures Based on Fe-Lines in
LIBS Spectraa

conditions T (K)b (two lines) T (K)b (Boltzmann plot)

Pyrite
vacuum 5170 ± 250 5200 ± 480
7 mbar 6600 ± 340 7150 ± 770
1 bar 6260 ± 260 6950 ± 700

Pyrrhotite
vacuum 5210 ± 360 5190 ± 590
7 mbar 6360 ± 370 7000 ± 750
1 bar 5730 ± 310 6550 ± 600

aSee Supporting Information for details on plasma-temperature
calculation. bTemperatures represent mean values calculated over
two spectra.
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conditions, for similar transition probability of intracenter
transitions, the intensities of oxygen lines are generally lower
(up to factor five) than those of iron lines.44 The large
ionization energy means that low collision rates in a vacuum
may not be sufficient to obtain an oxygen signal. However, at 7
mbar and 1.0 bar, pressures are sufficient, and the O-signal
(Figure 1b,d) should scale with the Fe-signal (Figure 1a,c).
However, the strong enhancement of oxygen SNR in the LIBS
spectra at 1.0 bar indicates the influence of the CO2-rich
environment on the postablation chemistry, especially
considering its lower relative intensity compared to Fe-lines
throughout the spectrum.44

The origin of oxygen could be further verified by comparing
signals for C and S to relate the increase of SNR either directly
to CO2 or increased effectivity by comparison with an element
of comparable electron affinity. However, this is not possible as
the strongest lines for C and S are outside of the spectral range
(in the ultraviolet), explaining why little to no C or S could be
detected in these experiments.
4.5. Implications for Space Research. 4.5.1. Current

and Future Instrument Interpretation. LIBS has been applied
at levels just above the laser ablation threshold, and micro-
Raman has been applied to investigate macroscopic alteration
in detail. This was done to (a) investigate the minimum
alteration related to LIBS operation and (b) differentiate
between different sections around the LIBS crater. Instruments
currently on Mars, however, use different parameters for both
LIBS and Raman operation, such as different laser energy
distribution, a factor of 2−3 higher LIBS laser peak irradiance
and related higher plasma temperature (Section 4.3) for
SuperCam and ChemCam instruments,6,23 and a larger laser
distance, leading to a larger irradiation spot of ∼2−8 mm for
Raman spectroscopy, depending on measurement distance for
SuperCam.6 The different LIBS laser parameters mean
different ablation and acquisition conditions, and weak
Raman signals, such as for magnetite (Figure 4e,f), may be
below the detection limit. Nonetheless, obscuring of the
original signals and volatile loss already occurring at low laser
powers are expected to occur at higher laser powers as well,
and should, therefore, be taken into account for any post-LIBS
(spectroscopic) measurement.
4.5.2. Space Weathering. Nanosecond pulsed lasers have

been used to simulate space weathering and are able to
reproduce the reddening and darkening of UV−vis−NIR
reflectance spectra observed in space-weathered samples:
minerals irradiated by the UV lasers at ∼ 2.0 J/cm268 and ∼
2.5 J/cm229 as well as by an infrared 1064 nm laser at ∼ 20 J/
cm2.29 In this study, the estimated laser fluence on the sample
was ∼6 J/cm2, and the reported darkening29,68 occurs here as
well. We note here that because the morphology of LIBS-
formed craters, distribution of deposits, and reached temper-
atures on sample and ablation products depend strongly on the
spatial distribution of the electric field in a laser spot,55,69 direct
comparison between ablation experiments with different laser
beam profiles, photon energies, and similar fluences is not
straight forward. The postablation metrics, discussed above,
may be the better criteria for such a comparison.
The main applicable set of experiments is those done under

vacuum conditions because other types of weathering
dominate under higher pressures, such as in Martian
atmospheric conditions.70 In a vacuum, alteration includes a
diminished signal of the original material, a polysulfide thin
film, and, for pyrite only, an elemental sulfur thin film in the

crater center. Here, the polysulfide thin film is likely formed
through interaction with the plasma, whereas the sulfur may
have been formed through fractionation within a melt layer.
Considering micrometeoritic impacts as a cause of weathering,
the formation of plasma is unlikely, and scattered particles
likely represent the original composition of the target
material;71 meaning that the formation of a polysulfide film
is unlikely. However, it was also noted that both thin films,
especially the elemental sulfur thin film, diminished signifi-
cantly over a few days, a likely result of sulfur sublimation in
vacuum conditions.52 Therefore, the additional thin film
alteration in this set of experiments is not likely to be either
representative of space-weathering (polysulfides) or preserved
(sulfur). It should be noted, however, that other volatile-
containing minerals may experience similar processes, and
therefore, space-weathering may lead to volatile depletion in
affected soils and meteorites.

5. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
This work focussed on alteration by LIBS applied to pyrite
(with and without a dust layer) and pyrrhotite under different
atmospheric conditions when measured through subsequent
Raman spectroscopy. The alteration occurred as a side-effect of
all LIBS measurements. For vacuum and Martian atmospheric
conditions at 7.0 mbar, elemental sulfur was produced in
pyrite, and polysulfides were produced in both pyrite and
pyrrhotite. For 1.0 bar Martian atmospheric composition,
magnetite was formed additionally to the sulfur and
polysulfides. No additional alteration was found as a result of
interaction with a ZnO dust layer.
The polysulfides and elemental sulfur indicate that laser-

produced heat is the main driver for alteration under low-
pressure atmospheric conditions (0−7 mbar). For higher
pressures (0.007−1.0 bar), oxygen in the alteration layer is
likely derived from interaction with the atmosphere. The
results of this work indicate that special care must be taken
with the interpretation of LIBS−Raman measurements of
volatile-containing minerals, as these are thought to be highly
perceptive to alteration caused by LIBS.
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Mini-Raman Spectrometer System for Planetary in-Situ Exploration.
In 11th Low Cost Planetary Missions Conference, 2015.
(12) Wolfgang, J.. 11th International GeoRaman Conference 2014.
2014; pp 5−6.
(13) Caumon, F. J.; Rull, M.-C.; Dubessy, J. Raman Spectroscopy

Applied to Earth Sciences and Cultural Heritage; European Minera-
logical Union, 2012.
(14) Brown, D. NASA Announces Mars 2020 Rover Payload to
Explore the Red Planet as Never Before http://www.nasa.gov/press/
2014/july/nasa-announces-mars-2020-rover-payload-to-explore-the-
red-planet-as-never-before (accessed 02 18, 2016).
(15) Gasnault, O.; Maurice, S.; Wiens, R. C.; Le Mouélic, S.; Fischer,
W. W.; Caïs, P.; McCabe, K.; Reess, J.-M.; Virmontois, C. Supercam
Remote Micro-Imager on Mars 2020. In 46th Lunar and Planetary
Science Conference; 2015; pp 45−46.
(16) Harris, L. V.; Hutchinson, I. B.; Ingley, R.; Marshall, C. P.;
Olcott Marshall, A.; Edwards, H. G. M. Selection of Portable
Spectrometers for Planetary Exploration: A Comparison of 532 Nm
and 785 Nm Raman Spectroscopy of Reduced Carbon in Archean
Cherts. Astrobiology 2015, 15, 420−429.
(17) Wiens, R. C.; Maurice, S.; Mccabe, K.; Cais, P.; Anderson, R.
B.; Beyssac, O.; Bonal, L.; Clegg, S. M.; Deflores, L.; Dromart, G.;
Fischer, W. W.; Forni, O.; Gasnault, O.; Grotzinger, J. P.; Johnson, J.
R.; Martinez-Frias, J.; Mangold, N.; McLennan, S.; Montmessin, F.;
Rull, F.; Sharma, S. K.; Sautter, V.; Lewin, E.; Cloutis, E. A.; Poulet,
F.; Bernard, S.; McConnochie, T.; Lanza, N.; Newsom, H.; Ollila, A.;
Leveille, R.; Le Mouélic, S.; Lasue, J.; Melikechi, N.; Meslin, P.-Y.;
Misra, A.; Grasset, O.; Angel, S. M.; Fouchet, T.; Beck, P.; Bridges,
N.; Bousquet, B.; Fabre, C.; Pinet, P.; Benzerara, K.; Montagnac, G.
The Supercam Remote Sensing Instrument Suite for Mars 2020. In
47th Lunar and Planetary Science Conference; 2016.
(18) Brown, D.; DeWitt, S. NASA Announces Robust Multi-Year
Mars Program; New Rover to Close Out Decade of New Missions
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2012/dec/HQ_12-420_Mars_
2020.html (accessed 02 18, 2016).
(19) Cremers, D. A.; Radziemski, L. J. Handbook of Laser-Induced

Breakdown Spectroscopy, 1st ed.; John Wiley & Sons, Ltd: Chester,
2006.
(20) Miziolek, A. W.; Palleschi, V.; Schechter, I. Laser-Induced

Breakdown Spectroscopy (LIBS)�Fundamentals and Applications;

ACS Earth and Space Chemistry http://pubs.acs.org/journal/aesccq Article

https://doi.org/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051
ACS Earth Space Chem. 2022, 6, 2167−2179

2177

https://pubs.acs.org/doi/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pss.2012.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pss.2012.10.006
https://doi.org/10.1029/1998je000624
https://doi.org/10.1029/1998je000624
http://exploration.esa.int/mars/
http://exploration.esa.int/mars/
https://doi.org/10.1029/95je02133
https://doi.org/10.1029/95je02133
https://doi.org/10.1029/95je02133
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11214-020-00777-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11214-020-00777-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11214-020-00777-5
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6339-9_13
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-6339-9_13
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2016.1567
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2016.1567
http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/july/nasa-announces-mars-2020-rover-payload-to-explore-the-red-planet-as-never-before
http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/july/nasa-announces-mars-2020-rover-payload-to-explore-the-red-planet-as-never-before
http://www.nasa.gov/press/2014/july/nasa-announces-mars-2020-rover-payload-to-explore-the-red-planet-as-never-before
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2014.1220
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2014.1220
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2014.1220
https://doi.org/10.1089/ast.2014.1220
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2012/dec/HQ_12-420_Mars_2020.html
http://www.nasa.gov/home/hqnews/2012/dec/HQ_12-420_Mars_2020.html
http://pubs.acs.org/journal/aesccq?ref=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1021/acsearthspacechem.2c00051?urlappend=%3Fref%3DPDF&jav=VoR&rel=cite-as


Miziolek, A. W., Palleschi, V., Schechter, I., Eds.; University Press:
Cambridge, 2006.
(21) Graff, T. G.; Morris, R. V.; Clegg, S. M.; Wiens, R. C.;
Anderson, R. B. Dust Removal on Mars Using Laser-Induced
Breakdown Spectroscopy. In 42nd Lunar and Planetary Science
Conference; 2011.
(22) Sharma, S. K.; Misra, A. K.; Lucey, P. G.; Wiens, R. C.; Clegg,
S. M. Combined remote LIBS and Raman spectroscopy at 8.6m of
sulfur-containing minerals, and minerals coated with hematite or
covered with basaltic dust. Spectrochim. Acta Mol. Biomol. Spectrosc.
2007, 68, 1036−1045.
(23) Wiens, R. C.; Maurice, S.; Barraclough, B.; Saccoccio, M.;
Barkley, W. C.; Bell, J. F.; Bender, S.; Bernardin, J.; Blaney, D.; Blank,
J.; Bouyé, M.; Bridges, N.; Bultman, N.; Caïs, P.; Clanton, R. C.;
Clark, B. C.; Clegg, S. M.; Cousin, A.; Cremers, D.; Cros, A.;
DeFlores, L.; Delapp, D.; Dingler, R.; D’Uston, C.; Darby Dyar, M.;
Elliott, T.; Enemark, D.; Fabre, C.; Flores, M.; Forni, O.; Gasnault,
O.; Hale, T.; Hays, C.; Herkenhoff, K.; Kan, E.; Kirkland, L.; Kouach,
D.; Landis, D.; Langevin, Y.; Lanza, N.; LaRocca, F.; Lasue, J.; Latino,
J.; Limonadi, D.; Lindensmith, C.; Little, C.; Mangold, N.; Manhes,
G.; Mauchien, P.; McKay, C.; Miller, E.; Mooney, J.; Morris, R. V.;
Morrison, L.; Nelson, T.; Newsom, H.; Ollila, A.; Ott, M.; Pares, L.;
Perez, R.; Poitrasson, F.; Provost, C.; Reiter, J. W.; Roberts, T.;
Romero, F.; Sautter, V.; Salazar, S.; Simmonds, J. J.; Stiglich, R.;
Storms, S.; Striebig, N.; Thocaven, J. J.; Trujillo, T.; Ulibarri, M.;
Vaniman, D. T.; Warner, N.; Waterbury, R.; Whitaker, R.; Witt, J.;
Wong-Swanson, B. The ChemCam Instrument Suite on the Mars
Science Laboratory (MSL) Rover: Body Unit and Combined System
Tests. Space Sci. Rev. 2012, 170, 167−227.
(24) Papazoglou, D. G.; Papadakis, V.; Anglos, D. In Situ
Interferometric Depth and Topography Monitoring in LIBS
Elemental Profiling of Multi-Layer Structures. J. Anal. At. Spectrom.
2004, 19, 483.
(25) Cousin, A.; Maurice, S.; Berger, G.; Forni, O.; Gasnault, O.;
Wiens, R. C. Depth Profiles Studies Using ChemCam. In 42nd Lunar
and Planetary Science Conference; Servi, 2011.
(26) Vadillo, J. M.; Laserna, J. J. Depth-Resolved Anaylsis of
Multilayered Samples by Laser-Induced Breakdown Spectrometry. J.
Anal. At. Spectrom. 1997, 12, 859−862.
(27) Russo, R. E.; Mao, X. L.; Liu, H. C.; Yoo, J. H.; Mao, S. S.
Time-Resolved Plasma Diagnostics and Mass Removal during Single-
Pulse. Laser Ablation 1999, 69, 887−894.
(28) Rehse, S. J. Laser-Induced Breakdown Spectroscopy; American
Chemical Society, 2010.
(29) Weber, I.; Stojic, A. N.; Morlok, A.; Reitze, M. P.; Markus, K.;
Hiesinger, H.; Pavlov, S. G.; Wirth, R.; Schreiber, A.; Sohn, M.;
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