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Abstract: Image-forming focusing mirrors were employed to demonstrate their applicability
to two different modalities of neutron imaging, phase imaging with a far-field interferometer,
and magnetic-field imaging through the manipulation of the neutron beam polarization. For the
magnetic imaging, the rotation of the neutron polarization in the magnetic field was measured by
placing a solenoid at the focus of the mirrors. The beam was polarized upstream of the solenoid,
while the spin analyzer was situated between the solenoid and the mirrors. Such a polarized
neutron microscope provides a path toward considerably improved spatial resolution in neutron
imaging of magnetic materials. For the phase imaging, we show that the focusing mirrors preserve
the beam coherence and the path-length differences that give rise to the far-field moiré pattern.
We demonstrated that the visibility of the moiré pattern is modified by small angle scattering
from a highly porous foam. This experiment demonstrates the feasibility of using Wolter optics to
significantly improve the spatial resolution of the far-field interferometer.
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1. Introduction

Nearly all existing neutron-imaging instruments can be described as pinhole cameras that measure
the neutron shadow of a sample. In such cameras, the geometric blur, which fundamentally limits
spatial resolution, is given by λg = z D/(L − z), where z is the sample to detector distance, D is the
beam defining aperture, and L is the aperture to detector distance. Due to the inherent low intensity of
neutron sources, D is of order 1 cm. This size limitation precludes the use of geometric magnification
to improve spatial resolution, and currently achievable spatial resolutions reach ~10 µm. The primary
reason for the utilization of the pinhole geometry is the lack of a practical neutron-image forming lens.
While refractive neutron lenses have been incorporated into small angle neutron scattering instruments,
they are not suitable for imaging, since the refractive index for materials is n ~1–10−4 λ (nm)2. Therefore,
neutron refractive lenses have very long focal lengths (~10′s of meters) and are strongly chromatic [1].

The geometric blur limits the achievable spatial resolution especially for methods that require
placing of sample environments or optical components between the sample and the detector. We
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consider below two examples of emerging techniques which require such equipment: polarized
and grating-interferometry imaging. First, after the work of Kardjilov et al. [2], there is renewed
interest in exploiting the spin of the neutron to image magnetic fields, for instance the trapped flux
in superconductors [3]. In order to measure the magnetic field, one must measure the neutron spin
rotation angle by the sample with the help of spin analyzers such as compact polarizing supermirrors
or 3He neutron spin filters. These devices require a minimum of z ~20 cm of separation between the
sample and the detector, limiting achievable spatial resolution. The state-of-the-art polarized neutron
imaging instrument PONTO [4] has been able to achieve only 120 µm resolution, almost a factor of
ten more coarse than what can be routinely achieved using conventional neutron-imaging layouts.
Second, the recently introduced broadband far field interferometer is a potentially groundbreaking
method of obtaining phase gradient and dark-field images [5,6]. However, in order to probe the
longest autocorrelation lengths, one places the sample in the middle of the flight path for a geometric
magnification of 2, producing strongly blurred images. While a small aperture could be used to
obtain resolution of order 0.5 mm, the strong reduction in intensity would obviate the advantages of
the method.

It was recently demonstrated that Wolter mirrors, which are widely used in X-ray telescopes,
could be used as neutron-image forming optics [7,8]. Briefly, Wolter mirrors are axisymmetric mirrors
composed of two conic sections, see Figure 1. With such optics, one could realize several improvements
in neutron imaging over the pinhole optics geometry. First, there is a large distance, of order meters,
between the sample and optics (and optics and detector) enabling the introduction of bulky sample
environment or beam conditioning devices without the loss of spatial resolution. Second, the image
resolution is determined by the optics and not the beam collimation (or L/D ratio). (This is generally
true for any optical system which employs image-forming mirrors or lenses.) Therefore, the aperture
size D could be increased so that the sample is illuminated by the full power of the divergent
polychromatic neutron beam. Third, many mirrors can be nested to increase the solid angle portion of
the beam collected by the optics, resulting in orders of magnitude increase in the neutron fluence rate
for high spatial resolution imaging. Fourth, optical magnification can be achieved in order to improve
the spatial resolution. As in geometrical optics, the magnification is given by the ratio of focal lengths
(fi and fo in Figure 1).
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In this article, we demonstrate how to exploit the advantages offered by Wolter optics to polarized
imaging, which we refer to as Wolter optics, Helium-3 Neutron imaging of Magnetic Samples
(WHIMS), and Wolter Optics Far-Field Interferometry (WOOFF). Specifically, the sample-to-detector
separation enables high-resolution, WHIMS, while the image-forming ability of Wolter mirrors enables
high-resolution broadband far-field phase imaging [5,6].
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2. Materials and Methods

All measurements were made at the cold neutron imaging instrument (CNII) located at the end of
the NG6 neutron guide at the NIST Center for Neutron Research [9]. The neutron imaging detector
consisted of a 150 µm thick LiF:ZnS scintillator screen viewed by an Andor NEO sCMOS (Andor
Technology: Belfast, Ireland) detector [10] through a Nikon 50 mm f/1.2 lens via a mirror at 45 degrees
to place the camera out of the gamma and fast neutron beams from the direct line of sight to the
reactor core. With this configuration, the effective pixel pitch is 51.35 µm with a field of view of about
13 cm × 11 cm and a spatial resolution of about 150 µm.

2.1. Wolter Optic

The Wolter optic employed in these measurements consisted of 3 nested nickel mirrors composed
of a hyperbolic and an elliptical section with focal lengths of 0.64 m and 2.56 m for an overall focal
length F = 3.2 m, a magnification of 4. The mirror diameters were about 3 cm and the overall length
was about 6 cm, as described in detail elsewhere [7,8]. The angular resolution of about 110 µrad,
coupled with the focal length of 0.64 m result in an image spatial resolution of about 100 µm. Aperture
stops and diaphragms were placed both upstream and downstream of the optic to block the direct,
unfocused beam. In both experiments, the optic was used in magnification mode, so that the optic to
sample distance was 0.64 m. The optic was aligned in pitch and yaw by observing when an image of a
1.6 mm diameter hole placed at the focal position (f0 = 0.64 m) was well formed.

The small optic was manufactured for test and validation purposes, not to maximize the intensity
and resolution at CNII. Therefore, the signal rate was relatively small. Also, a reduction of the intensity
in the center of the image was observed, indicating under-illuminated optics due to insufficient
divergence of the neutron beam passing through the sample. With the far-field setup, the field of view
was offset from the optical axis by about 2 cm. As a result, the usable portion of the focused image is
limited. In the discussion section, we comment about the possibility for future improvements.

2.2. Wolter Optics, Helium-3 Neutron Imaging of Magnetic Samples (WHIMS)

The layout of the experiment and a photograph of the WHIMS setup are shown in Figure 2.
The sample was a solenoid, which had a rectangular cross section and was aligned so that the short face
of the rectangle was perpendicular to the beam. The solenoid’s cross-section is about 15 mm × 7 mm
with rounded corners and has a winding density of 2200 m−1 of aluminum wire. A Hall probe was
used to determine the magnetic field for a given current setting. The field was linearly proportional to
the current; at 0.4 A, a field of 1.5 mT was measured. In this case, a near uniform spin rotation of the
polarized neutrons passing through the solenoid field results in a decrease in the observed transmission
through the analyzer for a given magnetic field. For B = 1.5 mT and λ = 0.6 nm, a spin rotation of
about 2π is expected through the long direction of the solenoid cross-section, which corresponds to a
maximum in transmission, while the minimum transmission occurs when the spin is rotated by π at
half that field, for I = 0.2 A.

A double monochromator composed of two 5 cm × 5 cm highly oriented pyrolytic graphite
(HOPG) (002) crystals was positioned to select a neutron wavelength of 0.6 nm. The neutron
wavelength resolution of δλ/λ ~1% from the monochromator was finer than required to connect
the observed spin rotation to the magnetic field within the solenoid [2], and it would be possible to
perform measurements with coarser wavelength resolution, for instance using a velocity selector with
δλ/λ ~10% which would increase the time resolution.

There are two primary techniques for spin-polarizing a neutron beam, polarizing supermirrors or
dense samples of hyperpolarized 3He. The advantages of 3He include the ability to polarize a divergent
beam while introducing no additional structure into the open beam image. For these experiments, two
neutron spin filters of 3He contained in glass cells were polarized via spin exchange optical pumping
(SEOP) [11,12]. The first cell, denoted by the name Francis, polarized the beam. It was 9 cm in diameter
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with entrance and exit windows made of silicon. The relaxation time of Francis was ∼=68 h, and the
initial polarization was ∼=56%. The second cell, Spock, spin-analyzed the beam that transmits through
the solenoid. Spock had flat aluminosilicate glass windows, a relaxation time of ∼=120 h and an initial
polarization of ∼=62%. An issue with the nuclear magnetic resonance system used to invert the 3He
polarization for the first cell delayed the beginning of the measurement time by 24 h for Spock, and did
not permit complete polarization of Francis. Despite this, the initial flipping ratio for spin-parallel and
spin-antiparallel measurements was ∼=14, which was more than sufficient for these demonstration
measurements. Measurements were made over a period of 15 h. The flipping ratio decreased over the
15 h measurement to ∼=8. We note that NIST is developing systems that will be able to continuously
polarize 3He neutron spin filters via the SEOP method on the beam line so that the flipping ratio will
be constant in time.
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Figure 2. Layout sketch and two photographs of the WHIMS experiment. The beam travels left
to right along the positive z-direction. Visible in the top photograph are the 3He polarizer (labeled
with a white A), 3He analyzer (labeled with a white B), the Wolter optic inside the small aluminum
box (labeled with a white D), beam-limiting aperture, and the evacuated beam tube. In the bottom
photograph, the polarizer solenoid, the sample solenoid (labeled with a white C) placed in the focal
plane of the Wolter optic, and the analyzer solenoid are shown. Due to the use of solenoidal holding
fields, the neutron polarization axis, shown as blue arrows in the sketch, is along the z-direction.
The longitudinal magnetic fields from the magnetically shielded polarizer and analyzer solenoids drop
off rapidly but are sufficient to maintain the neutron’s spin direction. Since they are roughly an order of
magnitude lower than that of the sample solenoid’s vertical field, they were not include in the analysis.
The sample field, Bs, is along the y-axis, thus causing the neutron spin vector to rotate in the x-z plane.
The detector is far beyond the left edge of the photograph.

The count rates for this demonstration experiment were relatively low. The reasons are that the
total transmission through the two 3He cells was about 5% in the spin parallel condition, and the
intensity at 0.6 nm is about half that obtained at the peak of the NG6 spectrum. (The 0.6 nm
was chosen to suit the critical-reflection-angle requirement for the test Wolter mirrors used for this
measurement. Optimization of the mirrors for the beamline spectrum is straightforward and would
result in significant increase in the signal intensity.) As a result, the camera was set to 4× 4 binning and
images were acquired for 120 s; since the optic has magnification 4, the effective pixel pitch remained
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51.35 µm. Each magnetic field condition was measured for a minimum of 30 min. To further reduce
the noise, 5 images were combined with a boxcar median filter and a stripe filter based on wavelets
removed the variation due to readout noise and then the average of the remaining time series was
formed (3 images in the case of 30 min total exposure time).

2.3. Wolter Optics Far-Field Interferometry (WOOFF)

Neutron grating interferometry is a collection of new imaging techniques exploring interference
phenomena to image spatial distribution of refractive index of samples, the most common
interferometer geometry being the Talbot-Lau. A new technique that we explore here is a far-field
interferometer, which consists of two phase modulating gratings of period Pg. When illuminated
by a wave with sufficient transverse coherence the gratings produce a moiré pattern at the detector
with a period which depends only on the geometry of the setup and is independent of wavelength.
However, the visibility of the fringes is wavelength dependent. One can use a source grating with
period Ps to create the transverse coherence while preserving a high intensity of the neutron beam.
The relative positions of source, gratings, Wolter optic, sample and detector are inter-related through
the following considerations [7]. The detector, optic and sample positions are fixed by the geometry of
the optic. The separation from the source grating to detector, L, is determined by L = Ps D/Pg, where
D is the separation of the two phase gratings. In order to have transverse coherence at the sample
larger than the autocorrelation length, ξ, the gratings are placed downstream of the sample position, z,
so that L = z + F and ξ = λ z/Ps. The period of the moiré pattern at the detector will be enlarged by the
magnification of the optic, in this case a magnification of 4.

As with other harmonic imaging methods, if the sample has a dispersion in the microstructure,
the visibility of the interference pattern will be reduced [13]. If one can tune the autocorrelation length
of the interferometer, ξ, and measure the reduction in the fringe visibility as a function of ξ, one
measures the pair distribution function of the sample. This function is connected to the form factor
measured in small angle scattering measurements via the Hankel transformation. However, these
measurements didn’t scan ξ, rather only the thickness of the sample was increased to observe a change
in fringe visibility.

For this demonstration, we employed optical components that were readily available, namely
the phase modulating gratings had a period of 2.4 µm, the source grating was composed of Gadox
powder deposited onto silicon combs with a period of 354 µm and duty cycle of 40%, and the Wolter
optic previously described. This led to the configuration, which is shown in Figure 3, and which
was expected to produce a moiré pattern with 1.4 mm period and 2% fringe visibility (FV) at the
detector. The theoretical limit of the FV with two ideal gratings and a point source is above 50% for a
broadband neutron beam. The 2% estimate comes from the 4.5% FV of the earlier 2-grating far field
experiments [6], modified by the geometry of the 0.354 mm slit array. Two factors that reduced the
FV are 1: the mismatch between the available grating periods (2 gratings of the same 2.4 um period)
and the 0.354 mm slit array period within the geometry of the Wolter lens setup; 2: grating profiles
which we knew were not ideal from the earlier FFI experiments [6]. If we purpose-made gratings for
the Wolter lens setup, the FV could have been higher by an order of magnitude.

The ability to observe the moiré pattern requires fine angular alignment of the phase gratings
(0.001◦). The moiré pattern created with a source grating is also only observed for a small range
of phase grating separations. In order to facilitate the initial alignment, the gratings of the far-field
interferometer were first aligned using a single source slit with a 8.4 m total flight path length, similar
to the configuration described previously [8]. Once aligned, the gratings were translated along the rail
system of the CNII which maintained their mutual alignment.
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Figure 3. Schematic and photo of the WOOFF experiment. The beam propagates from right to
left. The two phase gratings are visible followed by the optics. The detector is beyond the edge of
the photograph.

3. Results

3.1. WHIMS

Images of the solenoid at magnetic fields of 0 mT, 0.375 mT, 0.75 mT, 1.125 mT and 1.5 mT were
acquired. The images were background corrected, and the states with magnetic field were normalized
to that with no field, and these are shown in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. (a) Transmission images of the solenoid at three different applied currents. The reduction
of transmission due to neutron spin rotation by the solenoid’s field is apparent. In the three images,
the black circle is the boundary of the field of view and the parallel lines show the position of the
solenoid. Due to the low number of counts, there is enhanced “salt and pepper” noise. (b) Average
grey level value within the solenoid for given applied current and the fit using the cosine function.
The uncertainty is the one-sigma root mean square deviation over the solenoid region.

The transmission through the polarizer-solenoid-analyzer system depends on the neutron spin
orientation. The spin precession angle ϕ in the applied field B at the neutron velocity v is

ϕ = ωLt =
γL
v

∫
path

Bds, (1)
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where γL is the gyromagnetic ratio and neutron Larmor precession frequency ωL in the magnetic field
B. The transmission of the polarized 3He analyzer strongly depends on the spin state of the neutrons.
The attenuation of the polarized beam due to the spin rotation is given by

I(x, y) = I0(x, y)·1
2
(1 + cosϕ(x, y)) (2)

Therefore, the transmission is suppressed when the field corresponds to ϕ = π, and recovered for
ϕ = 2π.

Figure 4 shows 3 images (a) and integrated intensities (b) as a function of the applied magnetic
field. Flat-field images with the beam blocked were subtracted. In the bottom figure, the intensity is
integrated over the area of the solenoid and the change in intensity is fitted with the cosine Function (1),
taking into account the parameters of both 3He cells. The two fitting parameters are the period of the
oscillation, (0.403 ± 0.006) A, and the background, (4.6 ± 0.1) in arbitrary units, where the uncertainty
is the one-sigma root mean square deviation from the least squares fit. Interestingly, at 0.4 A (ϕ = 2π)
the solenoid’s boundary is clearly visible as a sharp line. This is due to the neutron trajectories, which
cross the solenoid near the corners, and thus their path lengths are shorter than needed to rotate the
spin by 2π. Note that the inhomogeneity near the center of the images is due to under-illumination of
the mirrors by the collimated beam, as discussed earlier.

In addition, we modeled our experiment in ray-tracing simulations using McStas [14,15], including
the polarizer, solenoid, analyzer and Wolter mirrors. The calculated intensity at the detector is a cosine
function with the period of 0.4 A, consistent with the measurements, validating the concept of the
polarized neutron microscope.

3.2. WOOFF

The measurements were obtained for only one autocorrelation length, ξ = 0.4 µm. (Limited beam
time did not permit extensive studies of the WOOFF setup.) To determine if the observed moiré pattern
was due to the far field interferometer and not merely an image of the source slit, the gratings were
removed and the pattern disappeared. Additionally, three thickness of high temperature insulation
were placed at the focus of the Wolter optic. The foam is composed of aluminosilicate fibers with
diameter 3.5 µm and length of about 50 µm with a material mass density of 0.1 g/cm3 and was shown
previously to have high transmission, but strong attenuation of the far-field fringe visibility. As is
shown in Figure 5, the Wolter optic preserves the coherence of the beam so that the moiré pattern of
the open beam is clearly observed and has the expected period, measured to be 1.4 mm. A higher
fringe visibility than expected was observed, likely due to the fact that the Wolter optic preferentially
focuses longer wavelengths. Further, the foam attenuates the fringe visibility but not the overall
intensity indicating that the observed moiré was in fact due to the far-field interferometer and not
merely the image of the source slit grating. (The foam destroys the incident beam coherence because of
the interference between the incident and forward-scattered beam. Therefore, the fringe visibility also
decreases.).
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4. Discussion and Conclusions

We have demonstrated that Wolter optics can be used to obtain high spatial resolution images of
the magnetic field distribution. As well, the mirrors are of sufficient quality to preserve the transverse
coherence of grating interferometers. The observed count rates were low due to the limited divergence
of the beam (about 0.5◦), whereas the optimal divergence would be about 1.3◦ for the mirrors employed
here. The reduced divergence also reduces the field of view and introduces non-homogeneities into
the open beam image. While the observed spatial resolution of about 100 µm is better than typically
observed for polarized neutron imaging, finer spatial resolution would be desired. As a comparison,
in polarized imaging, a sample to detector separation of about 50 cm is needed to accommodate the
neutron analyzer after the sample, creating a geometric unsharpness on the order of 1 mm. Using the
optics employed in this work, it is possible to improve the time resolution and field of view by use a
focusing guide (such as a parabolic mirror) to produce the optimal divergence. Further improvements
can be realized through design of instrument specific optics. We are pursuing the development of a 1:1
optic which will consist of 10 nested shells ranging in diameter from 10 to 15 cm with a total mirror
length of 20 cm with object and image focal lengths of 3.5 m. New mirror fabrication methods are
being pursued that are believed will improve the angular resolution of the mirrors from 100 µrad to
5 µrad so that the achievable resolution will be ~20 µm with 3.5 m focal lengths. Ray tracing results
indicate that this optic will improve time resolution by about a factor of about 70 with a field of view of
at least 1 cm [16]. With such improved optics, the spatial resolution of magnetic imaging and far-field
interferometry will be substantially improved over the current state of the art.
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