
11/20/13 124/12/2018 Jinniu Hu

Chapter 6 X ray 
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6.1 The discovery of X ray
X-rays were discovered in 1895 by the German physicist 
Wilhelm Roentgen. He found that a beam of high-speed 
electrons striking a metal target produced a new and 
extremely penetrating type of radiation. 


equals the angle of reflection, !r. Atoms in successive planes (A and B) will scat-
ter constructively at an angle ! if the path length difference for rays (1) and
(2) is a whole number of wavelengths, n". From the diagram, constructive
interference will occur when

AB # BC $ n" n $ 1, 2, 3, % % %

and because AB $ BC $ d sin !, it follows that

(3.25a)

where n is the order of the intensity maximum, " is the x-ray wavelength, d is
the spacing between planes, and ! is the angle of the intensity maximum mea-
sured from plane A. Note that there are several maxima at different angles for
a fixed d and " corresponding to n $ 1, 2, 3, % % % . Equation 3.25a is known as
the Bragg equation; it was used with great success by the Braggs to determine
atomic positions in crystals. A diagram of a Bragg x-ray spectrometer is shown
in Figure 3.21a. The crystal is slowly rotated until a strong reflection is

n" $ 2d sin !  n $ 1, 2, 3, % % %
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Figure 3.18 X-rays are produced by bombarding a metal target (copper, tungsten, and
molybdenum are common) with energetic electrons having energies of 50 to 100 keV.

Figure 3.19 One of the first
images made by Roentgen us-
ing x-rays (December 22, 1895).
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Figure 3.20 Bragg scattering of x-rays from successive planes of atoms. Constructive
interference occurs for ABC equal to an integral number of wavelengths.

Bragg equation

Copyright 2005 Thomson Learning, Inc. All Rights Reserved.  

 



24/12/2018 Jinniu Hu

6.1 The discovery of X ray

equals the angle of reflection, !r. Atoms in successive planes (A and B) will scat-
ter constructively at an angle ! if the path length difference for rays (1) and
(2) is a whole number of wavelengths, n". From the diagram, constructive
interference will occur when

AB # BC $ n" n $ 1, 2, 3, % % %

and because AB $ BC $ d sin !, it follows that

(3.25a)

where n is the order of the intensity maximum, " is the x-ray wavelength, d is
the spacing between planes, and ! is the angle of the intensity maximum mea-
sured from plane A. Note that there are several maxima at different angles for
a fixed d and " corresponding to n $ 1, 2, 3, % % % . Equation 3.25a is known as
the Bragg equation; it was used with great success by the Braggs to determine
atomic positions in crystals. A diagram of a Bragg x-ray spectrometer is shown
in Figure 3.21a. The crystal is slowly rotated until a strong reflection is

n" $ 2d sin !  n $ 1, 2, 3, % % %

3.5 THE COMPTON EFFECT AND X-RAYS 87

Filament

Electrons

Metal target

X rays

Evacuated
glass envelope

Focusing
electrode

50–100 kV– +

Figure 3.18 X-rays are produced by bombarding a metal target (copper, tungsten, and
molybdenum are common) with energetic electrons having energies of 50 to 100 keV.

Figure 3.19 One of the first
images made by Roentgen us-
ing x-rays (December 22, 1895).

Plane A

Plane B

Ray (1)

Ray (2)

d A C

D

θ

B

θ

θθ iθ θr

Reflected

rays

Figure 3.20 Bragg scattering of x-rays from successive planes of atoms. Constructive
interference occurs for ABC equal to an integral number of wavelengths.

Bragg equation

Copyright 2005 Thomson Learning, Inc. All Rights Reserved.  

 X-rays Tube




24/12/2018 Jinniu Hu

6.1 The discovery of X ray
Electromagnetic wave




24/12/2018 Jinniu Hu

6.1 The discovery of X ray
X ray diffraction 
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Figure 3.21 (a) A Bragg crystal x-ray spectrometer. The crystal is rotated about an
axis through P. (b) The x-ray spectrum of a metal target consists of a broad, continuous
spectrum plus a number of sharp lines, which are due to the characteristic x-rays.
Those shown were obtained when 35-keV electrons bombarded a molybdenum target.
Note that 1 pm ! 10"12 m ! 10"3 nm.

observed, which means that Equation 3.25a holds. If # is known, d can be
calculated and, from the series of d values found, the crystal structure may be
determined. (See Problem 38.) If measurements are made with a crystal with
known d, the x-ray intensity vs. wavelength may be determined and the x-ray
emission spectrum examined.

The actual x-ray emission spectrum produced by a metal target bombarded
by electrons is interesting in itself and is shown in Figure 3.21b. Although
the broad, continuous spectrum is well explained by classical electromagnetic
theory, a feature of Figure 3.21b, #min, shows proof of the photon theory. The
broad continuous x-ray spectrum shown in Figure 3.21b results from glancing
or indirect scattering of electrons from metal atoms. In such collisions only
part of the electron’s energy is converted to electromagnetic radiation. This
radiation is called bremsstrahlung (German for braking radiation), which refers

Copyright 2005 Thomson Learning, Inc. All Rights Reserved.  
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6.1 The discovery of X ray
Laue diffraction transmission method 


164 Chapter 5 Wave Properties of Matter and Quantum Mechanics I

Is x-ray scattering from atoms within crystals consistent with what we know 
from classical physics? From classical electromagnetic theory we know that the 
oscillating electric field of electromagnetic radiation polarizes an atom, causing 
the positively charged nucleus and negatively charged electrons to move in op-
posite directions. The result is an asymmetric charge distribution, or electric 
dipole. The electric dipole oscillates at the same frequency as the incident wave 
and in turn reradiates electromagnetic radiation at the same frequency but in 
the form of spherical waves. These spherical waves travel throughout the matter 
and, in the case of crystals, may constructively or destructively interfere as the 
waves pass through different directions in the crystal.

If we consider x rays scattered from a simple rock salt crystal (NaCl, shown 
in Figure 5.2), we can, by following the Bragg simplification, determine con-
ditions necessary for constructive interference. We study solids in Chapter 10, but 
for now note that the atoms of crystals like NaCl form lattice planes, called Bragg 
planes. We can see from Figure 5.3 that it is possible to have many Bragg planes 
in a crystal, each with different densities of atoms. Figure 5.4 shows an incident 

Photographic!
plate

Sample

Incident x rays

(a) (b)

Figure 5.1 (a) Schematic diagram of Laue diffraction transmission method. A wide range of x-ray 
wavelengths scatters from a crystal sample. The x rays constructively interfere from certain planes, 
producing dots. (b) One of the first results of Friedrich and Knipping in 1912 showing the sym metric 
placement of Laue dots of x-ray scattering from ZnS. The analysis of these results by Laue, although 
complex, convincingly proved that x rays are waves.

Figure 5.2 The crystal structure of NaCl (rock salt) showing two of the possible sets of lattice 
planes (Bragg planes).

William Lawrence Bragg (1890–
 1971) (left) and William Henry 
Bragg (1862– 1942) (right) were 
a son-father team, both of whom 
were educated at Cambridge. The 
father spent 22 years at the Uni-
versity of Adelaide in Australia, 
where his son was born. Both fa-
ther and son initially studied 
mathematics but eventually 
changed to physics. The father 
was a skilled experimen ter, and 
the son was able to conceptualize 
physical problems and express 
them mathematically. They did 
their important work on x-ray 
crystallography in 1912– 1914 
while the father was at the Uni-
versity of Leeds and the son was 
a graduate student at Cambridge 
working under J. J. Thomson. 
Both physicists had long and dis-
tinguished careers, with the son 
being director of the famous Cav-
endish Laboratory at Cambridge 
from 1938 to 1953. W. Lawrence 
Bragg received his Nobel Prize at 
age 25.
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Figure 2.16 X-ray spectra of tungsten at various accelerating potentials.

In modern x-ray tubes like these,
circulating oil carries heat away
from the target and releases it to
the outside air through a heat
exchanger. The use of x-rays as a
diagnostic tool in medicine is
based upon the different extents
to which different tissues absorb
them. Because of its calcium con-
tent, bone is much more opaque
to x-rays than muscle, which in
turn is more opaque than fat. To
enhance contrast, “meals” that con-
tain barium are given to patients to
better display their digestive sys-
tems, and other compounds may
be injected into the bloodstream to
enable the condition of blood ves-
sels to be studied.
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Figure 2.17 X-ray spectra of tungsten and molybdenum at 35 kV accelerating potential.

side of the tube. The tube is evacuated to permit the electrons to get to the target
unimpeded.

As mentioned earlier, classical electromagnetic theory predicts bremsstrahlung when
electrons are accelerated, which accounts in general for the x-rays produced by an x-ray
tube. However, the agreement between theory and experiment is not satisfactory in cer-
tain important respects. Figures 2.16 and 2.17 show the x-ray spectra that result when
tungsten and molybdenum targets are bombarded by electrons at several different accel-
erating potentials. The curves exhibit two features electromagnetic theory cannot explain:

1 In the case of molybdenum, intensity peaks occur that indicate the enhanced pro-
duction of x-rays at certain wavelengths. These peaks occur at specific wavelengths for
each target material and originate in rearrangements of the electron structures of the
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6.2 X ray production
The spectrum of X ray


112 Chapter 3 The Experimental Basis of Quantum Physics

relatively unlikely, however). This process is the inverse photoelectric effect. The 
conservation of energy requires that the electron kinetic energy equal the maxi-
mum photon energy (where we neglect the work function f because it is nor-
mally so small compared with eV0).

 eV0 ! hfmax !
hc
lmin

or

 lmin !
hc
e  

1
V0

!
1.240 " 10#6 V # m

V0
 (3.37)

The relation Equation (3.37) was first found experimentally and is known as the 
Duane-Hunt rule (or limit). Its explanation in 1915 by the quantum theory is 
now considered further evidence of Einstein’s photon concept. The value lmin 
depends only on the accelerating voltage and is the same for all targets.

Only the quantum hypothesis explains all of these data. Because the heavier ele-
ments have stronger nuclear electric fields, they are more effective in accelerating 
electrons and making them radiate. The intensity of the x rays increases with the 
square of the atomic number of the target. The intensity is also approximately pro-
portional to the square of the voltage used to accelerate the electrons. This is why 
high voltages and tungsten anodes are so often used in x-ray machines. Tungsten 
also has a very high melting temperature and can withstand high electron-beam 
currents.

Duane-Hunt rule

Figure 3.19 The relative inten-
sity of x rays produced in an x-ray 
tube is shown for an accelerating 
voltage of 35 kV. Notice that lmin 
is the same for all three targets. 
From C. T. Ulrey, Physical Review 11, 
405 (1918).
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As mentioned earlier, classical electromagnetic theory predicts bremsstrahlung when
electrons are accelerated, which accounts in general for the x-rays produced by an x-ray
tube. However, the agreement between theory and experiment is not satisfactory in cer-
tain important respects. Figures 2.16 and 2.17 show the x-ray spectra that result when
tungsten and molybdenum targets are bombarded by electrons at several different accel-
erating potentials. The curves exhibit two features electromagnetic theory cannot explain:

1 In the case of molybdenum, intensity peaks occur that indicate the enhanced pro-
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6.2 X ray production
The continuous spectrum:

An energetic electron passing through matter will radiate 
photons and lose kinetic energy. The process by which 
photons are emitted by an electron slowing down is called 
bremsstrahlung, from the German word for “braking 
radiation.” 


   3.7 X-Ray Production 111

a nucleus is accelerated and produces a photon of energy E ! hf. The final en-
ergy of the electron is determined from the conservation of energy to be

 Ef ! Ei " hf  (3.36)

Because linear momentum must be conserved, the nucleus absorbs very little 
energy, and it is ignored. One or more photons may be created in this way as 
electrons pass through matter.

In Section 3.1 we mentioned Röntgen’s discovery of x rays. The x rays are 
produced by the bremsstrahlung effect in an apparatus shown schematically in 
Figure 3.18. Current passing through a filament produces copious numbers of 
electrons by thermionic emission. These electrons are focused by the cathode 
structure into a beam and are accelerated by potential differences of thousands 
of volts until they impinge on a metal anode surface, producing x rays by brems-
strah lung (and other processes) as they stop in the anode material. Much of the 
electron’s kinetic energy is lost by heating the anode material and not by brems-
strah lung. The x-ray tube is evacuated so that the air between the filament and 
anode will not scatter the electrons. The x rays produced pass through the sides 
of the tube and can be used for a large number of applications, including medi-
cal diagnosis and therapy, fundamental research in crystal and liquid structure, 
and engineering diagnoses of flaws in large welds and castings.

X rays from a standard tube include photons of many wavelengths. By scat-
tering x rays from crystals we can produce strongly collimated monochromatic 
(single-wavelength) x-ray beams. Early x-ray spectra produced by x-ray tubes of 
accelerating potential 35 kV are shown in Figure 3.19. These particular tubes 
had targets of tungsten, molybdenum, and chromium. The smooth, continuous 
x-ray spectra are those produced by bremsstrahlung, and the sharp “characteris-
tic x rays” are produced by atomic excitations and are explained in Section 4.6. 
X-ray wavelengths typically range from 0.01 to 1 nm. However, high-energy ac-
celerators can produce x rays with wavelengths as short as 10"6 nm.

Notice that in Figure 3.19 the minimum wavelength lmin for all three targets 
is the same. The minimum wavelength lmin corresponds to the maximum 
frequency fmax. If the electrons are accelerated through a voltage V0, then their 
kinetic energy is eV0. The maximum photon energy therefore occurs when 
the electron gives up all of its kinetic energy and creates one photon (this is 

Figure 3.17 Bremsstrahlung is 
a process through which an elec-
tron is accelerated while under 
the in flu ence of the nucleus. The 
accelerated electron emits a 
photon.

!

Nucleus

Electron!
Ei

Ef

Photon, hf

X rays

e"
Hot filament

Target

Evacuated!
tube

High-voltage!
power supply

Filament!
supply

"

"

#

#

Figure 3.18 Schematic of x-ray tube where x rays are produced by the bremsstrahlung process 
of energetic electrons.
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6.2 X ray production
The minimum wavelength is due to the inverse 
photoelectric effect. The conservation of energy requires 
that the electron kinetic energy equal the maximum 
photon energy: 


112 Chapter 3 The Experimental Basis of Quantum Physics

relatively unlikely, however). This process is the inverse photoelectric effect. The 
conservation of energy requires that the electron kinetic energy equal the maxi-
mum photon energy (where we neglect the work function f because it is nor-
mally so small compared with eV0).

 eV0 ! hfmax !
hc
lmin

or

 lmin !
hc
e  

1
V0

!
1.240 " 10#6 V # m

V0
 (3.37)

The relation Equation (3.37) was first found experimentally and is known as the 
Duane-Hunt rule (or limit). Its explanation in 1915 by the quantum theory is 
now considered further evidence of Einstein’s photon concept. The value lmin 
depends only on the accelerating voltage and is the same for all targets.

Only the quantum hypothesis explains all of these data. Because the heavier ele-
ments have stronger nuclear electric fields, they are more effective in accelerating 
electrons and making them radiate. The intensity of the x rays increases with the 
square of the atomic number of the target. The intensity is also approximately pro-
portional to the square of the voltage used to accelerate the electrons. This is why 
high voltages and tungsten anodes are so often used in x-ray machines. Tungsten 
also has a very high melting temperature and can withstand high electron-beam 
currents.

Duane-Hunt rule

Figure 3.19 The relative inten-
sity of x rays produced in an x-ray 
tube is shown for an accelerating 
voltage of 35 kV. Notice that lmin 
is the same for all three targets. 
From C. T. Ulrey, Physical Review 11, 
405 (1918).
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Therefore, the minimum wavelength (Duane-Hunt rule) is 
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6.2 X ray production
The characteristic spectrum:

The atom is most stable in its lowest energy state or 
ground state, so it is likely that N an electron from one of 
the higher shells will change its state and fill the inner- 
shell vacancy at lower energy, emitting radiation as it 
changes its state. 


   4.6 Characteristic X-Ray Spectra  and Atomic Number 151

4.6  Characteristic X-Ray Spectra 
and Atomic Number

By 1913 when Bohr’s model was published, little progress had been made in 
understanding the structure of many-electron atoms. It was believed that the 
general characteristics of the Bohr-Rutherford atom would prevail. We discussed 
the production of x rays from the bombardment of various materials by electrons 
in Section 3.7. It was known that an x-ray tube with an anode made from a given 
element produced a continuous spectrum of bremsstrahlung x rays on which are 
superimposed several peaks with frequencies characteristic of that element (see 
Figure 3.19).
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may assume that when we add electrons to a fully ionized many-electron atom, the 
inner shells (low values of n) are filled before the outer shells. We have not yet 
discussed how many electrons each shell contains or even why electrons tend to 
form shells. Historically, the shells were given letter names: the n ! 1 shell was 
called the K shell, n ! 2 was the L shell, and so on. The shell structure of an atom 
is indicated in Figure 4.18. In heavy atoms with many electrons, we may suppose 
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electrons) in a target atom? If enough energy can be transferred to the K electron 
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 E  1x ray 2 ! Eu " E/ (4.39)

The process is precisely analogous to what happens in an excited hydrogen 
atom. The photon produced when the electron falls from the L shell into the 
K shell is called a Ka x ray; when it falls from the M shell into the K shell, the 
photon is called a Kb x ray. This scheme of x-ray identification is diagrammed in 
Figure 4.18. The relative positions of the energy levels of the various shells differ 
for each element, so the characteristic x-ray energies of the elements are simply 
the energy differences between the shells. The two strong peaks in the molybde-
num spectrum of Figure 3.19 are the Ka and Kb x rays.

This simple description of the electron shells, which will be modified later in 
Chapters 7 and 8 by the full quantum mechanical treatment, was not understood 
by early 1913. The experimental field of x-ray detection was beginning to flourish 
(see Section 3.3), and the precise identification of the wavelengths of characteris-
tic x rays was possible. In 1913 H. G. J. Moseley, working in Rutherford’s Manches-
ter laboratory, was engaged in cataloguing the characteristic x-ray spectra of a 
series of elements. He concentrated on the K- and L-shell x rays produced in an 
x-ray tube. Physicists in Rutherford’s Manchester lab had already fully accepted 
the concept of the atomic number, although there was no firm experimental 
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Figure 4.18 Historically, the 
stationary states were also given 
letter identifications: K shell 
(n ! 1), L shell (n ! 2), M shell 
(n ! 3), and so on. The x rays 
emitted when an atom changes 
energy states are given different 
names depending on the initial 
and final states. The Greek letter 
subscripts indicate the value of 
#n and the roman letters the 
value of n for the final state.
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6.2 X ray production
Moseley formula
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Moseley’s research helped put the Rutherford-Bohr model of the atom on a 
firmer footing. It clarified the importance of the electron shells for all the ele-
ments, not just for hydrogen. It also helped show that the atomic number was 
the significant factor in the ordering of the periodic table, not the atomic weight.

Figure 4.19 Moseley’s original 
data indicating the relationship 
between the atomic number Z 
and the characteristic x-ray fre-
quencies. Notice the missing en-
tries for elements Z ! 43, 61, and 
75, which had not yet been iden-
tified. There are also a few errors 
in the atomic number designa-
tions for the elements. © From 
H. G. J. Moseley, Philosophical Maga-
zine (6), 27, 703 (1914).
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Thus, approximately 24 keV must be supplied to dislodge a K shell electron
from the Mo atom.8 Energies of this magnitude are routinely delivered via
electron impact: electrons accelerated to kilovolt energies collide with
atoms of a molybdenum target, giving up most or all of their energy to one
atom in a single collision. If large enough, the collision energy may excite
one of the K shell electrons to a higher vacant level or free it from the atom
altogether. (Recall there are two electrons in a filled K shell.) In either case,
a vacancy, or hole, is left behind. This hole is quickly filled by another,
higher-lying atomic electron, with the energy of transition released in the
form of a photon. The exact energy (and wavelength) of the escaping pho-
ton depends on the energy of the electron filling the vacancy, giving rise to
an entire K series of emission lines denoted in order of increasing energy
(decreasing wavelength) by K!, K", K#, . . . . In the same way, the filling of
vacancies left in higher shells produces the L series, the M series, and so on,
as illustrated in Figure 9.17.

326 CHAPTER 9 ATOMIC STRUCTURE

Henry G. J. Moseley (1887 – 1915) discovered a direct way to measure Z, the atomic
number, from the characteristic x-ray wavelength emitted by an element. Moseley’s
work not only established the correct sequence of elements in the periodic table
but also provided another confirmation of the Bohr model of the atom, in this case
at x-ray energies. One wonders what other major discoveries Moseley would
have made if he had not been killed in action at the age of 27 in Turkey in the first
world war. (University of Oxford, Museum of the History of Science/Courtesy AIP Niels Bohr
Library)

8In contrast, only 7.10 eV (the ionization energy from Table 9.2) is required to free the outermost,
or 5s, electron.
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evidence for doing so. Most of the European physicists still believed that atomic 
weight A was the important factor, and the periodic table of elements was so struc-
tured. The atomic number Z is the number of protons in the nucleus. The makeup 
of the nucleus was unknown at the time, so Z was related to the positive charge of 
the nucleus.

Moseley compared the frequencies of the characteristic x rays with the then 
supposed atomic number of the elements and found empirically an amazing 
linear result when he plotted the atomic number Z versus the square root of the 
measured frequency as shown in Figure 4.19:

 fKa !
3cR
4

 1Z " 1 2 2 (4.40)

This result holds for the Ka x rays, and a similar result was found for the L shell. 
The data shown in Figure 4.19 are known as a Moseley plot. Moseley began his 
work in 1913 in Manchester and, after moving to Oxford late in 1913, completed 
the investigation in early 1914. Although it is clear that Bohr and Moseley dis-
cussed physics and even corresponded after Bohr left for Copenhagen, Moseley 
does not mention Bohr’s model in his 1914 paper. Thus, it is not known whether 
Bohr’s ideas had any influence on Moseley’s work.

Using Bohr’s model we can understand Moseley’s empirical result, Equa-
tion (4.40). If a vacancy occurs in the K shell, there is still one electron remaining 
in the K shell. (We will see in Chapter 8 that, at most, two electrons can occupy 
the K shell.) An electron in the L shell will feel an effective charge of (Z " 1)e 
due to #Ze from the nucleus and "e from the remaining K-shell electron, be-
cause the L-shell orbit is normally outside the K-shell orbit. The other electrons 
outside the K shell hardly affect the L-shell electron. The x ray produced when 
a transition occurs from the n ! 2 to the n ! 1 shell has the wavelength, from 
Equation (4.38), of

 
1
lK a

! R 1Z " 1 2 2 a 1
12 "

1
22 b !

3
4

 R 1Z " 1 2 2 (4.41)

or

 fKa !
c
lK a

!
3cR
4

 1Z " 1 2 2 (4.42)

which is precisely the equation Moseley found describing the Ka-shell x rays. We 
can write Equation (4.41) in a more general form for the K series of x-ray 
wavelengths:

 
1
lK

! R 1Z " 1 2 2 a 1
12 "

1
n2 b ! R 1Z " 1 2 2 a1 "

1
n2 b  (4.43)

Moseley correctly concluded that the atomic number Z was the determining 
factor in the ordering of the periodic table, and this reordering was more con-
sistent with chemical properties than one based on atomic weight. It put potas-
sium (Z ! 19, A ! 39.10) after argon (Z ! 18, A ! 39.95) by atomic number 
rather than the reverse by atomic weight. Moseley concluded that the atomic 
number of an element should be identified with the number of positive units of 
electricity in the nucleus (that is, the number of protons). He tabulated all the 
atomic numbers between Al (Z ! 13) and Au (Z ! 79) and pointed out there 
were still three elements (Z ! 43, 61, and 75) yet to be discovered! The element 
promethium (Z ! 61) was finally discovered around 1940.

Significance of 
atomic number

Henry G. J. Moseley (1887–
 1915), shown here working in 
1910 in the Balliol-Trinity labora-
tory of Oxford University, was a 
brilliant young experimental 
physicist with varied interests. 
Unfortunately, he was killed in 
action at the young age of 27 
during the English expedition to 
the Dardanelles. Moseley vol-
unteered and insisted on combat 
duty in World War I, despite the 
attempts of Rutherford and oth-
ers to keep him out of action.
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factor in the ordering of the periodic table, and this reordering was more con-
sistent with chemical properties than one based on atomic weight. It put potas-
sium (Z ! 19, A ! 39.10) after argon (Z ! 18, A ! 39.95) by atomic number 
rather than the reverse by atomic weight. Moseley concluded that the atomic 
number of an element should be identified with the number of positive units of 
electricity in the nucleus (that is, the number of protons). He tabulated all the 
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6.2 X ray production
Auger electron
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6.2 X ray production
Auger electron


Eae = EK − EL1
− EL2,3

The kinetic energy of

Auger electron
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6.2 X ray production
Synchrotron Radiation� In cyclic accelerators, when 
charged particles are accelerated, they radiate 
electromagnetic energy called synchrotron radiation. 
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6.3 Compton scattering
At backward-scattering angles, there appeared to be a 
component of the emitted radiation (called a modified 
wave) that had a longer wavelength than the original 
primary (unmodified) wave. 


where me ! electron mass; the combination of constants h/mec is called
the Compton wavelength of the electron and has a currently accepted
value of

Compton’s careful measurements completely confirmed the dependence of
"# on scattering angle $ and determined the Compton wavelength of the
electron to be 0.0242 Å, in excellent agreement with the currently accepted
value. It is fair to say that these results were the first to really convince most
American physicists of the basic validity of the quantum theory!

The unshifted peak at "0 in Figure 3.23 is caused by x-rays scattered from
electrons tightly bound to carbon atoms. This unshifted peak is actually pre-
dicted by Equation 3.27 if the electron mass is replaced by the mass of a car-
bon atom, which is about 23,000 times the mass of an electron.

Let us now turn to the derivation of Equation 3.27 assuming that the pho-
ton exhibits particle-like behavior and collides elastically like a billiard ball
with a free electron initially at rest. Figure 3.24 shows the photon–electron
collision for which energy and momentum are conserved. Because the elec-
tron typically recoils at high speed, we treat the collision relativistically. The
expression for conservation of energy gives

E % mec
2 ! E# % Ee (3.28)

where E is the energy of the incident photon, E# is the energy of the scattered
photon, mec2 is the rest energy of the electron, and Ee is the total relativistic
energy of the electron after the collision. Likewise, from momentum conserva-
tion we have

p ! p# cos $ % pe cos & (3.29)

h

mec
! 0.0243 Å ! 0.00243 nm

3.5 THE COMPTON EFFECT AND X-RAYS 91

Figure 3.23 (a) Schematic diagram of Compton’s apparatus. The wavelength was
measured with a rotating crystal spectrometer using graphite (carbon) as the target.
The intensity was determined by a movable ionization chamber that generated a cur-
rent proportional to the x-ray intensity. (b) Scattered x-ray intensity versus wavelength
of Compton scattering at $ ! 0', 45', 90', and 135'.
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6.3 Compton scattering
Diagram representing Compton scattering of a photon by 
an electron. 


p! sin " # pe sin $ (3.30)

where p is the momentum of the incident photon, p! is the momentum of the
scattered photon, and pe is the recoil momentum of the electron. Equations
3.29 and 3.30 may be solved simultaneously to eliminate $, the electron scat-
tering angle, to give the following expression for pe

2:

pe
2 # (p!)2 % p2 & 2pp! cos " (3.31)

At this point it is necessary, paradoxically, to use the wave nature of
light to explain the particle-like behavior of photons. We have already
seen that the energy of a photon and the frequency of the associated
light wave are related by E # hf. If we assume that a photon obeys the
relativistic expression E 2 # p2c2 % m2c4 and that a photon has a mass of
zero, we have

(3.32)

Here again we have a paradoxical situation; a particle property, the photon
momentum, is given in terms of a wave property, ', of an associated light wave.
If the relations E # hf and p # hf/c are substituted into Equations 3.28 and
3.31, these become respectively

Ee # hf & hf ! % mec
2 (3.33)

and

(3.34)

Because the Compton measurements do not concern the total energy
and momentum of the electron, we eliminate Ee and pe by substi-
tuting Equations 3.33 and 3.34 into the expression for the electron’s
relativistic energy,

pe
2 # ! hf !

c "
2

% ! hf

c "
2

&
2h2ff !

c2  cos "

pphoton #
E

c
#

hf

c
#

h

'
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Recoiling electron
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Scattered photon

E, p

Incident
photon

E ′ < E, p′

Ee, pe

θ

Figure 3.24 Diagram representing Compton scattering of a photon by an
electron. The scattered photon has less energy (or longer wavelength) than the
incident photon.
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p! sin " # pe sin $ (3.30)

where p is the momentum of the incident photon, p! is the momentum of the
scattered photon, and pe is the recoil momentum of the electron. Equations
3.29 and 3.30 may be solved simultaneously to eliminate $, the electron scat-
tering angle, to give the following expression for pe
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At this point it is necessary, paradoxically, to use the wave nature of
light to explain the particle-like behavior of photons. We have already
seen that the energy of a photon and the frequency of the associated
light wave are related by E # hf. If we assume that a photon obeys the
relativistic expression E 2 # p2c2 % m2c4 and that a photon has a mass of
zero, we have
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Here again we have a paradoxical situation; a particle property, the photon
momentum, is given in terms of a wave property, ', of an associated light wave.
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Figure 3.24 Diagram representing Compton scattering of a photon by an
electron. The scattered photon has less energy (or longer wavelength) than the
incident photon.
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6.3 Compton scattering
Therefore


p! sin " # pe sin $ (3.30)

where p is the momentum of the incident photon, p! is the momentum of the
scattered photon, and pe is the recoil momentum of the electron. Equations
3.29 and 3.30 may be solved simultaneously to eliminate $, the electron scat-
tering angle, to give the following expression for pe

2:

pe
2 # (p!)2 % p2 & 2pp! cos " (3.31)

At this point it is necessary, paradoxically, to use the wave nature of
light to explain the particle-like behavior of photons. We have already
seen that the energy of a photon and the frequency of the associated
light wave are related by E # hf. If we assume that a photon obeys the
relativistic expression E 2 # p2c2 % m2c4 and that a photon has a mass of
zero, we have

(3.32)

Here again we have a paradoxical situation; a particle property, the photon
momentum, is given in terms of a wave property, ', of an associated light wave.
If the relations E # hf and p # hf/c are substituted into Equations 3.28 and
3.31, these become respectively

Ee # hf & hf ! % mec
2 (3.33)

and

(3.34)

Because the Compton measurements do not concern the total energy
and momentum of the electron, we eliminate Ee and pe by substi-
tuting Equations 3.33 and 3.34 into the expression for the electron’s
relativistic energy,

pe
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% ! hf

c "
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c2  cos "
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Figure 3.24 Diagram representing Compton scattering of a photon by an
electron. The scattered photon has less energy (or longer wavelength) than the
incident photon.
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Finally


E 2
e ! pe

2c2 " m2
ec4

After some algebra (see Problem 33), one obtains Compton’s result for the in-
crease in a photon’s wavelength when it is scattered through an angle #:

(3.27)$% & $0 !
h

mec
(1 & cos #)

3.5 THE COMPTON EFFECT AND X-RAYS 93

Visible light from mercury:

Because both incident and scattered wavelengths are
simultaneously present in the beam, they can be easily
resolved only if '$/$0 is a few percent or if $0 ( 1 Å.

(b) The so-called free electrons in carbon are actually
electrons with a binding energy of about 4 eV. Why
may this binding energy be ignored for x-rays with $0 !
0.712 Å?

Solution The energy of a photon with this wavelength
is

Therefore, the electron binding energy of 4 eV is negligi-
ble in comparison with the incident x-ray energy.

! 17 400 eVE ! hf !
hc

$
!

12 400 eV)Å

0.712 Å

'$

$0
!

0.0243 Å

5461 Å
! 4.45 * 10&6

EXAMPLE 3.8 X-ray Photons versus 
Visible Photons

(a) Why are x-ray photons used in the Compton experi-
ment, rather than visible-light photons? To answer this
question, we shall first calculate the Compton shift for
scattering at 90+ from graphite for the following cases:
(1) very high energy ,-rays from cobalt, $ ! 0.0106 Å;
(2) x-rays from molybdenum, $ ! 0.712 Å; and (3) green
light from a mercury lamp, $ ! 5461 Å.

Solution In all cases, the Compton shift formula gives
'$ ! $% & $0 ! (0.0243 Å)(1 & cos 90+) ! 0.0243 Å !
0.00243 nm. That is, regardless of the incident wave-
length, the same small shift is observed. However, the
fractional change in wavelength, '$/$0, is quite different
in each case:

,-rays from cobalt:

X-rays from molybdenum:

'$

$0
!

0.0243 Å

0.712 Å
! 0.0341

'$

$0
!

0.0243 Å

0.0106 Å
! 2.29

Hence, the wavelength of the scattered x-ray at this angle is

$ ! '$ " $0 ! 0.200711 nm

! 7.11 * 10&13 m ! 0.00071 nm

!
6.63 * 10&34 J)s

(9.11 * 10&31 kg)(3.00 * 108 m/s)
 (1 & cos 45.0+)

EXAMPLE 3.7 The Compton Shift for Carbon

X-rays of wavelength $ ! 0.200 nm are aimed at a block
of carbon. The scattered x-rays are observed at an angle
of 45.0+ to the incident beam. Calculate the increased
wavelength of the scattered x-rays at this angle.

Solution The shift in wavelength of the scattered x-rays
is given by Equation 3.27. Taking # ! 45.0+, we find

'$ !
h

mec
(1 & cos #)

Exercise 6 Find the fraction of energy lost by the photon in this collision.

Answer Fraction ! 'E/E ! 0.00355.
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Compton wavelength

λC = 2.426 × 10−3 nm
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6.4 Photon absorption
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Figure 2.27 X- and gamma rays interact with matter chiefly through the photoelectric effect, Comp-
ton scattering, and pair production. Pair production requires a photon energy of at least 1.02 MeV.
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Figure 2.28 The relative probabilities of the photoelectric effect, Compton scattering, and pair
production as functions of energy in carbon (a light element) and lead (a heavy element).

At low photon energies the photoelectric effect is the chief mechanism of energy
loss. The importance of the photoelectric effect decreases with increasing energy, to be
succeeded by Compton scattering. The greater the atomic number of the absorber, the
higher the energy at which the photoelectric effect remains significant. In the lighter
elements, Compton scattering becomes dominant at photon energies of a few tens of
keV, whereas in the heavier ones this does not happen until photon energies of nearly
1 MeV are reached (Fig. 2.28).

Particle Properties of Waves 83

bei48482_ch02.qxd  1/16/02  1:53 PM  Page 83

Compton
scattering hv

Pair
production hv

Photoelectric
effect

Atom

hv e–

e–

hv′

e+

e–

Figure 2.27 X- and gamma rays interact with matter chiefly through the photoelectric effect, Comp-
ton scattering, and pair production. Pair production requires a photon energy of at least 1.02 MeV.

Photon energy, MeV

Photoelectric
     effect

R
el

at
iv

e 
pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

Compton
    scattering

0.01 0.1 101 100
0

1

Photon energy, MeV

Compton
scattering

R
el

at
iv

e 
pr

ob
ab

ili
ty

Photoelectric
effect Pair

production

0.01 0.1 1 10 100
0

1

Pair
production

Carbon

Lead

Figure 2.28 The relative probabilities of the photoelectric effect, Compton scattering, and pair
production as functions of energy in carbon (a light element) and lead (a heavy element).

At low photon energies the photoelectric effect is the chief mechanism of energy
loss. The importance of the photoelectric effect decreases with increasing energy, to be
succeeded by Compton scattering. The greater the atomic number of the absorber, the
higher the energy at which the photoelectric effect remains significant. In the lighter
elements, Compton scattering becomes dominant at photon energies of a few tens of
keV, whereas in the heavier ones this does not happen until photon energies of nearly
1 MeV are reached (Fig. 2.28).
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The three chief ways in which 

photons of light, x-rays, and 

gamma rays interact with matter 
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6.4 Photon absorption

The intensity I of an x- or gamma-ray beam is equal to 
the rate at which it transports energy per unit cross-
sectional area of the beam. 
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Figure 2.29 Linear attentuation coefficients for photons in lead.

Pair production becomes increasingly likely the more the photon energy exceeds
the threshold of 1.02 MeV. The greater the atomic number of the absorber, the lower
the energy at which pair production takes over as the principal mechanism of energy
loss by gamma rays. In the heaviest elements, the crossover energy is about 4 MeV, but
it is over 10 MeV for the lighter ones. Thus gamma rays in the energy range typical of
radioactive decay interact with matter largely through Compton scattering.

The intensity I of an x- or gamma-ray beam is equal to the rate at which it trans-
ports energy per unit cross-sectional area of the beam. The fractional energy !dI!I lost
by the beam in passing through a thickness dx of a certain absorber is found to be pro-
portional to dx:

! " ! dx (2.24)

The proportionality constant ! is called the linear attenuation coefficient and its
value depends on the energy of the photons and on the nature of the absorbing material.
Integrating Eq. (2.24) gives

Radiation intensity I " I0e!! x (2.25)

The intensity of the radiation decreases exponentially with absorber thickness x.
Figure 2.29 is a graph of the linear attenuation coefficient for photons in lead as a func-
tion of photon energy. The contribution to ! of the photoelectric effect, Compton scat-
tering, and pair production are shown.

We can use Eq. (2.25) to relate the thickness x of absorber needed to reduce the
intensity of an x- or gamma-ray beam by a given amount to the attenuation coefficient
!. If the ratio of the final and initial intensities is I!I0,

" e!!x " e!x ln " !x

Absorber thickness x " (2.26)
ln (I0!I)
#

!

I0
#
I

I0
#
I

I
#
I0

dI
#
I
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ports energy per unit cross-sectional area of the beam. The fractional energy !dI!I lost
by the beam in passing through a thickness dx of a certain absorber is found to be pro-
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