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Background and Objective: Cavitation bubbles have been shown
to be the driving force of tissue cutting in 193 nm ArF excimer
laser-based vitreoretinal microsurgery. In the present work we
investigate the dynamics of cavitation bubbles inside a gelatin
gel in a saline environment using fast flash microphotography.
Study Design/Materials and Methods: The screening influence of
the saline medium was found to restrict the maximal distance
between the tip and the tissue at which cavitation bubbles are
created to <100 mm at an energy fluence up to 0.3 J/cm2/pulse
(the maximal energy fluence applied in vitreoretinal surgery).
Results and Conclusion: Single laser pulses did not cause dis-
ruption of gelatin at an energy fluence of up to 0.4 J/cm2/pulse.
During the application of repetitive pulses small insoluble gas-
containing bubbles were produced and often trapped between
the tip and the tissue. They completely changed the shape of the
subsequent cavitation bubbles and caused deep crater forma-
tion in the gel. Lasers Surg. Med. 21:294–300, 1997.
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Key words: cavitation bubble; vitreoretinal surgery; excimer laser; laser/tissue in-
teraction; 193 nm

INTRODUCTION

Application of pulsed lasers for cutting or
disruption of biological tissue in a liquid environ-
ment is generally associated with the appearance
of cavitation bubbles. Such bubbles result from an
explosive evaporation of water due to dielectric
breakdown [1,2] or radiation absorption in water
[3,4] or in tissue [5–7]. 1These bubbles were found
to be the main driving force of laser-assisted tis-
sue cutting in a liquid environment [1,2,5,8–11].
Interaction of cavitation bubbles with tissue has
been investigated in the case of dielectric break-
down generated by a laser beam tightly focused

from outside the liquid medium in which tissue
cutting occurs [2]. In the experiments with the
fiber-delivered laser radiation, vapor bubbles
have been observed above the tissue surface
[5,6,12,13], but their geometry and dynamics as
well as the associated deformations inside the tis-
sue were observed only in the case of large (mm-
size) cavitation bubbles created by the Ho:YAG
laser inside the polyacrylamide gel [14].

We have applied the 193 nm ArF excimer
laser to vitreoretinal surgery [7] and have dem-
onstrated rapid cutting of retinal and membra-
nous tissue in a liquid environment. Trying to ex-
plore the mechanism of this process, we simulated
the tissue absorption by a highly absorbing liquid1Re ref. 7: In order to calculate the energy fluence at the tip

exit from this work one should multiply the exiting energy by
a factor 0.55 and to divide it by the tip exit surface. This is in
order to subtract the energy that exits through the walls of
the tapered part of the tip, as it is described in Materials and
Methods.
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medium (concentrated NaCl solution) and have
observed generation of the cavitation bubbles us-
ing fast-flash photography [11]. In addition, dur-
ing the irradiation of such solutions, insoluble
bubbles consisting mainly of hydrogen gas have
been detected [15].

For better understanding of the dynamics of
cavitation bubbles inside tissue, we generate such
bubbles in gelatin gel. This tissue model was cho-
sen because the amino acid composition of gelatin
is similar to that of collagen [16] and because such
a gel is transparent to visible light. Thus the cavi-
tation bubbles, the resulting material deforma-
tion and disruption easily can be observed inside
this gel. In addition, we investigate in this work
the influence of insoluble bubbles that result from
ArF excimer laser irradiation on the cutting pro-
cess. Finally, we determine the extent of the
screening effect of the physiological medium that
protects the underlying tissue.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The experimental setup used for generation
of cavitation bubbles with the ArF excimer laser
and for the fast micrography was described else-
where [11]. The laser pulse to pulse energy sta-
bility was within 10%. To decrease the uncer-
tainty in the time delay of certain events of bubble
dynamics as well as bubble dimensions, the
frames were recorded only when the energy deliv-
ered through the tip differed by <1% from a preset
value. The delay generator controlling the time

delay between the pulses of the excimer and dye
laser was calibrated using a photodiode (1 ns rise
time).

Samples of 2-mm-thick gelatin gel of 20%
w/v concentration were prepared by dissolving the
required amount of gelatin (British Drug Houses,
Pole, UK) in boiling distilled water with subse-
quent cooling. The samples were irradiated in a
normal saline (9 g/L NaCl in water) environment.

The exit end of the optical fiber tip had a
tapered shape schematically shown in Figure 1.
The external diameter of the fiber was 1 mm with
the cladding/core ratio 1.1. The exit diameters of
the tips were in the range of 0.24–0.33 mm. The
cone angle measured near the tip exit was 8 ± 1°.
The laser power delivered through the tip was
measured with a 03AP - DGX energy meter
(Ophir, Jerusalem, Israel) at a repetition rate of
10 Hz. The radiation was concentrated inside the
tapered area of the tip and partially exited
through the walls. The energy E, exiting from the
exit surface, varied in a range of 55–75% of the
total energy transmitted through the tip, depend-
ing on the tip shape. This energy E was altered in
the range of 0.03–0.3 mJ/pulse that corresponds
to an average energy fluence at the exit surface
varying in the range of 0.05–0.4 J/cm2/pulse.

The ablating tip was held in a micromanip-
ulator at an angle 18° with respect to the horizon-
tal. The movements of the tip were accomplished
with accuracy of +/− 5 mm. Prior to the irradia-
tion, the front vertical side of each gelatin sample
was cut at the same angle with respect to vertical,

Fig. 1. Schematic representation of the experimental setup for fast micro photography.
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so that the gelatin surface was perpendicular to
the tip axis (see Fig. 1). The distance from the tip
to a gel surface was varied in our experiments
from contact conditions to 100 mm. Each pulse
train was applied to the fresh untreated area. The
time of irradiation of each sample was limited to
30 minutes because of the swelling of the gelatin.

RESULTS
Cavitation Bubble Dynamics

In Figure 2, a sequence of images presents
the bubble kinetics in gelatin at an energy fluence
of 0.35 J/cm2/pulse and a tip exit diameter of 0.26
mm. During the growth phase, which lasted 25–
30 ms, the bubble had a distorted sphere configu-
ration with different radii of curvature inside and
outside the gelatin. It penetrated inside to a depth
of 430 mm 23 ms after the laser pulse. At 53 ms, a

spherical wave of deformation in the gelatin ap-
peared under the bubble and propagated with a
velocity of 5.6 ± 0.2 m/s. Bubble collapse was ob-
served at 63 ± 1 ms. After the collapse, a secondary
ring-shape bubble was born around the tip above
the material and moved away from the boundary
(73 ms). The secondary bubble completely disap-
pears 110 ms after the pulse. No disruption of the
gel was detected after the application of a single
laser pulse. The last frame of Figure 2 (labeled
‘‘Control After’’) shows a crater resulting from ap-
plication of 20 pulses to the same point. (After
each pulse the tip was withdrawn out of material
and inserted back into contact with the gel in or-
der to prevent accumulation of the insoluble gas
between the tip and the sample.) The 80-mm-deep
crater seen in this last frame of Figure 2 has a
very accurate cylindrical shape with a flat bottom
and a diameter equal to that of the tip. This crater

Fig. 2. Sequence of micrographs of cavitation bubble dynam-
ics in gelatin gel. Fiber tip is in contact with the gelatin.
Length of the bar is 0.25 mm. Laser energy fluence was 0.35

J/cm2/pulse, tip exit diameter, 0.26 mm. Delay time in ms
after the excimer laser pulse is shown in the corner of each
frame.
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was deepened from pulse to pulse, and it seems
that the process underlying the crater formation
is mainly a photothermolysis of gelatin due to a
heating in front of the tip.

At lower laser energy fluences, all processes
following the laser irradiation of the gel become
shorter and less profound. At an energy fluence of
0.15 J/cm2/pulse, that corresponds to a total
transmitted energy of 0.12 mJ/pulse—this is the
medium energy that has been applied to vitreo-
retinal surgery [7]—the bubble grows for a
shorter time ∼15–20 ms and collapses at 30 ± 1 ms
after the pulse. The maximal penetration of the
bubble inside the gel is 150 mm. No ring formation
and no deformation waves were observed after the
bubble collapse.

Bubble dynamics was also investigated as a
function of distance between the tip and the gel
surface at this same energy fluence—0.15 J/cm2/
pulse. The maximal diameter of the bubble was
determined at each distance in a series of experi-
ments. The results are shown in Figure 3, where
the distance (in mm) between the tip and the sur-
face is presented under each frame. At 30 mm only
a small vapor bubble (with the same diameter as
the tip) is observed. (Due to the observation of this
process at an angle, as shown in Figure 1, there is
an illusion that bubbles grow from the tip and not
from the gel surface.) The threshold distance of
bubble appearance was ∼60 mm, where just a mi-
nor opacity was observed between the tip and the
gel.

Cavitation Bubble Dynamics in Presence of
Insoluble Gas Bubbles

During the 193 nm excimer laser irradiation
of saline and other liquid media containing chlo-

ride anions, the insoluble bubbles containing hy-
drogen gas are generated due to water decompo-
sition [15]. In the case of irradiation of biological
tissue, these bubbles also can contain the volatile
products of tissue decomposition. When the fiber
tip was slightly pressing against the gelatin dur-
ing the irradiation, such small insoluble
bubbles—with a diameter varying in a range of
50–80 mm—were sometimes confined between the
tip and the sample. They dramatically changed
the dynamics and the shape of the cavitation
bubble generated in the sample by the next laser
pulse. As a result, instead of a shallow hole with a
diameter equal to the diameter of the tip that was
produced in the gel after each pulse in a single
pulse experiment, a deep narrow crater was cre-
ated after application of a pulse train. An example
of such a crater of ∼70 mm in width and 170 mm in
depth obtained at an energy fluence of 0.35 J/cm2/
pulse is shown in frame 3, Figure 4A. It was cre-
ated due to interaction of the confined insoluble
bubble of ∼70 mm in diameter created after the
first laser pulse, with the vapor bubble generated
after the second laser pulse. The resulting process
looks like as if a small gas ball (see arrow in Fig.
4B, frame 2) is pushed into the gel by a cavitation
bubble producing a narrow hole (Fig. 4B, frame 3)
with the same diameter as that of the insoluble
bubble. The shape of the cavitation bubble in the
presence of the gas bubble differs from the bubble
produced in the absence of a previously produced
insoluble bubble. In Figure 4C, frame 1, a crater is
shown that had a stepped shape and was filled
with gas before the laser pulse. The vapor bubble
inflated the gas filled volume to the maximal ex-
pansion shown in frame 2. This eventually cre-

Fig. 3. Micrographs of cavitation bubbles at the maximal ex-
pansion stage at the different distances between the tip and
the gelatin surface in normal saline medium. Length of the
bar is 0.25 mm. Laser energy fluence was 0.15 J/cm2/pulse,

tip exit diameter, 0.24 mm. Distance between the tip and the
surface in microns is shown under each frame. Delay time
was 15 ms, 5 ms, 2 ms, and 1 ms in the frames (from left to
right), respectively.
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ated an additional deepening of the crater (Figure
4C, frame 3 in comparison to frame 1). The pro-
cess of interaction of the cavitation bubble with
the gel in the presence of a gas bubble was not
reproducible for the first 2–3 pulses, because the
appearance, position, and dimension of the in-
soluble gas bubble changed from pulse to pulse. In
contrast, when a pulse train consisting of 4–5 la-
ser pulses was applied to the sample, a deep and
narrow crater was always created, similar to the
crater shown in Figure 4A, frame 3. Such a be-
havior was observed with a wide range of repeti-
tion rates—between 0.5 to 20 Hz at the energy

fluences varying in a range of 0.15–0.35 J/cm2/
pulse.

DISCUSSION

The 193 nm excimer laser is strongly ab-
sorbed by biological tissue—it generally has a mi-
cron-size penetration depth [17,18]—that results
in a low threshold of cavitation bubble formation.
For example, in the case of a 20% gelatin gel, this
threshold energy fluence is ∼60 mJ/cm2/pulse.
Physiological media also absorb this radiation,
but much less, so the penetration depth in saline,

Fig. 4. Micrographs of the cavitation bubble - gel interaction
in the presence of an insoluble gas bubble. Length of the bar
is 0.25 mm. A. Laser energy fluence was 0.35 J/cm2/pulse, tip
exit diameter, 0.24 mm. Frame 1: The tip pressing the gel
before the first laser pulse. Frame 2: The transient socket
produced by a cavitation bubble 80 ms after the first excimer
laser pulse. Remnants of the collapsing bubble are seen above
the sample surface. Frame 3: The transient socket 80 ms
after the second laser pulse, that was fired when a small gas
bubble formed after the first pulse was trapped between the
tip and the sample. B. Laser energy fluence was 0.3 J/cm2/
pulse, tip exit diameter was 0.33 mm. Frame 1: Before irra-

diation. An arrow indicates a small bubble in front of the tip.
Frame 2: 13 ms after the excimer laser pulse. An arrow in-
dicates that a small bubble is pushed in front of a large cavi-
tation bubble. Frame 3: After the laser pulse. A gas bubble of
∼80 mm in diameter is inserted to a depth ∼130 mm in front of
the tip. C. Laser energy fluence was 0.3 J/cm2/pulse, tip exit
diameter was 0.33 mm. Frame 1: A two step-shape crater in
front of the tip was filled with air before the laser pulse.
Frame 2: Maximal expansion of the cavitation bubble (25 ms)
that inflated the crater with vapor. Frame 3: A new step can
be seen at the bottom of the crater after the laser pulse.
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e.g., is ∼60 mm [15]. This results in the threshold
of cavitation bubble formation of ∼1.8 J/cm2/pulse.
Energy fluence in vitreoretinal applications gen-
erally does not exceed 0.3 J/cm2/pulse [7], so cavi-
tation bubbles can be created only due to laser
absorption in tissue. Separation of the tip from
gelatin by 60 mm at an energy fluence of 0.15
J/cm2/pulse prevents cavitation bubble genera-
tion on the surface of gelatin. This is due to both
the radiation absorption in saline and the high
divergence of the beam at the exit of the tapered
tip (0.4 rad). At an energy fluence of 0.3 J/cm2/
pulse, this distance will increase up to ∼100 mm.
The screening effect of the physiological medium
could play an important role in the safe applica-
tion of this laser. During the surgical procedures
of dissection of vitreoretinal membranes, it is not
always possible to detect the moment when the
membrane has been cut. Thus the surgeon moves
the tip gently touching the membrane while firing
at a repetition rate of 20–50 Hz until a visible cut
is produced. As cavitation bubble formation de-
pends on the absorption coefficient, the excimer
laser can ‘‘feel the cutting process’’ and automati-
cally stops the bubble generation when no tissue
rests in front of the tip. Thus when a lesion is
produced in the membrane located at ∼100 mm
above the retina, the radiation penetrating
through the lesion does not generate cavitation
bubbles in the retina. This will not happen with
mid-IR lasers such as the pulsed Er:YAG laser,
which generates bubbles due to water absorption.
In this case bubbles will be formed in the tissue
and in the surrounding medium at about the
same threshold energies [4,14] since in both cases
water molecules are the absorbing entity.

In the case of application of repetitive pulses,
insoluble bubbles can be trapped between the tip
and the tissue. Such bubbles change the shape of
the cavitation bubble (see Fig. 4C, frame 2) and
cause deep and narrow craters in the sample (see
Fig. 4A, frame 3, B, frame 3). It seems from our
observations that the gas bubble trapping effi-
ciency depends on the rigidity of the gel. For ex-
ample, a decrease of the gelatin content from 20%
to 10% makes the gel softer and resulted in better
trapping of insoluble bubbles. In addition, the
first pulses soften the gel in the irradiated area,
and this also makes insoluble bubble trapping
easier for the rest of the pulse train. Thus the
trapping effect may facilitate the tissue cutting
depending on its mechanical properties and the
change of these properties during the irradiation.

Craters created in retina by single laser

pulses [7] dramatically differ from the craters ob-
tained in gelatin. Even at an energy fluence of
0.35 J/cm2, no disruption was observed in gelatin
after a single pulse application. At this energy
fluence, all retinal and chorroidal blood vessels
were easily cut by a single laser pulse [7]. Single
pulses with an energy fluence of 0.23 and 0.15
J/cm2 produce in rabbit retina craters of 100 mm
and 50 mm in depth, respectively [7]. Therefore,
even though gelatin gel is an excellent model for
visualization of the cavitation bubble dynamics
inside the soft tissue, the mechanical strength of
gelatin is much higher than that of retina and
thus the resulting craters produced with the same
laser pulses are significantly different in these
two materials.

CONCLUSIONS

About a 100 mm layer of saline between the
laser tip and the tissue is enough to prevent cavi-
tation bubble formation on the tissue surface at
the energy fluences applied in vitreoretinal sur-
gery. Small gas bubbles resulting from the laser
interaction with the gel and tissue can be confined
between the tip and the material. Such confined
bubbles influence the next cavitation bubble for-
mation inside the material, and this may result in
formation of deep and narrow craters with trains
of laser pulses.
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