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Abstract: The CYGNO project aims at developing a high resolution Time Projection Chamber with op-
tical readout for directional dark matter searches and solar neutrino spectroscopy. Peculiar CYGNO’s
features are the 3D tracking capability provided by the combination of photomultipliers and sci-
entific CMOS camera signals, combined with a helium-fluorine-based gas mixture at atmospheric
pressure amplified by gas electron multipliers structures. In this paper, the performances achieved
with CYGNO prototypes and the prospects for the upcoming underground installation at Laboratori
Nazionali del Gran Sasso of a 50-L detector in fall 2021 will be discussed, together with the plans for a
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1-m3 experiment. The synergy with the ERC consolidator, grant project INITIUM, aimed at realising
negative ion drift operation within the CYGNO 3D optical approach, will be further illustrated.

Keywords: dark matter; time projection chamber; optical readout; electroluminescence; negative
ion drift

1. Introduction

Dark Matter (DM) dominance of our universe is an established paradigm nowadays,
and the identification and the study of its nature represent one of the most compelling
tasks for fundamental physics. Weakly Interacting Massive Particles (WIMPs) are well-
motivated DM candidates, independently predicted by standard model extensions and Big
Bang cosmology. Direct DM searches look for 1–100 keV Nuclear Recoils (NRs) induced by
elastic scattering of WIMPs in the detector volume. The main experimental challenge is to
positively discriminate low energy NRs from interactions induced by other particles, which
have typically 106–108 higher rates. The rarity of the expected interaction requires any
backgrounds indistinguishable from the DM signal to be strictly controlled and eventually
actively rejected in the data analysis. Classical background minimisation techniques are:
Operation in deep underground laboratories (to suppress cosmic rays), use of radio-pure
components (to avoid natural radioactivity), and active or passive shielding of the detector.
Further background rejection can be achieved by exploiting the different material response
to the energy deposition of nuclear or Electron Recoils (ERs).

The expected WIMP scattering in the detector is due to the Earth’s relative motion with
respect to the galactic halo that is believed to contain a high concentration of DM from the
measurement of the rotational curves of our galaxy. This implies that a DM wind apparently
coming from the Cygnus constellation is expected to be observable on our planet [1], with a
change in direction of about 90 degrees for every 12 sidereal hours due to Earth’s axis
orientation with respect to the direction of motion of the solar system. The determination
of the incoming direction of the DM particle can provide a correlation with an astrophysical
source that no background whatsoever can mimic and therefore offers an unique key for a
positive, unambiguous identification of a DM signal [2]. The capability of reconstructing
recoils direction allows moreover to discriminate DM interactions from the scattering of
solar neutrinos that would otherwise constitute an irreducible background, usually referred
to as a “Neutrino Floor” [3]. Directional measurements can furthermore discriminate
between various DM halo models and provide constraints on WIMP properties, like no
other non-directional detector [2,4].

The CYGNO project proposes an innovative approach to direct DM searches, where a
high resolution gaseous Time Projection Chamber (TPC) with light target nuclei and 3D
tracking is employed, to boost sensitivity to O(GeV) masses, while at the same time main-
taining directionality and background rejection down to low energy thresholds. The fore-
seen experiment capabilities to actively discriminate electromagnetic background and to
determine both ERs and NRs direction of arrival will allow CYGNO to explore new physics
cases that possess such signatures. These include, among the others, the elastic scattering
of sub-GeV DM [5] and of solar neutrinos [6,7].

2. Time Projection Chambers for Directional Dark Matter Searches

TPCs can potentially provide the best observable and architecture for a DM search
experiment. The total ionisation measured in a TPC indicates the energy of the recoil.
Comparison between track path and energy provides excellent identification of alphas and
electrons. The track itself indicates the axis of the recoil and a measurement of the charge
(and dE/dx) released along its path allows for inferring the sense of direction, providing
the required directionality. The topological signature of the recoil event improves also
particle identification and hence background rejection. Thanks to recent advances in Micro
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Pattern Gas Detectors (MPGD) amplification and improved readout techniques, TPCs are
moreover nowadays mature detectors to aim at developing a large scale experiment of
O(100–1000) m3 [8,9].

TPCs energy threshold and angular performances are eventually determined by the
gas composition and pressure, and by the granularity and noise to the signal ratio of the
amplification and readout system [4]. A comprehensive review of readout technologies for
directional WIMP searches can be found in [10].

Direct DM search detectors lack the magnetic fields that are typically present in
TPC installed within experiments at colliders or beams and that can be used to control
diffusion over long drift distances. Given the need for large exposure, (hence detector
volumes) a peculiar modification of the TPC operating principles has been developed
within the DM field, called Negative Ion Drift (NID) [11,12] with the DRIFT experiment
pioneering this innovation [13]. With NID, primary electrons liberated by the track ionising
the gas are captured at O(µm) by the electronegative molecules, creating negative ions.
The anions drift to the anode, where their additional electron is stripped and gives rise
to a standard electron avalanche. Thanks to the anions mass being much larger than
electrons, diffusion is reduced to the thermal limit with dispersion of O(1 mm/m) [11,12],
significantly improving tracking.

Recently, a new remarkable feature has been observed in negative ion gas mixtures:
The presence of multiple charge carriers in the time signal, with different masses [14]. Since
anions mobility depends on their mass, the difference in time of arrival of different anions
effectively provides a measurement of the position of the event along the drift direction.
This is a feature that gaseous TPCs employed in DM searches can not usually grant, since
they are not typically sensitive to the primary scintillation light nor possess other informa-
tion on the time of the start of the event (in contrast to TPC at colliders/beams that can be
triggered by the fast signal from other detectors). One of the most dangerous backgrounds
for direct DM searches are Radon Progeny Recoils (RPRs) from U and Th traces in detector
components, which can mimic WIMP interactions, especially when plating out at the
cathode due to the geometry of the decay [15]. In order to reject these events the full 3D
position of the track, including along the drift direction, needs to be reconstructed with
a technique usually referred to as “fiducialization”. Full 3D detector fiducialization can be
obtained exploiting NID minority carriers time of arrival, and background-free operation
over 1 m3 has been achieved by DRIFT thanks to this [13]. With these two features, NITPC
readout planes can image a larger volume than conventional TPC approaches, resulting in
lower backgrounds and costs for unit mass.

3. The CYGNO TPC Optical 3D Approach

The CYGNO innovative approach to TPC track imaging involves the optical detection
of the photons produced by the de-excitation of gas molecules during the processes of
electron multiplication [16]. The light yield and spectrum strongly depends on the gas and
operating conditions [17,18]. Thanks to the recent developments in both the performance
of Micro Pattern Gas Detectors and the evolution of the CMOS technology, this approach
can today achieve very high granularity and tracking precision. CYGNO innovative
technological and operational choices are:

• The use of Gas Electron Multipliers (GEMs), which provides very high and uniform
gas gains combined with high granularity at the amplification stage;

• The use of scientific CMOS-based cameras (sCMOS) positioned behind the amplifica-
tion plane for the detection of the scintillation light produced together with the electron
avalanche in the GEMs. These devices offer a high granularity 2D readout along with
very high sensitivity in the visible range (>90% of quantum efficiency at 600 nm).
sCMOS exhibit very low noise (≤1 e−/pixel), have low power consumption, and offer
larger field of view compared to Charged Coupled Devices (×2.5 than any standard
EM-CCD) combined with smaller pixels (6.5 × 6.5 µm2) (for more details see https:
//www.hamamatsu.com/eu/en/product/cameras/cmos-cameras/index.html, ac-

https://www.hamamatsu.com/eu/en/product/cameras/cmos-cameras/index.html
https://www.hamamatsu.com/eu/en/product/cameras/cmos-cameras/index.html
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cessed on 5 July 2021). Coupled to the proper optics, large areas can be imaged with
a single sCMOS camera while maintaining a small effective pixels size (i.e., 160 ×
160 µm2 for an area of 35 × 35 cm2), favouring the scalability of this experimental
approach. An example of images from Hamamatsu sCMOS cameras is shown in left
panel of Figure 1, in particular a low energy electron in the top, and a nuclear recoil in
the bottom;

• The combination of the sCMOS 2D X-Y track projection with the signal from a Pho-
tomultiplier (PMT) for the detection of the time profile of charge arrival. Thanks to
this, the relative track extension along the drift direction (∆Z) and the inclination
with respect to the amplification plane can be inferred, and 3D reconstruction can be
achieved with O(100) µm precision [19]. An example of the PMT signal for tracks with
different inclination with respect to the drift direction is shown in the right panel of
Figure 1;

• The use of an He:CF4 60:40 gas mixture at 1 atm, with spectral emission at 600 nm
nicely matching the sCMOS camera sensitivity. Given the kinematic of the WIMP-
nucleus elastic process, a direct DM detection experiment achieves its best sensitivity
for WIMP masses equal to the target mass nuclei [20]. Thanks to its low density and
atomic number, the use of helium can hence extend CYGNO sensitivity to low O(GeV)
WIMP masses for spin independent coupling and allow to reach atmospheric pressure
operation while maintaining good tracking. The CF4 is added for its well-known
scintillation properties in the visible region [17,18], where sCMOS cameras have the
maximum sensitivity. In addition, CF4 large Fluorine content provide a spin-odd
target for simultaneous sensitivity to spin dependent WIMP-proton interactions;

• The atmospheric pressure and room temperature operation; while increasing the
available target mass compared to current gaseous directional DM approaches, it
also minimises the infrastructures needed (no need for cryogenics as noble liquids or
bolometer detectors) and overall experiment dimensions, costs, and material budget
(thin vessel compared to all other low/high pressure TPC approaches);

• The decoupling of the readout sensor from the gas target volume, not possible with
charge-based readouts. This avoids the readout outgassing into the target, modifying
the gas properties or producing recoiling radon progeny in or near the active detector
volume, relatively relaxing the radiopurity requirements;

• The possibility to improve tracking and fiducialization performances with the use
of negative ion drift gas mixture; here lies the cardinal synergy between CYGNO
and INITIUM. The challenging goal of the INITIUM project (funded as the ERC
Consolidator, grant 2018, proposal no. 818744) is to develop NID operation at 1 atm
within the CYGNO optical approach by the addition of a small quantity of SF6. SF6
has been recently demonstrated to work very well as negative ion gas between 20
and 100 Torr, including the possibility of high gains and fiducialization via minority
charge carriers [21–23]. Compared to other gases typically employed to induce NID,
SF6 has the substantial advantages of safer handling, combined with easier Radon
purification and recirculation [24]. With charge pixels readout and triple-thin GEMs,
the feasibility of NID has alredy been demonstrated with He:CF4:SF6 at 360:240:10
Torr at nearly atmospheric pressure (0.8 atm) [25].

The recent developments in the MPGD amplification field combined with the fast
advancement of CMOS technology, strongly pulled by the market, allows to foresee future
developments for a large scale detector (CYGNO PHASE-2), with a staged approach passing
through underground installation of a 50-L prototype (CYGNO PHASE-0) followed by a
1-m3 demonstrator (CYGNO PHASE-1). With this program, CYGNO fits in the context of
the wider international CYGNUS effort, to establish a multi-modular, multi-target Galactic
Directional Recoil Observatory based on gaseous TPCs, that can test the DM hypothesis
beyond the Neutrino Floor and measure the coherent scattering of neutrinos from the sun
and supernovae [4]. CYGNO is part of the coordinated R&D effort to optimise technologies
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and gas mixture choices towards CYGNUS development that is currently undergoing in
participating countries.

Figure 1. Examples of the CYGNO signals from the sCMOS (left) and the PMT (right) from tracks
produced by particles interacting with an He:CF4 60:40 gas mixture at 1 atm. In the left panel, images
of a low energy electron from natural radioactivity on the top and a nuclear recoil on the bottom.
In the right panel, PMT signals from tracks parallel (top) and tilted (bottom) with respect to the
GEMs amplification plane.

4. Experimental Results Obtained with CYGNO Prototypes

Three prototypes of different dimensions have been developed within the CYGNO
effort, to each focus on different sets of study.

The smaller detector called MANGO, schematically shown in left Figure 2, comprises
of a 10 × 10 cm2 GEMs amplification area and a 1-cm drift gap equipped with the Hama-
matsu Orca Fusion sCMOS (2304 × 2304 pixels of 6.5 × 6.5 µm2) and one PMT, and is
employed to study innovative gas mixtures and amplification strategies for improved light
yield and reduced diffusion. The sCMOS, equipped with a Schneider lens (f = 0.95 and
25 mm focal length), is placed at a distance of 27.5 cm from the last GEM in order to image
an area of 13.3 × 13.3 cm2, with 65 × 65 µm2 effective pixel size. With MANGO, the first
experimental evidence of luminescence in He:CF4 gas mixtures induced by non-ionising
electrons was obtained [26]. To this aim, a metal mesh was placed 2.5 mm beyond the last
GEM (shown in Figure 2, left inset). This is used to create an electric field to accelerate the
avalanche electrons to induce additional light production from gas molecules. With this and
an applied electric field of 11.3 kV/cm in the gap, a factor 3 increase of the recorded light
was observed, without any significant increase of the charge produced nor deterioration of
the energy resolution. This feature can provide significant increases of the scintillation yield
without the need for large gas amplification gain, helping in reducing the experimental
energy threshold while improving the energy resolution. While this phenomenon is well
known and already exploited in Argon- and Xenon-based detectors; this is the first time it
has been observed with Helium and CF4.
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Figure 2. Schematic of CYGNO prototypes experimental setup. In the left panel, MANGO with
sensitive volume (A), lens (B), and the CMOS camera (C); in the right panel, LEMOn with elliptical
sensitive volume (A), PMT (B), optical bellow (C), and the sCMOS camera (D).

The medium-size prototype LEMOn, schematically shown on the right in Figure 2,
is composed by a 7-L gas sensitive volume (A), enclosed in an elliptical field cage with
a 20-cm drift length and, a 24 × 20 cm2 base, to match the rectangular triple GEMs
amplification stage dimensions. A mesh-based semitransparent cathode closes the volume
on the opposite side, and the whole structure is contained in a gas-tight box with two
transparent windows on the GEMs and cathode sides, behind which a PMT is placed (B).
Behind the last GEM, downstream to an adjustable bellow (C), a Hamamatsu ORCA Flash
4.0 sCMOS camera (2048 × 2048 pixels of 6.5 × 6.5 µm2) is placed at distance of 52.5 cm.
With the Schneider lens, it proves a Field of View (FOV) of 26 × 26 cm2 with 130 × 130 µm2

effective pixel size. A more detailed description of the LEMOn prototype can be found in
Ref. [27,28].

With LEMOn, CYGNO experimental approaches performances were assessed on a
medium-size scale in overground Laboratori Nazionali di Frascati (LNF) with the use of
radioactive sources and cosmic rays. In particular:

• Detector stability was evaluated operating continuously the detector for a month-long
test [29]. The currents drawn by the high voltage channels supplying the electrodes of
the GEM stack were monitored and recorded to identify sudden and large increases
that could indicate discharges or other electrostatic issues. The autorecovery procedure
implemented resulted in a dead time of less than 4%. Overall, the test demonstrated
the high stability of the experimental approach;

• Light yield, energy resolution, and detection efficiency at O(keV) was studied analysing
the sCMOS images of 55Fe X-rays-induced electron recoils. A response of about
514 photons/keV was measured with LEMOn, with 12% energy resolution [27,29]
from the 55Fe spectrum show on the left of Figure 3 and full detection efficiency in the
whole 7-L volume;

• Detection threshold was evaluated studying the sCMOS sensor noise in absence of
light. Requiring that less than 10 fake events/year are reconstructed from sensor noise
translate in a detection threshold of 1 keV [27];

• Event absolute drift distance estimation from the fit to diffusion, as demonstrated with
charge pixels readout by [30], was studied with 450 MeV electrons from the LNF-BTF
facility [28], for which the start time of the event can be known from the beam trigger.
The transverse recorded light profile by both the sCMOS camera and PMT shows a
dependence as a function of the absolute drift distance that can be used to infer the
absolute Z with 15% uncertainty over a 20-cm length [28];

• Detection and identification of nuclear and electron recoils was assessed with a dedi-
cated iterative algorithm (iDBSCAN) [31] developed from well-known Density-Based
Spatial Clustering of Applications with Noise (DBSCAN) [32] aimed at recognising
tracks with different ionisation patterns. With iDBSCAN applied on electron recoils
from 55Fe and nuclear recoils induced by AmBe, a 10−3 ER rejection at 5.9 keVee with
40% NR efficiency was obtained with an elementary cut [33], a result that can be
significantly improved by the use of a multivariate approach.
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Figure 3. Left panel: Light spectrum of 55Fe events reconstructed from the sCMOS images with Polya
fit superimposed from [27]. Right panel: ηlight (see text for details) as a function of the drift distance
Z measured with 450 MeV electrons from the LNF-BTF facility [28].

LIME, shown in Figure 4, is the largest detector manufactured so far by the collabora-
tion and represents the CYGNO PHASE-0 mentioned in Section 3. LIME is equipped with
triple 33 × 33 cm2 thin GEMs, amplifying a 50-cm drift length, for a total active volume of
about 55 L imaged by a single sCMOS and a 4 small PMT. The GEMs are stretched with
pullouts, following the experience gained within the CMS experiment [34], on a plexiglass
frame rather than on the conventional CERN PCBs (bottom right of Figure 4), in order
to minimise the radioactivity contribution from this item. The field cage is composed by
copper rings supported by a plexiglass comb (Figure 4, bottom left), conveniently roundly
shaped to avoid discharge at a 1-cm pitch. A plexiglass box contains the detector 55-L
active volume guaranteeing gas tightness, with a thin Mylar window for calibrations with
radioactive sources and a laser beam. An aluminum Faraday cage envelope the detector
to protect from electric noise and discharges (Figure 4 top right). LIME possess the same
dimensions of a single module of the 18 foreseen for a 1-m3 CYGNO PHASE-1 detector
(see Section 5). The LIME goal is in fact to verify in an underground environment and on
realistic dimensions, the performances expected for CYGNO PHASE-1, while at the same
time test part of the materials and construction techniques that will be employed for the
realisation of the experiment.

LIME has been commissioned in overground LNF and demonstrated a detector
stability consistent with the one measured on LEMOn [29]. LIME is read out with the
Hamamatsu ORCA Fusion sCMOS, that improves over the LEMOn Orca Flash in terms of
reduced noise, larger number of pixels, and larger quantum efficiency. The Orca Fusion
has a FOV of 35 × 35 cm2, providing effective pixels the size of 160 × 160 µm2. With this
configuration, a response of 1.18 ph/eV and <10−5 fake clusters per year was measured in
LIME, showing that detection energy threshold could be lowered from 1 keV to 0.5 keV
with respect to the published measurement [27]. The energy resolution on the 55Fe peak
is measured to be 14% across the whole 50-cm drift length, with 100% efficiency in the
full 50-L volume. Measurements are ongoing to assess absolute Z resolution and ER/NR
discrimination within LIME prototype. LIME location in the service tunnel connecting the
LNGS Halls is under space optimisation and its underground installation is foreseen for
fall 2021.

A summary of the main characteristics and achieved performances of the CYGNO
large prototypes LEMOn and LIME discussed in the text are shown in Table 1.

Table 1. Summary of the main characteristics and achieved performances of the CYGNO large prototypes LEMOn and
LIME discussed in the text.

FOV [cm2] Length [cm] Light Yield Det. Thr. Energy Res. Abs. Z Res. ER/NR Discr.

LEMOn 26 × 26 20 514 γ/keVee 1 keVee 12% @ 5.9 keVee 15% 10−3 @ 5.9 keVee
LIME 35 × 35 50 1180 γ/keVee 0.5 keVee 14% @ 5.9 keVee
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Figure 4. Picture of the LIME detector assembly at Laboratori Nazionali di Frascati. Top left: With
drift field and GEM operating at nominal voltages, bottom left: Detail of the field cage copper rings,
center: Detail of the resistor soldered to the field cage ring, top right: LIME inside the Faraday cage,
and bottom right: Detail of the triple GEM streatched with pullouts on a plexiglass frame.

5. The CYGNO PHASE-1 Detector

CYGNO PHASE-1 detector will be composed of two back-to-back TPCs, separated
by a central aluminised mylar cathode [35], for an active gas volume of the order of 1 m3.
Each end cap will be equipped with N LIME-like modules, where the actual number N
will depend on the final detector dimensions, still under optimisation. The field cage
will be realised along the model developed for LIME, with a 6 mm × 2 mm copper rings
placed every 10 mm. A gas volume vessel realised in PMMA to lower the material intrinsic
radioactivity, gas contamination, and ensure the electrical isolation from cathode and
filed cage, will contain the active volume of the detector. CYGNO PHASE-1 will be
equipped with a dedicated DAQ system based on FPGA and CameraLink protocols to
simultaneously acquire both the fast PMTs signals and slow CMOS cameras pictures only
when their output is consistent with the presence of a track, and to synchronously store
them for offline processing. CYGNO PHASE-1 will feature a tailored gas system, designed
to performs four functions: Flow of a suitable gas mixture (He:CF4, typically in the ratio
60:40), chemical purification of impurities, recirculation, and recovery. The gas will be
completely recovered from the system in order to produce no exhaust into the atmosphere.
Both the DAQ and the gas systems are under finalisation and will be tested in the upcoming
underground LIME installation (see Section 4).

Preliminary evaluation of the expected CYGNO PHASE-1 backgrounds has been per-
formed with a Geant-4 [36] based Monte Carlo simulation. An external passive shielding
of 2-m Water + 5 cm copper has been identified as the optimal configuration to reduce
the number of expected ERs from LNGS environmental gamma and neutron fluxes below
103 cpy (with O(1) cpy nuclear recoils) in the range 0–20 keV [37]. The GEMs foil, the gas
vessel PMMA, and the camera body and lens, expected to introduce the largest radioac-
tivity contamination from internal components, have been measured with HPGe gamma
spectroscopy detectors. Their activities were introduced in the PHASE-1 background
simulation, obtaining a preliminary estimate of O(106)/year ERs induced by material ra-
dioactivity in the 0–20 keV energy range before applying any discrimination. Background
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minimisation with the use of Suprasil lens (∼104 reduction) and the substitution of part
of the internal sCMOS camera components with cleaner options is under investigation in
collaboration with the producing companies.

6. Conclusions

This paper illustrates the developments and plans for the realisation of CYGNO,
a directional DM experiment based on optical readout of a TPC detector through the
combination of sCMOS images and PMTs signals. Thanks to the recent developments in
MPGD and CMOS technologies, gaseous TPCs, constituting the most natural approach
to directional DM searches, have nowadays reached technological maturity to aim at
large-scale experiments, as illustrated in [4]. CYGNO development fits into the CYGNUS
proto-collaboration effort, with the goal of demonstrating the proof-of-principle of the
chosen optical approach towards the realisation of a multi-modular ton-scale detector.
The performances achieved with CYGNO prototypes and illustrated in the Section 4 results
are highly promising. The realisation of a PHASE-1 detector based on this approach at
underground Laboratori Nazionali del Gran Sasso is expected to significantly contribute to
the advancement of TPC technology in the directional DM search field.

The development and optimisation of large high precision gaseous TPC with sCMOS
+ PMT 3D optical readout is of very high interest for several applications of TPC technology
for rare event signatures other than DM searches [38]. These span from X-ray polarimetry in
space [39], to low energy nuclear physics [40], to measurement of the angular correlations
in the 2-proton decay [41], further demonstrating the versatility of the TPC approach,
in particular when coupled to an innovative, highly-performing optical readout.
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