
Time-spatial drift of decelerating 
electromagnetic pulses 

Alexander G. Nerukh1* and Dmitry A. Nerukh2 
1Kharkov National University of Radio Electronics, 14 Lenin Ave., Kharkov, 61166, Ukraine 
2Non-linearity and Complexity Research Group, Aston University, Birmingham, B4 7ET, UK 

*nerukh@gmail.com 

Abstract: A time dependent electromagnetic pulse generated by a current 
running laterally to the direction of the pulse propagation is considered in 
paraxial approximation. It is shown that the pulse envelope moves in the 
time-spatial coordinates on the surface of a parabolic cylinder for the Airy 
pulse and a hyperbolic cylinder for the Gaussian. These pulses propagate in 
time with deceleration along the dominant propagation direction and drift 
uniformly in the lateral direction. The Airy pulse stops at infinity while the 
asymptotic velocity of the Gaussian is nonzero. 

©2013 Optical Society of America 

OCIS codes: (050.1940) Diffraction; (260.2110) Electromagnetic optics; (350.5500) 
Propagation. 

References and links 

1. M. V. Berry and N. L. Balazs, “Nonspreading wave packets,” Am. J. Phys. 47(3), 264–267 (1979). 
2. G. A. Siviloglou and D. N. Christodoulides, “Accelerating finite energy Airy beams,” Opt. Lett. 32(8), 979–981 

(2007). 
3. G. A. Siviloglou, J. Broky, A. Dogariu, and D. N. Christodoulides, “Observation of accelerating Airy beams,” 

Phys. Rev. Lett. 99(21), 213901 (2007). 
4. P. Saari, “Laterally accelerating airy pulses,” Opt. Express 16(14), 10303–10308 (2008). 
5. M. A. Bandres, “Accelerating beams,” Opt. Lett. 34(24), 3791–3793 (2009). 
6. Y. Kaganovsky and E. Heyman, “Wave analysis of Airy beams,” Opt. Express 18(8), 8440–8452 (2010). 
7. M. I. Carvalho and M. Facão, “Propagation of Airy-related beams,” Opt. Express 18(21), 21938–21949 (2010). 
8. J. Baumgartl, M. Mazilu, and K. Dholakia, “Optically mediated particle clearing using Airy wavepackets,” Nat. 

Photonics 2(11), 675–678 (2008). 
9. T. Ellenbogen, N. Voloch-Bloch, A. Ganany-Padowicz, and A. Arie, “Nonlinear generation and manipulation of 

Airy beams,” Nat. Photonics 3(7), 395–398 (2009). 
10. A. Salandrino and D. N. Christodoulides, “Airy plasmon: a nondiffracting surface wave,” Opt. Lett. 35(12), 

2082–2084 (2010). 
11. H. Cheng, W. Zang, W. Zhou, and J. Tian, “Analysis of optical trapping and propulsion of Rayleigh particles 

using Airy beam,” Opt. Express 18(19), 20384–20394 (2010). 
12. J.-X. Li, W.-P. Zang, and J.-G. Tian, “Vacuum laser-driven acceleration by Airy beams,” Opt. Express 18(7), 

7300–7306 (2010). 
13. Z. Zheng, B.-F. Zhang, H. Chen, J. Ding, and H.-T. Wang, “Optical trapping with focused Airy beams,” Appl. 

Opt. 50(1), 43–49 (2011). 
14. W. Liu, D. N. Neshev, I. V. Shadrivov, A. E. Miroshnichenko, and Y. S. Kivshar, “Plasmonic Airy beam 

manipulation in linear optical potentials,” Opt. Lett. 36(7), 1164–1166 (2011). 
15. I. M. Besieris and A. M. Shaarawi, “Accelerating Airy wave packets in the presence of quadratic and cubic 

dispersion,” Phys. Rev. E Stat. Nonlin. Soft Matter Phys. 78(4), 046605 (2008). 
16. D. Abdollahpour, S. Suntsov, D. G. Papazoglou, and S. Tzortzakis, “Spatiotemporal airy light bullets in the 

linear and nonlinear regimes,” Phys. Rev. Lett. 105(25), 253901 (2010). 
17. A. Chong, W. H. Renninger, D. N. Christodoulides, and F. W. Wise, “Airy-Bessel wave packets as versatile 

linear light bullets,” Nat. Photonics 4(2), 103–106 (2010). 
18. T. J. Eichelkraut, G. A. Siviloglou, I. M. Besieris, and D. N. Christodoulides, “Oblique Airy wave packets in 

bidispersive optical media,” Opt. Lett. 35(21), 3655–3657 (2010). 
19. Y. Kaganovsky and E. Heyman, “Airy pulsed beams,” J. Opt. Soc. Am. A 28(6), 1243–1255 (2011). 
20. Y. Fattal, A. Rudnick, and D. M. Marom, “Soliton shedding from Airy pulses in Kerr media,” Opt. Express 

19(18), 17298–17307 (2011). 
21. I. Kaminer, Y. Lumer, M. Segev, and D. N. Christodoulides, “Causality effects on accelerating light pulses,” 

Opt. Express 19(23), 23132–23139 (2011). 
22. A. Yariv, Optical Electronics in Modern Communications (Oxford University Press, 1997). 

#190232 - $15.00 USD Received 9 May 2013; revised 2 Jul 2013; accepted 3 Jul 2013; published 12 Jul 2013
(C) 2013 OSA 15 July 2013 | Vol. 21,  No. 14 | DOI:10.1364/OE.21.017366 | OPTICS EXPRESS  17366



23. L. Novotny and B. Hecht, Principles of Nano-Optics (Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
24. Y. B. Band, Light and Matter (John Wiley & Sons, 2007). 
25. V. S. Vladimirov, Equations of Mathematical Physics (Marcel Dekker Inc., 1971). 
26. A. N. Tychonov and A. A. Samarski, Partial Differential Equations in Mathematical Physics (Holden-Day, 

1964). 
27. Handbook of Mathematical Functions with Formulas, Graphs and Mathematical Tables, M. Abramowitz and I. 

Stegun eds. (Nat. Bureau of Standards, 1964).  

1. Introduction 

Intensive theoretical and experimental investigations of Airy beams are motivated by their 
unusual features (non-diffractive propagation, accelerating motion, and self-healing). A 
solution to the Schrodinger equation in the form of a non-spreading accelerating Airy wave 
function found by Berry and Balazs in 1979 [1] inspired Siviloglou and Christodoulides to put 
forward the concept of electromagnetic accelerated Airy beams [2, 3]. These seminal 
publications with theoretical formulations based on the paraxial approximation to the wave 
equation and experimental confirmation were followed by many works on the Airy beam 
properties, for example [4–7] (and citations therein). These investigations generate very 
interesting applications, some of which have been already realised [8–14]. In the majority of 
these investigations time is eliminated from the paraxial equation by using the predominant 
time harmonic dependence ( )( , , ) i t kxE F x y z e ω −=   for a wave propagating along the x axis. In 

this case a parabolic dependence exists between the lateral ( , )y z  and the longitudinal x  

coordinates in ( , , )F x y z . The parabolic dependence between time and the longitudinal 

coordinate with the leading dependence ~ i te ω  is also considered in a number of publications. 
It is shown in [2] that a circular symmetric input field with the temporal behaviour according 
to the Airy function keeps this symmetry at later times propagating with time acceleration. 
Wave functions constructed in time domain using the Fourier transform are considered in [4, 
15–21]. Spatiotemporal Airy light bullets as the solution to a paraxial equation in a dispersive 
medium are investigated in [16, 17]. The temporal analysis of the Airy pulses in dispersive 
and nonlinear medium reveals such phenomena as generation of solitons [20]. 

A fundamental remark concerning the causality effects of the phenomenon is made in 
[21]. It is noted that the spatial and temporal accelerations are physically qualitatively 
different. According to the authors’ mathematical formulation of the problem [21], if the 
accelerated motion is considered in time, the solution can give accelerating or decelerating 
movement and requires the backward flow of time on a part of the trajectory. Some physical 
ideas for overcoming this problem are proposed. However, these ideas look rather artificial 
because they are built on solutions to homogeneous paraxial equation without taking into 
account neither initial (boundary) conditions nor sources creating the field. 

Here we add external sources to the problem and show that in this formulation no exotic 
suggestions are needed and no backward flow of time appears. We do not make any 
assumptions about the temporal dependence of the field. We consider this process in paraxial 
approximation [22–24] assuming the dominant propagation along the selected x axis, 

( , , , ) ikxE F t x y z e−= , and formulate the master equation in this approximation. We derive its 

solution by a rigorous method of the Green’s function that allows constructing other 
decelerating pulses (not Airy), the Gaussian is given as an example. 

2. The master equation 

To investigate the acceleration of electromagnetic pulses in time we consider a problem 
rigorously with only one assumption that is of paraxial approximation. It means that the field 
takes the dependence on the longitudinal coordinate x  dominant, ( , , , ) ikxE F t x y z e−= , 0k > , 

such that the well-known paraxial approximation of a slow varying envelope '' '2xx x xF ik F<<  

#190232 - $15.00 USD Received 9 May 2013; revised 2 Jul 2013; accepted 3 Jul 2013; published 12 Jul 2013
(C) 2013 OSA 15 July 2013 | Vol. 21,  No. 14 | DOI:10.1364/OE.21.017366 | OPTICS EXPRESS  17367



is fulfilled. We do not consider free waves, but a more practical situation when the field is 
created by an external electric current ( , , , )j t x y z . This field is described by an 

inhomogeneous wave equation which produces the master paraxial equation for the envelope 
F  with no predefined temporal dependence 

 
2 2 2

2
02 2 2 2

1
2 .

F F F F F
ik k F f

x y z v t t
μ μσ∂ ∂ ∂ ∂ ∂− − + + − − =

∂ ∂ ∂ ∂ ∂
 (1) 

Here the right-hand side 0
ikxj

f e
t

μ μ ∂=
∂

 represents the source current, 0 01 /v ε εμ μ=  is the 

velocity of light, 0ε  and 0μ  are the permittivity and the permeability of vacuum, ε  and μ  

are the permittivity and the permeability of the nondispersive medium where the field is 
created. The medium dissipation is determined by the conductivity σ . 

The solution to Eq. (1) is given by the convolution F G f= ⊗  of the right hand side f  

with the Green’s function G  of this equation [25]. This function G  is found as a solution to 
Eq. (1) but with the delta-function on the right-hand side: 
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It does not contain retardation and describes the propagation of a disturbance with the infinite 
velocity as it is inherent to solutions of parabolic type equations [26]. This means that the 
processes described by this function do not contain the cause-effect relationship. 

y

x

j E

k

z

ε, μ, σ

 

Fig. 1. The geometry of the problem: an electric current j  in a lateral plane located at 0x  

excites a pulse E  propagating in the perpendicular direction. 

Writing the current in the spectral representation over plane waves in the lateral source 
plane 0x x= , which is perpendicular to the direction of the radiation propagation, Fig. 1, 

 1 2( )
0 0

1
( ) ( )

2
i t q y q zj j x x e dωδ ω ω

π

∞
− −

−∞

= − Φ  (3) 

and executing the convolution we obtain the spectral representation of the radiated field 
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where 2 21m q v= − , 2 2 2

1 2
q q q= + . The coefficient m  shows the degree of paraxial 

approximation. If 0m =  ( 1 /q v= ) then the squared frequency in the integrand exponent in 
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Eq. (4) disappears. However, in this case the parabolic approximation is inapplicable. The 
pure case of parabolic approximation is realised when 1m →  ( 0q → ). 

The space time structure of this field is determined by the current’s spectral function and, 
following the Green’s function (2), the radiated field (4) does not contain retardation too. 
Therefore, it does not describe the relationship of cause-effect. 

3. Decelerating Airy pulse 

The current provided by the odd spectrum function 3( ) exp( ( ) / 3)i T iω ω αΦ = +  in (3) 

corresponds to the pulse running in the plane 0x x=  and described by the Airy function [27], 

 ( ) 1 2( )/
0 1 2( )Ai ( ) / / .t q y q z Tj x x t q y q z T e Tαδ − −= − − −  (5) 

Here, T  is a normalized parameter and the parameter α  is introduced for ensuring energy 
finiteness of the source, the idea proposed in [2] for a problem with the harmonic temporal 
dependence of the phenomenon. 

The calculation of the integral in Eq. (4) gives the radiated wave with the envelope 
described by the Airy function but with the quadratic argument in contrast to the linear one in 
Eq. (5): 
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The function 
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 in (6) depends only 

on the longitudinal coordinate x. The retarded time 1 2t t q y q z= − −  depends on the instant 

time and the lateral coordinates. 
The obtained solution shows that the Airy pulse of the current running in the source plane 

lateral to the radiation direction radiates the Airy pulse propagating along a complex 
trajectory. Specifically, the trajectory of the pulse envelope lies on the surface of a parabolic 
cylinder in space time coordinates ( , , ,t x y z ), Fig. 2. The equation of this surface is derived 

by equating the real part of the Airy function argument in (6) to some constant a  

 ( )
2

0
1 2 2 2

1
.

2

x x
t q y q z m a

T kv T

− − − − = 
 

 (7) 

The pulse envelope moves on this surface decelerating along the longitudinal axis x  and 
drifts uniformly with time in the lateral direction. The projection of the parabolic cylinder 
onto the plane ( , )t x  illustrates the trajectories of the envelope in space and time. The vertex 

of the parabolic trajectory is situated at the source point and each trajectory goes away from 
the source ( 0 0x = ) with time. Therefore, the problem with the backward flow of time does 

not appear. 

#190232 - $15.00 USD Received 9 May 2013; revised 2 Jul 2013; accepted 3 Jul 2013; published 12 Jul 2013
(C) 2013 OSA 15 July 2013 | Vol. 21,  No. 14 | DOI:10.1364/OE.21.017366 | OPTICS EXPRESS  17369



 

Fig. 2. The surface of the parabolic cylinder in the space time coordinates along which the Airy 
pulse propagates. 

By differentiating Eq. (7) with respect to time we obtain the dependence between the 
components of the complete envelope velocity 
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( )
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x x m
q y q z x

k v T

−+ + =   (8) 

At each fixed point x, 0x = , the velocity in the transverse direction is constant 

1 2 1q y q z+ =  . The velocity of the envelope movement in the longitudinal direction is derived 

from Eq. (8) assuming that y and z are constants. This gives the envelope velocity along the 
propagation direction 2 4 3 2

02 / ( )x k v T m x x−= −  as a function of the distance from the source 

or as a function of time 2 3/2 1 /x kv T m t aT−= − . Here the constant a  is as in Eq. (7). This 

velocity tends to zero with time as well as with the distance from the source. The acceleration 
of this movement 2

0/ ( )x x x x= − −   is negative everywhere in the region of the pulse 

existence, 0 0x x− > , and it also tends to zero with the distance from the source confirming 

the decelerating character of the movement. 

4. Decelerating Gaussian 

The source of the even spectrum function 2 2( ) exp( ( ) / 4 )T wω ωΦ = −  in Eq. (3) corresponds 

to the source current of the Gaussian form running in the transverse plane 

 
2 2 2

1 2( ) /1 1/2
0 0( ) .w t q y q z Tj j x x wT eδ π − − −− −= −  (9) 

The field radiated by this source is the well known running Gaussian 
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where 
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This expression is significantly simplified in the case of a non-dissipative medium, 0σ = : 
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Equating the argument of the second exponent in (11) to some constant a , as in Eq. (7), 
we obtain the equation for the surface of the hyperbolic cylinder 

2 1 2 2 2
1 2 0( ) ( ) 1t q y q z a m u x x−− − − − = , Fig. 3, on which the pulse envelope moves. The 

projection of the hyperbolic cylinder onto the plane ( , )t x  illustrates the decelerating motion 

of the Gaussian envelope along the hyperbolic trajectories, but its velocity changes in 
different manner comparing with the Airy pulse. 

 

Fig. 3. The surface of the hyperbolic cylinder in the space time coordinates along which the 
Gaussian propagates. 

The dependence between the longitudinal and the transverse velocities on this surface is 
obtained by differentiating this equation 
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 2 2
1 2 1 2 0(1 )( ) / ( ) 0.q y q z t q y q z a xm u x x− − − − − − =   (12) 

In the lateral direction (for a fixed coordinate x) the envelope movement, as in the case of 
the Airy pulse, is uniform and its velocity is constant: 1 2 1q y q z+ =  . For given values of y and 

z the envelope movement is decelerating along the longitudinal axis x  and its velocity 
changes as 

 
2 2 2

0
2 2 2 2 2

0 0

1 ( )
.

( ) ( )

m u x xt t
x

a m u x x a m u x x a mu t a

+ −
= = =

− − −
  (13) 

In contrast to the Airy pulse this velocity asymptotically tends to the nonzero value 
2 21 /x m u a∞ =  with time as well as with the distance from the source. 

5. Conclusions 

A time dependent electromagnetic field in paraxial approximation generated by a current 
running in a plane transverse to the propagation direction of the electromagnetic pulse is 
considered. This field is described by a differential equation of a parabolic type with a source 
on the right-hand side. The radiation of such source in the form of Airy and Gaussian pulses 
is investigated. The pulse envelope moves in the ( , , , )t x y z  coordinates on the parabolic 

cylinder surface for the Airy pulses and the hyperbolic cylinder for the Gaussian. It is shown 
that these pulses propagate in time with deceleration along the dominant propagation 
direction and drift uniformly in time and in the lateral direction. The velocity of the envelope 
tends to zero with time and distance from the source for the Airy pulse and to an asymptotic 
nonzero value for the Gaussian. The considered statement of the problem does not require the 
backward flow of time. 
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