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Abstract

The photo-production of J/ψ mesons at low transverse momentum is studied
in peripheral lead-lead collisions collected by the LHCb experiment at a centre-of-
mass energy per nucleon pair of 5 TeV, corresponding to an integrated luminosity
of 210 µb−1. The J/ψ candidates are reconstructed through the prompt decay
into two muons of opposite charge in the rapidity region of 2.0 < y < 4.5. The
results significantly improve previous measurements and are compared to the latest
theoretical prediction.
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One of the main open subjects in ultra-relativistic heavy-ion physics is the study of
the quark-gluon plasma (QGP), an exotic state of hadronic matter predicted by quantum
chromodynamics (QCD). Quantitative predictions of QGP properties are obtained from
lattice computations [1]. Experimentally, one of the signatures of the QGP formation
inside heavy-nuclei collisions is the suppression of heavy quarkonia production, such as
the J/ψ particle [2]. The suppression is expected to depend on both the temperature of
the medium and the binding energy of the state [3]. Cold nuclear matter effects [4] seem
to influence the measurements in nuclei collisions. These effects must be understood prior
to providing a sound interpretation in the QGP framework of the hadronically produced
(through the interaction of two partons) quarkonia suppression observed at RHIC and the
LHC [5–10].

The ALICE [11] and STAR [12] collaborations measured an excess with respect to
expectations from purely hadronic production of J/ψ mesons at very low pT (below
300 MeV/c), where pT is the component of the J/ψ momentum transverse to the beam, in
hadronic lead-lead (PbPb) collisions at the center-of-mass energy per nucleon pair

√
sNN =

2.76 TeV and gold-gold (uranium-uranium) collisions at
√
sNN = 200 GeV (193 GeV). It

was posited that this excess is due to photo-produced J/ψ mesons, caused by the coherent
interaction of the large electromagnetic fields generated by the projectile with the target
nucleus [13]. These types of interactions were primarily expected to only occur in ultra-
peripheral collisions (UPCs) [14], in which the impact parameter, b, is larger than the
sum of the radii Ra and Rb of the two colliding nuclei, hence without nuclear break-up of
the target or the projectile.

A precise measurement confirming coherent J/ψ production in hadronic collisions
would shed light on the coherence of the interaction supposedly destroyed by the hadronic
collisions and on the profile of the photon flux in peripheral PbPb collisions [15,16].

In this Letter, a measurement of prompt J/ψ production at very-low pT in PbPb
collisions at a centre-of-mass energy per nucleon pair

√
sNN = 5 TeV is reported. For

the first time at the LHC, the production yield is measured versus pT and rapidity, y.
The data were recorded by the LHCb detector in 2018 and correspond to an integrated
luminosity of about 210 µb−1. The LHCb detector is a single-arm forward spectrometer
covering the pseudorapidity range 2 < η < 5, described in detail in Refs. [17, 18]. The
trigger consists of a hardware stage, using information from the calorimeter and muon
systems, followed by a software stage, which applies selections on the fully reconstructed
event.

At the hardware trigger stage, events are required to have a muon with high pT or a
hadron, photon or electron with high transverse energy in the calorimeters. Two samples
are selected for this analysis, a signal sample and a sample of minimum bias event used
to normalise through the total number of inelastic events. They have different trigger
strategies. Signal events are selected if the number of clusters in the vertex locator
surrounding the interaction region, Nc, is 6000 < Nc < 10000 or if Nc < 6000 and two
muons with pT > 400 MeV/c are reconstructed.

The trigger for the minimum bias (MB) events requires Nc < 10000 and a signal from
the hardware trigger. To improve the signal purity, events passing the software trigger
are selected if the muon candidates have a pT > 700 MeV/c, the particles are consistent
with originating from a primary PbPb collision vertex (PV) and are identified as muons.
The prompt J/ψ candidates, which include feed-down from excited charmonium states
originating from b-hadron decays, are separated from the non-prompt candidates using the
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Table 1: Average number of participant nucleons, 〈Npart〉, along with the corresponding standard
deviation of the Npart distribution, σpart, for each of the selected Nc intervals.

Nc 〈Npart〉 σpart
1000 – 4000 10.6 2.9
4000 – 6000 15.7 4.1
6000 – 10000 27.8 7.2
1000 – 10000 19.7 9.2

requirement tz < 0.3 ps, where tz is the pseudo decay-time defined as (zJ/ψ − zPV)mJ/ψ/pz.
Here, (zJ/ψ − zPV) and pz are the distance between the J/ψ candidate decay vertex and
the PV, and the candidate momentum along the beam axis, respectively, and mJ/ψ is the
known J/ψ mass [19].

During data taking, neon (Ne) gas was injected into the beam pipe near the interaction
point using LHCb’s SMOG system [20] to record fixed-target collisions simultaneously
with the PbPb collisions. These fixed-target PbNe collisions are rejected by placing
requirements on the position of the PV. In order to remove potential contamination from
UPCs, which may bias the measurement especially for very low event activity, a minimal
energy deposit in the electromagnetic calorimeter (ECAL) is also required.

The PbPb sample is divided into intervals of Nc which correspond to different numbers
of participating nucleons, Npart. This quantity is related to the centrality, defined as the
percentile of the total inelastic hadronic PbPb cross-section as a function of the released
collision energy, which can be approximated by the total energy deposit in ECAL (Etot).
The more central is the collision, the larger Etot is and the larger Npart is. The percentiles
are determined using the Glauber Monte Carlo (GMC) model [21, 22]. The model is used
to perform a binned fit to the Etot distribution of the MB data sample, collected with
the same detector conditions as the signal sample. The quantity Npart is estimated for
each collision and the mean value, 〈Npart〉, is derived from events within a given Nc range.
Results for each Nc interval are summarized in Table 1. More details on the centrality
determination in LHCb can be found in Ref. [23].

In this Letter, the J/ψ photo-production differential yield is measured, defined as

dY i
J/ψ

dy
=

N i
J/ψ

BN i
MB ε

i
tot ∆y

, (1)

d2Y i
J/ψ

dpTdy
=

dY i
J/ψ

dy

1

∆pT
, (2)

where i indicates the Nc range, N i
J/ψ is the number of photo-produced J/ψ meson

candidates reconstructed through the J/ψ → µ+µ− decay channel in the (pT, y) interval
of width (∆pT,∆y), B = (5.961 ± 0.033)% [19] is the branching fraction of the decay
J/ψ → µ+µ−, N i

MB is the total number of MB events, and εitot is the efficiency to reconstruct
and select the J/ψ candidates. The dimuon invariant mass, m(µ+µ−), of the selected
candidates is shown in Fig. 1 for a representative centrality interval for J/ψ candidates
with pT <15.0 GeV/c and 2.0 < y < 4.5. An unbinned fit of these candidates is performed
using a Crystal-Ball (CB) function for the signal and a first order polynomial for the
background.
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Figure 1: (Left) Invariant mass distribution of J/ψ candidates with 〈Npart〉 = 10.6 ± 2.9, for
pT < 15.0 GeV/c and 2.0 < y < 4.5. (Right) Distribution of ln(p2T) of the J/ψ candidates for
〈Npart〉 = 10.6± 2.9 after background subtraction. The projections of the fit to disentangle the
coherently photo-produced and hadronically produced J/ψ mesons are overlaid.

Photo-produced J/ψ mesons and the hadronically produced J/ψ mesons are then
disentangled through an unbinned maximum likelihood fit to the dimuon pT spectrum
after subtracting non-resonant (γγ → µ+µ−) and combinatorial (uncorrelated muon
pair) background events using the sPlot method [24] with m(µ+µ−) as discriminating
variable. The empirical fit model comprises a double-sided Crystal-Ball function [25]
expressed in ln(p2T) for the photo-production contribution and a function for the hadronic
component that typically has a larger pT

f(pT) =
pn1
T[

1 + (pT
p0

)n2

]n3
, (3)

where n1, n2, n3 and p0 are parameters free to vary in the fit. The projections of the
fits in the centrality interval 〈Npart〉=10.6± 2.9 are shown in Fig. 1, overlaid to the data
distributions. A good description of the data is observed in all centrality intervals. The
photo-produced J/ψ candidates are visible in the range 0 < pT < 250 MeV/c. The pT
distribution of the photo-produced J/ψ candidates does not rise towards vanishing pT due
to the interference caused by the negative parity of the photon as explained in Ref. [16].

Simulation is required to model the effects of the detector acceptance and of the
selection requirements on the signal. The PbPb collisions are generated using EPOS [26]
and the hard process is generated with Pythia [27] with a specific LHCb configuration [28].

An additional signal sample where the J/ψ is transversely polarised was produced
using the STARlight [29] generator to study the acceptance assuming the coherent photo-
production scenario. The interactions of the generated particles with the detector, and
its response, are implemented using the Geant4 toolkit [30] as described in Ref. [31].
The total efficiency is determined independently in each interval of centrality, and it
includes the effects of the geometrical acceptance (εacc), the trigger efficiency (εtrigger),
the reconstruction and selection efficiency (εrec&sel), and the efficiency of the particle
identification (PID) criteria (εPID). The acceptance is determined using the STARlight
sample in the kinematic range of the analysis. The efficiency εrec&sel is estimated using
simulation and data calibration techniques. The main component of the reconstruction
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inefficiency is due to the tracking algorithms, as the performance is affected by the
high occupancy in PbPb collisions. The relative reconstruction efficiency between data
and simulation is evaluated using two D0 meson decay channels (D0 → K−π+ and
D0 → K−π+π−π+). The yields are evaluated in PbPb data and simulation and the
difference of their ratio to unity is encoded in a factor k(Nc). This factor depends on
the event multiplicity, assuming k(Nc) is the same for the π and µ tracks. The latter
factor is used to weight the reconstructed J/ψ’s simulation. An additional weighting is
also applied on the simulated J/ψ candidates to match the kinematic distribution in data
through the variables Nc, pT, and y of the J/ψ. The PID efficiency εPID is evaluated
using a tag-and-probe approach with J/ψ → µµ decays reconstructed in proton-proton
collisions that provides PID efficiency tables for single muons. Those efficiencies are
used to perform a two-dimensional (pT , Nc) extrapolation, using first- and second-order
polynomial functions, to estimate the decrease of the efficiencies for higher multiplicities
seen in PbPb collisions. No extrapolation is performed based on the rapidity as no
correlation is seen between Nc and y.

Several sources of systematic uncertainties are considered. The uncertainty associated
with the fit model used to evaluate the signal yields is determined by testing alternative
fit functions. The pT of the hadronically produced J/ψ candidates is modelled by a
Tsallis function [32]. The background shape is also modified to account for incoherent
photo-produced J/ψ, defined as the interaction between one photon and a single nucleon
implying the destruction of the nucleus. This contribution typically produces J/ψ mesons
at higher pT than the coherent photo-production source. Therefore, another double CB
function is added to model this potential contribution. The incoherent contribution shares
the shape parameters of the coherent contribution with the mean pT and width shifted
according to the differences obtained in the STARlight simulations. By computing the
difference to the reference fit, a total uncertainty of about 1.3% averaged over all centrality
intervals is obtained.

The systematic uncertainty associated with the evaluation of the efficiencies is divided
into uncertainties due to the εrec&sel, εPID, and εtrigger efficiencies. Three systematic effects
are considered for the measurement of εrec&sel: the uncertainty on the weighting procedure,
the uncertainty associated with the evaluation of the factor k, and the correlation between
the variables pT and y. The first component is estimated by comparing pT, y, and Nc

of the weighted distributions of the J/ψ mesons in simulation with those in data after
background subtraction. The difference between the two leads to a global uncertainty of
2%. The uncertainty on the factor k is evaluated by varying its value within its uncertainty
and propagating it to the tracking efficiency. An uncertainty from 2.9% to 7.4% is found
depending on the considered multiplicity interval. The uncertainty on the correlation
between the variables pT and y is estimated to be 1% using calibration samples from
proton-proton collisions.

The uncertainty coming from the muon PID efficiency tables is evaluated with a
smearing technique. The J/ψ PID efficiency is computed using efficiency PID tables with
the values in each interval varied within their uncertainty. This procedure is repeated
several times and the largest difference is taken as systematic uncertainty; the effect is
smaller than 1% and considered negligible compared to the uncertainty given by the
difference of the two functions used for the extrapolation.

The uncertainty on εtrigger is estimated by comparing the trigger efficiency measurement
with another method based on data. The method consists of evaluating the efficiency
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Figure 2: (Top left) Differential yields of photo-produced J/ψ candidates as a function of rapidity
and (top right) 〈Npart〉. (Bottom) Double differential yields as a function of pT. The vertical
inner blue bars represent the statistical uncertainty and the outer red bars the total uncertainty.
The horizontal bars in the 〈Npart〉 results correspond to the standard deviation of the Npart

distribution of the MB events. The yields are compared to the prediction from Ref. [16, 33] that
take (black) or not take (green) into account the effect from the overlap region of the collision.

using a sample selected by the same trigger algorithms but independent from those used
in the selection of the signal. The difference of 3% between the two methods is taken as
systematic uncertainty on the trigger efficiency. The total systematic uncertainties are
obtained by summing in quadrature the different sources of uncertainties.

The differential J/ψ photo-production yields, Eq. (1), as a function of the rapidity for
〈Npart〉=19.7 ± 9.2 and as a function of 〈Npart〉 are shown in Fig. 2 (top). The double-
differential J/ψ photo-production yields, Eq. (2), as a function of the transverse momentum
are as well shown in Fig. 2 (bottom). The mean pT of the coherent J/ψ is found to be
〈pT 〉 = 64.9 ± 2.4 MeV/c. The results are compared to the theoretical prediction [16, 33].
The model assumes two scenarios in which the coherence of the J/ψ production is (overlap
effect) or is not (no overlap effect) affected by interactions with the overlap region of the
two colliding nuclei.

The measured yield of the coherent J/ψ production is higher at low rapidity than at
high rapidity and it is consistent with being constant with respect to 〈Npart〉 for the region
considered in the analysis.

In summary, the yield of coherently photo-produced prompt J/ψ mesons at very low
pT in peripheral PbPb collisions collected at

√
sNN =5 TeV is measured with the LHCb
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experiment. The yields are studied as a function of rapidity and transverse momentum of
the J/ψ meson in intervals of the number of participant nucleons 〈Npart〉. These results
are the most precise to date, and confirm coherent J/ψ photo-production in peripheral
hadronic collisions suggested by the other experiments [11,12]. The shape of the results
are qualitatively described by the theoretical prediction [16,33], although a normalisation
discrepancy is observed.
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S. Mrenna, and P. Skands, PYTHIA 6.4 physics and manual, JHEP 05 (2006) 026,
arXiv:hep-ph/0603175.

[28] I. Belyaev et al., Handling of the generation of primary events in Gauss, the LHCb
simulation framework, J. Phys. Conf. Ser. 331 (2011) 032047.

[29] S. Klein et al., STARlight: A Monte Carlo simulation program for ultra-peripheral
collisions of relativistic ions, Computer Physics Communications 212 (2017) 258,
arXiv:1607.03838.

[30] Geant4 collaboration, J. Allison et al., Geant4 developments and applications, IEEE
Trans. Nucl. Sci. 53 (2006) 270; Geant4 collaboration, S. Agostinelli et al., Geant4:
A simulation toolkit, Nucl. Instrum. Meth. A506 (2003) 250.

[31] M. Clemencic et al., The LHCb simulation application, Gauss: Design, evolution and
experience, J. Phys. Conf. Ser. 331 (2011) 032023.

[32] C. Tsallis, Nonextensive statistics: theoretical, experimental and computational evi-
dences and connections, Brazilian Journal of Physics 29 (1999) 1.

[33] W. Zha et al., Double-slit experiment at Fermi scale: Coherent photoproduction in
heavy-ion collisions, Phys. Rev. C99 (2019) 061901, arXiv:1810.10694.

8

https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.97.054910
http://arxiv.org/abs/1710.07098
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.88.044909
http://arxiv.org/abs/1301.4361
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.nima.2005.08.106
http://arxiv.org/abs/physics/0402083
http://inspirehep.net/record/230779/
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.92.034906
http://arxiv.org/abs/1306.0121
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpc.2008.01.036
http://arxiv.org/abs/0710.3820
https://doi.org/10.1088/1126-6708/2006/05/026
http://arxiv.org/abs/hep-ph/0603175
https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/331/3/032047
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpc.2016.10.016
http://arxiv.org/abs/1607.03838
https://doi.org/10.1109/TNS.2006.869826
https://doi.org/10.1109/TNS.2006.869826
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0168-9002(03)01368-8
https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-6596/331/3/032023
https://doi.org/10.1590/S0103-97331999000100002
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevC.99.061901
http://arxiv.org/abs/1810.10694


LHCb collaboration

R. Aaij32, C. Abellán Beteta50, T. Ackernley60, B. Adeva46, M. Adinolfi54, H. Afsharnia9,
C.A. Aidala85, S. Aiola25, Z. Ajaltouni9, S. Akar65, J. Albrecht15, F. Alessio48, M. Alexander59,
A. Alfonso Albero45, Z. Aliouche62, G. Alkhazov38, P. Alvarez Cartelle55, S. Amato2,
Y. Amhis11, L. An48, L. Anderlini22, A. Andreianov38, M. Andreotti21, F. Archilli17,
A. Artamonov44, M. Artuso68, K. Arzymatov42, E. Aslanides10, M. Atzeni50, B. Audurier12,
S. Bachmann17, M. Bachmayer49, J.J. Back56, P. Baladron Rodriguez46, V. Balagura12,
W. Baldini21, J. Baptista Leite1, R.J. Barlow62, S. Barsuk11, W. Barter61, M. Bartolini24,h,
F. Baryshnikov82, J.M. Basels14, G. Bassi29, B. Batsukh68, A. Battig15, A. Bay49, M. Becker15,
F. Bedeschi29, I. Bediaga1, A. Beiter68, V. Belavin42, S. Belin27, V. Bellee49, K. Belous44,
I. Belov40, I. Belyaev41, G. Bencivenni23, E. Ben-Haim13, A. Berezhnoy40, R. Bernet50,
D. Berninghoff17, H.C. Bernstein68, C. Bertella48, A. Bertolin28, C. Betancourt50, F. Betti48,
Ia. Bezshyiko50, S. Bhasin54, J. Bhom35, L. Bian73, M.S. Bieker15, S. Bifani53, P. Billoir13,
M. Birch61, F.C.R. Bishop55, A. Bitadze62, A. Bizzeti22,k, M. Bjørn63, M.P. Blago48, T. Blake56,
F. Blanc49, S. Blusk68, D. Bobulska59, J.A. Boelhauve15, O. Boente Garcia46, T. Boettcher65,
A. Boldyrev81, A. Bondar43, N. Bondar38,48, S. Borghi62, M. Borisyak42, M. Borsato17,
J.T. Borsuk35, S.A. Bouchiba49, T.J.V. Bowcock60, A. Boyer48, C. Bozzi21, M.J. Bradley61,
S. Braun66, A. Brea Rodriguez46, M. Brodski48, J. Brodzicka35, A. Brossa Gonzalo56,
D. Brundu27, A. Buonaura50, C. Burr48, A. Bursche72, A. Butkevich39, J.S. Butter32,
J. Buytaert48, W. Byczynski48, S. Cadeddu27, H. Cai73, R. Calabrese21,f , L. Calefice15,13,
L. Calero Diaz23, S. Cali23, R. Calladine53, M. Calvi26,j , M. Calvo Gomez84,
P. Camargo Magalhaes54, A. Camboni45,84, P. Campana23, A.F. Campoverde Quezada6,
S. Capelli26,j , L. Capriotti20,d, A. Carbone20,d, G. Carboni31, R. Cardinale24,h, A. Cardini27,
I. Carli4, P. Carniti26,j , L. Carus14, K. Carvalho Akiba32, A. Casais Vidal46, G. Casse60,
M. Cattaneo48, G. Cavallero48, S. Celani49, J. Cerasoli10, A.J. Chadwick60, M.G. Chapman54,
M. Charles13, Ph. Charpentier48, G. Chatzikonstantinidis53, C.A. Chavez Barajas60,
M. Chefdeville8, C. Chen3, S. Chen4, A. Chernov35, V. Chobanova46, S. Cholak49,
M. Chrzaszcz35, A. Chubykin38, V. Chulikov38, P. Ciambrone23, M.F. Cicala56, X. Cid Vidal46,
G. Ciezarek48, P.E.L. Clarke58, M. Clemencic48, H.V. Cliff55, J. Closier48, J.L. Cobbledick62,
V. Coco48, J.A.B. Coelho11, J. Cogan10, E. Cogneras9, L. Cojocariu37, P. Collins48,
T. Colombo48, L. Congedo19,c, A. Contu27, N. Cooke53, G. Coombs59, G. Corti48,
C.M. Costa Sobral56, B. Couturier48, D.C. Craik64, J. Crkovská67, M. Cruz Torres1, R. Currie58,
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V.V. Gligorov13, C. Göbel70, E. Golobardes84, D. Golubkov41, A. Golutvin61,82, A. Gomes1,a,
S. Gomez Fernandez45, F. Goncalves Abrantes63, M. Goncerz35, G. Gong3, P. Gorbounov41,
I.V. Gorelov40, C. Gotti26, E. Govorkova48, J.P. Grabowski17, T. Grammatico13,
L.A. Granado Cardoso48, E. Graugés45, E. Graverini49, G. Graziani22, A. Grecu37,
L.M. Greeven32, P. Griffith21,f , L. Grillo62, S. Gromov82, B.R. Gruberg Cazon63, C. Gu3,
M. Guarise21, P. A. Günther17, E. Gushchin39, A. Guth14, Y. Guz44, T. Gys48,
T. Hadavizadeh69, G. Haefeli49, C. Haen48, J. Haimberger48, T. Halewood-leagas60,
P.M. Hamilton66, Q. Han7, X. Han17, T.H. Hancock63, S. Hansmann-Menzemer17, N. Harnew63,
T. Harrison60, C. Hasse48, M. Hatch48, J. He6,b, M. Hecker61, K. Heijhoff32, K. Heinicke15,
A.M. Hennequin48, K. Hennessy60, L. Henry25,47, J. Heuel14, A. Hicheur2, D. Hill49,
M. Hilton62, S.E. Hollitt15, J. Hu17, J. Hu72, W. Hu7, W. Huang6, X. Huang73,
W. Hulsbergen32, R.J. Hunter56, M. Hushchyn81, D. Hutchcroft60, D. Hynds32, P. Ibis15,
M. Idzik34, D. Ilin38, P. Ilten65, A. Inglessi38, A. Ishteev82, K. Ivshin38, R. Jacobsson48,
S. Jakobsen48, E. Jans32, B.K. Jashal47, A. Jawahery66, V. Jevtic15, F. Jiang3, M. John63,
D. Johnson48, C.R. Jones55, T.P. Jones56, B. Jost48, N. Jurik48, S. Kandybei51, Y. Kang3,
M. Karacson48, M. Karpov81, F. Keizer48, M. Kenzie56, T. Ketel33, B. Khanji15, A. Kharisova83,
S. Kholodenko44, T. Kirn14, V.S. Kirsebom49, O. Kitouni64, S. Klaver32, K. Klimaszewski36,
S. Koliiev52, A. Kondybayeva82, A. Konoplyannikov41, P. Kopciewicz34, R. Kopecna17,
P. Koppenburg32, M. Korolev40, I. Kostiuk32,52, O. Kot52, S. Kotriakhova21,38, P. Kravchenko38,
L. Kravchuk39, R.D. Krawczyk48, M. Kreps56, F. Kress61, S. Kretzschmar14, P. Krokovny43,v,
W. Krupa34, W. Krzemien36, W. Kucewicz35,t, M. Kucharczyk35, V. Kudryavtsev43,v,
H.S. Kuindersma32,33, G.J. Kunde67, T. Kvaratskheliya41, D. Lacarrere48, G. Lafferty62,
A. Lai27, A. Lampis27, D. Lancierini50, J.J. Lane62, R. Lane54, G. Lanfranchi23,
C. Langenbruch14, J. Langer15, O. Lantwin50, T. Latham56, F. Lazzari29,q, R. Le Gac10,
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hUniversità di Genova, Genova, Italy
iUniversità degli Studi di Milano, Milano, Italy
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