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LETTERS

Combined Anniversary Issue
OPN Looks Back and Plans Ahead

W e are pleased to present you with this spe-

cial “double” issue of Optics & Photonics

News (OPN) to commemorate the magazine’s

30th anniversary. We hope that the bolstered con-

tent will provide you with ample and satisfying

reading that will last throughout the summer.

The July/August issue includes five features,

an enhanced news section, additional book

reviews and several special columns that 

celebrate OPN’s birthday.

The OPN staff and the editorial advisory 

committee decided to publish a double issue

now—which will translate into one fewer issue

this year—for a number of reasons in addition to

our desire to mark our 30th year. Most important,

we believe that having extra time will allow us to

conduct important strategic planning, design

and survey work that will ultimately lead to a 

better magazine.

It’s hard to believe that 30 years have passed

since the Optical Society of America decided to

produce its own magazine to communicate better

with its members. OPN—which started its life in

1975 as Optics News—has evolved from a publi-

cation devoted almost entirely to OSA news into

one that broadly represents the field of optics 

and photonics in all its diversity and glory.

We are proud of OPN’s history and of the

magazine that it has become. We also realize 

that OPN could not have matured into the well

respected resource that it is without our readers

—OSA’s members and friends. We depend on

you every day to give us story ideas, to write arti-

cles and to provide insight into our format and

content. As always, we welcome your feedback;

please feel free to drop us a line via e-mail at

opn@osa.org.

Thank you. We’re looking forward to the 

next 30 years.

— Groot Gregory 

Chair, OPN Editorial Advisory Committee
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As far as I know, our 20-year-old
record of generating a one-meter-long
continuous laser channel with Bessel
beams is still standing. A very interesting
application of Bessel beams is in pump-
ing X-ray lasers and closing high voltage
gaps. We showed that a unique switching
device can be built with initiation by a
Bessel laser beam: Because the plasma
channel is continuous and can be created
without any voltage supplied to the gap,
the switch has an extremely broad voltage
work range, from 1 V to megavolts with
constant sub-nanosecond delay.

It’s regrettable that the authors failed
to mention any of our more than 50
papers published in various international
journals. In a time when the Internet
makes a bibliographical search so easy, it
is not understandable for me. My opin-
ion is that the authors missed several
things that would have been of interest
for your readers.

— Leonid Polonskiy, Ph.D., Dr. Sci.
St. Louis, Mo.

lpolonsk@yahoo.com

The authors respond:
We thank the author for pointing out his
contributions to the growing field of axi-
cons and their applications. We wish to
emphasize, as clearly stated in the article,
that our intention was not to write a
comprehensive review paper with com-
plete references, but rather to show (not
entirely seriously) that the axicon can
indeed be considered the “most impor-
tant optical element”—if importance is
measured by the number of discussions
and disagreements. And, incidentally, it
seems we have just added another discus-
sion to that list! 

Let us also add that the space available
for references in OPN is very limited.
We’re grateful that the OPN staff has
allowed us to present more references
than is usually accepted for articles of this
type, but we’re still painfully aware that
lots of interesting contributions have
been excluded. In view of this, we hope
the author will forgive us for the lack of
citations to his works.

— Zbigniew Jaroszewicz,
Anna Burvall and Ari T. Friberg

LETTERS

The Limits of Perception

W hen I read Susan Houde-Walter’s
“The Limits of Perception” (May

2005), I was reminded of a different quo-
tation than the Wendell Berry one that
was included with the article: “We ...
move in a dance so subtle and vast that
no one hears it, except in fragments.”

The quotation of which I am
reminded is more well known, and hence
perhaps more obvious, but also more
general: “The universe is not only
stranger than we imagine, it is stranger
than we can imagine.” (Or, more accu-
rately, “My own suspicion is that the 
universe is not only queerer than we 
suppose, but queerer than we can sup-
pose;” J.B.S. Haldane.) 

The OPN article moves us to consider
our limits in understanding specific phe-
nomena. These limits also extend to all of
our thought processes. This may, for
example, indicate that the barriers to
extraterrestrial communication (if there
is anyone with whom to communicate!)
are more than technological. A survey of
all of our mental limitations might pro-
vide insight into our ability to formulate
a true unification of physics into a “the-
ory of everything.” The challenge would
then be to imagine ways around our own
limits to imagination.

— Devon G. Crowe
Tucson, Ariz.

abccbc@cox.net

The author responds:
Thanks for your kind letter. When 
Carl Sagan and company sent 118 pho-
tographs and 90 minutes of music on the
Voyager mission, presumably intended
for some extra-solar minds, he made a
leap of faith that such images could be
meaningful. At the same time, one can

only hope that, if extraterrestrials have
evolved to recognize tasty bugs, we don’t
look like lunch.

—Susan Houde-Walter
OSA President

Colliding galaxies, nicknamed
“The Mice” because of their long
tails of stars and gas. (NASA/HST)

Axicons: More to the Story?

I read with interest the article titled,
“Axicons—the Most Important Optical

Element” (April 2005). I have spent more
than 10 years studying optics and appli-
cations of Bessel light beams. Before
Durnin, we published a paper in the
Soviet Journal of Quantum Electronics, 16,
2, 178-82 (1986), in which we calculated
the intensity of light on the axis of conic
and conoid axicons. We were the first
group to find that the logarithmic shape
would provide for uniform intensity
along a focal segment if a uniform inten-
sity incident beam is used.

For Gaussian and super-Gaussian
incident beams, the shape of the axicon
providing the uniform intensity along the
focal segment is close to the logarithmic
one. It cannot be expressed analytically,
but can be calculated and approximated
by fitting functions. My group used the
Bessel beams for generation of continu-
ous extended laser sparks and found 
several interesting physical effects,
including a periodical structure of the
spark plasma channel, super luminal
speed of optical breakdown and forma-
tion of plasma fibers with aspect ratio
(length over diameter) of 105 and greater.
The periodical structure was explained in
the paper published in the Soviet Phys.
JETF, 73, 6, 969-74 (1991) by a self-
modulation of the Bessel beams; this
phenomenon has not been observed in
Gaussian beams.


