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We present a proposal for a future light dark matter search experiment at the Electron Stretcher
Accelerator ELSA in Bonn: Lohengrin. It employs the fixed-target missing momentum based
technique for searching for dark-sector particles. The Lohengrin experiment uses a beam of
electrons that is extracted from the ELSA accelerator and shot onto a thin target to produce mainly
Standard Model bremsstrahlung and possibly new particles coupling feebly to the electron. A well
motivated candidate for such a new particle is the dark photon. The dark photon is a new, possibly
massive gauge boson arising from a new gauge interaction in a dark sector and mixing kinetically
with the Standard Model photon. The Lohengrin experiment is estimated to reach sensitivity to
couplings small enough to explain the relic abundance of dark matter in various models for dark
photon masses between ∼ 1 MeV and ∼ 100 MeV.
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1. Dark Sector and Dark Photons

The nature of dark matter (DM) is unexplained in the Standard Model (SM) of elementary
particle physics. Many different models for DM have been put forward and some of these models
have been experimentally tested. So far searches for DM have produced only negative or non-
reproducible results (for an overview see [1–7]). Weakly interacting, massive particles (WIMPs)
with a mass in the GeV-TeV range have been considered excellent candidates for DM. However, with
the direct DM search experiments and the indirect bounds from the LHC experiments providing ever
stronger limits on the WIMP parameter space, other, more complex explanations for DM are being
studied more closely. One class of such models introduces either scalar or fermionic DM particles
𝜒 that interact through a new gauge interaction, based on a spontaneously broken symmetry. The
associated gauge boson can couple to the SM sector through a mechanism that is called kinetic
mixing, effectively introducing a feeble interaction between the dark sector and the SM. Assuming
a simple, broken𝑈 (1)𝐷 gauge symmetry for the interaction in the dark sector, the new gauge boson
is called dark photon and its mass/gauge eigenstates are labelled 𝐴′/𝐴𝐷 . The relevant terms that
are added to the SM Lagrangian through this extension are given by
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where the parameter 𝑚𝐴𝐷
is the massterm for the 𝐴𝐷 and 𝜀𝑌 parametrises the mixing to the SM,

here between the SM 𝐵-field and the new gauge field. For energies well below the electroweak
scale, this leads to a new coupling between the charged SM fermions and the new gauge boson:

ℒ ⊃
∑︁
𝑓

𝑖𝑄 𝑓 𝜀 𝑓 𝛾𝜇 𝑓 𝐴′
𝜇, (2)

where 𝜀 = 𝜀𝑌 · cos 𝜃𝑊 is the reduced mixing parameter. The thermally averaged dark matter
annihilation cross-section can be calculated from the dark photon mass 𝑚𝐴′ and the dimensionless
quantity

𝛶 ≡ 𝜀2 𝑔
2
𝐷

4𝜋

(
𝑚𝜒

𝑚𝐴′

)4
. (3)

Here, 𝑔𝐷 is the coupling constant of the new gauge interaction in the dark sector. For a given value
of 𝛶, the mass 𝑚𝜒 of the dark matter particles must have a well defined value in order to get the
right relic abundance due to the fact that the annihilation cross-section is given by

⟨𝜎𝑣⟩ ∼ 𝛶/𝑚2
DM. (4)

The precise value depends further on the nature, i.e. the spin, of the dark matter particle. An
interesting consequence of Eq. (2) is the possible emission of dark bremsstrahlung as part of the
interactions of a charged particle with matter. The process is analogous to the emission of SM
bremsstrahlung, and only modified by the reduced mixing parameter 𝜀 and the mass of the dark
photon. This enables a search for the dark photon by means of a relatively simply experiment:
a beam of electrons is shot onto a high-Z target, producing ample amounts of bremsstrahlung
and, occassionally, a dark photon. The expected number of dark photons that are produced when
directing a 3.2 GeV electron beam onto a 10% 𝑋0 tungsten target is shown for 1013, 1014 and 1015
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Figure 1: Expected number of dark photon events
as function of the dark photon mass for a 3.2 GeV
electron beam being shot onto a 10%X0 target for
1013, 1014 and 1015 electrons on target (eot).

𝑚𝐴′ Scalar 𝜒 Majorana 𝜒 Pseudo-Dirac 𝜒

4.5 MeV 4.3 · 10−11 2.2 · 10−11 2.9 · 10−12

10 MeV 2.0 · 10−11 9.8 · 10−11 1.3 · 10−11

100 MeV 2.6 · 10−8 1.2 · 10−8 1.2 · 10−9

1 GeV 5.4 · 10−7 2.7 · 10−7 2.5 · 10−8

Table 1: Target values of the squared reduced mixing parameter 𝜀2

that yield the correct relic abundance of dark matter in our universe,
as a function of the dark photon mass (assuming 𝑚𝐴′ = 3𝑚𝜒) for
different choices of the nature of the dark matter particle.

electrons on target in Fig. 1. The plot is normalised to 𝜀 = 1, i.e. the numbers extrapolated from
the plot must be scaled with the target 𝜀2 ≪ 1 for any physically relevant scenario [8]. The target
values can be calculated assuming that the entirety of dark matter in our present universe consists
of a single particle type, the 𝜒, which can either be a scalar, a Majorana fermion, or a pseudo-Dirac
fermion. Assuming a fixed relation between the masses of the only two relevant particles in the
dark sector, 𝑚𝐴′

𝑚𝜒
= 3 (a commonly used benchmark for this scenario), these target values are shown

as a function of the dark photon mass and the nature of the dark matter particle in Table 1. For any
relevant scenario, and for dark photon masses at the order of a few MeV, approximately 10 − 100
dark photon events are expected for 1015 electrons on target.

2. The Lohengrin Experiment at ELSA

The ELSA accelerator in Bonn [9, 10] can provide a beam of single electrons with an energy
of up to 3.2 GeV and a low energy spread. For the Lohengrin experiment, this beam is shot onto a
target of tungsten (or another suitable material) with a thickness of approximately 10% of a radiation
length. A schematic setup of the experiment is shown in Fig. 2. The target is placed inside of a
tracking detector, with 3-4 planes to tag incoming electrons in front of the target and 6 planes behind
the target to measure the momentum of scattered electrons (and other charged particles emerging
from the target) in a magnetic field 𝐵 ≈ 1 T. Two calorimeters, an ECAL and a HCAL are placed
in the forward direction to measure the energy of charged or hadronic particles that emerge from
the target in the forward direction. The magnetic field is strong enough to bend the trajectories of
the electrons around the ECAL, such that in first order, only photons that are emitted in the target
or tracker produce clusters in the ECAL. Events in which a dark photon is produced would feature
a single electron in the final state, with no additional tracks and no significant energy deposits in
the calorimeters. Depleted, monolithic active pixel sensors like the TJMonopix2 ASIC [11, 12],
are currently considered for the tracking detector, as they allow the construction of a low material
budget tracker, which is crucial for the reconstruction of low momentum electrons. The tracking
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Figure 2: Schematic representation of the Lohengrin experiment.

detector also enables the installation of a fast track trigger that will select events with low energy
electron tracks in the final state. A silicon-tungsten calorimeter [13] is considered for the ECAL,
as this enables the construction of a highly segmented and fast calorimeter with triggered readout.
The HCAL can be considerably coarser and does not have to provide excellent energy resolution.
Steel absorbers paired with scintillating tiles, read out by photomultipliers, are a good candidate for
the construction for this calorimeter.

3. Backgrounds and Expected Sensitivity

The most important background processes from SM processes include the emission of a photon
outside of the acceptance of the calorimeter, as well as electronuclear and photonuclear interactions
in which a large fraction of the energy of the incoming electron is carried away by hadrons that
are emitted from a nucleus in the target or the tracking detector and do not reach the HCAL.
Assuming an ECAL size of 48 × 48 cm2 located 3.5 m behind the target, and considering out-of-
acceptance photons as the dominant background source, the Lohengrin experiment achieves the
highest sensitivity in the final state phase space where the recoil electron energy is below 75 MeV
and emerges from the target at small or moderate polar angles with respect to the beam axis. This
is shown for a dark photon mass of 𝑚𝐴′ = 10 MeV in Fig. 3 and Fig. 4.

A tentative signal region for the Lohengrin experiment is hence defined by the presence of
a single track in the final state, consistent with an electron with an energy 𝐸e,min < 𝐸e < 𝐸e,cut,
no additional track candidates and no significant energy deposition in the calorimeters. The upper
limit is motivated by the optimisation of the discovery reach, the lower limit is motivated by the
fact that the reconstruction efficiency for electrons in the final state drops sharply at low energies.
This is due to the strong magnetic field that limits the number of hits in the tracking detector, as the
trajectories of low energy electrons are bent outside of the tracking volume before they reach the
third or fourth plane in the recoil tracker. In addition, multiple scattering dilutes the measurement of
the electron tracks, in particular for low energy electrons. For the feasibility study presented here,
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Figure 3: Expected sensitivity in bins of the recoil
electron energy fraction 𝜉 =

𝐸e,f
𝐸e,i

and the recoil elec-
tron scattering angle 𝜃 for 𝑚𝐴′ = 10 MeV, normalised
to 𝜀 = 1.
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Figure 4: Expected sensitivity in inclusive signal
regions as a function of the upper cut on the recoil
electron energy in MeV, for three different layout sce-
narios for 𝑚𝐴′ = 10 MeV for an arbitrary value of 𝜀.

3−10 2−10 1−10 1
 [GeV]χm

14−10

13−10

12−10

11−10

10−10

9−10

8−10

7−10ϒ

scalar

Majorana

Pseudo-Dira
c

 = 0.5Dα = 3, χ/mA'm
 eot, SR1 Zero BG14Lohengrin, 4x10
 eot, SR1 SM BG14Lohengrin, 4x10

Existing Limits
LDMX Phase 1 Projection

Figure 5: Expected sensitivity in the dark matter
mass and coupling space in a pessimistic scenario.
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Figure 6: Expected sensitivity in the dark matter
mass and coupling space in an optimistic scenario.

values of 𝐸e,min = 25 MeV and 𝐸e,max = 75 MeV were chosen. Using the Lohengrin++ code for the
generation of signal events, and Geant4 [15] for the simulation of SM bremsstrahlung events, the
expected sensitivity of the Lohengrin experiment for 4 · 1014 electrons on target is shown in Fig. 5.
Reducing the lower bound for the electron reconstruction and increasing the number of electrons
on target, the discovery reach of the experiment can be significantly enhanced, as shown in Fig. 6.

4. Conclusions

The Lohengrin experiment can cover a significant fraction of the parameter space in dark
matter models with a new, broken U(1) gauge interaction in the dark sector. The construction of
suitable detectors, while challenging, is within reach. A more complete overview is given in [14].

5



P
o
S
(
E
P
S
-
H
E
P
2
0
2
5
)
1
3
9

Lohengrin — a proposed experiment in the search for dark bremsstrahlung and a portal to the dark sector
Matthias Hamer

References

[1] Essig, R. et al. Working Group Report: New Light Weakly Coupled Particles (2013).
arXiv:1311.0029.

[2] Alexander, J. et al. Dark Sectors 2016 Workshop: Community Report (2016).
arXiv:1608.08632.

[3] Chu, X., Hambye, T. & Tytgat, M. H. G. The Four Basic Ways of Creating Dark Matter
Through a Portal. JCAP 05, 034 (2012).

[4] Gninenko, S. N. Constraints on sub-GeV hidden sector gauge bosons from a search for heavy
neutrino decays. Phys. Lett. B 713, 244–248 (2012).

[5] Blümlein, J. & Brunner, J. New Exclusion Limits on Dark Gauge Forces from Proton
Bremsstrahlung in Beam-Dump Data. Phys. Lett. B 731, 320–326 (2014).

[6] Andreas, S., Niebuhr, C. & Ringwald, A. New Limits on Hidden Photons from Past Electron
Beam Dumps. Phys. Rev. D 86, 095019 (2012).

[7] Graham, M., Hearty, C. & Williams, M. Searches for Dark Photons at Accelerators. Ann. Rev.
Nucl. Part. Sci. 71, 37–58 (2021).

[8] Battaglieri, M. et al. US cosmic visions: New ideas in dark matter 2017: Community report
(2017). arXiv:1707.04591.

[9] Hillert, W. The Bonn electron stretcher accelerator ELSA: Past and future. Eur. Phys. J. A
28S1, 139–148 (2006).

[10] Frommberger, F. ELSA homepage (2019). https://www-elsa.physik.uni-bonn.de/
index_en.html.

[11] Moustakas, K. et al. CMOS monolithic pixel sensors based on the column-drain architecture for
the HL-LHC upgrade. Nuclear Instruments and Methods in Physics Research Section A: Accel-
erators, Spectrometers, Detectors and Associated Equipment 936, 604–607 (2019). https://
www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168900218312531. Frontier De-
tectors for Frontier Physics: 14th Pisa Meeting on Advanced Detectors.

[12] Caicedo, I. et al. Improvement in the Design and Performance of the Monopix2 Reticle-
Scale DMAPS. https://journals.jps.jp/doi/abs/10.7566/JPSCP.42.011021.
https://journals.jps.jp/doi/pdf/10.7566/JPSCP.42.011021.

[13] Pöschl, R. The CALICE SiW ECAL technological prototype—status and outlook. Instruments
6, 75 (2022). http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/instruments6040075.

[14] P. Bechtle, et al.,et al. Eur. Phys. J. C 85 (2025) no.5, 600 doi:10.1140/epjc/s10052-025-
14257-z [arXiv:2410.10956 [hep-ex]].

[15] Agostinelli, S. et al. GEANTfour—a simulation toolkit. Nucl. Instrum. Meth. A 506, 250
(2003).

6

https://www-elsa.physik.uni-bonn.de/index_en.html
https://www-elsa.physik.uni-bonn.de/index_en.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168900218312531
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0168900218312531
https://journals.jps.jp/doi/abs/10.7566/JPSCP.42.011021
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/instruments6040075

	Dark Sector and Dark Photons
	The Lohengrin Experiment at ELSA
	Backgrounds and Expected Sensitivity
	Conclusions

