
The X-ray Surveyor Mission: A Concept Study  
Jessica A. Gaskin

*a
, Martin C. Weisskopf

 a
, Alexey Vikhlinin

b
, Harvey D. Tananbaum

b
, Simon R. 

Bandler
c
, Marshall W. Bautz

d
, David N. Burrows

e
, Abraham D. Falcone

e
, Fiona A. Harrison

f
, Ralf 

K. Heilmann
d
, Sebastian Heinz

g
, Randall C. Hopkins

a
, Caroline A. Kilbourne

c
, Chryssa 

Kouveliotou
h
, Ralph P. Kraft

b
, Andrey V. Kravtsov

i
, Randall L. McEntaffer

j
, Priyamvada 

Natarajan
k
, Stephen L. O’Dell

a
, Robert Petre

c
, Zachary R. Prieskorn

e
, Andrew F. Ptak

c
, Brian D. 

Ramsey
a
, Paul B. Reid

b
, Andrew R. Schnell

a
, Daniel A. Schwartz

b
, Leisa K. Townsley

e
  

 
a
NASA MSFC, ZP12, 320 Sparkman Drive, Huntsville, AL 35805; 

b
Smithsonian Astrophysical 

Observatory, 60 Garden Street, Cambridge, MA 02138; 
c
NASA Goddard Space flight Center, 8800 

Greenbelt Rd, Greenbelt, MD 20771; 
d
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, 77 Massachusetts 

Ave, Cambridge, MA 02139; 
e
Pennsylvania State University, University Park, PA 16802; 

f
California Institute of Technology, 1200 E California Blvd, Pasadena, CA 91125; 

g
University of 

Wisconsin, Madison, WI 53706; 
h
George Washington University, 2121 I St NW, Washington, DC 

20052; 
i
University of Chicago, 5801 S Ellis Ave, Chicago, IL 60637; 

j
University of Iowa, Iowa City, 

IA 52242; 
k
Yale University, New Haven, CT 06520 

ABSTRACT  

NASA's Chandra X-ray Observatory continues to provide an unparalleled means for exploring the high-energy universe. 

With its half-arcsecond angular resolution, Chandra studies have deepened our understanding of galaxy clusters, active 

galactic nuclei, galaxies, supernova remnants, neutron stars, black holes, and solar system objects. As we look beyond 

Chandra, it is clear that comparable or even better angular resolution with greatly increased photon throughput is 

essential to address ever more demanding science questions—such as the formation and growth of black hole seeds at 

very high redshifts; the emergence of the first galaxy groups; and details of feedback over a large range of scales from 

galaxies to galaxy clusters. Recently, we initiated a concept study for such a mission, dubbed X-ray Surveyor. The X-ray 

Surveyor strawman payload is comprised of a high-resolution mirror assembly and an instrument set, which may include 

an X-ray microcalorimeter, a high-definition imager, and a dispersive grating spectrometer and its readout. The mirror 

assembly will consist of highly nested, thin, grazing-incidence mirrors, for which a number of technical approaches are 

currently under development—including adjustable X-ray optics, differential deposition, and new polishing techniques 

applied to a variety of  substrates. This study benefits from previous studies of large missions carried out over the past 

two decades and, in most areas, points to mission requirements no more stringent than those of Chandra.  

Keywords: X-ray Astronomy, X-ray optics, X-ray gratings, X-ray detectors  

 

1. INTRODUCTION  

The X-ray Surveyor is one of the large astrophysics mission concepts that may be studied by NASA in preparation for 

the 2020 U.S. Decadal Survey
1
. Consistent with the 2013 Astrophysics Roadmap

2
, the goals for the observatory are:  

excellent (at least Chandra-like) angular resolution, while providing a factor of 30-100 higher throughput; significantly 

larger field of view than Chandra for sub-arcsec imaging; and a suite of next-generation science instruments, including a 

microcalorimeter, a High Definition Imager and high-efficiency gratings for spectroscopy in the soft X-ray band. With 

these capabilities, the X-ray Surveyor will be able to detect and characterize extremely faint objects and study physical 

processes in a very wide range of astrophysical settings.  

The baseline X-ray Surveyor Mission concept is in response to the “Planning for the 2020 Decadal Survey: An 

Astrophysics Division white paper” that was presented to the community by the NASA Astrophysics Director in January 

of 2015. In this white paper, the Astrophysics community was asked to comment on a small list of candidate missions to 
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the NASA Program Analysis Groups (PAGs). The report(s) generated by the PAGs will be submitted to the NASA 

Advisory Council (NAC) Astrophysics Subcommittee, who will report to the Astrophysics Division for selection of the 

mission concepts to study as input for the 2020 Decadal Survey. These more formal studies will be carried out by 

appointed Science and Technology Definition Teams (STDTs), and will be assigned to NASA Centers to manage.  

 

2. COMPELLING SCIENCE 

It is a great challenge to understand the complexities of the universe in which we live. NASA Astrophysics is driven by 

three defining questions: How did we get here? How does the universe work? Are we alone? A multi-wavelength 

approach is required to address these questions, and astronomers have demonstrated that X-ray observations provide an 

essential element to this quest. The X-ray Surveyor mission will provide unique insights into the evolution of the 

universe from early epochs to the present, while probing and elucidating underlying physical processes on scales from 

cosmological to atmospheres of nearby stars and planetary systems. To achieve great gains, particularly in sensitivity, 

over currently operating and proposed X-ray observatories, the X-ray Surveyor utilizes revolutionary X-ray optics and 

cutting-edge instrumentation.  

 

3. BASELINE CONCEPT   

 

Figure 1. Artist’s conception of the X-ray Surveyor baseline mission concept. 

 

An initial concept study for the X-ray Surveyor mission was carried-out by the Advanced Concept Office (ACO) at 

Marshall Space Flight Center (MSFC), with a strawman payload and related requirements that were provided by an 

Informal Mission Concept Team (IMCT), comprised of MSFC and Smithsonian Astrophysics Observatory (SAO) 

scientists plus a diverse cross-section of the X-ray community. The study included a detailed assessment of the 

requirements, a preliminary design (Figure 1), a mission analysis, and a preliminary cost estimate and leveraged relevant 

concept definitions for other large area missions carried out over the past two decades, such as Con-X, AXSIO and IXO. 

In many areas, the X-ray Surveyor mission requirements are no more stringent than those of Chandra, and so heritage 

systems and design features were utilized when possible. The X-ray Surveyor focal length, for example, is approximately 

the same as Chandra’s, which limits the spacecraft requirements and results in a Chandra-like cost. 
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With its half-arcsecond angular resolution, Chandra has provided an unparalleled means for exploring the high-energy 

universe; deepening our understanding of astronomical systems as diverse as galaxy clusters, active galaxies, normal and 

starburst galaxies, supernova remnants, normal stars, planets, and solar system objects.
3,4,5

. As we look beyond Chandra, 

it is clear that comparable angular resolution combined with greatly increased photon throughput is essential for 

addressing the key questions outlined in the 2010 Decadal Survey and in the 2013 NASA Astrophysics Roadmap.  

 

4. OPTICS PERFORMANCE AND CONFIGURATION  

The substantial gains in the detection sensitivity limit of the X-ray Surveyor require X-ray mirrors that combine large 

throughput with high angular resolution to avoid X-ray source confusion and background contamination. High angular 

resolution is also critical for providing unique identifications of faint X-ray sources. 

An initial optical design for the X-ray Surveyor mirror system incorporates a segmented system similar to Con-X
6,7

 and 

AXSIO
8
, but with a 3 m diameter, a 10 m focal length and a 0.5 arcsec Half Power Diameter (HPD) at 1 keV. A Wolter-

Schwarzschild (W-S) prescription is used, which provides superior off-axis imaging to a Wolter-I
9,10

. The result is a ~15 

arcmin diameter field-of-view with 1 arcsec or better HPD. An approximation to the optimally curved focal plane will be 

incorporated into the imaging sensor (comprised of many active pixel sensor chips) to further improve off-axis 

performance
10

. When convolved with nominal as built mirror performance and the ‘curved’ focal plane, off-axis imaging 

(mirror + aberrations) at 1 keV is less than 1 arcsec (HPD) over a ~20 arcmin diameter field-of-view.  

Large mirror effective area is accomplished by nesting 292-segmented shells into 42 individual mirror modules, which 

are then assembled into a larger structure with a 3 m outer diameter (Figure 2).  

 

 

 
Figure 2. (Top) Nearly transparent view of X-ray Surveyor telescope. The mirror assembly, magnetic ring and focal plane are visible. 

(Lower-Left) Diagram of the Pre- and Post-thermal collimators. (Lower-Center) Diagram of the optics structure that supports 42 

mirror modules. (Lower-Right) Diagram of a fully populated mirror assembly. The full assembly includes 292-segmented, nested 

mirror shells. 

 



 

 
 

 

The calculated effective area includes structural obscuration, misalignments, particulate contamination, scatter and ray-

traced vignetting as a function of energy and field position (Figure 3). The on-axis effective area is 2.3 m
2
 at 1 keV. 

 

 

Figure 3. (Left) Vignetting as a function of energy and field. (Right) On-axis effective area prediction for X-ray Surveyor. The area at 

1 keV is 2.3 m2. This calculated effective area includes structural obscuration, misalignments, particulate contamination and scatter. 

This is roughly 30x that of the Chandra High Resolution Mirror Assembly (HRMA). 

 

Maintaining sub-arcsec resolution over a large effective area (few-square meters) is a challenging, but not impossible 

task. There are a number of on-going efforts focused on developing technologies for the fabrication of lightweight, high-

resolution X-ray mirrors. These include both active (e.g. piezoelectric actuator deposition
11,12

 and magnetorestrictive 

optics) and passive (e.g., differential deposition
13,14

, ion implantation
15,16

 and low stress single crystal silicon mirrors
17

) 

methods to achieve the desired imaging. The two technologies that this concept study focused on were the piezoelectric 

actuator deposition and differential deposition. 

 

Adjustable Optics (Active) 

One technique for fabricating adjustable optics is being developed at SAO/PSU, in which a continuous thin film (1.5 

µm) of piezoelectric material is sputter deposited with independently addressable electrodes to the back (convex) side of 

a slumped glass substrate. Low (< 10 V) DC voltage applied thru the piezoelectric film’s thickness produces an in-plane 

stress in the piezoelectric, resulting in localized bending of the mirror. This technique enables efficient correction of the 

mirror figure for:  fabrication errors, mounting induced distortions, and on-orbit changes due to the thermal environment. 

Piezoelectric actuator deposition and operation has been demonstrated on both a 10 cm diameter flat test mirrors and on 

10 cm x 10 cm cylindrical mirrors (22 cm radius of curvature)
18,19

.  Deterministic figure change with this technique has 

been successfully demonstrated on a 10 cm diameter flat mirror. A thin film of 75 piezo actuators (10 x 5 mm cells) was 

deposited on the surface of the flat and these actuators were operated together to apply a deterministic figure in the 

central 75 x 50 mm region. The input slope error (prior to correction) was 5.2 arcsec rms, and the residual slope error 

post-correction was measured to be 0.81 arcsec rms, or a factor of > 6 improvement
20

. 

 

Differential Deposition (Passive) 

Differential deposition is a process by which a filler material is selectively deposited on a mirror’s surface to improve 

low-to-mid spatial frequency figure errors that degrade the angular resolution of the optics. These errors are present due 

to the fabrication and alignment process. To determine where and how much of the filler material should be applied, a 

‘hit’ map is created by measuring the uncorrected mirror profile and comparing it to the desired profile. One group at 

MSFC is working on this, and uses nickel vapor deposited via sputtering (or other) to deposit the filler material onto the 

optic while the optic is translated at a pre-determined set of velocities
13

. Another group at Reflective X-ray Optics 



 

 
 

 

Corporation in New York is also working on this
21,22

. Both groups are making progress applying differential deposition 

to thin substrates (including polished silicon).  

Recent results at MSFC have shown that full-shell mirrors can be corrected to better than half that of their original HPD 

(as proven through profile metrology measurements) in a single pass. Corrections may require 2 or more deposition 

passes, depending on the initial quality of the mirror segment. This technique works best when applied to the mid-spatial 

frequency errors; however, it can be applied to low-frequency errors as well
23

 and can be applied to mirror segments and 

full-shell replicated optics
23,24

. Improved mirror fabrication techniques are also being employed to address the low-

frequency errors.  

 

5. FOCAL PLANE INSTRUMENTS 

The high-resolution optics are complimented by high-resolution gratings and instruments located at a focal length of 10 

m. The focal plane instruments include the X-ray Microcalorimeter Imaging Spectrometer (XMIS), the High Definition 

X-ray Imager (HDXI) and the X-ray Grating Spectrometer (XGS) readout. Critical Angle Transmission (CAT) gratings 

can be inserted and retracted into and out of the X-ray beam. XMIS and HDXI are mounted on a translation table that 

allows them to be swapped with each other at the telescope focus. The CAT-XGS readout is mounted in a fixed location 

at the focal plane. The X-ray Surveyor instruments are currently under development by several research groups and so 

can be classified as cutting edge; the key is that this X-ray instrumentation exploits the new telescope’s properties. As 

with the optics, none of these instruments currently exist in a form that can meet all of the X-ray Surveyor requirements 

but there is significant activity and substantial progress towards their development. 
25,26,27,28,29,30

  

 

X-ray Microcalorimeter Imaging Spectrometer (XMIS) 

X-ray microcalorimeters are actively being developed for astrophysics missions; Astro-H (Soft X-ray Spectrometer)
31

 

and Athena (XMS)
32

 are two examples. The X-ray Surveyor conceptual design will, likewise, employ an X-ray 

microcalorimeter, dubbed XMIS, at its focal plane. The XMIS instrument is capable of providing high-spectral 

resolution images, well matched to the proposed optics (Table 1). XMIS is designed to utilize transition-edge sensor 

(TES) or magnetically coupled calorimeters (MCC) in pixel array-sizes approaching 100 kilo-pixels.  

 

Table 1. List of preliminary XMIS requirements for the X-ray Surveyor concept.  

Parameter Goal 

Energy Range 0.2 – 10 keV 

Field-of-View 5 arcmin x 5 arcmin (minimum) 

Energy Resolution < 5 eV 

Pixel Size / array size (10-m focal length) 50 µm pixels (1 arcsec) / 300 x 300 pixel array 

Count Rate Capability 1 c/s per pixel 

 

To reduce the number of sensors read out to a manageable scale, the most promising detector geometries are those in 

which a thermal sensor such a TES or MCC can read out a sub-array of 20-25 individual 1arcsec pixels.  

An example approach that involves the use of TESs for thermal multiplexing is with Hydras, or single-channel position-

sensitive TESs.
33,34 

Hydras consist of a single TES coupled to multiple absorber pixel elements (illustrated in Figure 4)
33

. 

Each pixel has a different thermal coupling, which allows for identification via pulse shape discrimination. Multiple 

Hydras can be arrayed to read out the full detector. Recent results from a 3 x 3 absorber pixel array
35

, where all 9 pixels 

were read out with a single TES gave 2.4 eV FWHM-resolution at 6 keV. Pixels were 65 µm square and had a thickness 

of 5 µm and TES pitch was 75 µm
36

, illustrating the potential for reading out larger, 10
5
 – sized pixel arrays.  

 



 

 
 

 

 

Figure 4. (Left) The TES can read out multiple absorbers or ‘pixels’ to decrease the number of readouts (Hydra). Using absorbers with 

different thermal conductance to that of the sensor allows one to distinguish the pulse shape from each pixel. (Right) Diagram of the 3 

x 3 absorber array with a single TES mounted beneath the central absorber. G1-G4 are the internal link/thermal couplings between the 

TES and the pixels. 

 

If the aforementioned approach is successful, then the number of sensors needed to be read out is the same as is currently 

proposed for the X-ray Integral Field Unit instrument on Athena (~3840). Therefore the multiplexing technologies 

currently being developed for Athena could be directly transferable to this spectrometer. Alternative read-out approaches 

also exist that utilize microwave Superconducting QUantum Interference Devices (SQUIDs) coupled to each sensor in 

resonator circuits in the GHz frequency range. A comprehensive summary of X-ray microcalorimeter developments for 

X-ray Astrophysics missions can be found in the literature
37

. 

 

High-Definition X-Ray Imager (HDXI) 

The HDXI focal plane instrument for the X-ray Surveyor will provide a large field of view while simultaneously 

providing fine pixel resolution and high readout rate (instrument goals are listed in Table 2.) To satisfy these 

requirements, multiple active pixel sensor technologies are under consideration, including hybrid Complementary Metal 

Oxide Semiconductor or CMOS (PSU/Teledyne
38,39

), monolithic CMOS
40

 (SAO/Sarnoff), and 3-D tiered/layered 

bonded Si (MIT/Lincoln Labs
41,42,43

) (Figure 5). HDXI requirements are similar to those of the Wide Field Imaging 

Spectrometer designed for the SMART-X concept, and a full description of competing technologies has been reviewed 

in the literature
44

.  

All of the detector development efforts are making good progress towards meeting individual goals listed in Table 2, but 

no single CMOS development was chosen for the X-ray Surveyor baseline concept since it is not clear which of the 

technologies will most effectively meet all of the requirements. X-ray Surveyor’s mass, power, and cost estimates were 

determined with values for the HDXI that would enable any of the three detector technologies to fit within the estimates. 

Table 2. List of preliminary HDXI requirements for the X-ray Surveyor concept. 

Parameter Goal 

Energy Range 0.2 – 10 keV 

Field of View 22 arcmin x 22 arcmin 

Energy Resolution  37 eV @ 0.3 keV, 120 eV @ 6 keV (FWHM) 

Quantum Efficiency > 90% (0.3-6 keV), > 10% (0.2-9 keV) 

Pixel Size / Array Size <16 µm (< 0.33 arcsec/pixel) / 4096 x 4096 (or equivalent) 

Frame Rate > 100 frames/s (full frame), > 10000 frames/s (windowed region) 

Read Noise < 4e
-
 rms 



 

 
 

 

Silicon-based sensors, such as those based on CMOS technology, have several properties that make them ideal 

candidates for a mission such as the X-ray Surveyor; including potential for high quantum efficiency (QE) for soft x-

rays, excellent angular resolution over a large field of view, excellent spectral resolution, high frame rates and high 

radiation tolerance.  CMOS-based detectors also generally operate with relatively low power, compared to that of 

CCDs
38

. 

Hybrid CMOS detectors, such those being developed by PSU/Teledyne, have shown high quantum efficiency (QE) 

across the entire soft X-ray bandpass, including reasonably high QE in the upper end of this energy range where 

response to Fe Kα becomes important
39

.  

Fine angular resolution imaging over a wide field of view is achieved by using a silicon sensor array with small pixels. 

Fabricating small pixels is not unreasonable; however, combined with a large depletion depth (which is related to 

achieving high QE) the charge sharing between pixels can become an issue. To achieve the goal of < 0.33 arcsec/pixel 

across the field of view of the 10 m focal length X-ray Surveyor telescope, < 16 µm pixels are required. This is a 

realizable goal, in that the group at PSU/Teledyne is currently developing a 12.5 µm pixel pitch hybrid CMOS device. 

This device design borrows from the existing Teledyne HyViSI™ imager with flight heritage
45

, while providing small 

pixels and improved amplifier technology that will be tested over the next 3 to 5 years. The SAO/Sarnoff monolithic 

CMOS sensor has achieved a pixel size of 16 µm
40

, and the MIT/Lincoln Labs effort has demonstrated a pixel size of 8 

µm
46

, but each of these detectors still require development in order to achieve the other X-ray Surveyor requirements 

along with the small pixels. This work is progressing.   

To support the X-ray Surveyor’s large field of view, one could use a single 4096 x 4096 pixel device with 16 µm pixels. 

However, in order to accommodate the curvature of the focal surface, a preferred design is to use multiple abuttable 

detectors with a bowl-shaped tilt, as was done for the Chandra ACIS instrument
47

. A possible configuration would be to 

tile 1024 x 1024 pixel devices using 21 detectors arranged in a 5x5 grid pattern with the 4 corners removed. A detector 

design with 15 µm pixels would then cover a 26 arcmin x 26 arcmin field of view when arranged in this way, thus 

exceeding the 22 arcmin x 22 arcmin goal.  
 

 

Figure 5. Images of active CMOS developments at SAO/Sarnoff (monolithic sensor), PSU/Teledyne (hybrid sensor) and MIT/Lincoln 

Labs (Active Pixel Sensor).  

X-ray spectral resolution is impacted by several factors, including read noise, inter-pixel capacitance crosstalk, and 

charge spreading within the photodetector. Improvements in pixel design have already shown that we can lower read 

noise and reduce capacitive coupling to negligible levels, and planned developments show promise that these 

improvements will be possible within small pixels and with even faster readouts. 

To satisfy the X-ray Surveyor readout requirements and mitigate pile-up, the HDXI must be capable of much faster 

frame rates than current CCD X-ray imagers. High frame rates in CMOS-based detectors are achieved using highly 

parallel readout circuitry architectures, and by reading out windows of the detector at faster rates than the full detector. 

These windows can be chosen to overlap with the bright sources in a field of view, while the full frame gets read out in 

parallel. Current X-ray CMOS detectors are already capable of reading out small windows of the detector at speeds that 

meet the X-ray Surveyor window mode requirements, but more developments are needed to enable this simultaneously 

with lower noise and faster full-frame readouts. Future event-driven detector designs and/or increased parallel output 

designs with small-pixel detectors will enable the realization of all of these requirements simultaneously. 



 

 
 

 

X-ray photon counting active pixel sensors, such as CMOS devices, also have a higher radiation tolerance than their 

more traditional CCD counterparts. CCDs are particularly sensitive to radiation damage, as evidenced by the Advanced 

CCD Imaging Spectrometer on Chandra (ACIS)
48

, the result of which is degradation of detector performance (e.g., 

increased charge transfer inefficiency) over time. However, CMOS sensors are much more radiation tolerant since the 

charge is transferred directly from the detector pixel into the readout circuitry associated with that pixel, as opposed to 

transferring the charge across the detector as is done with CCDs. The main mechanism for degradation of energy 

resolution due to radiation is displacement damage in the silicon lattice caused by proton irradiation. This produces 

charge traps that capture electrons in the charge packet produced by absorption of an X-ray. The effect is roughly 

proportional to the distance through which the charge must be transferred in the silicon before the packet size is 

measured. In a CCD this is of order 10 mm, while in an active pixel sensor this is of order 0.1 mm; hence the active 

pixels sensors are ~100x less sensitive to proton damage than are CCDs.  

 

X-ray Grating Spectrometer (XGS) 

Critical-Angle Transmission (CAT) and Off-Plane Reflection Gratings (OPG) are two candidate technologies for the X-

ray Surveyor. The combination of high-efficiency gratings blazed to high orders and square-meter collecting-area optics 

will provide unprecedented performance in the x-ray band below ~ 2 keV; complementing the XMIS performance in the 

harder x-ray band. Initial conceptual designs for the X-ray Surveyor assume grating spectroscopy effective area on the 

order of 4,000 cm
2
, and spectral resolving power R= λ/Δλ of up to 5,000, is achieved by covering less than 50% of the 

optics aperture with retractable grating arrays.  

As a starting point, the CAT grating technology, currently being developed at MIT
30

 was incorporated into the X-ray 

Surveyor baseline concept. These gratings are freestanding and supported by a coarse grating array structure designed to 

fold into and out of the optical path, and by a hexagonal mesh with a ~1 mm pitch (L2), and also by a finer bar- support 

mesh with a ~5 µm period (L1), shown in Figure 6. The gratings are made from silicon-on-insulator wafers using a 

combination of advanced lithography, pattern transfer, and dry and wet etching techniques. Recently fabricated samples 

have shown record-high absolute diffraction efficiencies > 30% in high orders. Increasing grating depth will lead to even 

higher efficiencies. 

 

 

Figure 6. Transparent image of the X-ray Surveyor optical bench showing the placement of the CAT gratings with respect to the 

telescope optics. The readout cameras are not shown, but would be mounted in fixed positions on either side of the translation table. 

The 3 micrographs at the top of the image show the L2 hexagonal support mesh and the finer L1 bar-structure that supports the 



 

 
 

 

freestanding gratings. The magnetic broom, which is designed to sweep electrons reflecting through the optics assembly out of the 

optical path, is also shown.  

 
Compared to Chandra’s HETG or XMM-Newton’s RGS instruments, CAT gratings promise higher diffraction efficiency 

(Figure 7), and use sub-aperturing in combination with blazing (utilizing higher diffraction orders) to provide increased 

spectral resolving power.  

 

 

 

Figure 7. Comparison between the theoretical maximum for a particular CAT grating (CATG) design diffraction efficiency (losses 

from support structures neglected) on X-ray Surveyor and HETG (High Energy Transmission Gratings) and LETG (Low Energy 

Transmission Gratings) currently operating on Chandra. The CAT gratings are 6 µm-deep (no blockage), and CAT(0) is 0th order 

transmission. 

 

 
Two linear readout cameras (CCD or CMOS-based) in the focal plane, offset from an imaging detector at the imaging 

focus, will detect the grating spectra and separate spatially overlapping diffraction orders of different wavelengths.  

Recent progress has been made in the fabrication of the CAT gratings, with a clear path forward for improving the 

diffraction efficiencies (e.g. using a smaller blaze angle and improved etching process) and yield. Similarly, significant 

progress has been made with the OPGs. A novel fabrication approach allows for high density, radially grooved, blazed 

gratings for high throughput and high resolving power
49

. OPGs have shown very high diffraction efficiency while tests 

on prototypes of the new fabrication method have shown promise of efficiencies > 50% at given energies
49,50

. These 

gratings have also been tested for spectral resolving power and have achieved resolutions >3000 during testing with 

NASA Goddard Space Flight Center X-ray optics in the MSFC Stray Light Facility
51

. In addition, the alignment 

tolerances for OPGs have been quantified
52,53

. Using these tolerances as a baseline, OPGs have been aligned into a 

module and tested with Silicon Pore Optics modules to demonstrate an aligned spectrometer
54,55

. Blazed, radial gratings, 

matching flight-like properties, were also tested to demonstrate the capability for high spectral resolving power
56

. 

 

6. SPACECRAFT  

The spacecraft includes structure and mechanisms, propulsion, thermal systems, avionics, guidance and navigation 

control, electrical and power systems, and a science instrument translation table. X-ray Surveyor spacecraft management 

of mechanisms, thermal control, power switching, communication interfaces, and storage of scientific data have all been 



 

 
 

 

defined in this concept, and many are based on or derived from those of the Chandra Observatory, which reduces risk 

and helps to constrain spacecraft costs.    

 

7. MISSION PROFILE  

The X-ray Surveyor has been baselined for a Sun-Earth L2 Halo Orbit. The nominal mission duration is 5 years, with 20 

years of on-board consumables. Based on experience with missions such as Chandra and XMM-Newton in high earth 

orbits, it is reasonable to expect a mission extending for 20 years or longer without having to design for that level in 

terms of components and subsystems. The estimated volume and mass with 30% margins, which is based on a Master 

Equipment List (MEL), meet the requirements of launch on an Atlas V 551 (or similar class vehicle). End-of-Life drift-

away disposal will round out the mission. 

 

8. COST ESTIMATE 

The analogy-based NASA/Air Force Cost Model (NAFCOM) was employed to cost the spacecraft subsystems in this 

estimate, using the Chandra spacecraft as the analogy. The cost for the X-ray telescope assembly is a bottoms-up input 

from the Informal Mission Concept Team and costs for the scientific instruments were derived using JPL’s NASA 

Instrument Cost Model (NICM). All costs are presented in 2015 dollars based on NASA’s “New Start Inflation Indices 

for 2015”. Fee, program support and vehicle integration were included in the cost. A 35% reserve was applied to the 

spacecraft and the X-ray Telescope Assembly. The instrument estimates from NICM were compiled at the 70% 

confidence level, which is deemed to be an appropriate and sufficient level of confidence consistent with NASA 

Procedural Requirement 7120.5E. Facilities cost to support pre-flight calibration are still under investigation and have 

not been included. For the purposes of this study, all costs are based on all of the necessary technologies having a 

Technology Readiness Level 6 at the time the mission enters the development phase and no later than the preliminary 

design review. A summary of the cost break-down is given in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Preliminary cost estimates for the baseline X-ray Surveyor mission concept. These will be further refined with future studies, 

but gives a rough estimate indicating Chandra-like costs. 

Spacecraft $1,650M 

X-ray Telescope Assembly and Instruments $866M 

Pre-Launch Operations, Planning and Support $196M 

Launch with Atlas V 551 $240M 

Total $2,952M 

 

9. DISCUSSION 

The next large NASA mission to be prioritized in the 2020 Astrophysics Decadal Survey must be scientifically 

compelling and technologically capable; surpassing the accomplishments of past and current missions. The X-ray 

Surveyor will accomplish this by utilizing heritage successes from Chandra combined with emerging technologies that 

promise dramatically improved capability. Specifically, the X-ray Surveyor will maintain Chandra’s sub-arcsecond 

angular resolution while dramatically improving sensitivity (the effective area is ~50x that of Chandra HRMA + ACIS, 

over 0.5 – 2 keV). Sub-arcsec imaging will be maintained over a large field-of-view (22 arcmin x 22 arcmin) and high-

resolution spectroscopy with a spectral resolving power of R=5000 (0.2 – 1.2 keV) and R=1200 (6 keV) will also be 

possible.  

 

Enabled by its sensitivity, angular resolution, and spectroscopic capabilities, the frontier science that X-ray Surveyor will 

address includes fundamental studies of the roles which central black holes play in the evolution of galaxies, plasma 

physics, gas dynamics and relativistic flows in a variety of astronomical objects, and the nature of the first accretion light 



 

 
 

 

in the Universe. A broad (and very incomplete) range of additional topics where X-ray Surveyor will provide unique 

information includes: detailed studies of AGN feedback in clusters, groups, and galaxies with the ability to distinguish 

between sound wave and turbulent heating mechanisms; tracing winds and jets while deciphering the overall gas flow 

picture around supermassive black holes; unraveling the processes by which AGN jets are powered, collimated, and re-

accelerated; unfolding the interactions of supernova blasts, shocks, and ejecta with circumstellar and interstellar material 

as well as mapping particle acceleration in supernova remnants and pulsar wind nebulae; and probing coronal activity in 

stars of all ages along with extending our understanding of star-planet interactions. 

 

The X-ray Surveyor concept study summarized here is a first step towards proving feasibility of such a mission. All 

crucial technologies for the telescope and focal plane instrumentation are actively being developed.  Progress of many of 

these developments is reported at this conference. Designing the focal length to be approximately that of Chandra and 

by utilizing Chandra heritage systems for the spacecraft, results in a Chandra-like cost.   
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