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Picosecond Electric-Field-Induced Switching of Antiferromagnets
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We propose a method for switching the Néel vector of an antiferromagnetic thin film by the application
of an ultrashort electric field pulse. The electric field induces a reorientation of the antiferromagnetic
order parameter due to the voltage-induced modification of the magnetic anisotropy. When the electric
field pulse is timed to half the oscillation period of the terahertz antiferromagnetic dynamics, it induces
a picosecond-timescale reversal of the Néel vector. Importantly, the electric field required to induce this
reversal is as small as approximately 100 mV/nm, comparable to fields used for switching of ferromagnetic
tunnel junctions in earlier works. This electric field is determined by the anisotropy of the antiferromagnet,
while the much larger exchange field determines the frequency of the resulting dynamics (and hence the
switching time). Our results indicate the possibility to switch a 50-nm circular antiferromagnetic element
with an energy dissipation of 250 aJ in less than 30 ps and in the absence of any current-induced torque.
The electric-field-induced switching of the Néel vector opens an alternative route toward energy-efficient
and ultrafast magnetic memories and computing devices based on antiferromagnets.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Electrical switching of antiferromagnetic (AFM) mate-
rials is of great interest for ultrafast and ultralow energy
memory device applications, with potential write times
approaching a few picoseconds [1–3]. This is due to the
fact that the terahertz dynamics of AFMs [4] is dominated
by the exchange field, which is several orders of magni-
tude larger than the effective fields governing the dynamics
of ferromagnetic (FM) materials (typically between 1 and
10 GHz) [5–7]. In addition, AFMs have zero net magne-
tization, which makes them immune to external magnetic
fields and opens the possibility to implement high-density
arrays without dipole coupling between adjacent devices.

As in the case of their FM counterparts, AFM spin-
tronic memory devices must achieve two requirements:
(i) reliable electrical reading of the magnetic state of the
AFM (e.g., the Néel order parameter) and (ii) an energy-
efficient and low-voltage method to electrically modify
the AFM state. This work focuses on the second require-
ment by proposing a writing method based on the control
of the AFM magnetic anisotropy in response to electrical
signals.

Electrical writing in AFMs was first achieved exper-
imentally with assistance from FM layers in exchange-
biased systems, with a corresponding change of tunneling
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resistance as large as 160% (at 4 K) for the case of
NiFe/IrMn/MgO/Pt [8]. However, this type of writing still
essentially depends on the presence of a FM material in
the device [8,9], resulting in the same limitations currently
present in FM-based magnetic random-access memory
(MRAM). Recently, a purely AFM MRAM device was
demonstrated using magnetoelectric Cr2O3 [10]. However,
it did not rely on resonant (picosecond) switching, which
is one of the important value propositions of AFMs in
MRAM. Several works have also explored the use of
spin-transfer torque (STT) or spin-orbit torque (SOT) to
induce switching or oscillations in AFMs [11–15]. How-
ever, the current threshold required to induce the AFM
dynamics is determined by the exchange field and is, there-
fore, rather large. For example, current densities as high
as approximately 108 A/cm2 were reported in theoretical
studies on NiO [16]. Here, we propose utilizing elec-
tric fields via the interfacial voltage-controlled magnetic
anisotropy (VCMA) effect as a more efficient alternative
writing mechanism. The structure considered in this work
is shown in Fig. 1(a) and consists of a thin AFM film
in contact with an oxide layer (such as MgO). Recently,
interfacial VCMA has been theoretically predicted [17]
in such material systems, and experiments in the case of
IrMn have also provided indirect evidence for voltage con-
trol of anisotropy [18], again using the above-mentioned
spring-exchange effect. The advantage of this approach
is that the switching of the AFM occurs by overcom-
ing the anisotropy field, which is much smaller than the
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FIG. 1. (a) The device consists of an AFM layer in proximity to a dielectric film. The hybridization of orbitals at the AFM/dielectric
interface generates an interfacial perpendicular anisotropy in the AFM layer. The application of a voltage (electric field) changes the
easy axis of the AFM, rotating the Néel vector (large green arrow) from the perpendicular to an in-plane direction. If the voltage is
pulsed, resonant switching of the Néel vector is accomplished for particular widths of the pulse coinciding with the THz dynamics of
the AFM. Notice that the interfaces are oriented in the same direction as the Néel vector is defined in the text, the positive x direction.
(b) Simulated trajectory of the two magnetization sublattices, M1 and M2, when a continuous electric field is applied. The anisotropy
easy axis and the initial orientation of the two magnetization sublattices are along the x axis, and a 100-Oe bias magnetic field is
applied in the positive y direction. (c) Trajectory of the simulated system with the same initial conditions as (b), but applying the
electric field during only 21 ps. The initial trajectory of the two sublattices is the same as in (b), but when the electric field is turned
off, the sublattice magnetizations are trapped in the new stable positions, which correspond to a 180o reorientation from the original
state (inversion of the two magnetization sublattices).

exchange field. As a result, energy-efficient writing is
possible without requiring large current densities.

II. MODEL OF ANTIFERROMAGNETIC
DYNAMICS

This section presents a dynamical model of the AFM,
incorporating the VCMA effect at its interface with the
adjacent oxide. The AFM is modeled as two identi-
cal macrospin sublattices, which are antiparallel relative
to each other and coupled by the exchange interaction
[12,16]. Their dynamics are described by two Landau-
Lifshitz-Gilbert equations,

dmi

dt
= −γ mi × Hi

eff + αmi × dmi

dt
, (1)

where γ is the gyromagnetic ratio, Hi
eff is the effective mag-

netic field at each sublattice (i = 1,2), mi is the normalized
magnetization, and α corresponds to the damping constant.
The effective field is computed from the energy density of
the system, obtained for the case of a uniaxial AFM [12],

Hi
eff = −1

2
Hexmj + Haninani(nani · mi) + H + Hth, (2)

where μ0Hex = J/Ms and μ0Hani = 2K/Ms are the
exchange and anisotropy fields, respectively, J is the
exchange constant, K is the anisotropy constant, Ms is
the magnetic saturation, μ0 is the vacuum permeability,
nani is the anisotropy easy axis (perpendicular to the inter-
face between the AFM and the oxide), H is an external
bias field, and H th is a random field to simulate thermal
fluctuations. The role of the bias field is to determine the
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precession axis of the magnetization sublattices and break
the initial symmetry of the system as will be shown in the
next sections.

The thermal field is given by

Hth = σ

√
2kBTα

μ0γ MsV�t
, (3)

where σ is a random Gaussian vector with zero mean and a
standard deviation of 1, kB is Boltzmann’s constant, T is the
temperature (300 K during our simulations), V is the vol-
ume of the AFM layer (here, we consider a circular device
with a radius of 25 nm and a 1-nm thickness), and �t is the
time step chosen during the simulations.

In Eq. (2), the exchange term favors the antiparallel ori-
entation of the sublattices, and the anisotropy term favors
their orientation along the easy axis. Note that in Eq. (2),
the dipolar and demagnetization fields are not included,
which is an approximation justified by the zero-net mag-
netic moment of the antiferromagnet [19]. The demagne-
tization field (considering the AFM layer as an ellipsoid
in the y-z plane) effectively decreases the perpendicular
anisotropy field when the two magnetization sublattices
are not perfectly parallel. Therefore, the nonzero magnetic
moment during the switching assists the reorientation of
the sublattices without qualitatively changing the result.

We assume the effective field contribution due to VCMA
to be equal on each sublattice [17]. By analogy to the FM
case, the VCMA energy density for each sublattice in an
AFM of thickness t in contact with an oxide of thickness d
is represented by [20]

Ei
VCMA = ξV

dt
[1 − (mi · nani)

2], (4)

where ξ is the VCMA coefficient and V is the applied
voltage. From Eq. (4), the effective VCMA field at each
sublattice is

Hi
VCMA = V

2ξ

μ0Msdt
(mi · nani) · nani

= HVCMA(mi · nani) · nani. (5)

Combining Eq. (5) with Eq. (2), the total effective field at
each sublattice is

Hi
eff = −1

2
Hexmj + Haninani (nani · mi)

− HVCMAnani (nani · mi) + H + Hth. (6)

III. PROPOSED SWITCHING MECHANISM

The device structure and writing mechanism are illus-
trated in Fig. 1. The sublattice transition from the uniaxial

anisotropy to the in-plane anisotropy in response to a con-
stant (step function) electric field is shown in Figs. 1(a)
(middle panel) and 1(b). The resonant switching due to a
short (pulse) voltage is depicted in Figs. 1(a) (right panel)
and 1(c). For a particular polarity, the applied voltage
reduces the effective magnetic anisotropy of the system.
For voltages that make the VCMA term in Eq. (6) larger
than the anisotropy field, the new stable position for both
sublattices is in the plane perpendicular to the original
easy axis. This induces the dynamics of the two coupled
sublattices, which jointly precess toward this new stable
position with a frequency determined by the exchange
field. However, the threshold electric field is set by the
uniaxial anisotropy of the AFM. This is different from the
case of spin currents, where the magnetic switching occurs
once the exchange field is overcome by the current-induced
stimulus [21]. This decoupling of the threshold switch-
ing voltage (determined by anisotropy) from the switching
time (determined by exchange) is a key benefit of using
VCMA for AFM switching.

To validate the proposed switching mechanism, we
numerically solve Eq. (1) using the effective field described
by Eq. (6) and adding thermal fluctuations at 300 K (well
below the Néel temperature) [20]. The results are described
using the Néel and ferromagnetic vectors, defined as
l = (m1 − m2)/2 and m = (m1 + m2)/2, respectively, in
addition to the sublattice magnetizations. The material
parameters are similar to previous studies on metallic
AFMs, specifically FeMn and FeRh [17,19]. The magnetic
saturation is Ms = 5.66 × 105 A/m (0.7 T) and the interfa-
cial anisotropy energy density is 0.03 erg/cm2, extracted
from the predicted value from first principles calculations
in reference [17], which in the case of a 1-nm AFM thick-
ness, corresponds to an anisotropy field of 0.1 T. The
exchange constant is J = 3.97 MJ/m3, corresponding to an
exchange field of 7 T. This value is lower than for AFM
oxides such as NiO, where the exchange field can be as
high as approximately 1000 T [22,23]. To the best of our
knowledge, the exchange constant for FeMn has not been
measured to date, hence we consider the value for bulk
Fe, similar to reference [19]. The VCMA coefficient is the
predicted value from first principles calculations [17] in
FeRh/MgO (ξ = 300 fJ/Vm). The damping constant used
during the simulations is 0.02, similar to previous works
for metallic AFMs such as FeMn [19]. Finally, the time
step used during the simulations with the above described
parameters is 10−3 ps.

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In all simulations, the initial anisotropy is along the x
axis [i.e., perpendicular to the AFM-dielectric interface
in Fig. 1(a)], so that the y-z plane is the hard plane at
zero applied electric field. The sublattices are antiparal-
lel, leading to a zero FM vector. The minimum electric
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(a) (b)

FIG. 2. Time evolution of the three components of the (a) Néel
and (b) FM vector for a continuous (i.e., step) electric field of
1 V/nm and an applied bias magnetic field of 100 Oe. The initial
easy axis is along the x axis. After applying the electric field,
the Néel vector rotates to the z axis (on the new easy anisotropy
plane). A small component of the ferromagnetic vector is present
during the rotation of the Néel vector, induced by the application
of the magnetic field in the y direction and the oscillations of
the two magnetization sublattices. When the Néel vector is fully
switched from the x axis to the z axis, the ferromagnetic vector
value is restored to zero.

field to switch the Néel vector is given by the condition
HVCMA = Hani, and is 100 mV/nm.

We first investigate the reorientation of the Néel vector
from out-of-plane to in-plane, as illustrated in Fig. 1(b),
due to the application of a continuous electric field. Fig-
ures 2(a) and 2(b) show the time evolution of the Néel
and FM vector components, respectively, while a constant
magnetic field of 100 Oe (along the y direction) and a con-
tinuous electric field of 1 V/nm (HVCMA = 10Hani starting
the Néel vector at t = 0, along the x axis) are applied to the
device. The role of the bias magnetic field is to determine a
stable precession axis for the magnetization sublattices as
well as helping to start the dynamics once the anisotropy
energy is reconfigured by the electric field by inducing a
small angle between the sublattices. The bias field can be
built into a real device using an in-plane magnetic fixed
layer.

The Néel vector reorients from the initial stable position
(along the x axis) toward the new equilibrium position in
the y–z plane because of the anisotropy reconfiguration.
Note that the new equilibrium position of the Néel vector
along the z axis is perpendicular to the applied magnetic
field. This is consistent with the condition that the Néel and
FM vectors are always mutually perpendicular. Complete
oscillation of the Néel and FM vectors occurs in periods of
approximately 17 ps.

Next, we examine the switching of the Néel vector by a
voltage pulse timed to the first half precession of the Néel
vector. The initial and final states of the sublattice magne-
tizations for this case are depicted in Figs. 1(a) and 1(c),
respectively, corresponding to the Néel vector switching
by 180o along the x axis. Simulation results are plotted in

FIG. 3. Switching of the Néel vector with an applied electric
field pulse of 1 V/nm, with a pulse width of 21 ps at a con-
stant bias magnetic field of 100 Oe. The Néel vector makes a
half oscillation during the application of the pulse. There is an
incubation time from the application of the electric field pulse to
the initial rotation of the Néel vector.

Fig. 3 for an electric field pulse width of 21 ps, confirming
the 180o reorientation of the Néel vector. Note that there is
a delay between the application of the pulse and the initial
rotation of the Néel vector. This incubation time is defined
as the time where the x component of the Néel vector (lx)
drops by 2% from its initial value, increasing the total
switching time. The minimum pulse width for switching
the Néel vector is, in fact, the sum of this incubation time
and the first oscillation half period. In the example shown
in Fig. 3, the incubation time is approximately 10 ps.

To better understand the origin of the incubation time,
we perform switching simulations at different bias mag-
netic fields and pulse electric field amplitudes. The results,
shown in Fig. 4(a), indicate that at a constant electric field
of 1 V/nm, the incubation time reduces from approxi-
mately 24 to 7 ps when the magnetic field is increased
from 0 to 600 Oe. On the other hand, at a constant mag-
netic field [100 Oe in Fig. 4(b)], increasing the electric field

(a) (b)

FIG. 4. Incubation time as a function of (a) applied magnetic
field at a constant electric field of 1 V/nm, and (b) the applied
electric field for a 100-Oe constant bias magnetic field.
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(a) (b)

FIG. 5. Switching phase diagram at a constant field of 100 Oe
for different electric field pulse times and amplitudes. Two cases
are considered with the same damping (α = 0.02), but different
exchange fields of (a) 7 T and time step of 10−3 ps and (b)
1000 T and a time step of 10−5 ps. Red corresponds to successful
switching and blue to no switching.

pulse amplitude reduces the incubation time from approx-
imately 60 ps to less than 10 ps. Consequently, an increase
of the effective magnetic field (either by way of the applied
bias or the VCMA field) reduces the incubation time. Even
though the physical principle of switching is different in
our case, this result is reminiscent of Néel vector switching
in AFMs by STT, in which the switching time is reduced
for larger currents and magnetic fields [23]. In the pro-
posed mechanism, when the electric field is applied, the
initial state of the Néel vector becomes unstable. The appli-
cation of a small torque, as created by the bias field, is
sufficient to deviate the two magnetization sublattices from
their antiparallel configuration and initiate the dynamics
of the AFM toward the new stable position. As the field
increases, the deviations in the relative orientation of the
sublattices become larger, thus requiring a shorter time to
initiate the dynamics.

Finally, we perform additional simulations to under-
stand the role of different AFM exchange constants, which
are varied up to 1000 T, corresponding to the prototy-
pical oxide AFM NiO. For the high exchange field case,
the time step of the simulation is also varied to 10−5 ps
to ensure convergence of the solution. We compute the
switching phase diagram as a function of the applied elec-
tric field and pulse width at a constant applied magnetic
field (100 Oe) and for different values of the exchange
constant. The diagram is computed by performing a simu-
lation for each pulse condition and subsequently recording
the final state of the Néel vector. Increasing the exchange
constant decreases the switching time, consistent with the
expected switching mechanism. Note that in both cases in
Fig. 5, the anisotropy field is the same (0.1 T) and is much
lower than the exchange field, confirming that the dynam-
ics of the Néel vector (hence, the switching time) is, in fact,
dominated by the exchange field.

V. CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, VCMA-induced THz dynamics repre-
sents a method to achieve ultrafast spintronic devices
based on AFMs with low switching voltages that are deter-
mined by the AFM anisotropy rather than the exchange
field. Simulations indicate effective switching for constant
bias magnetic fields below 100 Oe in the studied exchange
field range from 7 to 1000 T. For practical device applica-
tions in memory and computing, the total switching energy
of the VCMA-induced reversal mechanism is an impor-
tant figure of merit. Considering the structure of Fig. 1,
with dielectric and AFM thicknesses of 1 nm and assuming
a resistance-area product similar to ferromagnetic VCMA
devices [24], one can estimate the switching energy for a
50-nm-circular AFM device to be approximately 250 aJ.
This assumes a switching voltage of 1 V, with a total write
time of 30 ps [See Fig. 5(a)]. This total energy consists of
a capacitive term (CV2) which is approximately 175 aJ,
and an Ohmic dissipation term of approximately 75 aJ.
This energy estimation does not take into account the con-
tributions from any peripherical circuit connected to the
device for writing and reading purposes. We note that an
approximately similar estimate of the switching energy
(450 aJ) has also recently been made for AFM switching
using an entirely different voltage-controlled mechanism
(strain-mediated magnetoelectric coupling) [19]. The pro-
jected switching energy of 250 aJ is more than 20× smaller
than the lowest VCMA-induced switching energy reported
for FM devices to date [24], pointing to the potential for
realizing ultralow-power and ultrafast AFM-based VCMA
memory devices.
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