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Non-Hermiticity has emerged as a promising tool to induce topological phase transitions, allowing for
the design of tunable and functional topological devices such as topological lasers and switches on on-
chip integrated optical platforms. In this work, we experimentally demonstrate loss-modulated photonic
topological edge states in anti-parity-time-symmetric waveguide arrays. Loss is introduced via care-
fully designed subwavelength grating (SWG) waveguides, allowing for on-chip control of topological
responses. Our results show that loss not only induces topological phase transition but also enhances topo-
logical responses, leading to the increased localization of topological edge states and the anomaly reduced
intrinsic loss of the topological edge states. Our work provides a platform based on SWG waveguides for
exploring non-Hermiticity-induced photonic topological responses and corresponding applications.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Topological insulating phases have been a hot research
topic in physics [1–4] over the past decades. In Hermi-
tian systems, they enable many alternative phenomena and
promise various future applications, such as unidirectional
waveguides [5], robust quantum computation [6], four-
dimensional quantum Hall effect [7], and more. Addition-
ally, interfacing non-Hermitian and topological physics
can result in even richer topological responses [8,9].

One example of this is the non-Hermitian skin effect
[10], which is typically induced by anisotropic coupling
and has been utilized for a highly efficient funnel for light
[11]. Another example is the use of open systems with gain
and/or loss, such as the selective enhancement of topo-
logical edge states [12], parity-time-symmetric topological
interface states [13], hybrid skin-topological effect [14,15],
non-Hermiticity amplified edge states used for topologi-
cally protected lasers against disorder and defects [16–19],
among others.

Recent theoretical studies have shown that gain and
loss can solely induce topological insulating phases and
higher-order topological corner states [20–27], leading
to non-Hermitian topological responses with well-defined
topological invariants. These responses have been exper-
imentally observed in acoustic crystals [28,29], electrical
circuits [30], elastic metamaterials [31], and thermal dif-
fusion systems [32], where on-site gain and/or loss were
engineered in modified Benalcazar-Bernevig-Hughes and
tetratomic Su-Schrieffer-Heeger (SSH) models. However,
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there have been no relevant optical experiments so far. In
integrated photonics, gain and loss can be introduced in a
controllable manner [16–18,33], making the realization of
non-Hermiticity-induced photonic topological phase tran-
sitions and topological edge states of great interest for
the development of tunable functional photonic topolog-
ical devices [34], such as topological lasers and optical
switches.

In this work, we present our design and experimen-
tal demonstration of loss-modulated photonic topologi-
cal edge states in anti-parity-time-symmetric waveguide
arrays. The losses are introduced using subwavelength
grating (SWG) waveguides, which can be fabricated on a
silicon chip using a single-step etching process. Our simu-
lations and photonic measurements show that the topolog-
ical responses are solely induced by loss. When there is no
loss, the array behaves as a trivial SSH model with an insu-
lating band gap and no edge states. As the loss increases
and passes through the topological phase transition point,
the SSH model becomes a tetratomic SSH model and
the insulating gap gradually closes and reopens a topo-
logical insulating gap, in which topological edge states
emerge. Interestingly, further increasing the loss leads to
an enhanced degree of localization of the topological edge
states, and a reduction in their intrinsic loss.

II. MODEL AND THEORY

We explore a one-dimensional passive tetratomic non-
Hermitian SSH model, as shown in Fig. 1(a), which
describes a coupled single-mode waveguide array. All the
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FIG. 1. Loss-induced photonic topological phase transition and the photonic implementation. (a) Schematic of the anti-parity-time-
symmetric non-Hermitian SSH model. (b) Illustration of the SWG waveguide array. The lossless SWGs are colored in gray and
the lossy SWGs are colored in yellow. (c)–(e) Band structures of the SWG array for γ = 0 (c), γ = γc (d), and γ = 3γc (e), with
t1/k0 = 0.03 and t2 = 0.9t1, where k0 = 2π/λ is propagation constant in vacuum, λ = 1550 nm and γc = 0.0262k0. The real part of
energy is colored in red and the imaginary part of energy is colored in cyan. (f)–(h) Complex band structures in the two-dimensional
parameter space (hx, hy ) for γ = 0 (f), γ = γc (g) and γ = 3γc (h), with t1/k0 = 0.03, t2 = 0.9t1, where the value indicates the real
part and the color indicates the imaginary part of the energy. The unit circle on the zero-energy surface is marked by a red circle.

waveguides are designed with the same effective propaga-
tion constant, which can be taken equal to a reference zero
energy. The coupling coefficients t1 and t2 are determined
by the distance between adjacent waveguides. The on-site
potential profile (0, iγ , iγ , 0) with inversion symmetry is
introduced to the tetratomic unit cell, where positive coef-
ficients mean loss in the waveguide. This tight-binding
model is the passive version of the model in a theoretical
paper [25].

Through the coupled-mode theory (CMT), this tight-
binding model can be realized by the precisely designed
SWG waveguide array on a silicon-on-insulator (SOI) chip
[35], as shown in Fig. 1(b). The advantage of SWG waveg-
uides is that the coupling coefficients, effective propagation

constants and loss coefficients can be precisely controlled.
Non-Hermitian systems constructed from SWG waveg-
uides have already been utilized to realize chiral mode
switching by encircling exceptional points [36,37]. Com-
pared with the conventional method of introducing propa-
gation loss by adding metals on silicon waveguides, where
the over-lay process is inevitable [38], taking advantage
of SWG waveguides will avoid the complicated nanofab-
rication process, and only a single-step etching process is
required [36,37]. The SWG waveguide array is fabricated
by patterning the top Si layer of a SOI wafer. The period
of lossless SWG waveguides is fixed as 300 nm, which
is smaller than the Bragg period. As shown in Fig. 1(b),
the lossy SWG waveguides are formed by introducing a
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corrugation amplitude δ. As the lossy SWG is periodically
corrugated, its period is twice that of the lossless SWG and
larger than the Bragg period. Therefore, light-field energy
in lossy SWG waveguides will radiate to the substrate and
air cladding, resulting in propagating loss [37]. The effec-
tive propagation constant can be adjusted by tuning width
wa and wb, and the loss of the lossy SWG waveguide can be
smartly adjusted by tuning δ. The height in the y direction
and the filling factor in the z direction of SWG waveg-
uides are set as 220 nm and 0.565, respectively. To ensure
that only the fundamental transverse electric (TE) mode
is allowed, wb is fixed as 700 nm. In the design of the
topological waveguide array, we obtain the desired loss by
adjusting corrugation amplitude δ, then match the propa-
gation constants of lossless and lossy SWG by adjusting
wa, and finally achieve the desired coupling coefficient
distribution by adjusting the spacings g1, g2, and g3.

The band structure and topology of the tight-binding
model or the SWG waveguide array is associated with the
non-Hermitian Bloch Hamiltonian

Hk =

⎡
⎢⎢⎣

0 t1 0 t2e−ik

t1 iγ t2 0
0 t2 iγ t1

t2eik 0 t1 0

⎤
⎥⎥⎦ , (1)

where k is the wave number in the Brillouin zone. Hk is
anti-parity-time- (APT) symmetric, i.e., (PT)Hk(PT)−1 =
−Hk, where P = iσx ⊗ σy , T is the complex-conjugation
operation, and σi refers to the Pauli matrix. Hk also has
TRS†, PHS†, and chiral symmetry (see Sec. I within the
Supplemental Material [39] for details). Therefore, Hk
belongs to the BDI† class in the 38-fold topological classi-
fications of non-Hermitian systems [8]. According to these
symmetries of the Hamiltonian, some properties and topol-
ogy of energy bands can be directly obtained. In fact,
Hk has four complex energy bands. The APT symmetry
ensures the energies in pairs with identical imaginary part
and opposite real part, and the TRS† ensures the energy
bands are symmetric about k = 0. Moreover, for Hamil-
tonian belonging to BDI† classification, the topological
phase transition is characterized by the closing and reopen-
ing of the real part of the energy bands, which is helpful
for us to judge the topological phase transition process.
The four energy bands of our tetratomic non-Hermitian
Hamiltonian are

β±,± = iγ
2

±
√

t21 + t22 −
(γ

2

)2
± 2t2

√
t21 cos2 k

2
−

(γ
2

)2
.

(2)

The interplay between the couplings and the non-
Hermiticity alters the band and will generate the nontrivial
topology [25]. In the following discussion, the coupling
coefficients are fixed as t1/k0 = 0.03, and t2 = 0.9t1, where

k0 = 2π/λ is propagation constant in vacuum and λ =
1550 nm. In the absence of loss (γ = 0), the model is a
trivial Hermitian SSH model with an insulating band gap
[35,40], as shown in Fig. 1(c). Moreover, the increase of
loss will give rise to the closure and reopening of the real
energy bands, as shown in Figs. 1(c)–1(e). In particular,
in the center of the Brillouin zone (k = 0), the insulating
band gap will be closed at a critical point γc, labeling the
topological phase transition point, as shown in Fig. 1(d).
Constrained by APT symmetry and TRS†, the topological
phase transition occurs at β±,± = 0 and k = 0. Hence the
critical point γc can be derived from (γc/2)2 + t22 = t21, and
equals 0.0262k0.

The band topology of the APT-symmetric Hamiltonian
relates to the geometry of the Bloch Hamiltonian winding
around the degenerate points in a two-dimensional param-
eter space through replacing e±ik by hx ± ihy [25]. The
k-dependent Bloch Hamiltonian Hk corresponds to a unit
circle h2

x + h2
y = 1 in the two-dimensional parameter space

(hx, hy). When the energy bands in Figs. 1(c)–1(e) are
extended to the two-dimensional parameter space (hx, hy),
the complex energy bands in Figs. 1(f)–1(h) are obtained.
The topology is determined by the degenerate point (DP)
winding around the unit circle with zero energy. As shown
in Fig. 1(f), the DP is outside the red unit circle, indicat-
ing that winding number equals zero and the model is in
trivial insulating phase. For γ = γc in Fig. 1(g), the DP
locates on the red unit circle, implying topological phase
transition point. Further increasing the non-Hermiticity, as
shown in Fig. 1(h), the DP is enclosed in the red unit cir-
cle, indicating topological nontrivial phase and winding
number equaling one. From the properties of eigenvalue
of the energy bands in parameter space, we have obtained
the topological properties as have been predicted by bands
in k space. Moreover, from the properties of eigenvectors
of the energy bands in k space, band topology can be also
obtained from integer partial global Zak phase [25], which
is equal to geometric winding number multiplied by π (see
Sec. II within the Supplemental Material [39] for details).

III. LOSS-MODULATED PHOTONIC
TOPOLOGICAL EDGE STATES

As a consequence of the nontrivial topology, the bulk-
edge-correspondence makes sure there exist one pair of
identical topological edge states at the boundary of the
waveguide array in the topologically nontrivial phase
[8,25]. It should be noted that even in the case of open
boundary condition, the system Hamiltonian still supports
the symmetry mentioned above (see Sec. I within the Sup-
plemental Material [39] for details), such as the APT sym-
metry. The APT symmetry ensures that the real parts of the
two edge states are fixed at zero energy, and the imaginary
parts of the two edge states are the same. The eigen-
spectrum of the finite APT-symmetric waveguide array in

044019-3



DENG, GAO, DONG, and ZHANG PHYS. REV. APPLIED 20, 044019 (2023)

(b)(a)

(d)(c)

FIG. 2. Eigenspectrum of the finite APT-symmetric waveg-
uide array in topologically trivial (γ = 0.5γc) and nontrivial
(γ = 1.5γc) regions are plotted in the complex plane, as shown in
(a) and (b), respectively. The real part and the imaginary part of
the eigenspectrum for the finite APT-symmetric waveguide array
with varying non-Hermiticity are shown in (c) and (d), respec-
tively. In (a)–(d), the edge states are marked by red, and the bulk
states are marked by cyan. The topological phase transition point
γc is identified by the gray dotted line in (c) and (d).

topologically trivial and nontrivial regions are plotted in
the complex plane, as shown in Figs. 2(a) and 2(b), respec-
tively. In the topologically trivial phase, there is only a
trivial band gap in the real part of the energy band, while,
in the topologically nontrivial phase, there is a nontrivial
band gap in the real part of the energy band that sup-
ports a pair of topological zero modes with the same loss.
The eigenspectrum of the finite APT-symmetric waveg-
uide array varying with the non-Hermiticity is also plotted.
As shown in Fig. 2(c), the edge states marked by red solid
lines, appear only at γ ≥ γc, and are fixed at zero energy
in the topological band gap. The red solid line in Fig. 2(d)
shows the intrinsic loss of the edge states. The intrinsic loss
first increases with the increase of non-Hermiticity, and
then anomaly decreases after the non-Hermiticity cross-
ing a certain threshold (γ /k0 ≈ 0.044). At present, this
phenomenon is difficult to explain unless we show the
eigenfield distribution of the edge states.

The eigenfield on the left side of the open bound-
ary in the mth unit cell can be written as |ψm,L〉 =
χm−1{1, iλ/t1, −χ t2/t1, 0}, where χ = −λ/(λ− γ ) and λ
represents the intrinsic loss of the current edge state (see
Sec. III within the Supplemental Material [39] for detailed
derivation). The right edge state |ψm,R〉 is the mirror reflec-
tion of the left edge state |ψm,L〉, and the same analysis can
be carried out. So, we focus on the edge states |ψm,L〉 on the
left boundary. According to the naming of the waveguides
in Fig. 1(a), the field in the unit cell is mainly distributed on

the lossless Am waveguide, but there is also certain distri-
bution on the two lossy waveguides Bm and Cm. There is no
distribution on the lossless Dm waveguide. The field distri-
bution characteristics within each unit cell are the same,
and the amplitude attenuation between adjacent cells is
determined by χ . The relationship between χ and non-
Hermiticity γ can be obtained numerically, and the larger
the non-Hermiticity γ is, the smaller the χ is (see Sec. III
within the Supplemental Material [39] for details). This
shows that with the increase of the non-Hermiticity γ ,
the field becomes more localized at the boundary. When
the non-Hermiticity γ is small, the distribution of edge
state is relatively wide, and the field is distributed more
on the lossy waveguide. Therefore, with the increase of
the non-Hermiticity γ , the intrinsic loss of the edge state
will initially increase. However, further increasing the non-
Hermiticity γ , the edge state becomes more localized, and
the distribution on the lossy waveguide is less and less. In
addition, the edge state is mainly distributed on the lossless
waveguide closest to the boundary (A1 waveguide). There-
fore, the non-Hermiticity induced optical field localization
reduces the loss of edge states. By analyzing the eigenval-
ues and eigenfields of waveguide array, it is found that the
non-Hermiticity γ can well modulate the localization and
intrinsic loss of topological edge states.

We also study the influence of two kinds of disorder
on topological edge states (see Sec. IV within the Supple-
mental Material [39] for details). The first kind of disorder
is related to the actual process error, for example, the
width error of each waveguide. The coupling coefficients
and loss coefficients change as a whole, which is not ran-
dom. Therefore, such disorder will not break the original
symmetry, and zero-energy edge states exist stably in the
band gap. In the second case, we consider the influence
of random disorder by randomly affecting some coupling
coefficients and loss coefficients in the array. The disor-
der strength is characterized by η, ranging from 0 to 1.
When η is greater than 0 and less than 0.5, the original
symmetry almost disappears. The edge states still exist in
the band gap, showing robustness, but are no longer stable
at zero energy. Further increasing η, the band gap gradu-
ally closes, and the edge states are finally submerged in the
bulk states.

IV. SIMULATION AND VERIFICATION

In the following, we will carry out finite-difference time-
domain (FDTD) simulations to study the modulation effect
of loss on edge states through the evolution characteristics
of mode fields. Here, we set the number of waveguides
of the finite waveguide array to 16, and the length of the
waveguide array to 36 µm. The values of wa, g1, g2, and g3
under different non-Hermiticity (determined by δ) involved
in this study are listed in Sec. V within the Supplemental
Material [39].
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FIG. 3. FDTD simulation results of the finite APT-symmetric waveguide array. (a) The schematic of the finite APT-symmetric
waveguide array. The positions of monitors 1 and 2 are marked by red dotted lines. The lossless single-mode waveguides, tapers
and SWG waveguides are colored in white. The lossy SWG waveguides are colored in yellow. (b) Evolution of the magnetic field
on monitor 1. (c) The lateral field distribution at the output of waveguide array on monitor 2. Field evolution calculated by CMT
are shown in (d)–(f) for γ /k0 = 0, 0.05, and 0.08, respectively. Field evolution based on FDTD simulations are shown in (g)–(i) for
γ /k0 = 0, 0.05, and 0.08, respectively.

The schematic of the finite waveguide array model is
shown in Fig. 3(a). The light enters the outermost single-
mode waveguide to excite the topological edge states of
the waveguide array via a taper. A field detector (mon-
itor 1) is placed in the middle of the lowest waveguide
to monitor the evolution characteristics of the magnetic
field. Although the eigenmode of single-mode waveguide
does not completely match the eigenmode of the edge
state, the mode-field transmission attenuation characteris-
tics are very similar with varying γ after the excitation by
these two eigenmodes. And the greater the γ , the closer
the two attenuation characteristics are (see Sec. VI within
the Supplemental Material [39] for details). Therefore, we
can judge the topological phase transition through the field
attenuation characteristics of monitor 1. In the trivial phase
of the system (γ = 0), the light field diffracts into the
waveguide array and partially returns to the lowest waveg-
uide [35,40]. As depicted by the gray line in Fig. 3(b),
the magnetic field in the lowest waveguide first diffracts
into the array, causing the field amplitude to decrease.
Then, part of the optical field couples back, and the ampli-
tude increases. In contrast, when the system is in the
nontrivial phase, the evolution is distinct, as shown by
the yellow (γ /k0 = 0.05) and red (γ /k0 = 0.08) lines in

Fig. 3(b). The magnetic fields decrease exponentially (lin-
ear attenuation under logarithm). The attenuation is slower
when γ is larger, indicating that the intrinsic loss of the
corresponding edge state is lower, as previously predicted.

However, monitor 1 cannot directly monitor the impact
of non-Hermiticity on the localization degree of the edge
states. Therefore, another field detector (monitor 2) is
placed at the end of the waveguide array to monitor the
final field characteristics after mode field evolution. As
illustrated in Fig. 3(c), as the loss increases, the mode
field are gradually localized at the boundary, indicating
an enhanced degree of localization of the edge states.
Moreover, the field amplitude on the lowest waveguide
gradually increases after the transition point, suggesting a
reduced intrinsic loss of the edge states.

To observe the field evolution in the waveguide array
excited by a single waveguide, theoretical results based
on CMT are presented in Figs. 3(d)–3(f) for γ /k0 = 0,
0.05, and 0.08, respectively. Corresponding optical results
based on FDTD are also shown in Figs. 3(g)–3(i). These
figures reveal that the optical results are in excellent agree-
ment with the CMT results, and they clearly demonstrate
the topological transition induced by non-Hermiticity γ ,
as well as the enhanced degree of localization of the edge
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states resulting from non-Hermiticity γ . As a comparison,
we also perform simulations utilizing bulk excitation to
generate bulk states without any localized properties (see
Sec. VI within the Supplemental Material [39] for details).

V. ON-CHIP EXPERIMENTAL REALIZATION

To experimentally observe the loss-modulated topo-
logical edge states, we fabricated APT-symmetric SWG
waveguide arrays on a SOI chip through a single-step
etching process [36,37]. Figure 4(a) shows the top-view
SEM images of two of our fabricated structures with non-
Hermiticity γ /k0 of 0 and 0.08. The insets depict the
corresponding two kinds of unit cells, where the lossless
and lossy SWG waveguides are clearly identifiable. The
structures fabricated in the experiments agree well with the
designed structures in simulations.

The transmission properties of the fabricated APT-
symmetric SWG waveguide arrays are measured. In exper-
iments, the light enters the chip from the amplified sponta-
neous emission (ASE) source through the focusing grating
coupler and enters the array through the lowest waveguide.
In practice, the output optical field signal is detected by
three A-type waveguides, as shown in Fig. 4(a). The lowest
waveguide is the A1 waveguide. In combination with the
eigenfield of the SWG waveguide array, the optical field
will be mainly concentrated in A1,2,3 waveguides. There-
fore, three output waveguides are connected to three types
of A waveguides as outputs to detect the optical transmis-
sion spectrum, which is measured by an optical spectrum
analyzer (OSA) through the output focusing grating cou-
pler. It should be mentioned that, although the device is
designed to operate at 1550 nm, a slight variation in cou-
plings and losses (through the change of wavelength) will
not affect topological features. Consequently, the device

(a)

(b) (c) (d)

(e) (f) (g)

FIG. 4. The experimental and simulated transmission spectra of the fabricated APT-symmetric SWG waveguide arrays. The top-
view SEM images of the fabricated SWG waveguide arrays are displayed in (a). The experimental transmission spectra for γ /k0 = 0,
0.05, and 0.08 are shown in (b)–(d), respectively. The simulated transmission spectra for the same loss coefficients are shown in (e)–(g).
In each case, the transmittance is measured with input injection from the lowest waveguide and output at three waveguides (A1, A2,
and A3) as shown in (a), and is represented by T1, T2, and T3, respectively.
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will have a certain bandwidth. Here, combined with the
experimental results, the displayed wavelength range is
1550–1570 nm.

Figures 4(b)–4(d) display the optical transmission spec-
trum in experiments for non-Hermiticity γ /k0 of 0,
0.05, and 0.08, respectively. Figures 4(e)–4(g) show the
FDTD simulation results of Figs. 4(b)–4(d). As shown in
Fig. 4(b), T3 dominates the output signal strength, fol-
lowed by T2 and then T1, which indicates that the light
field has been diffracted into the array and has not been
formed in the boundary region, that is, there is no edge
states, which is consistent with the simulation results in
Fig. 4(e). When the non-Hermiticity crosses the phase-
transition point, the topological edge states will appear, as
shown in Fig. 4(c), where T1 dominates the output signal
strength, followed by T2 and then T3. The corresponding
simulation results in Fig. 4(f) also verify the topological
phase-transition process. If we continue to increase the
non-Hermiticity, we will see that the edge states are more
localized with lower transmission loss. By comparing the
results in Figs. 4(c) and 4(d), the loss-enhanced topolog-
ical responses can be seen from the higher T1, and the
greater spacings between T1 and T2, T2 and T3, as shown
in Figs. 4(d) and 4(g). The results of simulations and
experiments are consistent both in the transmission effi-
ciency and in the trend of changing with non-Hermiticity,
which indicates that we have successfully implemented the
non-Hermiticity modulated topological edge states in the
on-chip APT-symmetric SWG waveguide arrays.

VI. CONCLUSION

In summary, the study has successfully demonstrated
the realization of loss-modulated photonic topological
edge states in on-chip anti-parity-time-symmetric waveg-
uide arrays. The modulation effect induced by loss has
been shown to not only induce topological phase transi-
tion but also enhance topological responses, resulting in a
greater degree of localization of the topological edge states
and anomaly reduced intrinsic loss. This work is signifi-
cant because it contributes to the study of non-Hermitian
control of passive photonic topological systems and has
potential applications in topological lasing and topological
optical switching. Furthermore, the passive SWG waveg-
uide system developed in this study provides a platform
for exploring various exotic non-Hermiticity-induced on-
chip photonic topological phases and for investigating the
physics and applications of various non-Hermitian topol-
ogy systems with different models in the optical band, such
as non-Hermitian induced Thouless pumping.
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