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Engineering antiferromagnetic skyrmions and antiskyrmions at metallic interfaces
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We identify a mechanism to convert skyrmions and antiskyrmions into their antiferromagnetic (AFM)
counterparts via interface engineering. The key idea is to combine properties of an antiferromagnet and a
spin-orbit (SO) coupled metal. Utilizing hybrid Monte Carlo (HMC) simulations for a generic microscopic
electronic Hamiltonian for the interfacial layers, we explicitly show the emergence of AFM skyrmions and
AFM antiskyrmions. We further show that an effective spin Hamiltonian provides a simpler understanding of
the results. We discuss the role of electronic itinerancy in determining the nature of magnetic textures, and
demonstrate that the mechanism also allows for a tuning of antiskyrmion size without changing the SO coupling.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Magnetic skyrmions and antiskyrmions are topologically
protected magnetization textures that have been observed in
a number of chiral magnets. Their potential use as building
blocks of next-generation spintronics devices has motivated
numerous scientific studies [1–7]. Despite many advantages
associated with skyrmions, such as, enhanced stability due
to its topological protection [8–13], ultralow current den-
sity dynamics [14–18], and large Hall current [19,20], their
transverse deflection upon application of current—known as
skyrmion Hall effect—presents a major bottleneck for appli-
cations [21]. Therefore, reducing the transverse component of
skyrmion velocity while retaining all of its favorable proper-
ties is an important goal of research in this field [22–24]. One
of the approaches has been to tune the nature of the skyrmion
state in such a way that the Magnus force gets intrinsically
canceled [25–27]. These efforts have given rise to the concept
of antiferromagnetic skyrmions [28–36].

While there are now a few examples of skyrmions in insu-
lating magnets, these textures are mostly observed in metals
[37–42]. Indeed, the property that skyrmions can be driven
by ultralow currents comes into play only if the host material
is a metal. Therefore the challenge is not only to convert
skyrmions into antiferromagnetic skyrmions, but also to do so
while retaining the metallic character of the host. Recent ex-
periments report observation of antiferromagnetic skyrmions
in metal—antiferromagnet interfaces, which can be driven
efficiently by applying spin-orbit torque [43].

In this paper, we explicitly show that antiferromagnetic
counterparts of skyrmions and antiskyrmions can be stabi-
lized at the interface between an antiferromagnetic insulator
and a spin-orbit coupled metal. While we only discuss the
case of Dresselhaus metal here, the interface engineering ap-
proach to convert skyrmions into antiferromagnetic skyrmions
is applicable in general for Bloch and Néel skyrmions as

well as antiskyrmions. We also discuss the role of electronic
hopping in determining the nature of the topological mag-
netic textures. The results are obtained via two qualitatively
different methods: (i) hybrid Monte Carlo simulations that
explicitly retain the itinerancy of electrons, and (ii) classical
simulations of an effective spin Hamiltonian. These methods
provide complementary insights into the underlying physics.
While the first approach provides a direct accurate treatment
of electronic model, the second offers a simpler understanding
of the results.

II. MODEL

A schematic view of the model set-up is presented in Fig. 1
where the upper layer represents the bottom surface of an
antiferromagnetic insulator and the lower one the top surface
of a spin-orbit coupled metal. Note that the separation in the
vertical direction is exaggerated for clarity. A prototype elec-
tronic Hamiltonian for such bilayers, with a specific choice of
the type of SO coupling, is given by

H = −
∑
〈i j〉,σ

tγ (c†
iσ c jσ + H.c.) + λ

∑
i

[i(c†
i↓ci+x↑ + c†

i↑ci+x↓)

+ (c†
i↓ci+y↑ − c†

i↑ci+y↓) + H.c.] − JH

∑
i

Si · si

+ JAF

∑
〈i j〉

Si · S j, (1)

where, ciσ (c†
iσ ) annihilates (creates) an electron at site i

with spin σ in the metallic layer. The first term represents
electronic kinetic energy in terms of nearest-neighbor (nn)
hopping tγ from site i to site j = i + γ with γ = x, y, and
|tγ | = 1 sets the basic energy scale, unless stated otherwise.
The second term is Dresselhaus SO coupling of strength λ.
si = (1/2)

∑
σ,σ ′ c†

iσ σσσ ′ciσ ′ is the electronic spin operator at
site i, where, σ = (σ x, σ y, σ z ) is the vector of Pauli matrices.
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FIG. 1. Schematic view of the interface between a SO-coupled
metal and an antiferromagnet. The upper layer consists of large mag-
netic moments (red arrows). The lower layer represents a SO-coupled
2DEG. JAF denotes the AFM coupling between localized moments,
tx(y) denote the spin-preserving hopping along x(y) directions, and
λ is the strength of SO coupling visualized as spin-flip hopping. JH

denotes the Hund’s rule coupling between the local moments and the
spins of itinerant electrons.

The last two terms represent the interlayer ferromagnetic and
intralayer antiferromagnetic couplings (see Fig. 1). Si, with
|Si| = 1, denotes the localized spin at that site in the insulating
layer.

Note that the set-up proposed above is experimentally re-
alizable. In fact, similar interface engineering ideas have been
used to study the topological Hall effect in chiral magnetic
materials [44–48]. The approximation that exactly one site of
the AFM layer is involved in the Hund’s coupling is better
justified if the interlayer spacing is less than the planar inter-
site distance. A similar theoretical proposal to realize AFM
skyrmion crystals was recently put forward [49]. However,
the proposed model was based on purely classical spins and
is hence relevant for insulators. In contrast, the present study
retains the role of itinerant electrons, and the mechanism is
relevant to SO-coupled metals.

In the case of a strong proximity effect, the coupling
between localized spins in the magnetic layer and the elec-
tronic spins may be assumed large where double-exchange
approximation (JH → ∞) provides the standard framework
for analysis away from the insulating half-filling point. In the
large JH limit, we obtain the Dresselhaus double-exchange
(DDE) Hamiltonian [50–52],

HDDE =
∑
〈i j〉,γ

[gγ
i jd

†
i d j + H.c.] + JAF

∑
〈i j〉

Si · S j

− hz

∑
i

Sz
i , (2)

where, di(d
†
i ) annihilates (creates) an electron at site i with

spin parallel to the localized spin. The Zeeman coupling of
spins to an external magnetic field of strength hz has been
included as the last term in Eq. (2). The projected hopping
gγ

i j = tγ
i j + λ

γ
i j depend on the orientations of the local mo-

ments Si and S j [50,52,53].

III. ANTISKYRMIONS AND AFM ANTISKYRMIONS

We study the DDE Hamiltonian using the hybrid
Monte Carlo (HMC) approach that combines the electronic

FIG. 2. Snapshots of typical spin configurations [(a),(c)] and the
corresponding local skyrmion density [(b),(d)] at T = 0.001 for rep-
resentative values of JAF and hz as obtained in HMC simulations:
[(a),(b)] JAF = 0.0, hz = 0.03; [(c),(d)] JAF = 0.2, hz = 0.45. The
HMC simulations are performed on 24 × 24 lattice for an average
electron filling of 0.3 per site.

diagonalization with the classical Monte Carlo [52,54–56].
All the results discussed below are obtained for λ = 0.4. We
know from the previous detailed studies that the qualitative
aspects of results will not change if a more realistic smaller
value of SO coupling is used instead [50,53]. The simulations
are performed within canonical ensemble approach with the
electronic filling fraction kept constant at ne = 0.3. Note that
in the double exchange limit, the qualitative properties do
not depend on the choice of ne. Presence of skyrmions or
antiskyrmions is inferred from the local skyrmion densities
[34,57],

Ti = 1

8π
[Si · (Si+x × Si+y ) + Si · (Si−x × Si−y )]. (3)

Representative spin configurations in the magnetic states ob-
tained at low temperature (T ) via HMC simulations are shown
in Fig. 2. For small JAF, the antiskyrmion state that is present
at JAF = 0 continues to be stable [50]. The formation of the
antiskyrmions is confirmed by the spin configuration [see
Fig. 2(a)] as well as the skyrmion density map [see Fig. 2(b)]
at low temperatures. The opposite signs of T and polarity on
the central spin characterize the textures as antiskyrmions.
We find an exotic AFM antiskyrmion crystal (AF-ASkX)
state at JAF = 0.2 and hz = 0.45 [see Fig. 2(c)]. The AF-
ASkX state can be considered as a superposition of AFM
and antiskyrmion configurations. This is reflected in the local
skyrmion density map as a checkerboard pattern inside the
antiskyrmion cores [see Fig. 2(d)]. Note that there are no
explicit spin-spin interaction terms in the Hamiltonian Eq. (2),
and above discussed exotic magnetic phases are stabilized
by only the long-range interactions mediated via conduction
electrons. The AFM antiskyrmion phase obtained within the
HMC simulations motivates a careful exploration of the phase
space. Furthermore, it is also important to understand if an
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effective Hamiltonian for spins, obtained by integrating out
the electrons, is capable of describing this conversion to AFM
antiskyrmions. In the following, we present results on the
effective spin-only model that allows access to much larger
lattice sizes in comparison to HMC.

IV. AFM ANTISKYRMIONS IN THE EFFECTIVE
SPIN MODEL

Derivation of an effective spin model for the Hamiltonian
Eq. (2), for the case of Rashba SOC, has already been carried
out [8,53]. The effective spin Hamiltonian for the case of
Dresselhaus SOC is given by [50,52]

Heff = −
∑
〈i j〉

Dx(y)
i j f x(y)

i j + JAF

∑
〈i j〉

Si · S j − hz

∑
i

Sz
i ,

f x(y)
i j = 1√

2

[
t2
x(y){1 + Si · S j} − (+)2tλx̂(ŷ) · {Si × S j}

+ λ2
{
1 − Si · S j + 2{x̂(ŷ) · Si}{x̂(ŷ) · S j}

}]1/2
. (4)

While Dx(y)
i j can, in principle, be i j and ne dependent, it has

been shown that Dx(y)
i j ≡ D0 is a very good approximation to

study the magnetic phase diagrams of the model Hamiltonian
Eq. (2) [53]. For the effective spin model, we use D0 = 1
as the basic energy unit. This change of scale explains the
difference in the range of hz and JAF values required for
obtaining similar phases in HMC and effective Hamiltonian
calculations. The value of D0/|tγ | can be obtained for a given
value of ne, and it turns out to be 0.36 for ne = 0.3.

We simulate Heff Eq. (4) using the classical Monte Carlo
[58] approach based on the Metropolis algorithm [59,60]. The
JAF = 0 limit of the model has been discussed in Ref. [53,56],
where a state consisting of filamentary domain wall (fDW)
structures was found to be stable at low but finite temperature
and at small λ and hz. Increasing magnetic field leads to
packed-skyrmion (pSk) and sparse-skyrmion (sSk) states, and
finally to the trivial saturated ferromagnetic (FM) state. Note
that fDW to pSk to sSk was obtained for the case of Rashba
SOC. For the case of Dresselhaus SOC, the corresponding
evolution of phases becomes fDW to pASk to sASk [50]. The
effect of AFM exchange coupling between the localized spins
is summarized in the form of a low-temperature phase dia-
gram in the hz-JAF plane (see Fig. 3). The phase boundaries are
inferred from the field-dependence of magnetic susceptibility
(χM), topological susceptibility (χT ) [61] and spin structure
factor SSF [S f (q)] [52]. The phase diagram consists of fDW,
packed antiskyrmion (pASk), sparse antiskyrmion (sASk),
antiskyrmion square lattice (ASk-SL), and an exotic AFM
antiskyrmion crystal (AF-ASkX) along with the relatively
trivial single-Q (SQ) spiral, saturated ferromagnetic (FM), and
canted antiferromagnetic (CAF) states. In the small JAF limit
the fDW state continues to be stable. Increasing JAF leads to a
SQ spiral state which remains stable up to very large JAF for
low magnetic fields. The instability of fDW can be understood
in terms of lifting of degeneracies, by the AFM term, that
stabilize the fDW state in the first place [53]. Increasing
magnetic field leads to pASk and sASk states for small JAF. In
the pASk state, the antiskyrmions are arranged on a triangular
lattice [see Fig. 4(a)]. The hexagonal arrangement of anti-

FIG. 3. Low temperature (T = 0.001D0) hz vs JAF phase dia-
gram. Along with saturated ferromagnetic (FM), canted antiferro-
magnetic (CAF), and single-Q spiral states, several exotic magnetic
phases are confirmed. These are: (i) filamentary domain wall (fDW),
(ii) packed-antiskyrmion (pASk), (iii) sparse-antiskyrmion (sASk),
(iv) antiskyrmion square lattice (ASk-SL), and (v) AFM anti-
skyrmion crystal (AF-ASkX). Note that JAF and hz are in units of
D0, and D0/|tγ | ≈ 0.36 for ne = 0.3.

skyrmions becomes more clear in the corresponding SSF plot
[see Fig. 5(a)]. The hexagonal peak structure in the SSF can be
understood as a superposition of three degenerate spiral states,
and the peak at (0, 0) corresponds to the uniform magneti-
zation. We also find that, within the pASk phase, increasing
JAF leads to a reduction in the size of antiskyrmions [52].
Generally, one needs to change the strength of SO coupling
relative to the bandwidth in order to control the size of these
topological magnetic textures. It is a fact of possible practical
importance that JAF turns out to be an independent model
parameter that can alter the antiskyrmions size. For a range of
values, JAF seems to be playing the role of an additive factor
to the SO coupling. Following our previous paper, the sASk
state can be identified as a metastable state at T = 0 [50,56].
Therefore, we mark the sASk-FM boundary with a dotted line.
Since, in the sASk state, isolated antiskyrmions exist in the
ferromagnetic background [52] the SSF does not show any
characteristic pattern for this state.

Over a wide range of JAF values, 0.15 < JAF < 0.34, an-
tiskyrmion square lattice (ASk-SL) state is favored in the
presence of magnetic field. A similar state is known to exist
in the absence of magnetic field for a narrow range of SO
coupling values near λ = 1.5 and at JAF = 0 [53,56]. It is
interesting to note that not only the AFM coupling increases
the range of stability, it also significantly reduces the values of
λ at which the ASk-SL state exists. At large JAF, we find an ex-
otic AFM antiskyrmion crystal (AF-ASkX) state in the range
0.34 < JAF < 0.5. This state can be viewed as a superposition
of two spin helices, with wave vectors (Q, Q) and (−Q, Q)
[see Fig. 5(c)]. The closeness of the peaks to (π, π ) reflects
the AFM character of the textures. In order to better realize the
underlying spin structure of the AF-ASkX, we plot the sublat-
tice resolved spin configuration in Figs. 4(c) and 4(d). The
spin textures on individual sublattices in the AF-ASkX state
make the tilted square arrangement of antiskyrmions apparent.
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FIG. 4. Snapshots of typical spin configurations at T = 0.001
for, (a) pASk at JAF = 0.03D0, hz = 0.13D0 and (b) AF-ASkX
at JAF = 0.48D0, hz = 1.1D0. The planar components of the spin
vectors are represented by the arrows, while the z component is color-
coded. We have displayed a 24 × 24 section of the 40 × 40 lattice
used for simulations. The green boxes enclose a single antiskyrmion
or AFM antiskyrmion. The sublattice resolved spin configuration of
AF-ASkX state, panel (b), are shown in (c) and (d). The black dotted
squares in (c) and (d) indicate the magnetic unit cell of the tilted
square lattice.

The skyrmion density (Ti) plots reveal the detailed nature of
the AFM-antiskyrmion lattice states. The positive polarity of
Ti in the pASk state is consistent with the result obtained by
HMC simulation [compare Figs. 5(b) and 2(b)]. Depending on

FIG. 5. Locations of peak in the first Brillouin zone in the SSF
for the pASk state at (a) JAF = 0.03, hz = 0.13 and (c) the AF-ASkX
state at JAF = 0.48, hz = 1.1. The lower panels (b) and (d) display
the corresponding skyrmion density maps.

FIG. 6. (a) A typical spin configuration of the AF-BSkX state.
The planar spin components are represented by arrows and the in-
formation about the z component is color-coded according to the
left color bar. (b) Local skyrmion density map for AF-BSkX state
at JAF = 0.48D0, hz = 1.1D0. The results are obtained using HMC
simulations of HDDE Eq. (2).

the sublattice, the central spins inside the antiskyrmions are up
or down [see Figs. 5(d), 4(c), and 4(d)] [52].

A simple understanding of the three most important phases,
pASk, ASk-SL and AF-ASkX, is achieved by inspecting the
competition of JAF term with the coupling mediated by elec-
trons. The latter comes in three flavours, as is clear from
the three terms under the square root in the definition of
f γ

i j [Eq. (4)]: isotropic, DM-like and Kitaev-like terms. Note
that the isotropic part is ferromagnetic (antiferromagnetic) for
small (large) λ. The JAF term supports the isotropic compo-
nent of the λ term. For small JAF, the pASk state that is present
for JAF = 0 continues to exist. In the intermediate JAF region,
the anisotropic terms dominate due to a near cancellation of
the isotropic part. Note that such a cancellation also exists for
JAF = 0, if |tγ | ≈ λ. Indeed, a square lattice skyrmion phase
was found to be the ground state for λ ≈ |tγ | [53]. Large JAF

favors antiferromagnetism, and the DM-like anisotropic terms
lead to the formation of AF-ASkX state.

V. AFM ANTISKYRMION TO AFM BLOCH-SKYRMION

In a recent paper, we have shown that a relative sign change
of the electronic hopping parameters leads to conversion of
antiskyrmions into Bloch skyrmions [50]. We explicitly show
that a change of sign, tx → −tx, in the starting Hamiltonian
converts the AF-ASkX discussed above into AFM Bloch
skyrmion crystal (AF-BSkX). This is relevant for metals that
show band-structure energy extremum away from the � point
[62–65]. The spin configuration in the ground state of the
model HDDE at JAF = 0.48D0 and hz = 1.1D0 is displayed
in Fig. 6. The Bloch character of spin textures is easily vis-
ible from the directions of the planar projections of spins.
The Ti maps for the AF-BSkX states [see Fig. 6(b)] display
bright spots at skyrmion cores in clear contrast to dark spots
seen in the case of AF-ASkX [see Fig. 5(d)]. We provide
further understanding of the above conversion to AF-BSkX
state with the help of a transformation on spin space of
our effective spin model Eq. (4). The anisotropic hopping
choice (tx → −tx, ty → ty) leads to a transformation in the

spin space, (Sx, Sy, Sz )
R1�−→ (Sx,−Sy, Sz ), such that the energy

remains invariant. It can be checked that this transformation
in the spin space turns an AF-ASkX to an AF-BSkX state.
This finding further establishes the importance of electronic
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hopping parameters, and hence the details of the band
structure, in determining the intrinsic nature of topological
magnetic textures.

Although we have presented all the results for Dressel-
haus SO coupling, it is easy to generalize the findings to
the case of Rashba SO coupling. For tx = ty, the Rashba
term prefers Néel skyrmions. Therefore, these will be turned
into AFM Néel skyrmions in the presence of JAF. For tx =
−ty, the Rashba term will stabilize the antiskyrmions, and
therefore JAF will turn these into AFM-antiskyrmions. Since
the physics is similar, one can draw conclusions regarding
the effect of JAF for the Rashba case even without explicit
calculations. In Rashba case, the spin transformation matrix
which maps the Néel skyrmions to the antiskyrmions, due to
sign-change of relative hopping parameter ty/tx, is given by

(Sx, Sy, Sz )
R2�−→ (−Sx, Sy, Sz ). The transformation in the spin

space which takes configurations obtained in the Dresselhaus
case to those in the Rashba case can be derived from the
corresponding f x(y)

i j [50,53]. The transformation, which comes

out to be (Sx, Sy, Sz )
R3�−→ (−Sy,−Sx, Sz ), is also evident from

the continuum forms of the Rashba and the Dresselhaus SO
couplings. Indeed, the transformation R3 applied to quantum
spin maps HDSO = λD(σxkx − σyky) on to HRSO = λR(σxky −
σykx ). Therefore, the effective Hamiltonian provides an ele-
gant route to understand the nature of topological textures that
are stable for different types of SO couplings and for different
relative hopping signs.

VI. CONCLUSION

We have proposed a general approach to tune skyrmions
(antiskyrmions) into AFM skyrmions (antiskyrmions) in
metallic layers with the help of interface engineering. Recent
experiments report the presence of antiskyrmions in inverse

Heusler metals lacking intrinsic inversion symmetry [66–68].
We predict that such antiskyrmions can be turned into AFM
antiskyrmions at the interface by growing an AFM insulator
on top of these inverse Heusler metals. The typical param-
eter values, from Fig. 3, that are required for realizing the
AFM-ASkX or AFM-BSkX phases are JAF = 0.4D0 and hz =
0.8D0. Since D0 itself can be tuned via the filling fraction, in
addition to the bandwidth, the model provides sufficient flex-
ibility on the choice of parameters that support the interesting
AFM skyrmion phases. While the HMC simulations provide
numerically accurate results about the nature of magnetic tex-
tures, the effective Hamiltonian approach provides a deeper
insight into the origin of such topological textures. Further-
more, the form of effective Hamiltonian helps in identifying
the mappings in spin space that solve the problem for differ-
ent types of SO couplings and different choices of relative
sign of ty/tx without explicit calculations. In particular, these
transformations assist us in understanding the conversion of
AF-ASkX into AF-BSkX, which is obtained in explicit calcu-
lations. We also find that the ASk-SL state, which is known to
be stable for rather large values of the SO coupling at JAF = 0,
is stabilized for lower values of SO coupling at finite JAF.
This suggests that JAF is acting as an additive term to the
SO coupling for a range of parameters. A direct consequence,
which we have explicitly verified, of this hypothesis is that
a reduction in the skyrmion size should occur in systems
that support an AFM coupling along with a SO coupling.
We believe that our paper will motivate further experimental
studies for the realization of technologically superior AFM
counterparts of skyrmions and antiskyrmions.
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