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Temporal interfaces by instantaneously varying boundary conditions
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Temporal metamaterials have been recently exploited as a novel platform for conceiving several electromag-
netic and optical devices based on the anomalous scattering response arising at a single change or multiple sudden
changes in the material properties. However, they are difficult to implement in realistic scenarios by switching
the permittivity of a material in time, and new strategies to achieve time interfaces in a feasible manner must be
identified. In this paper, we investigate the possibility to realize a temporal metamaterial without acting on the
material properties, but rather on the effective refractive index and wave impedance perceived by the wave during
the propagation in an empty guiding structure by varying the boundaries in time. We demonstrate analytically and
through numerical experiments that suddenly changing the structural dispersion of a parallel-plate waveguide by
varying boundary conditions will induce an effective temporal interface. The proposed concept can be extended
to temporally controlled metasurfaces, opening an easier path to the design and realization of novel devices based
on time-varying metamaterials at microwave and optical frequencies.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Temporal metamaterials are artificial electromagnetic ma-
terials whose effective properties vary over time. In the case
of abrupt changes of the material properties, the propagating
wave experiences a scattering process somewhat analogous
to the one happening at the spatial interface between two
different media, realizing the temporal counterpart of a spatial
discontinuity. This configuration is referred to as a temporal
interface and is characterized by the generation of a backward
and a forward wave, whose amplitudes and frequencies are
related to the jump of the refractive index and wave impedance
between the two media, i.e., before and after the changing of
medium properties [1,2]. The possibility to control the scat-
tering by also using the time dimension has drawn significant
attention in recent years [3–6]. Dual to spatially engineered
materials, tailoring the material electromagnetic properties in
time enables plenty of intriguing wave phenomena [7], e.g.,
inverse prism [8], temporal aiming [9], synthesis of effective
media [10,11], temporal parity-time symmetry [12], and tem-
poral Brewster angle [13], as well as novel devices in the
time domain, e.g., antireflection coatings [14,15], temporal
Fabry-Pérot cavities [16], photonic time crystals [17], and
broadband absorbers [18–20]. Proposals on how to realize
a temporal interface for electromagnetic waves have been
issued in transmission line structures [19] and experimentally
demonstrated in plasmas [21] and graphene [22] where the
bulk material properties were suddenly modified. However,
all the proposed techniques so far are difficult to implement
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in realistic scenarios, requiring changing instantaneously the
properties of the whole medium where the propagation is
taking place. Recently, Miyamaru et al. [23] have experi-
mentally observed that a frequency shift is achieved when a
laser pulse changes the carrier density of a dielectric layer
where an electromagnetic wave is propagating. The change
in the surface properties induces a scattering process, such
as, the one observed at a temporal interface. The feasibility
of temporal metamaterials is currently limited by the low
implementation strategies that overcome the requirement to
change the properties of the whole medium where the prop-
agation is taking place. Novel approaches for exploiting the
anomalous scattering by temporal discontinuities must be
identified.

In this paper, we investigate the possibility to realize a
temporal interface without acting on the actual material prop-
erties, but rather on the effective ones. Quantities, such as, the
effective refractive index and effective wave impedance are
typically used for describing the propagation characteristics
within a guiding system, analogous to the wave propagation
in an unbounded medium with the same effective mate-
rial properties. Here, we consider an empty parallel-plate
waveguide (PPWG) whose boundaries are suddenly changed
in time to induce an effective temporal interface. Such an
approach allows relaxing the steplike modulation in time
of the bulk properties of the filling material and using the
change in the bounding surfaces as the degree of freedom.
Moreover, parallel-plate guiding systems have been already
demonstrated to be an effective strategy to achieve artificial
materials with negative and near-zero permittivity [24], which
realizes a good platform to investigate the wave dynamics
of time switching in metamaterials. In Fig. 1, we illustrate
two possible strategies for enabling boundary-induced inter-
faces within a guiding structure: (i) changing the properties of
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FIG. 1. Graphical illustration of the wave propagation disconti-
nuities induced by the boundaries in a guiding structure: (a) spatial
and (c) temporal interfaces induced by a change in the bounding
surface impedance; (b) spatial and (d) temporal interfaces induced by
a change in the separation between waveguide plates. The apparent
change in separation is obtained by altering the surface impedance of
two set of plates positioned at ±d1/2 and ±d2/2.

the bounding surfaces of the waveguide, represented by the
arbitrary surface impedance Z [Figs. 1(a) and 1(c)]; or (ii)
changing the distance between two surfaces with Z = 0, i.e.,
ideal metallic plates [Figs. 1(b) and 1(d)]. The former repre-
sents an interesting strategy for actual implementation of the
boundary-induced interfaces, exploiting the recent progress
in engineering the properties of metasurfaces. For exam-
ple, Fig. 1(a) shows the case of two waveguides bounded
by different metasurfaces realizing a spatial interface, and
Fig. 1(c) shows its temporal counterpart where the surface
properties are instantaneously changed over time, switching
from Z1 to Z2 at t = t0 [25–29]. This ensures the continuity
of the fields across the temporal interface, being only the
boundaries modified. The analysis of this configuration can be
performed starting from the derivation of the eigenmodes of a
metasurface-bounded waveguide for a given pair of metasur-
faces as derived recently by Ma et al. in Ref. [30]. However,
the latter strategy explores the physical process triggered by
an abrupt modification of the boundary conditions over time
in a more familiar manner, allowing to catch all the interesting
features of a temporal interface induced through the variation
of the boundary conditions more easily. At the instant t = t0
the ideal metallic plates located at d = d1 in Fig. 1(d) are
assumed to change suddenly their conductivity from infinity
to zero and, simultaneously a new pair of metallic plates
located at d = d2 switches their conductivity from zero to
infinity. This is different than mechanically moving the plates
instantaneously from d1 to d2, enabling a closer emulation of

a sudden change in the effective refractive index perceived by
the guided wave, and relaxing the modeling challenges in-
volved in considering a continuous movement of the metallic
plates [31–34]. Indeed, it is expected that the effective re-
fractive index perceived by the wave changes abruptly in
time after changing the waveguide geometry, preserving the
momentum, and maintaining the spatial distribution of fields
across the time interface [1,2,15].

The paper is organized as follows. In Sec. II, we first
analytically derive the frequency conversion induced by the
temporal interface as a function of the jump of the effec-
tive refractive index perceived by the wave before and after
the boundary induced temporal interface, strongly related to
the change in the interplate distance; then, by imposing the
continuity of the fields across the temporal interface, we de-
rive the scattering coefficients for the forward and backward
propagating modes for TE modes. Section III is dedicated to
the numerical experiments and to their comparison with the
analytical results. Finally, in Sec. IV, some conclusions are
drawn.

II. ANALYSIS OF BOUNDARY-INDUCED
TEMPORAL INTERFACE

The scattering arising at an interface between two different
media is a basic phenomenon in optics and electromag-
netics. It takes place not only in presence of an actual
change of the medium parameters, i.e., refractive index and
wave impedance, but also at the terminals between two
different waveguides [see Fig. 1(b)] as described by the well-
established guided wave theory [35]. This allows extending
the concept of interface to any spatial or temporal locus
where the conservation of the wave quantities, i.e., electric
and magnetic fields is not satisfied anymore. In this frame-
work, two different waveguides support two separate sets of
eigenmodes, and the matching of the mentioned quantities at
the discontinuity location z0 can be achieved only through the
generation of a reflected (backward-propagating) and trans-
mitted (forward-propagating) wave. Figure 1(d) illustrates the
same abrupt change in the waveguide dimensions but in the
time domain. Before the switching time t = t0, the propagat-
ing mode is defined by the excitation frequency ω1 = 2π f1,
the waveguide dimension d1, and the electromagnetic prop-
erties of the filling medium. At the switching time t = t0,
the conductivity of the metallic plates is abruptly changed
to zero, and two new ideal metallic plates appear keeping
the same symmetry, but now separated by d2. This leads to
a mismatch between the actual propagating mode and the
ones supported by the waveguide in the new configuration.
However, the scattering process at a temporal interface is
deeply different with respect to the one observed at a spatial
interface. In the following, we describe the considered sce-
nario based on a parallel plate waveguide where the temporal
interface induced by the boundaries is realized. The scattering
problem at the interface is analytically described, showing
that, in addition to the expected forward and backward scat-
tered fields, an electrostatic field is excited such that the
continuity of the total electromagnetic field is conserved
across the interface.

094312-2



TEMPORAL INTERFACES BY INSTANTANEOUSLY … PHYSICAL REVIEW B 106, 094312 (2022)

FIG. 2. (a) Representation of the propagation quantities of the
modes within a parallel-plate waveguide of dimension d . (b) Disper-
sion diagram of the excited modes supported by the waveguide after a
temporal discontinuity induced by a sudden change in the waveguide
dimensions from d = d1 to d = d2.

A. Frequency conversion induced by boundary-induced
temporal interface

Let us consider an infinitely extended PPWG consisting of
two metallic plates separated by a distance d in the y direction
and supporting the propagation of a z-directed wave as shown
in Fig. 2(a). The waveguide is filled with vacuum (n = 1). The
propagation of the fundamental transverse electromagnetic
(TEM) mode is always supported at any frequency, whereas
the TE and TM modes are supported past the corresponding
cutoff frequencies, dictated by the electrical dimension d/λ,
and their effective guided indices depend on the waveguide
thickness d . The TEM mode, instead, always travels with
the same phase velocity along the waveguide, regardless of
the distance d , hence, the temporal discontinuity does not
impart any change to its effective refractive index. We focus,
therefore, on the excitation of TE modes. In addition, provided
that our boundary modification preserves certain symmetries,
TE/TM modes remain orthogonal to each other, allowing us
to consider only one of the two sets. We analyze the scattering
process at a boundary-induced temporal interface for a propa-
gating TE mode. A guided wave in a PPWG described by any
TE mode has always zero electric field at the metallic plate
locations, ensuring zero charge accumulation on them. This
allows satisfying the temporal boundary conditions for the
D field, which must be continuous over the entire domain to
mimic the switching of permittivity in an unbonded medium.

As shown in Fig. 2(a), the TE1 mode is propagating within
a PPWG. The propagation vector kz is the projection along the
z axis of the filling medium wave-vector k0, whose magnitude

is kz =
√

k2
0−k2

y , where k0 = ω/c = 2π/λ is the magnitude

of wave number, and ky = π/d is the transverse wavenumber
imposed by the waveguide dimensions.

In this scenario, the effective refractive index perceived by
the guided mode is [36] as follows:

neff =
√

1 − (ky/k0)2 =
√

1 − (λ/2d )2, (1)

and its phase velocity is vp = ω/kz = ω

√
k2

0 − (π/d )2.
Here, we analyze the frequency conversion expected by an

abrupt change in the waveguide dimension, which, in turn,
modifies the effective medium perceived by the propagating
mode. Figure 2(b) reports the dispersion diagram at the tem-
poral interface [Fig. 1(d)], where we can identify the excited
modes in the parallel plate waveguide. Before the switching
time t0, the fundamental TE1 mode propagates with a prop-
agation wave-number kz0 and a transverse wave-number ky0,
represented by the dashed black lines in Fig. 2(b).

At the temporal discontinuity t = t0, the original propa-
gating mode TE1 perceives an instantaneous change in the
effective refractive index from neff (d1) to neff (d2), which in-
duces the instantaneous change in the temporal frequency
through the scaling time-dilation factor ξ [7,15],

ω1 = ξω0, where ξ = neff (d1)

neff (d2)
=

√
1 − (ky0/k0)2

1 − (ky1/k1)2 , (2)

and the generation of a backward and a forward scattered
wave, whose relative amplitudes with respect to the original
mode will be derived in the next section (Sec. II B).

Here, we focus our attention on the temporal and spatial
wave quantities across the interface represented on the dis-
persion diagram in Fig. 2(b). A temporal interface preserves
the propagating wavelength λ [1], which is directly related to
the propagating wave-vector kz. In this scenario, in the same
manner as a frequency source is represented by a circle in the
dispersion diagram, the existing field acts as a wavelength
source and is represented by the vertical black dashed line
in Fig. 2(b). Therefore, in the new waveguide we have ex-
cited not only the first TE1 mode, but also all the TE modes
defined by the transverse wave-numbers kym = mπ/d2 with
m = 1, 2, 3, . . ., and the same original propagation wave-
number kz = kz0 [36]. In Fig. 2(b), the circles crossing the
points of intersection between kz0 and kym represent the wave-
vectors km of the new modes propagating in the waveguide,
each of which has a different frequency ωm = ckm. By impos-
ing the continuity of the propagating wave-number kz0 = kzm,
we analytically derive the new frequencies after the boundary-
induced temporal interface,

ωm = ω0

√
1 − k2

y0 − k2
ym

k2
0

, m = 1, 2, 3, . . . . (3)

B. Forward and backward scattering parameters

In this section, we focus our attention on the scattering
process taking place at the boundary-induced temporal in-
terface within a parallel plate waveguide and the analytical
derivation of the amplitudes of the scattered fields in backward
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FIG. 3. (a) Snapshot in time of the—fields map within a PPWG with a boundary induced temporal interface at t = t0. (b) Normalized
spectra of the incident, reflected, and transmitted field at a temporal interface induced by a changing in the waveguide dimensions from
d1 to 2d1. (c)–(e) Comparison between analytical and numerical results for the frequencies (c), reflection coefficients (d), and transmission
coefficients (e) of the excited modes after the boundary induced temporal interface as a function of the ratio γ = d2/d1 between the final and
the initial waveguide dimension. The legend for (c)–(e) is reported in (c).

and forward directions after the interface. The most important
relationship to be conserved at the interface is the continuity
on the induction fields B and D [1]. In our scenario, being the
bulk medium always vacuum, the condition on B/D relaxes on
H/E as follows for the TE mode configuration under analysis:

Hz(y, z)t−
0 = Hz(y, z)t+

0 ,

Hy(y, z)t−
0 = Hy(y, z)t+

0 , (4)

Ex(y, z)t−
0 = Ex(y, z)t+

0 .

In Fig. 3 we report the components Hz, Hy, and Ex of the
propagating field just before and after the temporal interface.
As discussed in Sec. II A, after the temporal interface the
original mode is coupled with all the modes supported by
the wider waveguide with the same propagating wave number
of the original one. From the microwave theory it is known
that the modes inside a PPWG consist of a complete set, in
other words, every supported field configuration can be cast
in reason of these bases. Hence, it is convenient to expand the
fields on the right-hand side of Eq. (4) as follows:

H
t+
0

z (y, z) =
+∞∑
m=1

(ameiωmt − bme−iωmt )H
t+
0

z,m(y, z),

H
t+
0

y (y, z) = −
+∞∑
m=1

(ameiωmt − bme−iωmt )H
t+
0

y,m(y, z),

E
t+
0

x (y, z) = −
+∞∑
m=1

(ameiωmt + bme−iωmt )E
t+
0

x,m(y, z), (5)

where am and bm are the scattering coefficients of the forward-
propagating (at frequency +ωm), and backward-propagating
(at frequency −ωm) modes. The coefficients of the series
expansion can be easily retrieved using the mode-matching
technique: invoking the orthogonality of the modes on the
right-hand side is possible to isolate each element by multi-
plying for the desired mth configuration and integrate over the
waveguide’s section. Finally, the scattering coefficients FWm

and BWm for the mth propagating mode are

am = FWm = 1

2

kym

ky0

(
1 + ω0

ωm

)
κcos

0m ,

bm = BWm = −1

2

kym

ky0

(
1 − ω0

ωm

)
κcos

0m , (6)

where κcos
0m is the overlap integral between the initial TE1 and

the final TEm mode. Detailed information on the derivation
and definition of the quantities reported in (4)–(6) can be
found in Ref. [37].

III. NUMERICAL EXAMPLES

In this section, we report the results of the full wave nu-
merical simulations carried out by using a finite-difference
time-domain (FDTD) technique. A TE1 mode is left propa-
gating within a parallel-plate waveguide the electromagnetic
fields induced by the temporal interface due to the abrupt
change in the distance between the metallic plates are eval-
uated in real time. In all simulations, the waveguide is excited
by a narrowband Gaussian pulse at frequency ω0 for ensuring
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the finite energy within the domain during the simulation but
maintaining a narrow spectrum for properly computing the
scattering coefficients. Following the procedure reported in
Ref. [38], the metallic plates of the waveguide have been im-
plemented in the simulator introducing two thin regions with
nonzero conductivity at the location of the metallic plates, i.e.,
x = ±d1/2. At the instant t = t0, the conductivity is suddenly
switched to zero, and two new regions with nonzero conduc-
tivity appears at x = ±d2/2.

Figure 3 reports the main numerical results and their com-
parison with the analytical counterparts derived in Sec. II.
In detail, Fig. 3(a) shows three snapshots in time of the
distribution for the Hz, Hx, and Ez field components within
the guiding structure before, at, and after the instant of time
t = t0. As expected, just after the boundary-induced temporal
interface [central frames in Fig. 3(a)], the field configuration
does not change satisfying the continuity of the E -H-field
at the interface as expected. For t > t0 [bottom frames in
Fig. 3(a)], the fields within the waveguide are a superposition
of several TE modes supported by the new waveguide as
demonstrated in Fig. 3(b) where the spectra of the original
(orange dashed line), backward-propagating (solid light-blue
line), and forward-propagating (solid blue line) are reported.
The different excited modes propagating at the new frequen-
cies ωm are clearly shown. Figures 3(c)–3(e) compare the
analytical and numerical excited frequencies, backward and
forward scattering coefficients, respectively, for the first three
modes excited in the new waveguide after the boundary-
induced temporal interface as a function of the parameter
γ = d2/d1. These modes receive almost all the energy carried
by the original TE1 propagating in the waveguide before the
switching time t0 due to their lower phase mismatch between
the original propagating and the final supported configura-
tions. The agreement between numerical and analytical results
is very good, confirming the process illustrated in Fig. 2(b).

IV. CONCLUSIONS

In this paper, we have discussed the possibility of induc-
ing a temporal interface by acting on the effective medium

properties rather than on the actual bulk material supporting
the propagation. This has been demonstrated through the rel-
evant example consisting of a TE mode propagating within a
parallel plate waveguide whose boundary conditions suddenly
change: The original metallic plates change their conductivity
from infinity to zero letting the guided wave to propagate in
a new waveguide with larger dimensions. We have described
in detail the transformation from the initial to the final field
configurations and derived analytically the frequency shifts
imposed by the boundary-induced temporal interfaces and the
backward and forward scattering coefficients for the propagat-
ing modes after it. The analytical results have been compared
to FDTD numerical results, showing a perfect agreement, and
validating the expected phenomenon of temporal interface.
In this paper, we have focused our attention on TE modes
since they have zero electric field at the metallic plate lo-
cations, ensuring zero charge accumulation on them. This
allows directly satisfying the continuity of the D field across
the interface over the entire domain. We highlight that TM
modes also perceive boundary-induced temporal interfaces,
and the electrodynamic scattering parameters can be derived
in a similar fashion. However, it is important to pay atten-
tion in this scenario to the normal electric-field component at
the metallic plate locations, which imposes a local nonzero
divergence, complicating the model. In this case, the conti-
nuity of the D field is satisfied only if the charges are still
present after the temporal interface, instantaneously anchoring
them in their location. This generates a static electric field
within the waveguide and will be subject of investigation in
a future work. To conclude, the result reported here can be
generalized to other waveguide structures, e.g., rectangular,
dielectric waveguides, and optical fibers, or to metasurface-
bounded guiding structures, enabling an easier path to design
and realize novel devices working at microwave and optical
frequencies based on the anomalous scattering caused by tem-
porally switched material properties.
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