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Magnetic Arctic Circle in a Square Ice Qubit Lattice
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Under certain boundary conditions, the square ice model exhibits a phase separation in which the core of
the system is disordered while its outer region remains ordered. This phenomenon, known as the “arctic
circle,” has been studied theoretically in combinatorial mathematics and statistical mechanics. Here, we
realize the physics of the arctic circle experimentally for the first time, using a programmable lattice of
superconducting qubits, and investigate its properties under the prism of a highly frustrated magnet. Our
work reveals two unexpected properties. First, the disordered spin manifold confined within the arctic curve
is a spin liquid whose average spin texture resembles that of an antivortex, i.e., it is a topologically charged
Coulomb phase. Second, monopole quasiparticle excitations, which are totally absent in theoretical works,
can be isolated in a phase-separated system. Remarkably, a monopole segregation mechanism is observed,
in which the monopoles are sorted according to the magnetic charge and magnetic moment they carry,

without the application of an external driving force.
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Introduction.—The discovery in the 1930s that water ice
exhibits a low-temperature residual entropy per molecule
[1-4] was a central result in the controversy about the
formulation of the third law of thermodynamics [5—8]. This
result was also a milestone in statistical mechanics and
triggered a wealth of studies on vertex models [9-11]. In
that context, one of the most known vertex models is
certainly the square ice model. This two-dimensional
model does not have any energy scale and is characterized
by a zero-point entropy similar to the one of water ice [12].
This model proved to be relevant in highly frustrated
magnetism [13-21].

Under certain boundary conditions—the so-called
domain wall boundary conditions (DWBCs)—the square
ice model has deep roots with problems of combinatorial
mathematics, in particular when studying how finite-size
square lattices with specific shapes can be tiled with
dominos [22]. Because of the extensive degeneracy of
its ground state, one might think that boundary conditions
have marginal impact on the properties of the square ice
model, at least at the thermodynamic limit. They actually
have drastic effects. Regardless of the system size, DWBCs
induce a phase separation in which the inner region of the
system is disordered, whereas the outer region is ordered.
Interestingly, the interface separating the two phases has a
circular shape, and this exotic behavior has been coined the
“arctic circle” phenomenon [23]. After being evidenced in
combinatorial mathematics, this phenomenon spread to
other disciplines [24-28] and generated intense theoretical
works in different fields of physics.

In this Letter, we report the experimental discovery of an
arctic circle physics in an artificial frustrated spin system
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consisting of a superconducting flux qubit lattice. Unlike
the square ice model or domino tiling problems, a frustra-
ted spin model allows us to introduce an energy scale and
hence to excite monopole quasiparticles in a phase-
separated system. Our approach leads to the following
interesting observations: (i) When brought close to its
ground state, our experimental system exhibits a mag-
netic arctic curve within which the populations of the
different vertex types are not uniformly distributed as one
would have expected in a conventional spin liquid.
(ii) The region within the arctic curve, which is highly
disordered and fluctuating, is not the standard Coulomb
phase. Instead, it is a Coulomb phase hosting a negative
topological charge, and its average spin texture resem-
bles the one of an antivortex. (iii) In the low-energy
manifold we image, the monopole density does not totally
vanish, and a nontrivial monopole segregation occurs,
separating them according to their magnetic charge and
magnetic moment, without any applied external driving
force.

Qubit spin ice experiment.—The arctic circle physics is
realized experimentally in a 14 x 14 x 3 array of super-
conducting flux qubits in a quantum annealing processor.
Each spin is represented by a ferromagnetically coupled
chain of three qubits, which interact via two-body couplers.
This general approach has been used to simulate a variety
of spin systems [29-32] and was applied to probe an ice
physics in the square and kagome geometries with unprec-
edented capability [33-35]. The particular configuration of
three-qubit chains is the direct analog of the kagome
embedding used in Ref. [33]. Key for this work, this
approach allows control of the boundary conditions using
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local fields, which are zero in the interior of the lattice. The
qubit lattice emulates the transverse Ising Hamiltonian

(ij) i i

where 6; are Pauli operators, 7 is the magnitude of the
classical Ising Hamiltonian, J;; are Ising coupling terms, h;
is a per-qubit longitudinal field, and I" is a uniform
transverse field. Both J;; and h; can be programmed at
will. In contrast to Ref. [34], we use a conventional
annealing protocol: at time t =0, I'> 7. I" and J are
then respectively reduced and increased as a function of
time, until at final time tp = 1.024 ms, I' < J, and the
system dynamics is frozen. The direction of the Ising spins
at the lattice boundaries is set by the local field to induce
DWBCs [see the peculiar orientation of the outer black
arrows in Fig. 1(a)] and does not fluctuate (large &; for i at
the lattice edges). As our qubit lattice mimics the properties
of a spin system, four vertex types, labeled T4, ..., T, are
present [see Fig. 1(b)], in contrast to the square ice model in
which only 7| and T, vertices are permitted.

Observation of a magnetic ice curve.—The first key
result is the unambiguous experimental observation of an
arctic curve in an artificial square ice under DWBCs. To
visualize the arctic curve, we collect all measured spin
configurations after the annealing protocol and convert
them into average vertex maps [see Figs. 1(c) and 1(d)].
Plotting the spatial distribution of 7, and T, vertex
densities, a phase separation is evidenced, with a melted
core in the inner region of the lattice (made of a highly
disordered mixture of 7'y and T', vertices), whereas its shell,
made of T, vertices, has crystallized. What is truly exotic
here is that two phases, one ordered (in the shell) and one
disordered (in the bulk), coexist because of the boundary
conditions.

The vertex populations change continuously from the
lattice center to the lattice edges. This is quantitatively
measured [Figs. 1(e) and 1(f)] by plotting the average vertex
density along the lattice diagonal and along the horizontal
axis indicated by the two dashed lines in Fig. 1(d). The cuts
have bell-shaped profiles for both vertex types, with an
extremum at the lattice center matching the expected value
in the conventional square ice [dashed lines in Figs. 1(e)
and 1(f)]. We note that if the edges crystallize and form
ordered patches of type T, vertices, each corner of the
lattice selects one specific 7, subtype to comply with
the boundary conditions [Figs. 2(a) and 2(b)]. Remarkably,
the spatial distribution of the T, subtype vertices remains
unbalanced even in the interior of the arctic curve [Fig. 2(c)].
This is in sharp contrast with what happens in the conven-
tional square ice spin liquid, in which 7, subtypes are
homogeneously distributed in the lattice [see dashed lines in
Figs. 1(e) and 1(f)].
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FIG. 1. (a) Schematics of a 5 x 5 vertex lattice. Spins at the

lattice boundaries (in black) are fixed, whereas all other spins (in
gray) can fluctuate. (b) The six possible vertex configurations in
the square ice ground state manifold are shown in blue (type T;)
and red (type T,). Single and double monopole excitations (type
T5 and type T,) appear in green and yellow, respectively. (c),
(d) Arctic curve visualized using average vertex maps [type T,
(c); type T,, (d)], obtained after the annealing protocol. (e),
(f) Vertex populations along the two directions indicated by the
dashed lines in (d) for type T (blue curve) and type T, (red
curve) vertices.

The boundary conditions also forbid the possibility to
have the two possible 7'; subtypes in the outer region of the
lattice [see Figs. 2(d) and 2(e)]. Counterintuitively, this
difference between the 7'; subtypes is not only found in the
outer ring of the arctic curve, but extends as well in the
interior of the arctic curve [Fig. 2(f)]. There is thus a
systematic unbalance between the two T'| subtypes, also in
sharp contrast with what is found in the conventional
square ice spin liquid [see dashed lines in Figs. 1(e)
and 1(f)]. We emphasize that if a vertex unbalance is expected
along the lattice edges to comply with the boundary con-
ditions, one could have expected the unbalance to be washed
out in the interior of the arctic curve, where the phase is
extensively degenerate and highly fluctuates. This is not what
happens, and the constraints imposed at the lattice edges
propagate throughout the lattice.
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FIG. 2. (a),(b) Average vertex maps for two T, subtypes. (¢) T
subtype populations along the lattice diagonal shown by a white
dashed line in (a). (d),(e) Average vertex maps for the two T
subtypes. (f) T subtype populations along the lattice diagonal.

A topologically charged Coulombic spin liquid.—We are
then left with this key observation: the domain wall
boundary conditions do not solely induce a phase separa-
tion, they deeply modify the properties of the Coulomb
phase [36] associated with the conventional square ice spin
liquid. To characterize the disordered phase we observe, it
is instructive to plot the spin texture obtained when
averaging all spin configurations measured after the
annealing process [see Fig. 3(a)]. In this representation,
the gray scale indicates the average spin value. This value is
one (black arrow) at the lattice edges due to the DWBCs,
whereas it is essentially zero (white arrow) at the lattice
center, where the spins fluctuate freely. This representation
reveals an interesting property: the average spin value
continuously increases from the lattice center to the edges,
and does not vary abruptly from 0 to 1 when crossing the
arctic curve. Here as well, the DWBCs impose a constraint
that propagates throughout the entire lattice. The average
spin texture then resembles the field distribution of an
antivortex, and the DWBCs confer a (negative) topological
charge to the Coulombic spin liquid.

The (theoretical) functional form of the spatial depend-
ence of this average spin texture is unknown. With our
experimental approach, however, we can measure this
spatial dependence for different coupling strengths 7 to
visualize the impact of thermal fluctuations [see Fig. 3(b)].
As J is reduced, the average spin texture fluctuates more
and ultimately vanishes for low J values. This is clearly
visible for the lowest [J: the average spin values are
essentially zero, except very close to the lattice edges,
demonstrating that the arctic curve phenomenon disappears
when thermal fluctuations dominate [see the purple points
in Fig. 3(b) and Sec. I of the Supplemental Material [37] ].
We also emphasize that the arctic curve phenomenon
i1s essentially size independent and similar results are
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FIG. 3. (a) Spin map obtained when averaging all spin
configurations measured after the annealing protocol. The gray
scale used for the arrows indicates the average spin value (black
for 1, white for 0). This map clearly reveals that the spin value
continuously decreases from the edges to the center of the lattice.
(b) Average spin value along an horizontal axis going through
the lattice center (left panel) and along the lattice diagonal (right
panel) for different coupling strengths.

expected even for smaller lattice sizes (see Sec. II of the
Supplemental Material [37]).

Monopole segregation.—These observations raise
another question. The magnetic excitations living on the
square ice spin liquid are known to behave as classical
analogs of magnetic monopoles, i.e., magnetically charged
deconfined quasiparticles [43,44], interacting via a
Coulomb potential at long distances. We might then wonder
whether monopoles are uniformly distributed in the lattice,
like in the conventional square ice spin liquid, or if they are
inhomogeneously distributed like the 7'; and T', vertices. To
answer this question, a density map of type T3 vertices has
been generated from our measurements [Fig. 4(a)].

First of all, we stress that the fraction of 7’5 vertices is
only 0.0057. This means that around 50% of the probed
spin configurations are truly in the ground state, while the
remaining configurations contain typically one excitation
(i.e., a single monopole pair). The effective temperature is
thus finite but extremely low, and the properties of the
system are those of the ground state with very rare mono-
pole excitations.

Unexpectedly, the map reported in Fig. 4(a) reveals that
the magnetic monopoles remaining trapped in the lattice are
localized in very specific regions, along the arctic curve, in
the vicinity of the lattice edges. The density maps for the
eight monopole subtypes [Fig. 4(b)] show another puzzling
result: the monopoles are sorted according to the magnetic
charge they carry [the upper and lower rows in Fig. 4(b)
correspond to positive and negative magnetic charges,
respectively]. Positive magnetic charges accumulate on
the top and bottom edges of the lattice, whereas negative
magnetic charges accumulate along the right and left sides.
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FIG. 4. (a) Experimental average vertex map for all eight T
vertices. (b) Average vertex maps for all individual 75 vertices,
showing that each vertex has a specific spatial distribution. Red
dashed frame indicates the four monopoles having their upper
spin aligned with the one of the upper lattice edge. (c) Colored
map showing the average value and average direction of the
magnetic moment carried by the vertices. The map demonstrates
that the topological charge induced by the DWBCs propagates in
the interior of the arctic curve.

What is remarkable here is that monopoles carrying the
same magnetic charge move in opposite directions! This is
in sharp contrast with what can be done with an applied
external magnetic field [45-50].

Besides the magnetic charge, the monopoles are sorted
as well according to the magnetic moment they carry. For
example, considering only the four positively charged
monopoles [upper row in Fig. 4(b)], a moment selection
is clearly evidenced, and each of the four vertex maps
differs from the others. The arctic circle in our ice magnet
also acts as a monopole moment selector. We emphasize
that these two selection mechanisms occur without the
application of an external driving force.

The physical origin of the charge and moment selection
is linked to the constraint imposed by the domain wall
boundary conditions. Considering the top vertex row in
Fig. 1(a), the upper spins are fixed and point downward.
Thus, only four of the eight possible monopoles can exist
along this vertex row. Among these four monopoles, three
are positively charged and one is negatively charged [see
maps in Fig. 4(b)]. From that perspective alone, we expect
the upper part of the lattice to be positively charged on
average (as observed experimentally). In addition, one
should keep in mind that thermally generated monopoles
cannot escape the lattice from the edges, and monopoles
can only annihilate with oppositely charged ones. Because
of the imbalance between the two monopole charges at the

lattice edges, we then also expect the minority charge
(negative in the upper part of the lattice) to ultimately
disappear at low temperature after recombination with the
majority charges. Positive magnetic charges thus accumu-
late on the upper and lower lattice edges, whereas negative
charges accumulate on the right and left sides.

One might argue that the above explanation is only valid
at the lattice edges. However, as discussed above, the
topological charge imposed by the DWBCs propagates in
the interior of the arctic curve. As a consequence, charge
selection also occurs there, although the mechanism
becomes less and less efficient as the distance from the
edges increases and the system fluctuates more. This is in
fact visible in the vertex map shown in Fig. 4(a), in which a
nonzero monopole density is observed away from the
lattice edges for all T; subtypes. This effect is even better
visualized when plotting the 7’5 density maps for different
coupling strengths. If the monopole density is rather
homogeneously distributed when thermal fluctuations are
large, the rare monopoles that are trapped remain at (or very
close to) the lattice edges where they cannot annihilate
anymore with their antimonopole (see Sec. III of the
Supplemental Material [37]).

The presence of a topologically charged spin texture
explains as well why the monopoles are sorted according to
their magnetic moment. This is again directly visible in the
vertex maps reported in Fig. 4(b). For example, the three
positively charged monopoles in red-framed maps have
a magnetic moment pointing along the [-10], [10], and [0-1]
directions, and are positioned in regions where the under-
lying spin texture carries a substantial magnetic moment
along these directions [see Fig. 4(c)]. In that sense, the
monopole moments interact with the spin texture on top of
which they live. The spatial distribution of the 73 densities
reflects the topological nature of the Coulombic spin liquid,
conferring specific properties to the monopoles that are not
found in other systems (see Sec. III of the Supplemental
Material [37]).

Prospects.—A question that naturally comes to mind is
whether the arctic curve phenomenon holds for boundary
conditions other than the T7-like DWBCs. We hence
implemented T,-, T3-, and T,-like boundary constraints
in our superconducting qubit lattice, and observed different
interfaces between the (sometimes partially) melted core
and the ordered shell (see Sec. IV of the Supplemental
Material [37]). Noteworthy, under 74 boundary conditions,
the average spin texture resembles the one of a two-
dimensional Néel-like magnetic skyrmion, thus carrying
a positive topological charge. Potentially new physics
might be at play under such conditions, calling for further
investigations.

We might also wonder to what extent an external applied
magnetic field would affect the charge and moment
distributions of the monopoles within the topologically
charged Coulombic spin liquid. Understanding whether an
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applied field could counterbalance the monopole selection
mechanism or facilitate monopole recombination processes
would definitively be an interesting route to pursue in
future works. By tracking the monopole motion in time,
such experiments might in particular be useful to identify
potential nonequilibrium phenomena in the selection
mechanism we observed.

Finally, the arctic curve phenomenon might be explored
in artificial spin ice systems [18], provided that the spin
states at the lattice boundaries can be set and fixed
independently of all the other spins. If this is achieved,
investigating what happens in other geometries (kagome,
pinwheel, or Shakti to name only a few [51]) could open the
door to a panoply of new effects.
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“Bio-Ice” and ANR-22-CE30-0041-01 “ArtMat.” N.R.
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