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Correlated Exciton Transport in Rydberg-Dressed-Atom Spin Chains
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We investigate the transport of excitations through a chain of atoms with nonlocal dissipation introduced
through coupling to additional short-lived states. The system is described by an effective spin-1=2 model
where the ratio of the exchange interaction strength to the reservoir coupling strength determines the type of
transport, including coherent exciton motion, incoherent hopping, and a regime in which an emergent
length scale leads to a preferred hopping distance far beyond nearest neighbors. For multiple impurities, the
dissipation gives rise to strong nearest-neighbor correlations and entanglement. These results highlight
the importance of nontrivial dissipation, correlations, and many-body effects in recent experiments on the
dipole-mediated transport of Rydberg excitations.
DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.115.093002
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The transport of energy, charge, or spin is of fundamental
importance in diverse settings, ranging from the operation
of nanoelectronic and spintronic devices [1–4] to the
dynamics of electron-hole pairs in organic semiconductors
[5,6], and in natural processes such as photosynthesis
[7–11]. In these systems different elementary excitations
and basic transport mechanisms can give rise to very
different behavior including coherent exciton motion,
thermally activated diffusion, or even collective fluidlike
dynamics [12]. However, understanding or exploiting these
differences (e.g., for applications in photovoltaic devices) is
extremely challenging, as they depend on the complex
interplay between quantum statistics, coherence, confinement, disorder, and the nature of the interactions between
the constituent particles. A key question is how dissipation,
through the coupling to reservoirs, leads to a crossover
between coherent and incoherent motion. While dissipation
is usually assumed to destroy coherence, certain dissipative
processes, noise, or specially structured environments may
positively affect transport [7,8,10,13,14] or even preserve
coherence [15], both in engineered quantum systems and in
natural ones.
Here, we analyze the excitonlike motion of individual
excitations through a network of dipole interacting quantum systems (i.e., atoms, molecules, or quantum dots) in
the presence of a specially engineered reservoir [Fig. 1(a)].
Each subsystem is assumed to be coupled to one or more
additional short-lived states. The populations of these
states are determined by the coupling fields and by their
proximity to any excitations, which provides a handle to
introduce and control new types of dissipation in the
system. By eliminating the short-lived states we show that
the resulting system is characterized by coherent hopping
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and nonlocal dissipative terms, which lead to correlated
exciton motion. Simulations of the single excitation and the
two excitation dynamics demonstrate this has a dramatic
effect on the transport properties, leading for example to the
emergence of a new length scale for hopping and strong
spatial correlations even at steady state.
As a physically realizable system we propose a chain
of ultracold atoms in which Rydberg states with large
transition electric dipole moments are optically coupled to

FIG. 1 (color online). Transport of excitations (red spheres)
through a chain of optically dressed atoms with site index j (green
spheres). (a) Excitonic motion arises through coherent long range
exchange interactions J and through dissipative processes mediated by a tailored reservoir coupling. The blockade radius Rc
refers to the distance over which the dipole-dipole interactions
significantly affect the states of neighboring atoms. (b) Each site
is represented by an atom, which can be in either the impurity
Rydberg state jpi or the auxiliary states jgi, jei, or jsi. Dipolar
interactions result in exchange between jsi and jpi Rydberg
states. States jgi↔jei and jei↔jsi are coupled with Rabi
frequencies ω and Ω, respectively. The state jei spontaneously
decays to the jgi state with the rate Γe . The state space Ĥe
comprising jei or jsi excitations can be adiabatically eliminated,
resulting in an effective spin-1=2 model for the impurity and
dressed states.
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low-lying electronic states, which provides a clean synthetic system to investigate energy transfer dynamics and
transport including controllable interactions and dissipation
[16–27]. Recently, the excitonlike migration of an ensemble of Rydberg impurities in a bulk system was observed
using electromagnetically induced transparency (EIT) of a
background atomic gas as an amplifier [28]. Remarkably,
the figure of pmerit
ﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ for exciton migration, the diffusion
length Ld ¼ Dτ ≈ 50–100 μm (with D the diffusion
coefficient and τ the typical lifetime of the Rydberg state),
was an order of magnitude larger than in even the purest
organic semiconductors [29], and can be tuned by the
probing light fields, which act as a controllable environment.
In another experiment the coherent hopping of a single
excitation amongst three equidistantly spaced Rydberg
atoms was observed [30]. Future experiments will be able
to probe the coupled coherent and incoherent motion with
high spatial and temporal resolution, while the strength and
nature of the dipole coupling, the degree of disorder, the
excitation density, and the role of the environment can
all be controlled, allowing unprecedented opportunities to
investigate the fundamental processes at play.
Consider a system of ultracold atoms initially prepared in
either a Rydberg state with orbital angular momentum
l ¼ 1 (impurity state jpi) or the electronic ground state jgi.
The jgi state is weakly optically coupled via an EIT
resonance to a short-lived excited state jei and an l ¼ 0
Rydberg state jsi [Fig. 1(b)]. The jgi → jei probe transition
is driven with Rabi frequency ω and the jei → jsi coupling
transition is driven with Rabi frequency Ω with ω ≪ Ω.
The state jei spontaneously decays to jgi with a rate Γe ,
while the other states are assumed to be stable on the time
scale of the dynamics. Migration of the jpi excitations
among the dressed ground state atoms occurs via the jsi
state admixture (by jsj ijpk i⇋jpj ijsk i exchange, with j
and k the site indices) [23], while the jei state admixture
introduces a controllable environment [31], both of which
are influenced by the competition between the EIT laser
fields and the Rydberg-Rydberg interactions.
The Hamiltonian describing the system is given by
(ℏ ¼ 1)
X ðj;kÞ
Ĥ ¼ Ĥ0 þ
Udd jsj ijpk ihpj jhsk j;
ð1Þ
j≠k

P
1

where Ĥ0 ¼ 2

j Ωjsj ihej j

þ ωjej ihgj j þ H.c. accounts
ðj;kÞ

for the single-atom laser couplings and Udd ¼
Cm =jxj − xk jm . Here, we mainly consider dipolar interactions corresponding to m ¼ 3; however, m ¼ 6 can also
be realized using nonresonant van der Waals interactions
between Rydberg states [32–34]. For simplicity the interaction coefficient Cm is assumed to be independent of j and
k. Additionally, spontaneous decay of the intermediate
excited states is included through Lindblad terms leading to
the master equation for the density matrix ρ
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ρ_ ¼ −i½Ĥ; ρ þ L½ρ;

ð2Þ

P
where L½ρ ¼ j L̂j ρL̂†j − 12 ðL̂†j L̂j ρ þ ρL̂†j L̂j Þ and each of
the Lindblad operators represents a single decay chanpﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
nel (L̂j ¼ Γe jgj ihej j).
Simulating the open-system dynamics for more than
approximately five four-level atoms is beyond what can be
readily performed using exact numerical methods (e.g.,
Monte Carlo wave-function techniques). However, in the
weak probe regime most relevant to experiments
(ω ≪ Ω; Γe ) the populations of the jei and jsi states are
always small. Furthermore, the dynamics between these
states due to the laser coupling is fast compared to the
hopping dynamics. Therefore, the many-body states which
include jei or jsi can be adiabatically eliminated [35–37].
For this we use the effective operator approach, which
allows for a simple interpretation of the dominant processes
in terms of coherent and incoherent coupling rates
(for a comprehensive description of the method see the
original paper by Reiter and Sørensen [38]). First, the state
space is separated into a slowly evolving “ground-state”
subspace involving only jgi; jpi states and a rapidly
evolving “excited-state” subspace including jei; jsi states
[Fig. 1(b)]. The ground state Hamiltonian contains no direct
couplings Ĥg ¼ 0, while the coupling laser and the dipoledipole interactions enter the Hamiltonian for the excited
state manifold Ĥe . The matrices V̂  (with V̂ þ ¼ V̂ †− )
describe couplings between the ground and excited subspaces due to the weak probe laser coupling and can be
constructed from our Hamiltonian as detailed in Ref. [38].
The master equation governing the evolution of the ground
states is then defined through the operators Ĥeff ¼
−V̂ − Re½x þ Ĥg and L̂eff
j ¼ L̂j x, where x is the solution
to the matrix equation Ĥ NH x ¼ V̂ þ with the non-Hermitian
P
operator Ĥ NH ¼ Ĥe − ði=2Þ j L̂†j L̂j. To simulate the time
evolution of the system for a given set of parameters we
first numerically obtain x in order to define an effective
master equation [as in Eq. (2) but using the operators Ĥeff
and L̂eff
j ], which can then be solved in the usual fashion.
Single exciton dynamics.—In the special case of a
single jpi excitation and by neglecting beyond-secondorder interactions (corresponding to couplings between
states involving more than one dressed atom), the
effective operator approach gives an approximate analytical expression for the N-site effective master equation,
which can be expressed in terms of the following
effective operators:
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Ĥeff ¼

X
Jðdj;k ÞŜkþ Ŝj− þ H. c.;
k>j

L̂eff
j

qﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
X qﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
¼
i γðdj;k ÞŜkþ Ŝk− − Γðdj;k ÞŜkþ Ŝj− ;
k≠j

ð3Þ
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where dj;k ¼ jxj − xk j and we have made use of the
spin raising and lowering operators (Ŝþ and Ŝ− , respectively, with Ŝkþ ¼ jpk ih~gk j, where j~gi is the dressed
ground state).
The resulting effective operators involve three terms:
(1) effective coherent exchange interactions J ¼½KVðdj;k Þ=
2þ2Vðdj;k Þ2 , (2) incoherent hopping Γ ¼ fKVðdj;k Þ=
½2 þ 2Vðdj;k Þ2 g, and (3) irreversible dephasing γ ¼
fKVðdj;k Þ4 =½1 þ Vðdj;k Þ2 2 g acting on each site. Here,
K ¼ω2 =Γe and V ¼ðRc =dj;k Þ3 , where Rc ¼ð2Γe C3 =Ω2 Þ1=3
is the dipole blockade radius [28,39]. These two parameters have simple interpretations as the two-level-atom
photon scattering rate and the dipole-dipole interaction
energy scaled by the EIT bandwidth, respectively. K −1
defines a natural time scale for the dynamics whereas
Vðdj;k Þ is responsible for the competition between coherent
exchange, hopping, and dephasing. Equations (3) can be
used to efficiently simulate the open-quantum-system
dynamics of a single impurity immersed in a background
of hundreds of optically dressed atoms in arbitrary geometries. It is interesting to note that this effective model is
closely related to the widely used Haken-Strobl-Reineker
(HSR) model for exciton motion in the presence of noise
[40,41], including two distinct decoherence mechanisms
that originate from the spontaneous decay of the jei states.
However, the incoherent hopping jump operators have an
P
k j
unusual form,
k αj;k Ŝþ Ŝ− , describing correlated jumps
from states jpj i to collective states involving many neighboring sites k [37]. This is in contrast to the original HSR
model, which ignores the influence of the system on the
reservoir and assumes uncorrelated fluctuations, e.g.,
k j
L̂HSR
j;k ¼ αj;k Ŝþ Ŝ− . Therefore, the system studied here
offers the possibility to use dissipation controlled via
EIT resonances to control both the strength and nature
of decoherence in these systems, which, for example, is an
active ingredient of proposals for dissipative quantum
dynamics [42–46] and quantum state preparation by
reservoir engineering [47–52].
Figure 2(a) shows the rates for coherent exchange,
hopping, and dephasing terms as a function of the relative
distance between two sites. For short distances coherent
exchange is suppressed while at large distances it is
determined by the d−3
j;k dependence of the dipolar inter2
2
action J ≈ ðω =Ω ÞU dd . The peak exchange rate occurs for
dj;k ¼ Rc , where J ¼ K=4. At this distance, however,
incoherent hopping and irreversible dephasing are equally
important. For dj;k → 0 dephasing dominates, saturating at
a rate given by the two-level-atom scattering rate γ ¼ K.
We now turn to the analysis of spin dynamics in this
system for the case of atoms arranged in a one-dimensional
chain with intersite separation a (as can be produced, for
example, in an optical lattice). We anticipate three main
regimes: (1) for VðaÞ ≪ 1 coherent exchange dominates
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FIG. 2 (color online). (a) Distance dependence of the effective
coupling rates J (solid line), Γ (dashed line), and γ (dotted line)
for a single impurity with m ¼ 3 in units of the two-level-atom
scattering rate K ¼ ω2 =Γe . (b) Mean square displacement of the
propagating excitation hx2 i for a chain of N ¼ 121 sites obtained
from simulations for three values of the dimensionless interaction
strength: VðaÞ ¼ R3c =a3 ¼ 50 (triangles), VðaÞ ¼ 1 (circles), and
VðaÞ ¼ 0.02 (squares). The solid lines show the approximate
analytic scalings in the three regimes described in the text.
(c)–(e) Enlarged density plots showing the impurity probability
distribution at short times for (c) coherent transport with
VðaÞ ¼ 0.02, (d) diffusive transport with VðaÞ ¼ 1, and (e) transport in the blockade regime VðaÞ ¼ 50. Bright colors indicate
high probability density.

over decoherence, (2) for VðaÞ ≈ 1 decoherence becomes
important leading to classical hopping, and (3) for
VðaÞ ≫ 1 strong dephasing suppresses coherent exchange,
leaving incoherent hopping with a characteristic hopping
distance comparable to Rc . Simulations for a single
impurity for N ¼ 121 sites are shown in Figs. 2(b)–2(e).
The strength of the dipolar interactions is varied through the
nearest-neighbor Rydberg-Rydberg interaction coefficient
VðaÞ ¼ R3c =a3 . We calculate the impurity probability distribution Pj ðtÞ ¼ Trðn̂j ρðxj ; tÞÞ (where n̂j ¼ Sjþ Ŝj− ) on
each site for different values of VðaÞ.
For VðaÞ ≪ 1 the dynamics are characteristic of a
quantum random walk, with light-cone-like spreading
and interference fringes in the spatial density distribution
[Fig. 2(c)]. In this regime coherent dipolar exchange
dominates leading to ballistic expansion of the wave
packet. For short times t ≲ ΓðaÞ−1 the mean square displacement (including beyond-nearest-neighbor exchange)
evolves according to hx2 i=a2 ≈ ðπ 4 =180ÞVðaÞ2 K 2 t2
[Fig. 2(b)] [53]. For intermediate interactions [VðaÞ ≈ 1]
the coupled coherent and incoherent motion makes the
dynamics more difficult to describe; however, from our
simulations we find normal diffusion [Fig. 2(d)] with
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hx2 i=a2 ¼ 2Dt, where the diffusion coefficient D ≈
½0.262 þ 0.123VðaÞK is found by expanding around
VðaÞ ≈ 1. For VðaÞ ≫ 1 qualitatively new behavior is
observed. We understand this as follows. For small separations between the impurity and a dressed ground state
atom, the dipole-dipole interaction dominates all other
coupling strengths, giving rise to delocalized excitonic
eigenstates split by an energy gap Udd . This splitting breaks
the two-photon (EIT) resonance condition for the dressing
lasers, thereby suppressing the jsi state population and
increasing the jei state population. In the effective operator
picture, this corresponds to a reduction of the coherent
exchange rate at short distances (due to the reduced jsi state
admixture) and enhanced decoherence (due to more spontaneous decay), as shown in Fig. 2(a). For another atom
situated further away from the impurity, the EIT bandwidth
is comparable to, or exceeds, the dipole-dipole interactions
and the jsi state population approaches its maximum. This
causes the coherent exchange rate to peak at these larger
distances, accompanied by strong dephasing due to the
atoms closer to the impurity. As a result incoherent transport dominates with hopping rates according to Γ, which
has a preferred hopping distance given by the Rydberg
blockade radius Rc ≫ a [Figs. 2(a) and 2(e)]. This is in
contrast to the intermediate regime VðaÞ ≈ 1 in which
the characteristic hopping distance is set by the nearestneighbor distance. In the strongly interacting regime the
underlying lattice geometry becomes less important, leading for example to a reduced influence of possible disorder
in the atomic positions. An expression for the mean
square displacement can be found by neglecting coherent
exchange and integrating the incoherent hopping rate for
all other sites hx2 i=a2 ¼ ðπ=6ÞVðaÞKt. This scaling differs
from the simple picture reported in Ref. [28], where
continuous observation of the system via EIT was assumed
to lead to a Zeno-like slowdown of the dynamics. Instead,
we demonstrate that the system exhibits a more complex
form of dissipation, which allows for rapid transport even in
the strongly dissipative limit.
Exciton-exciton correlations.—For times that are long
compared to the inverse dissipation rate, each of the different
regimes described in Fig. 2 exhibits diffusive behavior
and for a finite system the excitation becomes uniformly
distributed over the chain [Fig. 3(a)]. However, even at steady
state (_ρ ¼ 0) the nature of the transport may be revealed
through the analysis of higher-order statistical properties. To
demonstrate this, and to point out the importance of manybody effects, we present simulations of the effective master
equation for two excitations, which could be experimentally
prepared, for example, by tuning the excitation laser
frequency to match the van der Waals interaction energy
between a pair of p excitations at a well defined distance
[54,55]. Time-dependent simulations for N ¼ 16 sites for
intermediate interaction strength are presented in Figs. 3(a)
and 3(b) and solutions to the steady-state effective master
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FIG. 3 (color online). Two exciton dynamics and densitydensity correlations gð2Þ for Γ ¼ 1, Ω ¼ 2, K ¼ 0.05, m ¼ 3,
and varying VðaÞ. (a) Probability density as a function of time for
VðaÞ ¼ 1 showing normal diffusion. (b) Equal time correlation
function gð2Þ ð0; kÞ for the same parameters. The colors correspond to gð2Þ > 1 (dark red), gð2Þ < 1 (blue), and gð2Þ ¼ 1 (white).
(c) Equal time density-density correlation function at steady state
as a function of VðaÞ [same color scale as in (b)]. (d) Nearestneighbor correlation function gð2Þ ð0; 1Þ versus VðaÞ showing
bunching around VðaÞ ≈ 1.

equation for a chain of N ¼ 20 sites with varying interaction
strength (with periodic boundary conditions) are shown in
Figs. 3(c) and 3(d). While the density distribution evolves
similarly to the case of a single excitation [Fig. 3(a)], we
observe strong density-density correlations gð2Þ ðj; kÞ ¼
chn̂j n̂k i=ðhn̂j ihn̂k iÞ, where the coefficient c ¼ ð2N − 2Þ=
N normalizes to the case of precisely two excitations
distributed over the chain in an uncorrelated manner
[Fig. 3(b)]. These correlations persist even at steady
state, long after the memory of the initial state is lost
[Fig. 3(c)]. Figure 3(d) shows how the nearest-neighbor
correlations depend on VðaÞ, exhibiting strong bunching
for VðaÞ ≈ 1. For both strong and weak interactions the
correlations are suppressed, indicating that they arise as a
consequence of the competition between dipole-mediated
exchange and distance dependent dissipation provided by
the optically dressed atoms. This dissipation is minimized
for neighboring pairs and can be thought of as inducing
an effective attraction between the impurities, similar to
effects in Refs. [44,56]. These correlations vanish if the
correlated jump operators of the effective master equation
are replaced by operators that couple localized states alone.
In the case of short-range interactions (i.e., van der Waals
interactions with m ≥ 6) these correlations become even
more pronounced, and for nearest-neighbor interactions
the steady state corresponds
to the entangled pure state
P
−1=2
j
jDi ¼ ðN − 1Þ
g1    pj pjþ1    g~ N i.
j ð−1Þ j~
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The described impurity plus optically dressed atom
system exhibits rapid spin transport controlled by a single
parameter VðaÞ ¼ 2Γe C3 =ðΩ2 a3 Þ. In addition to the coherent and incoherent hopping regimes recently investigated in
a related disordered system [31], we find a blockade
dominated regime in which a most-likely hopping distance
emerges given by the dipole blockade radius. In the limit of
low impurity densities we derive an effective master
equation that can be directly applied to current experiments
on Rydberg energy transport in optically driven systems,
helping to elucidate the interplay between coherent spin
exchange and decoherence due to spontaneous decay of the
dressed states. Similar physics could arise in other systems
where correlated noise [57] or exciton-vibrational coupling
[7,8,58,59] significantly affects transport properties. For
multiple excitations we observe strong density-density
correlations, which persist at steady state indicating effective interactions between excitations mediated by the
nontrivial dissipation. This suggests a novel and physically
realizable experimental route towards dissipative entanglement creation [47–51] and realizing exotic pairing mechanisms or exotic quantum phases in the many-body
regime [60,61].
We acknowledge valuable discussions with Alexander
Eisfeld, Michael Fleischhauer, Michael Höning, and
Martin Rabel. This work is supported in part by the
Heidelberg Center for Quantum Dynamics, the European
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Training Network (COHERENCE), and the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft under WH141/1-1.
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