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Reconfigurable emergent patterns in active
chiral fluids
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Active fluids comprised of autonomous spinning units injecting energy and angular

momentum at the microscopic level represent a promising platform for active materials

design. The complexity of the accessible dynamic states is expected to dramatically increase

in the case of chiral active units. Here, we use shape anisotropy of colloidal particles to

introduce chiral rollers with activity-controlled curvatures of their trajectories and sponta-

neous handedness of their motion. By controlling activity through variations of the energizing

electric field, we reveal emergent dynamic phases, ranging from a gas of spinners to aster-like

vortices and rotating flocks, with either polar or nematic alignment of the particles. We

demonstrate control and reversibility of these dynamic states by activity. Our findings provide

insights into the onset of spatial and temporal coherence in a broad class of active chiral

systems, both living and synthetic, and hint at design pathways for active materials based on

self-organization and reconfigurability.
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Assemblies of motile particles are prime examples of active
materials that exhibit fascinating collective behavior and
form dynamic self-organized structures away from

equilibrium1–4. Shape anisotropy plays an essential role in the
development of a collective motion and self-organization in both
biological and synthetic active systems at multitude of length-
scales from animal flocks and collections of robots to bacterial
suspensions, molecular-motors filamentary proteins mixtures,
and self-propelled colloidal particles5–17. It is often a major factor
that defines a direction of self-propulsion, gives rise to a sym-
metry breaking in ordered phases, and promotes a polar or
nematic order in active matter systems18,19. Besides ensembles
with linearly translating active particles, there is now a strong
interest in systems comprised of chiral active units capable of
changing the direction of their motion autonomously or in
response to external stimuli20. Variety of microorganisms such as
bacteria21,22 and sperm cells23, magnetotactic bacteria in rota-
tional magnetic fields24, microtubules-molecular-motors mix-
tures25 represent realizations of chiral active matter. Synthetic
circle swimmers have been realized by a design of L-shaped self-
phoretic particles26 or actuated by rotational magnetic filed
electrophoretically driven Janus colloids17.

Active spinner fluids, comprised of autonomous spinning
units, enable unique dynamic phases and transport
characteristics27–31. A significant effort, both experimental and
theoretical, has been recently dedicated to understanding of
fundamental rules governing the emergence of collective states in
active colloids comprised of spinning units28,32–39. Two com-
plementary active systems composed of spontaneously rotating
colloids use electric27 or magnetic40 fields to power the system.
Quincke rollers41 make use of spontaneous electro-rotation of a
dielectric sphere submerged in a conducive fluid and exposed to a
static electric field. In contrast, magnetic rollers rely on a spon-
taneous rotation of a ferromagnetic sphere in a presence of a
uniaxial alternating magnetic field40. Both systems demonstrate a
remarkable level of complex collective behavior ranging from
emergence of flocks to formation of global vortices controlled by
activity38,40,42. However, aside from systems with prescribed
direction of motility36,43 our understanding of the role shape
anisotropy plays in the emergence of a collective motion and self-
assembly in active spinner fluids remains unexplored. In this
letter, we employ shape-anisotropic Quincke rollers to introduce
active chiral rollers and reveal a plethora of novel collective
dynamic patterns emerging away from equilibrium. We demon-
strate how activity and anisotropy of the spinning units can be
used to orchestrate collective behavior and dynamic self-
organization in active chiral liquids.

Results
Shape-anisotropic Quincke rollers. Our system is comprised of
colloidal pear-shaped dielectric particles confined inside of a
cylindrical cell and powered by a static (DC) electric field applied
perpendicular to the bottom surface of the cell (Fig. 1a). Once
particles sediment on the bottom of the cell and a homogeneous
DC field is applied above a certain threshold, they start to
spontaneously rotate due to electrohydrodynamic Quincke rota-
tion phenomenon41,44 and turn into rollers. The speed, ∣v∣, of the
rollers increases with the field strength, E, however it does not

obey the jvj �
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðE=EcÞ2 � 1

q
relation observed for spherical

particles27. Ec is a threshold electric field strength for particles
rolling. Instead, it exhibits a crossover behavior at certain mag-
nitude of the electric field (see Fig. 1b) indicative of two dis-
tinctive regimes of rolling. The shape anisotropy of the particles is
responsible for the observed behavior. The growth of the particle
activity triggered by an increase in the driving field strength, E,

results in changes of particle rolling mechanics. In contrast to the
spherical rollers randomly selecting axis of the initial rotation in
the plane normal to the external electric field, pear-shaped rollers
favor rotations around the long axis due to a viscous drag ani-
sotropy. As a result, pear-shaped rollers propel along the bottom
of the cell with the long-axis orthogonal to the direction of
motion (see Fig. 1c). Furthermore, since a pear-shaped geometry
is also asymmetric along the long axis, the resulting rolling tra-
jectories are curved. Consequently, two flavors of Quincke rollers
are spontaneously realized: rollers moving on trajectories with a
clockwise (CW) winding and those with counterclockwise (CCW)
motion. Both chiral states (CW or CCW winding motion) of
rollers are equally probable and simultaneously present in the
system. Such chiral Quincke roller is a realization of a ‘circle
roller’ in analogy with ‘circle swimmers’17,45.

We define the orientation of a pear-shaped particle as a unit
vector, n, along the long-axis pointing from the center of the larger
sphere forming the particle (body) toward the center of the smaller
sphere (head). In general, the long axis of a pear-shaped roller may
have a tilt, θ, with respect to the plane parallel to the bottom
surface of the container, and n can therefore point either toward
the bottom surface (θ < 0) or away from it (θ > 0), see Fig. 1c.
Experiments reveal that the tilt angle strongly depends on the
activity in the system. At low activity levels corresponding to low
field strengths (below 1.96 V μm−1) and low particle velocities, the
axis is tilted such that the particle orientation vector points away
from the substrate (θ > 0, mode α). As the activity increases with
the applied field, the tilt decreases, passes through zero (θ= 0,
mode β) and eventually becomes negative (θ < 0, mode γ).
Variations in a tilt angle of the rollers with the activity inevitably
affect curvature of the corresponding trajectories and could be
conveniently characterized experimentally by a normalized
trajectory curvature parameter defined for nonzero tilt angles as,
κ ¼ hðnxy;i � ΔriÞ=ðjnxy;i � ΔrijÞii. Here, nxy,i is the projection of a
particle i orientation vector n on the bottom plane, Δri is a short
displacement (of the order of a roller size) of the particle i after a
finite time, δt, and 〈 〉i is an ensemble average. Thus, for a given
activity κ can take values from −1 (αmode-‘heads-out’ rolling)to 1
(γ mode-‘heads-in’ regime). A crossover region κ ~ corresponds to
a β mode . The evolution of κ with the field strength is shown in
Fig. 1d (see also Supplementary Fig. 1 for κ versus electric field
strength at different rollers area fractions). The positive–negative
transition region (E ~1.96 V μm−1) for κ coincides with the crossover
region in Fig. 1c where velocity of the pear-shaped roller strongly
deviates from the behavior observed for spherical rollers. Transitions
from α to γ modes with the activity also inevitably lead to a chiral
states reversal of the individual rollers, due to changes in the sign of
the local curvature. For each mode of rolling set by the electric field
strength both windings (CW and CCW) are spontaneously realized
in the ensemble with equal probability.

The rolling behavior of the pear-shaped rollers is further
quantified by the time evolution of the mean square displacement
(MSD), 〈Δr2(τ)〉= 〈[r(t+ τ)− r(t)]2〉 and mean square angular
displacement, 〈Δφ2(τ)〉= 〈[φ(t+ τ)− φ(t)]2〉 at low area particle
number density, ϕ= 0.001. Representative MSD curves for
different modes of rolling are shown in Fig. 1e. Initially, the
rollers move ballistically as 〈Δr2(τ)〉 ~ τ2 at all regimes. Rollers in
the regimes close to the transition point (blue and yellow curves
in Fig. 1e) have a low curvature of their trajectories compared to
the rest of the curves and transition to a nearly diffusive regime at
longer times as they are less localized than rollers with high
curvature of the trajectories and, therefore, have higher
probability for collisions with other rollers. As curvature and
activity increases (red curve) characteristic oscillations of the
MSD emerge indicative of the circular-like, more localized
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motion of the rollers and as a result sub-diffusive behavior.
Similar behavior is eventually observed also for α—mode rollers
(purple curve) with high curvature of the trajectories, albeit at
much longer time scales due to significantly lower velocity of the
rollers motion at low field strengths. The oscillations are also
reflected in the variance of the in-plane particle orientations 〈Δφ2

(τ)〉, shown in Fig. 1f, where all regimes develop τ2 dependence
indicative of predominantly circular-like motion of the rollers.

Emergent collective motion of pear-shaped rollers. Ensembles
of pear-shaped rollers demonstrate a strong propensity toward
development of a large-scale collective motion. A chiral motion of
pear-shaped anisotropic rollers that could be orchestrated by the
activity makes possible collective dynamic states not accessible to
spherical rollers. All phases are dynamic by nature and are
facilitated by a fine interplay between activity and chirality. Two
of the unique discovered phases, self-organized multi-vortical
patterns and synchronized rotating flocks, are shown in Fig. 2, see
also Supplementary Movies 1–6. The vortices formed by pear-
shaped rollers have a certain characteristic size that depends on
the activity and come in two equally probable flavors: CW and
CCW (Fig. 2a, b and Supplementary Movie 3). Once formed,
dynamic vortices are stable, while energy is provided to the sys-
tem by the electric field. Positions of vortices are not fixed and
change from one experiment to another. Most rollers move
around corresponding vortical centers and make circular trajec-
tories but some at the edges of vortices may travel among mul-
tiple vortices (Fig. 2c). Vortices of the same chirality are often
neighbored by vortices of the opposite chirality flavor, indicating
the tendency of the system toward a 2D antiferromagnetic order
(Fig. 2b). The pattern is reminiscent of self-organized vortices of
both chiralities emerging in dense ensembles of collectively

moving microtubules propelled by surface-bound molecular
motors25. There, however formation of vortices was driven by a
reptation-like motion of microtubules in combination with local
nematic alinement interactions due to collisions, while vortices in
our system rely on long-range hydrodynamic aligning interac-
tions discussed below.

As the activity increases driven by the growth of E, a different
type of a flocking state, rotating flocks, emerges (Fig. 2d and
Supplementary Movie 4). The rotating flocks are formed by
individual chiral rollers with both rotating frequencies and
particle orientations synchronized within each flock. Inside a
rotating flock the orientations of all rollers follow the same polar
orientation that itself rotates with time (see Figs. 3i, 4e and
Supplementary Movie 5). The system usually develops multiple
flocks that can spontaneously select CW or CCW sense of
rotation. The velocity and vorticity fields clearly reveal stable
flocking domains and domain boundaries (Fig. 2e and Supple-
mentary Movie 6). The polarization within the rotating flocks
changes with the electric field strength. It first growth with the
field strength as we move away from the phase boundary with the
vortex phase and then decreases due to growing localization of
the chiral rollers that leads to a decreased number of interactions
with other chiral rollers when approaching a phase boundary
with the spinner phase (see Supplementary Note 1 and
Supplementary Fig. 2). As evident from our data, the system of
pear-shaped rollers exhibits a spontaneous chirality induced
phase separation from initially random distribution of chiral
rollers. Observed rotating flocks with spontaneous segregation of
CW and CCW rotations are reminiscent of rotating droplet
patterns realized in computational studies of Vicsek-like models
for chiral swimmers with a circular motion46–48.

Individual rollers within a flock usually keep their association
with the particular flock. However, instances of the rollers
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Fig. 1 Individual particle dynamics of pear-shaped Quincke rollers. a Schematics of the experiment: pear-shaped particles are confined in a cylindrical
well. A uniform DC electric field is applied normal to the bottom surface of the cell. b Rolling velocity of the pear-shaped particles as a function of the
electric field strength E. Shaded area is a crossover region between two different modes of particles rolling. The red dash line is a fit of the high field part of

the curve to jvj �
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
ðE=EcÞ2 � 1

q
dependence typical for spherical rollers. Ec= 1.96 V μm−1. Insert, ∣v∣2 versus E2. Error bars are standard deviation of the

absolute values of velocities. c Three rolling modes of a pear-shaped particle: α (θ > 0), β (θ= 0) and γ (θ < 0). Blue dash lines illustrate corresponding
trajectories. d Trajectory curvature parameter, κ, as a function of the electric field strength. Two distinctive modes of rolling correspond to α mode-‘heads-
out’ (κ < 0) and γ mode-‘heads-in’ (κ > 0) regimes of particles propulsion. e Time evolution of the mean square displacement of pear-shaped Quincke
rollers shown for a set of driving electric field strengths. f Mean square angular displacements of pear-shaped rollers. In e–f black solid line has a slope of 1
and black dash lines have slopes of 2. In b, e–f area fractions of rollers are 0.001.
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switching the flocks are also observed mainly in the border
regions of the rotating flocks (Supplementary Movie 4). Remark-
ably, the shapes of the flocks are often far from circular and are
quite stable for a long time. No significant evolution of the
rotating flocks (coarsening and merging) has been observed
within a timescale of our experiments (about 10 min). It is,
however, possible that the coarsening dynamics has a much larger
timescale (hours or days) in this system. In the rotating flocks
regime the rollers circulate and their trajectories are tendril like
(Fig. 2f) and motions of particles are more localized. On the
contrary, in traditional flocks such as schools of fish or bacterial
suspensions the particles dynamics become super-diffusive18.

Phase diagram of emergent states. A full phase diagram of
different emergent states in active chiral roller system is sum-
marized in Fig. 3a. At low activity levels, corresponding to small
field strengths E, the state is gas like and the motion of rollers is
mostly uncorrelated with intermittent clusters forming at high
particle densities. Similar in nature uncorrelated gas state is
observed at low particle area fraction above the curvature tran-
sition region (E ~1.96 V μm−1). We discriminate rollers in the gas
phase with the γ mode of motion (above 1.96 V μm−1) and call
them spinners as their trajectories become more and more loca-
lized with the activity—the radius of curvature decreases and

becomes in extreme cases of the order of the particle size. As the
rollers density and the field magnitude increase the vortex states
emerge that in turn transition into the rotating flocks regime at
high activity levels. The transition region between rotating flocks
and spinners (gas of spinners) is smooth as flocks gradually
shrink and fall apart with the decrease in the rollers density at
fixed activity. To discriminate between these two phases in the
phase diagram, we involve the temporal correlation functions of
the velocity field, CT,vf, see ‘Methods’ for the details and Fig. 5.

Formation of collective phases in a system of chiral active
rollers is driven by velocity alignment interactions. The alignment
mechanism due to inelastic particle collisions has been discussed
previously in detail in several publications49–51. Inelastic colli-
sions between active particles lead to velocity alignment and
buildup of spatial correlations. In particular, for the systems of
Quincke rollers both hydrodynamic and electrostatic interactions
contribute to the velocity alignment27. In the case of chiral rollers,
the vortical patterns emerge in the transition region between two
modes of rolling and correspond to a largest persistence lengths
for individual rollers (low curvature of the trajectories), that
facilitate the largest interaction range (of the order of the system
size) and time for rollers to interact and enhance their alignment.
The size of the vortices depends on localization of the chiral
rollers as demonstrated by the linear relation between the vortex
sizes and the persistence length shown in Fig. 3f. As the curvature
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Fig. 2 Emergent self-assembled patterns comprised of chiral rollers. a, d Experimental image of the vortex and rotating flock phases spontaneously
formed in the ensemble of active chiral rollers energized by the electric field. Both types of chiral states (CW and CCW) of vortices or rotating flocks are
simultaneously present in the system. See also Supplementary Movies 1–6. b Superimposed velocity (arrows) and vorticity (background color) fields of the
chiral rollers shown in (a). Quasi-antiferromagnetic order of vortex chiralities is observed. c Typical trajectories of the pear-shaped rollers in a vortex phase.
Only 2% of particle trajectories are shown. In a–c particle area fraction is 0.108 and electric field strength is 1.92 V μm−1. e Velocity field of the chiral rollers
in rotating flocks is illustrated by arrows. The direction of particle motions are synchronized within each flock. Background color depicts a vorticity field in
the rotating flocks phase. f Trajectories of pear-shaped rollers in a rotating flocks phase. 0.5% of the trajectories are shown for clarity. In d–f particle area
fraction is 0.254 and electric field strength is 2.60 V μm−1. Blue and red dashed shapes depict typical CW and CCW vortices or flocks, respectively. Black
doted squares mark the position of the rotating flock region shown in detail in Fig. 3i. Scale bar is 0.5 mm.
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of the electric field obtained by the fast Fourier transform (FFT) of CT. ϕ= 0.108. c Velocity spatial correlation function Cs of the rollers at different activity
levels. d is the particle size. The color scheme is the same as in (b). Inset: the correlation lengths Lc versus electric field. The presence of a valley of
suppressed Lc values with a local minimum at E= 2.08 V μm−1 corresponds to the region of vortices with strong negative correlation in Cs. ϕ= 0.108.
d Persistence length, Lp, as a function of field strength at different area fractions ϕ. e Vortex size, Dv, as a function of the field strength. f Characteristic
vortex size, Dv as a function of the persistence length, Lp. The dash line is a linear fit. g–i Local ordering of rollers in self-organized emergent patterns. g a
‘heads-out,’ α-vortex, with all the rollers oriented away from the vortex center. E= 1.84 V μm−1 and ϕ= 0.108. h a ‘heads-in,’ γ-vortex, formed by rollers
oriented toward the vortex eye. E= 2.08 V μm−1 and ϕ= 0.108. i a rotating flock. The same rotating flock is indicated by a black square in Fig. 2d, e.
E= 2.60 V μm−1 and ϕ= 0.254. All rollers within the flock synchronously point in one direction while the direction of the flock itself rotates. Scale bar is
0.1 mm. See also Supplementary Movies 2, 5, and 7–9.
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of the chiral rollers’ trajectories increases (with the strength of the
applied electric field) the persistence length (and as a result the
interaction length scale) decreases, and the circular motion of
rollers becomes more localized. The rollers cannot sustain large-
scale vortical patterns anymore, and transition to a rotating flocks
phase still preserving local velocity and phase synchronization.
Further decrease of the interaction length scale of the rollers,
driven by the increase of the curvature of their trajectories with
the field strength, leads to the loss of the velocity alignment and
phase synchronization, and the system transitions to a gas of
spinners.

The system of chiral Quincke rollers is similar to the generic
Quincke roller systems with spherical particles except the shape

anisotropy. As was discussed previously27, the alignment
mechanisms come from both hydrodynamic and electrostatic
interactions with the dominance of hydrodynamic interactions.
While electrostatic alignment interactions scale as �ð1� E2

q=E
2Þ

(here Eq is a constant dependent on the particle and media
properties for spherical Quincke rollers) the hydrodynamic
interactions yield no dependence on the strength of the electric
field27. For the shape-anisotropic Quincke rollers the effect of the
electric filed on alinement interactions is more complicated since
the strength of the field also controls the curvature of rollers’
trajectories, and thus the persistence length and the localization of
the rollers. As a result, the effect of the electric field on the
collective behavior is non-monotonic that is evident from the
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for the inserts. f Probability distribution functions of the local orientational polar order parameters, ∣Ψ1∣ (solid lines), and nematic order parameters, ∣Ψ2∣
(dashed lines), calculated for emergent collective patterns shown in (a)–(e). α-, γ-Vortices and Rotating flocks exhibit a polar local ordering, while β-
vortices show tendency toward a local nematic ordering.
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presence of uncorrelated phases at both lower (Gas) and higher
(gas of Spinners) field strengths, and collective phases (Vortices
and Rotating flocks) observed in the intermediate region of the
field strengths, see Fig. 3a.

Characterization of emergent patterns. To investigate and
quantify changes in the behavior of chiral rollers with the activity,
we employ velocity temporal correlation function:

CTðτÞ ¼ N�1
X
i

viðtÞ � viðt þ τÞh it= v2i ðtÞ
� �

t : ð1Þ

Here, vi(t) is the velocity of a chiral roller i at the moment t; N is
the total number of rollers; and 〈 〉t indicates time averaging. In
Fig. 3b, we show corresponding correlation curves obtained for
different activity levels. Analogous to Δr2(τ), CT develops strong
and long-lasting oscillations with the activity due to continuous
rotation of rollers on circular trajectories of higher curvatures
(Fig. 3b). Rollers preserve a narrow distribution of the frequency
of oscillations that increases with the activity (Fig. 3b insert). The
functional dependence of the oscillation frequency is nontrivial as
it depends on both, increase of a roller’s velocity with the electric
field strength, and change of the curvature of the particle tra-
jectory defined by the particle geometry and shape asymmetry.

The emergence of spatial coherence in our system is tracked by
the analysis of the velocity spatial correlation function:

CsðrÞ ¼
viðr0; tÞ � vjðr0 þ r; tÞ

D E
i;j

� �
t

v2i ðr0; tÞ
� �

i

D E
t

; ð2Þ

where vi(r0, t) and vj(r0+ r, t) are velocities of roller i and j with a
relative distance r at a time t, 〈 〉i is an ensemble average, and 〈 〉t
describes averaging over experimental realizations. At low E,
corresponding to an uncorrelated gas of chiral rollers, Cs rapidly
decays to 0 (Fig. 3c). As E increases, the spatial correlations
between chiral rollers grow, and vortices emerge in the system
triggering characteristic anti-correlation regions in the

corresponding Cs curves. Further increase in E leads to a gradual
disappearance of the anticorrelations as system transitions to a
rotating flocks phase. A typical evolution of the spatial correlation
length, Lc, with the electric field is shown in the inset of Fig. 3c. Lc
is defined as the distance where Cs decays to 1/e (see
Supplementary Fig. 3). The maximum coherence between chiral
rollers is observed at the vortex phase.

A characteristic vortex size, Dv, defined as a second zero
crossing in the spatial correlation curve Cs(r) (see Supplementary
Fig. 3), has a similar non-monotonic trend (Fig. 3e). Conse-
quently, rollers with longer persistence length Lp form larger
vortices and the overall Dv dependence on the persistence length,
Lp, is roughly linear (Fig. 3f). Both properties reach their
maximums at a verge of transition (κ ~ 0, Fig. 1d) between α
and γ regimes of the chiral rolling indicating a strong link
between a chiral behavior of rollers, activity and emergent self-
organized patterns.

Local order inside of collective states. Remarkably, the emer-
gence of a spontaneous swirling motion in a system of chiral
pear-shaped Quincke rollers is also accompanied by a distinctive
structural ordering inside the vortices and flocks controlled by the
activity. Three distinctive types of vortices are revealed in the
system. α-vortices are formed with all the rollers aligning their
directions away from the vortex ‘eye’ (‘heads-out’ order). In γ-
vortices rollers’ orientations coherently point toward the center of
the vortex (‘heads-in’ order). β-vortices are comprised of both
‘heads-in’ and ‘heads-out’ rollers. Figures 3g–h and 4 illustrate the
internal alignments of the chiral rollers inside the collective
phases.

α-vortices are realized for κ < 0, when E is below the curvature
transition region of the chiral rollers, while γ-vortices populate
regions with κ > 0 (see Fig. 1d). In both scenarios anisotropic
pear-shaped rollers align their particle’s orientations and velocity
directions with the neighboring rollers to move collectively in a
swirling pattern. At the transition region corresponding also to a
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longest persistence length, Lp, the curvature parameters, κ,
transitions through zero indicative that both modes of the chiral
roller motion (‘heads-in’ and ‘heads-out’) are equally probable to
be found in the system due to unavoidable slight polydispersity
(shape, size, and surface chemistry) of the chiral rollers, and as a
result emergent collective vortices are comprised of rollers of both
orientations as illustrated in Fig. 4c. In the case of α- and γ-
vortices, the system spontaneously separate rollers rotating CW
and CCW to different vortices with opposite sense of rotation. A
similar process has been observed in simulations of chiral
particles on a surface33.

To quantify the level of ordering in the collective phases of
chiral rollers, we calculate two locally defined order parameters:
an orientational polar order parameter, Ψ1, and a nematic order
parameter, Ψ2:

Ψn;i ¼
1
Ni

XNi

j¼1

expðinφjÞ: ð3Þ

Here, φj is the in-plane projection of a roller’s orientation, Ni is
the number of rollers in a local square grid cell i, see ‘Methods’ for
the details. n= 1 corresponds to a polar order parameter, while
n= 2 describes a nematic order. In Fig. 4f, we show a probability
distribution functions (PDF) of ∣Ψ1∣ and ∣Ψ2∣ obtained for
different collective phases of the chiral rollers ensemble. For α-
and γ-vortices, both PDF(∣Ψ1∣) and PDF(∣Ψ2∣) reveal strong peaks
close to ∣Ψ1,2∣= 1, indicative of a polar orientational order of the
chiral rollers. In contrast, only the PDF(∣Ψ2∣) obtained for the β-
vortices exhibit a main peak close to the ∣Ψ2∣= 1, while the
corresponding peak of the PDF(∣Ψ1∣) at ∣Ψ1∣= 1 is suppressed,
indicative of mostly nematic local ordering inside of the β-
vortices. Several satellite peaks in the middle of the above
distributions originate from the local disorder (see Supplementary
Note 2 and Supplementary Fig. 4). As the system transitions into
a the rotating flocks state, strong polar order emerges as
demonstrated by the PDF for ∣Ψ1∣ shown in Fig. 4f.

Discussion
In conclusion, we demonstrate that an active system comprised of
shape-anisotropic rollers gives rise to a active chiral fluid capable
of complex collective behavior and self-organization often not
available in the case of spherical rollers. Pear-shaped Quincke
rollers exhibit activity dependent particle orientations and cur-
vature of their trajectories without externally prescribed hand-
edness of their motion. By controlling the activity in the system
through variations of the energizing electric field, we reveal a set
of emergent reconfigurable structures: gas of spinners, localized
aster-like vortices and rotating polar flocks, enabled by the chiral
motion of the unitary building blocks (circle rollers). Among the
remarkable features of these structures is the ability to develop
and manipulate on demand the particles’ collective orientational
order, polar, or nematic, in response to the activity levels. Arrays
of self-organized vortices show tendency toward a 2D anti-
ferromagnetic ordering. Our work provides insights into the onset
of spatial and temporal coherence in active chiral systems, and
hints at design pathways for active self-assembled architectures
with externally controlled reconfigurability.

Methods
Experimental details. Pear-shaped polystyrene particles (PNT010UM, Magsphere
Inc.; long axes dl= 10.5 μm,short axes ds= 9.0 μm) are dispersed in a 0.15 mol L−1

AOT/hexadecane solution. The average particle size d= (dl+ ds)/2= 9.8 μm. The
colloidal suspension is injected into a cylindrical chamber composed of a SU-8
toroid and two parallel ITO-coated glass slides (IT100, Nanocs). The thickness and
inner diameter of the SU-8 toroid are 40 μm and 2 mm, respectively. The electric
field is supplied by a function generator (Agilent 33210A, Agilent Technologies)
and a power amplifier (BOP 1000M, Kepco Inc.). The field strength E is varied

between 1.4 and 2.8 V μm−1. The Reynolds number, Re ≃ 0.005 for a roller with a
typical speed ∣v∣= 1 mm s−1.

The sample cell is observed under a microscope with a 4× microscope
objective. Videos are recorded by a fast-speed camera (IL 5, Fastec Imaging) at 430
frames per second (FPS). In a typical experiment, once the electric field is on,
rollers self-organize into the corresponding patterns and reach a steady state within
a few seconds. We capture 8-s videos to analyze the structure and dynamics of the
particles 1 min after the field has been switched on. During a typical run time of the
experiments (about 10 min), no apparent coarsening of the patterns has been
observed. Particle tracking velocimetry (PTV) and further data analysis are carried
out with custom codes in Python and Trackpy52.

Discrimination of different phases. To quantitatively discriminate between gas of
spinners and rotating flocks phases in the phase diagram, the temporal correlations
function of the velocity field is used:

CT;vf ðτÞ ¼ N�1
X
i

hvið0Þ � viðτÞit=hv2i ð0Þit : ð4Þ
The system is divided into a set of square grid cells with sizes of 4d to calculate

the velocity field. vi is the average velocity at a cell i; N is the total number of cells;
and 〈 〉t indicates time averaging. Note that CT,vf quantifies the temporal correlation
of the velocity field at defined at fixed positions while CT deals with the temporal
velocity correlations of a roller. Figure 5 demonstrates typical CT,vf curves
calculated for different phases. In the gas state (Gas and Spinners phases), CT,vf falls
sharply to 0 while CT,vf curves for collective phases (Vortices and Rotating flocks)
maintain much slower time decay. Quantitatively, we use the following criterion to
discriminate between rotating flocks and spinners phases that both exhibit strong
oscillatory behavior of CT,vf (see Fig. 5c, d): if within ten oscillations of the temporal
correlation of the velocity field, CT,vf, the positive envelope of the correlation
function is above 1/e (e is Euler’s number) the phase is considered as collective
(rotating flocks) otherwise it is a spinners phase.

Calculation of the local orientational order parameters. For the calculations of
the local orientational order parameters ∣Ψ1∣ and ∣Ψ2∣, the system is divided into a
set of square grid cells with sizes of 6d (see Supplementary Note 2 and Supple-
mentary Fig. 4). The procedure is analogous to one described in ref. 53.

Data availability
The data in support of the reported findings are available from the corresponding author
upon request.

Received: 18 December 2019; Accepted: 30 July 2020;

References
1. Zöttl, A. & Stark, H. Emergent behavior in active colloids. J. Phys. Condens.

Matter 28, 253001 (2016).
2. Sanchez, T., Chen, D. T., DeCamp, S. J., Heymann, M. & Dogic, Z.

Spontaneous motion in hierarchically assembled active matter. Nature 491,
431–434 (2012).

3. Snezhko, A. & Aranson, I. S. Magnetic manipulation of self-assembled
colloidal asters. Nat. Mater. 10, 698–703 (2011).

4. Palacci, J., Sacanna, S., Steinberg, A. P., Pine, D. J. & Chaikin, P. M. Living
crystals of light-activated colloidal surfers. Science 339, 936–940 (2013).

5. Ballerini, M. et al. Interaction ruling animal collective behavior depends on
topological rather than metric distance: evidence from a field study. Proc. Natl
Acad. Sci. USA 105, 1232–1237 (2008).

6. Cavagna, A. & Giardina, I. Bird flocks as condensed matter. Annu. Rev.
Condens. Matter Phys. 5, 183–207 (2014).

7. Dombrowski, C., Cisneros, L., Chatkaew, S., Goldstein, R. E. & Kessler, J. O.
Self-concentration and large-scale coherence in bacterial dynamics. Phys. Rev.
Lett. 93, 098103 (2004).

8. Sokolov, A. & Aranson, I. S. Physical properties of collective motion in
suspensions of bacteria. Phys. Rev. Lett. 109, 248109 (2012).

9. DeCamp, S. J., Redner, G. S., Baskaran, A., Hagan, M. F. & Dogic, Z.
Orientational order of motile defects in active nematics. Nat. Mater. 14,
1110–1115 (2015).

10. Doostmohammadi, A., Ignés-Mullol, J., Yeomans, J. M. & Sagués, F. Active
nematics. Nat. Commun. 9, 1–13 (2018).

11. Demortiere, A. et al. Self-assembled tunable networks of sticky colloidal
particles. Nat. Commun. 5, 3117 (2014).

12. Narayan, V., Ramaswamy, S. & Menon, N. Long-lived giant number
fluctuations in a swarming granular nematic. Science 317, 105–108 (2007).

13. Kudrolli, A., Lumay, G., Volfson, D. & Tsimring, L. S. Swarming and swirling
in self-propelled polar granular rods. Phys. Rev. Lett. 100, 058001 (2008).

ARTICLE NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x

8 NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:4401 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


14. Yan, J. et al. Reconfiguring active particles by electrostatic imbalance. Nat.
Mater. 15, 1095–1099 (2016).

15. Rubenstein, M., Cornejo, A. & Nagpal, R. Programmable self-assembly in a
thousand-robot swarm. Science 345, 795–799 (2014).

16. Scholz, C., Engel, M. & Pöschel, T. Rotating robots move collectively and self-
organize. Nat. Commun. 9, 931 (2018).

17. Han, M., Yan, J., Granick, S. & Luijten, E. Effective temperature concept
evaluated in an active colloid mixture. Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 114,
7513–7518 (2017).

18. Vicsek, T. & Zafeiris, A. Collective motion. Phys. Rep. 517, 71–140 (2012).
19. Marchetti, M. C. et al. Hydrodynamics of soft active matter. Rev. Mod. Phys.

85, 1143 (2013).
20. Löwen, H. Chirality in microswimmer motion: from circle swimmers to active

turbulence. Eur. Phys. J. Spec. Top. 225, 2319–2331 (2016).
21. Lauga, E., DiLuzio, W. R., Whitesides, G. M. & Stone, H. A. Swimming in

circles: motion of bacteria near solid boundaries. Biophys. J. 90, 400–412
(2006).

22. Di Leonardo, R., Dell’Arciprete, D., Angelani, L. & Iebba, V. Swimming with
an image. Phys. Rev. Lett. 106, 038101 (2011).

23. Riedel, I. H., Kruse, K. & Howard, J. A self-organized vortex array of
hydrodynamically entrained sperm cells. Science 309, 300–303 (2005).

24. Ērglis, K. et al. Dynamics of magnetotactic bacteria in a rotating magnetic
field. Biophys. J. 93, 1402–1412 (2007).

25. Sumino, Y. et al. Large-scale vortex lattice emerging from collectively moving
microtubules. Nature 483, 448–452 (2012).

26. Kümmel, F. et al. Circular motion of asymmetric self-propelling particles.
Phys. Rev. Lett. 110, 198302 (2013).

27. Bricard, A., Caussin, J.-B., Desreumaux, N., Dauchot, O. & Bartolo, D.
Emergence of macroscopic directed motion in populations of motile colloids.
Nature 503, 95–98 (2013).

28. Soni, V. et al. The odd free surface flows of a colloidal chiral fluid. Nat. Phys.
15, 1188–1194 (2019).

29. Snezhko, A. Complex collective dynamics of active torque-driven colloids at
interfaces. Curr. Opin. Colloid Interface Sci. 21, 65–75 (2016).

30. Banerjee, D., Souslov, A., Abanov, A. G. & Vitelli, V. Odd viscosity in chiral
active fluids. Nat. Commun. 8, 1573 (2017).

31. Han, K. et al. Reconfigurable structure and tunable transport in synchronized
active spinner materials. Sci. Adv. 6, eaaz8535 (2020).

32. Llopis, I. & Pagonabarraga, I. Dynamic regimes of hydrodynamically coupled
self-propelling particles. EPL 75, 999 (2006).

33. Yeo, K., Lushi, E. & Vlahovska, P. M. Collective dynamics in a binary mixture
of hydrodynamically coupled microrotors. Phys. Rev. Lett. 114, 188301 (2015).

34. Goto, Y. & Tanaka, H. Purely hydrodynamic ordering of rotating disks at a
finite reynolds number. Nat. Commun. 6, 5994 (2015).

35. Climent, E., Yeo, K., Maxey, M. R. & Karniadakis, G. E. Dynamic self-
assembly of spinning particles. J. Fluids Eng. 129, 379–387 (2007).

36. Driscoll, M. et al. Unstable fronts and motile structures formed by
microrollers. Nat. Phys. 13, 375–379 (2017).

37. Souslov, A., Dasbiswas, K., Fruchart, M., Vaikuntanathan, S. & Vitelli, V.
Topological waves in fluids with odd viscosity. Phys. Rev. Lett. 122, 128001
(2019).

38. Kokot, G. & Snezhko, A. Manipulation of emergent vortices in swarms of
magnetic rollers. Nat. Commun. 9, 2344 (2018).

39. Geyer, D., Morin, A. & Bartolo, D. Sounds and hydrodynamics of polar active
fluids. Nat. Mater. 17, 789–793 (2018).

40. Kaiser, A., Snezhko, A. & Aranson, I. S. Flocking ferromagnetic colloids. Sci.
Adv. 3, e1601469 (2017).

41. Tsebers, A. Internal rotation in the hydrodynamics of weakly conducting
dielectric suspensions. Fluid Dyn. 15, 245–251 (1980).

42. Bricard, A. et al. Emergent vortices in populations of colloidal rollers. Nat.
Commun. 6, 7470 (2015).

43. Massana-Cid, H., Meng, F., Matsunaga, D., Golestanian, R. & Tierno, P.
Tunable self-healing of magnetically propelling colloidal carpets. Nat.
Commun. 10, 2444 (2019).

44. Quincke, G. Ueber rotationen im constanten electrischen felde. Ann. Phys.
295, 417–486 (1896).

45. van Teeffelen, S. & Löwen, H. Dynamics of a brownian circle swimmer. Phys.
Rev. E 78, 020101 (2008).

46. Liebchen, B. & Levis, D. Collective behavior of chiral active matter:
pattern formation and enhanced flocking. Phys. Rev. Lett. 119, 058002
(2017).

47. Levis, D. & Liebchen, B. Simultaneous phase separation and pattern formation
in chiral active mixtures. Phys. Rev. E 100, 012406 (2019).

48. Levis, D., Pagonabarraga, I. & Liebchen, B. Activity induced synchronization:
Mutual flocking and chiral self-sorting. Phys. Rev. Res. 1, 023026 (2019).

49. Grossman, D., Aranson, I. & Jacob, E. B. Emergence of agent swarm migration
and vortex formation through inelastic collisions. New J. Phys. 10, 023036
(2008).

50. Hanke, T., Weber, C. A. & Frey, E. Understanding collective dynamics of soft
active colloids by binary scattering. Phys. Rev. E 88, 052309 (2013).

51. Aranson, I. S. & Tsimring, L. S. Pattern formation of microtubules
and motors: Inelastic interaction of polar rods. Phys. Rev. E 71, 050901
(2005).

52. Allan, D., Caswell, T., Keim, N. & van der Wel, C. Trackpy: Trackpy v0. 3.2.
Zenodo.org (2016).

53. Nishiguchi, D. & Sano, M. Mesoscopic turbulence and local order in janus
particles self-propelling under an ac electric field. Phys. Rev. E 92, 052309
(2015).

Acknowledgements
The research was supported by the US Department of Energy, Office of Science, Basic
Energy Sciences, Materials Sciences and Engineering Division. Use of the Center for
Nanoscale Materials, an Office of Science user facility, was supported by the US
Department of Energy, Office of Science, Office of Basic Energy Sciences, under Contract
No. DE-AC02-06CH11357.

Author contributions
A. Snezhko and B.Z. conceived the research. B.Z. performed the experiments. B.Z.,
A. Sokolov and A. Snezhko analyzed the data and wrote the paper.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-
020-18209-x.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to A.S.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anonymous reviewer(s) for
their contribution to the peer review of this work. Peer reviewer reports are available.

Reprints and permission information is available at http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing,

adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give
appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative
Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party
material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless
indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the
article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/.

This is a U.S. government work and not under copyright protection in the U.S.; foreign
copyright protection may apply 2020

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x ARTICLE

NATURE COMMUNICATIONS |         (2020) 11:4401 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x | www.nature.com/naturecommunications 9

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-020-18209-x
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Reconfigurable emergent patterns in active chiral�fluids
	Results
	Shape-anisotropic Quincke rollers
	Emergent collective motion of pear-shaped rollers
	Phase diagram of emergent states
	Characterization of emergent patterns
	Local order inside of collective states

	Discussion
	Methods
	Experimental details
	Discrimination of different phases
	Calculation of the local orientational order parameters

	Data availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




