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All-fiber optical nonreciprocity based on parity-
time-symmetric Fabry-Perot resonators
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Nonreciprocal light transmission in an all-fiber platform is critical in modern optical com-

munication systems, which can avoid the packaging and integration process required in

current devices based on magneto-optical or nonlinear materials. Here we propose and

demonstrate an all-fiber device with remotely tunable isolation ratio and switchable isolation

direction by constructing two mutually coupled Fabry-Perot (FP) resonators with identical

geometry and balanced gain and loss. By controlling the pumping power, strong optical

nonreciprocity is achieved due to gain saturation nonlinearity that is enhanced by the broken

parity-time symmetry. Nonreciprocal light transmission with an isolation ratio of 8.58 dB at

1550 nm and an insertion loss of 2.5 dB is demonstrated. The isolation bandwidth is 125MHz,

which is determined by the bandwidths of the two coupled FP resonators. The proposed

approach provides an all-fiber solution for a remotely tunable and optically controlled isolator,

which may find applications in software-defined optical networks.
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Optical nonreciprocity is of fundamental importance for
signal processing in modern optical communication
systems1. Nonreciprocal devices, such as optical isolators1

and circulators2,3, are widely used to implement routing in optical
networks and to remove back reflections at optical interfaces4. To
date, several techniques have been proposed to realize optical
nonreciprocity, including magneto-optic effects5–13, temporal
modulation14–18 and optical nonlinearity19–35. The most widely
used technique to realize optical isolators is based on magneto-
optic effects5–9. However, on-chip integration of magneto-optical
materials is still challenging on a COMS-compatible platform. In
addition, an isolator implemented based on the magneto-optic
effects requires a strong external magnetic field, which may
harmfully interface with adjacent optical elements and affect their
functionalities. Temporal modulation is regarded as a promising
solution to realize on-chip isolation, but strong modulation is
usually needed which makes the device have high energy
consumption16–18. Optical nonlinear process such as thermo-
optic effect19, nonlinear parametric amplification20, Raman
amplification21, stimulated Brillouin scattering (SBS)22–25, Kerr
nonlinearities26,27, optomechanical interactions28–33, and gain/
absorption saturation34,35 were also used to achieve nonreciprocal
transmission. However, those approaches usually require specially
designed waveguides with strong optical nonlinearities to effec-
tively exploit optical nonreciprocity, again making the device have
high energy consumption.

The nonreciprocal devices reported in16–35 are implemented
on on-chip platforms, which can find applications in optical
networks, especially on-chip photonic networks. For example, an
integrated circulator implemented based on a spatially modified
III-V quantum-well system can be used in an on-chip photonic
network3. However, the employment of integrated isolators in an
optical fiber network may not be an optimal solution due to the
large loss resulted from the fiber to chip interfaces. All-fiber
isolators, thanks to the inherent fiber nature, can be more con-
veniently employed in optical networks with much smaller
insertion loss and better simplicity for deployment. The all-fiber
isolators proposed in12,13 were implemented based on magneto-
optic effect, which requires a strong magnetic field, making the
miniaturization of the devices challenging. Thus, magnetic-free all
fiber isolators can be more attractive.

Parity-time (PT) symmetric systems are open non-Hermitian
systems with balanced gain and loss configurations36,37, which
have been demonstrated on various physical platforms, including
electronic38, acoustic39–44 and photonic platforms45–51. In par-
ticular, photonics has been proven to be a powerful platform to
implement PT-symmetry or more general non-Hermitian sys-
tems due to the easiness in manipulating the gain, loss and
refractive index of an optical waveguide, leading to the observa-
tion of many phenomena that are generally difficult or impossible
to achieve in traditional systems, including loss-induced
transparency46, unidirectional invisibility47,48, mode selection
for single-mode lasing49–51, and nonreciprocal transmission34,35.
In a PT-symmetric system, optical nonlinearity can be strongly
enhanced due to the highly confined localized eigenmodes. For
example, the gain saturation effect can be exploited using PT
symmetry to achieve nonreciprocal light transmission based on
photonic integrated components, such as two directly coupled
microtoroidal whispering gallery mode resonators
(WGMRs)34,35, which provides a promising solution for on-chip
isolators.

In this paper, we propose an approach to implement non-
reciprocal light transmission in an all-fiber device with remotely
tunable isolation ratio and switchable isolation direction. Three
cascaded fiber Bragg gratings (FBGs) are inscribed in an erbium-
ytterbium co-doped fiber (EYDF) to form two mutually coupled

Fabry-Perot (FP) resonators. The two FP resonators have an
identical geometry with identical resonance wavelengths. The
gain and loss of the FP resonators are manipulated by controlling
the pumping power to make the device work in the PT symmetry
breaking regime. Thanks to the PT symmetry, the eigenmodes in
the resonators are strongly localized, which would strongly
increase the gain saturation, making nonreciprocal light trans-
mission significantly enhanced. Different from the previous
demonstrations, the proposed all-fiber isolator, with a remotely
switchable isolation direction, a tunable isolation ratio and a
tunable bandwidth, can find potential applications in future
software-defined reconfigurable optical interconnect networks.

Results and discussion
Operation principle. Figure 1a shows the schematic of the pro-
posed all-fiber isolator. It consists of three uniform FBGs (FBG1,
FBG2, and FBG3) inscribed in a short and erbium-ytterbium co-
doped fiber (EYDF) to form two FP resonators (FP1 and FP2).
The FP resonators are geometrically identical (i.e., FBG1 and
FBG3 are identical, the lengths of FP1 and FP2 are the same, and
FBG2 is a symmetrical FBG) and are mutually coupled, which
ensures the degeneracy of the localized resonance frequencies.
The net gain and loss in FP2 and FP1 can be tuned by controlling
the pumping power and the pumping direction into the EYDF. If
the pumping power is launched into the EYDF from the right side
(the FP2 side), the pumping power in FP2 will be higher than that
in FP1 due to the absorption along the EYDF. By controlling the
pumping power, a net gain and loss can be achieved for FP2 and
FP1, respectively. To achieve a high gain to loss ratio between FP2
and FP1, one can make the middle FBG (FBG2) have an addi-
tional reflection band at 980 nm to enable FP2 have more gain, or,
in our case, apply a bending to the FP1 to make FP1 have higher
loss. The details of the PT-symmetric FP resonators and their
optical characteristics are discussed in detail in Supplementary
Note 1.

Figure 1b shows the transmission spectrum of an individual
FBG inscribed in a standard single-mode fiber (SMF). The FBG is
used for spectrum measurement and estimation of the reflection
coefficients and bandwidths of those three FBGs in the PT-
symmetric FP resonators. As can be seen, the FBG has 3-dB
bandwidth of 0.2 nm, a reflection of 12 dB. Figure 1c shows the
spectrums of the isolator when operating in the unbroken PT-
symmetric regime (top) and in the broken PT-symmetric regime
(bottom). Within the reflection bandwidth of the FBGs, the two
coupled resonators support four resonance modes. The mode
spacing is 0.067 nm, corresponding to an effective cavity length of
12.4 mm. The resonance wavelength mismatch between FP1 and
FP2 is removed by applying a strain to FP1 to compensate for the
fabrication error that results in a cavity length difference between
FP1 and FP2 (see Supplementary Note 2). Degeneracy of the
eigenmodes of FP1 and FP2 is then realized. The operation of the
system involves the coupling between the forward and backward
light waves in both FP1 and FP2 resonators. The coupled
differential equations can be written as� da1

dt ¼ ðiΔω1 � γÞa1 � iμa2 þ
ffiffiffi
κ

p
εin

da2
dt ¼ ðiΔω2 þ gaÞa2 � iμa1� db1
dt ¼ ðiΔω1 � γÞb1 � iμb2

db2
dt ¼ ðiΔω2 þ gbÞb2 � iμb1 þ

ffiffiffi
κ

p
εin

ð1Þ

where a1 and a2 are the amplitudes of the forward light waves in
FP1 and FP2, respectively; b1 and b2 are amplitudes of the
backward light waves in FP1 and FP2, respectively; ω1 and ω2are
the local resonance frequencies of FP1 and FP2, respectively, μ is
the coupling coefficient between FP1 and FP2 determined by the
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transmission coefficient of FBG2, jεinj2 is the power of the input
signal, and Δω1 ¼ ω0 � ω1 and Δω2 ¼ ω0 � ω2 are the frequency
detuning of the input optical signal from the local resonance
frequencies of FP1 and FP2, respectively. The net gain of FP2 for
forward and backward propagating probe lights are given by
ga;b ¼ g 0=2� γ0=2� κ=2, where κ is the external coupling
coefficient determined by the transmission coefficients of FBG1
and FBG3, and γ0 is the intrinsic loss of the resonator. The
nonlinearly saturated gain in an FP resonator is given by52

g 0 ¼ g0½1� ð1þ 2jEj2=E2
s Þ

�1=2�
jEj2=E2

s

ð2Þ

where g0 is the small-signal gain coefficient of FP2, E is the
electric field of the forward ðjEj ¼ a2Þ or backward ðjEj ¼ b2Þ
transmission light in FP2, Es is the saturation electric field, and γ
is the total loss of FP1.

By solving Eq. (1) in the steady-state approximation, the
transmittance of the system, which is the power ratio between
output and input intensities for both directions, are given by

T f ¼ j Sfoutεin
j
2
¼ μ2κ2

ð�Δ2þμ2�gaγÞ
2þΔ2ðga�γÞ

Tb ¼ j Sboutεin
j
2
¼ μ2κ2

ð�Δ2þμ2�gbγÞ
2þΔ2ðgb�γÞ

ð3Þ

where jSfoutj
2
and jSboutj

2
are the output powers of the system when

the input signal is launched in the forward and backward
directions, respectively. We have T f ≠Tb when ga ≠ gb, and the
nonreciprocal light transmission can thus be achieved. To

quantify the isolation performance of the system, we define a
nonreciprocal isolation as η ¼ 10 ´ log10ðT f=TbÞ, where T f and
Tb are the peak transmittivities of the forward and backward
transmission spectra, respectively.

For a device with two mutually coupled PT-symmetric FP
resonators, optical nonreciprocity is possible since the strong field
localization in the gain FP resonator in the broken PT-symmetric
regime enables the system to satisfy ga ≠ gb. For an optical signal
injected into the device from the gain FP resonator side, it will first
experience gain saturation and then a loss in the loss FP resonator,
while for an optical signal injected into the device from the loss FP
resonator side, it will not experience gain saturation in the gain section,
since the signal is very weak due to the loss in the loss section. Thus, an
optical signal for forward and backward inputs will have unequal
gains, resulting in nonreciprocity of light transmission in the device.

Experimental setup. Figure 2a illustrates the experimental setup to
characterize the optical nonreciprocity of the device. The device is
fabricated with three cascaded FBGs in an EYDF to form two
mutually coupled FP resonators. The three FBGs have an identical
length of 4mm and a reflectivity of 12 dB. The physical spacing
between two FBGs is 10mm, as shown in Fig. 2b. An optical vector
analyzer (OVA) is used to generate a wavelength-sweeping probe light
which is applied to the device to measure its transmission spectrum. A
980-nm laser source is used to pump the EYDF. The polarizations of
the probe and pump light waves are adjusted by two polarization
controllers (PC1 and PC2), respectively. A gain-variable erbium-
doped fiber amplifier (EDFA) is used to tune the power of the probe
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Fig. 1 Design of the all-fiber optical nonreciprocity. a Schematic of the PT-symmetric FP resonators for nonreciprocal transmission of light. FP1 and FP2
are the two resonators with FP1 having a loss and FP2 a gain. Based on the probe input directions, forward and backward propagation configurations are
denoted by blue and red arrows, respectively. The purple arrow denotes the pump input direction. b Measured transmission spectrum of an individual FBG
with identical fabrication parameters as those three in the PT-symmetric FP resonators. cMeasured transmission spectra of the device in the unbroken PT-
symmetric regime (top) and in the broken PT-symmetric regime (bottom). Resonances are observed in the reflection band (shaded brown) of the FBGs.
FBG: fiber Bragg grating; EYDF: erbium-ytterbium co-doped fiber; FP: Fabry-Perot interferometer; PT: parity-time.
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light launched into the device, with its output power being monitored
in real time using a power meter (PM) via an optical coupler (OC1).
For forward light transmission measurements, the probe light goes
through OC2 and is launched into the device through the 1550-nm
port of a wavelength division multiplexer (WDM1). After passing
through FP1 and FP2, the probe light is obtained at the output of the
device through the 1550-nm port of a second WDM (WDM2). The
transmitted probe light goes through OC3 and is detected at the OVA
after being attenuated at a variable optical attenuator. For backward
light transmission measurements, the probe light goes into the device
through the 1550-nm port of WDM2. After passing through FP2 and
FP1, the probe light is obtained at the output of the device through the
1550-nm port of WDM1. In both measurements, the pump light is
launched into the device from the 980-nm port of WDM2, and the
residual pump light is terminated at a terminator connected to the
980-nm port of WDM1.

Characterization of gain and nonlinearity. First, we investigate
the gain saturation behavior of a single FP resonator. To do so, an
FP resonator consisting of two FBGs with an identical length of
4 mm and a reflectivity of 12 dB is fabricated in an EYDF. The
two FBGs are placed with a physical spacing of 10 mm, as shown
in Fig. 2c. We first measure the output power when the input
probe power is fixed at −15 dBm while increasing the 980-nm
pumping power from 0 to 200mW. As can be seen from Fig. 3a, a
maximum gain is achieved when the pumping power is 100 mW.
Further increasing pumping power will not increase the gain.
Then, we fix the pumping power at 100 mW while increasing the
probe power from −15 to 10 dBm. As shown in Fig. 3b, when the
probe power is less than −10 dBm, we have the highest gain.
Further increasing the probe power will lead to gain saturation.
The results indicate that the gain saturation can be achieved by
choosing a proper pumping power and a proper probe power. For
a single FP resonator, optical nonreciprocity is not possible since
an optical signal, injected into the cavity from either direction,
will be trapped in the cavity and will experience the same gain.

Measurements of optical nonreciprocity. Next, the optical
nonreciprocity of the proposed all-fiber device consisting of two

mutually coupled FP resonators is experimentally evaluated. To
do so, we fabricate three cascaded FBGs in an EYDF to form two
mutually coupled FP resonators. The three FBGs have an iden-
tical length of 4 mm and a reflectivity of 12 dB. The physical
spacing between two adjacent FBGs is 10 mm, as shown in
Fig. 2c. The device is partially mounted on a micro-positioning
platform, which allows stretching only FP1, so that the lengths of
the two resonators can be controlled to match accurately. The
tuning process is shown in detail in Fig. S3. To obtain non-
reciprocal transmission, the system should work in the PT-
symmetric broken regime. In the experiment, the gain is intro-
duced to FP2 by optically pumping the EYDF. The system
become PT-symmetric by adjusting the pumping power to bal-
ance the gain/loss ratio between the two coupled FP resonators
(i.e., g ¼ γ). With a balanced gain/loss ratio, the system is in the
broken PT-symmetric regime when μ< γ, and the eigen-
frequencies share the same real parts but complementary ima-
ginary parts. In this case, the transmission spectrum of the device
is similar to that of a single FP resonator, with a single trans-
mission peak at each resonance wavelength of FP1 or FP2, as
shown in Fig. 1c. The transmission peak corresponds to two
degenerate eigenmodes of the PT-symmetric FP resonators, with
a gain mode having a positive imaginary part and a loss mode
having a negative imaginary part. The gain mode is strongly
confined in the gain resonator FP249, thus enhancing the gain
saturation to allow optical nonreciprocity with a high isolation
ratio. As shown in Fig. 4a, the transmittances at the eigen-
frequency of the PT-symmetric FP resonators for the forward and
backward lights are measured to be 0.13 and 0.02, respectively,
corresponding to an isolation ratio of η ¼ 8:58 dB with the
pumping power of 100 mW for an input probe power of 0 dBm.

We also investigate the operation of the device when operating in
the PT-symmetric unbroken regime. At the same input probe power
of 0 dBm, the pumping power and the bending loss of the FP1 are
reduced such that the magnitude of the gain and loss coefficients is
smaller than that of the coupling coefficient, or μ>γ. Mode splitting
is observed in the transmission spectrum, as shown in Fig. 4b. Due
to the weak eigenmode localization49, the nonreciprocal transmission
is only a result of gain saturation of the EYDF without the
enhancement by the PT symmetric modes. The transmittances of the
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nondegenerate eigenmodes are measured to have similar values for
both forward and backward light waves. Figure 4c and d shows the
simulated results, showing a good agreement with those experimen-
tally measured results. The details on light transmission in the PT-
symmetric FP resonators with broken and unbroken symmetries are
discussed in Supplementary Note 3.

Performance of the nonreciprocal device. The performance of
the device is compared with the optical nonreciprocal devices
previously reported based on different schemes in Table 1 in
Supplementary Note 4. Specifically, the total insertion loss of the
proposed device is measured to be 2.5 dB, which is resulted from
a fiber splice loss of 0.4 dB from the two fusion joints between the
EYDF and the SMF, a gain of 0.28 dB provided by the pumped
EYDF for the entire device, and a loss of 2.38 dB from the coupled
FP resonators due to the mismatch between the reflectivities of
the three FBGs. The total insertion loss of the device is 2.5 dB,

which can still be reduced with an improved fabrication techni-
que, especially by eliminating the mismatch of the reflectivities.
Note that the power consumption of 100 mW refers to the output
power of the pump laser, which is not the pumping power
absorbed in the PT-symmetric FP resonators. The actual power
consumption of the device is estimated to be less than 32.97 mW.
The details for the estimation of the power consumption of the
device are provided in Supplementary Note 5.

To further study the nonreciprocity performance, a simulation
is performed in which the parameters are optimized. The result
shows that, by optimizing the design of the FP resonators and
utilizing active fibers with better amplification performance, an
isolation ratio of 33 dB or an operation bandwidth of over 56 GHz
can be achieved for different application requirements (See
Supplementary Note 6).

Since the optical nonreciprocity is resulted from an enhanced
gain saturation in the PT-symmetric FP resonators, it is dependent
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on the probe power and the pumping power. Figure 5a shows the
transmittances of the device for forward and backward transmis-
sion with a varying probe power from−15 to 10 dBm at a fixed the
pumping power of 100mW. At low probe power levels, the signal
powers in FP2 are below the saturation threshold for both
transmission directions, which leads to a linear input-output
relation. In this case, gain saturation would not occur, and the
nonreciprocity is weak. At high probe power levels, the signal
powers in FP2 are beyond the saturation threshold for both
transmission directions. In this case, the gain provided by EYDF is
negligible for the probe signal entering the device from either
direction, the system operates in the reciprocal regime. Strong
nonreciprocity is observed at a probe power of 0 dBm, as shown in
Fig. 5b. In this case, the signal power in FP2 reaches the saturation
threshold only for the backward incident direction, because the
probe power for the forward incident direction is attenuated in FP1
before it enters FP2. Thus, the backward-propagating light suffers
from a lower gain due to the enhanced gain-saturation-induced
nonlinearity compared with the forward-propagating light.

As a result, the unequal gains in the forward and backward
propagating directions lead to a nonreciprocal response of the device.
Note that an appropriate pumping power is also essential for the
implementation of optical nonreciprocity in the device. A lower
pumping power corresponds to a lower small-signal gain g0 for the
forward transmission, but the backward transmission is still strongly
attenuated because of the gain-saturation-induced nonlinearity
enhanced by broken PT symmetry, which leads to a weaker
nonreciprocity. However, the nonreciprocity of this device with an
excessive pumping power is still weak because it cannot be constructed
as a PT symmetric system. The details on the quantification of gain
and loss in each FP resonator are discussed in Supplementary Note 7.

The key to achieve optical nonreciprocity in the proposed
all-fiber device was to use broken PT symmetry, by which the
probe light entering the device from the gain section was highly
saturated with less gain due to the strong confinement of the
probe light in the gain FP resonator. For the probe light
entering the device from the loss section, the probe signal was
first attenuated at the loss section and then amplified at the
gain section, leading to no or less gain saturation; therefore the
overall gain for the second case is higher than that in the first
case, and optical nonreciprocity was then achieved. The
proposed all-fiber nonreciprocal device was fabricated, and its
operation was experimentally demonstrated. Nonreciprocal
light transmission with an isolation ratio of 8.58 dB at 1550 nm
and a low insertion loss of 2.5 dB was experimentally
demonstrated. By optimizing the design, the isolation ratio
up to 33 dB could be achieved.

Conclusion
We have proposed and experimentally demonstrated an approach to
implement an all-fiber nonreciprocal device using two mutually
coupled PT-symmetric FP resonators. Thanks to the geometrical
arrangement of the two FP resonators, PT symmetry of the system
was achieved by controlling the pumping power of the FP resona-
tors, to make the gain and the loss in the two FP resonators identical
in magnitude. When the gain/loss coefficient was greater than the
coupling coefficient, PT symmetry was broken, then the light in the
gain FP resonator was highly confined, which was used to increase
the gain-saturation nonlinearity, a key effect that leads to the optical
nonreciprocity. The key advantages of the proposed device include
all-fiber nature, which makes it possible to have the device integrated
in an optical network without additional packaging. In addition, the
device is all optically controlled and the isolation direction can be
reversed by altering the direction of the pump light, which will
increase its flexibility and can be potentially applied in a full duplex
single-fiber optical link (see Supplementary Note 8). The bandwidth,
due to the use of FP resonators was limited to few hundred of
megahertz, which can be extended up to gigahertz by designing the
FP resonators with lower Q-factors.

Method
Device fabrication. The device was fabricated by inscribing three FBGs to form two FP
resonators in an EYDF using a phase mask which was illuminated by a 193-nm ArF
excimer laser. The pulse energy and the repetition rate of the excimer laser were 110mJ
and 30Hz, respectively. The phase-mask has a period of 1070.49 nm and a corresponding
Bragg wavelength of 1552 nm. The reflectivity and bandwidth of the three FBGs are 94%
and 0.2 nm, respectively. The lengths of the three FBGs and the two FP cavities are 4mm
and 10mm, respectively. The device has a total length of 32mm. The distance between
adjacent gratings was controllable by moving the translational stage where the the phase
mask was mounted during FBG fabrication process. The fiber used in the system is a
commercial Er/Yb co-doped active fiber (EY305 from CorActive), which is a single mode
fiber (SMF) and can only support one transverse mode. The core is Er/Yb co-doped silica
glass and the core diameter is 8–10 μm. The cladding is silica glass and the diameter is
125 μm. The numerical aperture of the fiber is 0.18 and the mode field diameter at
1550 nm is 7 μm. The fiber has a cut-off wavelength of 1277 nm, which is less than the
operating wavelength and the single-mode operating condition is satisfied. The peak
absorption of the EYDF at 975 nm and 1535 nm are 1337 dB/m and 22 dB/m, respectively.
The refractive index of the EYDF at 1550 nm is about 1.4485.

Data availability
All the data supporting the findings of this study are available from the corresponding
authors upon request.

Code availability
The code used for the analyses will be made available upon e-mail request to the
corresponding author.
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