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Gravitational effects in the quantum regime

• Experimentally investigating the gravitational field sourced by a delocalized quantum superposition 
is still extremely challenging. 

• But substantial progress in measuring gravitational effects on delocalized quantum superpositions 
(as test particles): 

‣ matter-wave interferometry 

‣ quantum-clock interferometry 

• What about relativistic particles (photons)? 

Starting to explore aspects of quantum field theory (QFT) in curved spacetime.
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Matter-wave interferometry
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• Matter-wave interferometry with freely falling neutrons. 

• Sensitive to Earth’s approximately uniform gravitational field. 

• Measures relative acceleration between freely falling neutrons and planes of Si crystal.

Effect of gravity on delocalized quantum superpositions
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A neutron beam is split into two beams by an
interferometer of the type first developed by
Bonse and Hart' for x rays. The le re ative phase
of the two beams where they recombine and inter-

the in
ere, at point D of Fig. 1 is var'edb t t'
e interferometer about the line AB of the inci-
ent beam. The dependence of the relative phase
P on the rotation angle y is

P =qgrav W r

where

q „,=4nkgh 'I'd(d+acos8) tane. (2)

The neutron wavelength is ) = 1 445 A, g isthe

FIG. 1. Schematic diagram of the neuFIG o e neutron interferom-
e etectors used in this experiment.

acceleration of gravity h i Pl
M i

is anck s constant,
is the neutron mass, and 6I is th e Bragg a gle,

The dimensions a =0.2 cm and d =3.5 cm
are shown in Fig. 1.
o ringes which will occur during a 180'
xcept for the term a cos8 wh' h

th th'e ickness of th
, w ic accounts for

the interferometer slabs, Eq. (2)
is equivalent to Eq. (8) of Ref. l. For our e
The interferometer was cut from dirom a dislocation-
ree silicon crystal approximatel 2 in. in

n in. ong. Our particular design was
chosen so that the experiment could also be car-
ried out with 0.71-A x rays. This is
impor ant because the bending of the inte interferom-

un er its own weight varies with y and in-
troduces a contribution t&b na

P (f grav + abend) W'' (3)

The ma~or problem was finding' a method for
mounting the crystal so th t tha e relative phase P

rse imensions (3is constant across the transverse d
mme mm) of the interfering beams at D. The

l
best results were obtained with thi e crystal free-
y resting on two felt strip (3i s mm wide and per-
pendicular to the axis of th l' d 'e cy in rical crystal).
These strips were located 15 mm from either
end of a V block equal in length t tho e crystal.

&30 .
is arrangement limited rotat ta ions o —30 &y

Three small, high-pressure He' detectors we
used to monitor one

e ec ors were
r one noninterfering beam (C,) and

the two interfering beams (C and C2 an ~ as shown in

an entr
ig. . These detectors, the interfin er erometer, and

box
an en rance slit were rigidly mount dun e in a. meta, l

beam. This enti
ox which could be rotated about the 'ou e incident
earn. This entire assembly was placed inside
an auxiliary neutron shield.
The counting rates at C d C, an, are expected to
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FIG. 2. The difference count, I&- I~, as a function of interferometer rotation angle y. Approximate counting
time per point was 80 min. The fringe contrast is less than that predicted by Eqs. (4).

be'
I2 =y —n cosP,

I, = n(1+ cosP),
(4a)

(4b)

where y/n =2.6, an average intensity ratio which
we confirmed experimentally. Note that the sum
I2 +I3 is independent of rotation ang le y . Conse-
quently the interference effect is most convenient-
ly displayed by plotting the difference I, -I,. Our
first results are shown in Fig. 2. The oscillation
frequency was determined by Fourier transform-
ing the data. We find

from the data of Fig. 3. A misplacement of these
strips by 1.5 mm accounts for the difference be-
tween (5) and (6). We are presently setting up an
x-ray facility on the reactor floor so that we can
measure q&,~+qt „d and qt „d simultaneously.
We expect that q,» can then be determined to 1/g.
By inserting a —,X plate (™0.002 in. Al) in one of

q grav +qb:nd

For our interferometer, Eg. (2) predicts
q' ra =59 6

(5)

(6)

20—

We ascribe the difference between (5) and (6) to
qb,„d, fringes caused by bending of the interfer-
ometer base during rotation. We have determined
this effect by rotation experiments using x rays,
as shown in Fig. 3. The abscissa of Fig. 3 is the
distance s of the felt supporting strips from eith-
er end of the crystal.
When s & 15 mm the interferometer sags in the

middle and qb, „d x0. When s & 15 mm the ends sag
and qb, „d &0. This behavior was established by
inserting a —,A. plate (™0.0005 in. Mylar) in one of
the x-ray beams and observing the phase shift of
the rotation fringes. Our placement of the felt
strips for the neutron experiment was estimated
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FIG. 8. Rotation fringe rate qb~„d, see Eq. (8), caused
by bending of the interferometer base under its own
weight, as a function of the position s of the felt strips
from either end of the crystal.
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• Matter-wave interferometry with freely falling neutrons. 

• Sensitive to Earth’s approximately uniform gravitational field. 

• Measures relative acceleration between freely falling neutrons and planes of Si crystal.
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• Effect of spacetime curvature on a delocalized quantum superposition. 

• Proper-time time difference between the two interferometer arms. 

• Gravitational analog of the scalar Aharonov-Bohm effect.

Spacetime curvature and proper-time difference

G
R

A
P

H
IC

: A
. M

A
ST

IN
/S

C
IE

N
C

E

science.org SCIENCE

By Albert Roura 

I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 

An atom interferometer measures the quantum phase due to gravitational time dilation 

Institute of Quantum Technologies, German Aerospace 
Center (DLR), Ulm, Germany. Email: albert.roura@dlr.de t = 0 s t = 0.8 s t = 1.6 s

30
km/h

FUNDAMENTAL PHYSICS

Quantum probe of space-time curvature

P E R S P E C T I V E S

INSIGHTS   |   PERSPECTIVES

142    14 JANUARY 2022 • VOL 375 ISSUE 6577

Interferometry experiment 
in an atomic fountain
The atoms are launched vertically at the bottom of 
a 10-m vacuum tube and follow a free-fall trajectory. 
Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
to split, redirect, and recombine the atomic wave 
packets. The gravitational influence of the ring mass 
on the upper interferometer arm can be detected in 
the interference signal.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://w

w
w

.science.org at G
erm

an A
erospace C

enter D
lr on January 13, 2022

G
R

A
P

H
IC

: A
. M

A
ST

IN
/S

C
IE

N
C

E

science.org SCIENCE

By Albert Roura 

I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 

An atom interferometer measures the quantum phase due to gravitational time dilation 
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in an atomic fountain
The atoms are launched vertically at the bottom of 
a 10-m vacuum tube and follow a free-fall trajectory. 
Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
to split, redirect, and recombine the atomic wave 
packets. The gravitational influence of the ring mass 
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ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 

An atom interferometer measures the quantum phase due to gravitational time dilation 
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Interferometry experiment 
in an atomic fountain
The atoms are launched vertically at the bottom of 
a 10-m vacuum tube and follow a free-fall trajectory. 
Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
to split, redirect, and recombine the atomic wave 
packets. The gravitational influence of the ring mass 
on the upper interferometer arm can be detected in 
the interference signal.
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Observation of a gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect
Chris Overstreet1†, Peter Asenbaum1,2†, Joseph Curti1, Minjeong Kim1, Mark A. Kasevich1*

Gravity curves space and time. This can lead to proper time differences between freely falling, nonlocal
trajectories. A spatial superposition of a massive particle is predicted to be sensitive to this effect. We
measure the gravitational phase shift induced in a matter-wave interferometer by a kilogram-scale
source mass close to one of the wave packets. Deflections of each interferometer arm due to the source
mass are independently measured. The phase shift deviates from the deflection-induced phase
contribution, as predicted by quantum mechanics. In addition, the observed scaling of the phase shift is
consistent with Heisenberg’s error-disturbance relation. These results show that gravity creates
Aharonov-Bohm phase shifts analogous to those produced by electromagnetic interactions.

I
n classical physics, the state of a particle
is given by its position and momentum.
Because the trajectory of a classical par-
ticle is determined by its interactions with
local fields, the deflection of a particle can

be used to observe a field. However, a classical
particle cannot measure the action along its
trajectory.
The situation is different in quantum me-

chanics. As Aharonov and Bohm argued in
1959, a particle in a spatial superposition is
sensitive to the potential energy difference
between its wave packets even if the field
vanishes along their trajectories (1). A matter-
wave interferometer can therefore measure
a phase shift due to the potential even if the
interferometer arms are not deflected. This
phase shift fAB is given by the action dif-
ference DS between arms according to the
expression fAB ¼ DS=ħ (1). The Aharonov-
Bohm effect can be described in terms of a
quantum particle interacting with a classical
electromagnetic potential (1) or in terms of a
quantum particle interacting locally with a
quantized electromagnetic field and source (2).
The Aharonov-Bohm effect induced by a

magnetic field was first observed in 1960 (3).
Since then, experiments have identified related
effects in a variety of systems (4, 5). The suc-
cessful observation of Aharonov-Bohm phase
shifts in the electromagnetic domain raises a
question: Can analogous phase shifts be caused
by gravity as well? Quantum mechanics pre-
dicts that gravity can create an action differ-
ence between interferometer arms, giving rise
to a “gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect” (6).
In general relativity, this phenomenon is de-
scribed by the gravitationally induced proper
time difference between the geodesics corre-
sponding to the interferometer arm trajec-
tories. This effect has not previously been

observed. Its experimental detection in an
atom interferometer was proposed in (7).
Prior experiments (8) were not sensitive to

the gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect because
DS ≈ 0when thewave packet separation is small
compared to the length scale of the gravitational
potential (9, 10). The interferometer phase in
this regime is proportional to the deflection
of the atomic wave packet with respect to its
beam splitters (11, 12) and is independent of
the particle massm. However, when the wave
packet separation is large, DS becomes non-
zero. Qualitatively, an interferometer enters
this nonlocal regime when the wave packet
separation becomes larger than the distance
between the source mass and an interferom-
eter arm.
We use a light-pulse 87Rb atom interferom-

eter (12) with large–momentum-transfer beam
splitters (52ħk, where k is the laser wave
number) and large wave packet separation
(25 cm) tomeasure the phase shift induced by
a tungsten sourcemass. At its closest approach,
one interferometer arm passes within 7.5 cm

of the source mass, which alters its proper
time (Fig. 1A). The source mass also deflects
the interferometer arms. To quantify the in-
fluence of deflections on the phase shift, we
measure the deflections with a pair of 4ħk
interferometers (2-cmwave packet separation).
The phase shift of the 52ħk interferometer
deviates strongly from the deflection-induced
phase contribution. We show that fAB ≠ 0,
demonstrating the gravitational Aharonov-
Bohm effect in this system.
In the experiment (13, 14), a cloud of 87Rb

is evaporatively cooled to ∼1 mK in a magnetic
trap, magnetically lensed to a velocity width
of 2mm/s, and launched into a 10-m vacuum
chamber at 13 m/s by an optical lattice. The
lattice depth is decreased for a short interval
during the launch to release half of the atoms
at a lower velocity [see materials andmethods
for details (15)]. After the launch, the two
clouds are decelerated to a relative momen-
tum of 2ħk by sequential Bragg transitions
and are used as the inputs of a single-source
gradiometer (16) with baseline 24 cm (Fig. 1B).
The matter-wave beam splitters and mirrors
consist of laser pulses that transfer momen-
tum to the atoms via Bragg transitions. The
midpoint trajectory of each 4ħk interferom-
eter is matched to the trajectory of one arm
of the 52ħk interferometer. The 52ħk, upper
4ħk , and lower 4ħk gradiometers are im-
plemented in separate shots. The upper inter-
ferometer in each gradiometer is sensitive to
the source mass, whereas the lower interfer-
ometer mainly acts as a phase reference. This
reference is necessary to remove contributions
to the phase shift arising from fluctuations
in the phase of the optical field. The time
between the initial beam splitter pulse and
the mirror pulse (interferometer time T) is
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup.
(A) Interferometer arms, tungsten
source mass, and laser beam
splitter. One arm of a light-pulse
atom interferometer approaches
the source mass, while the other
arm remains far away. (B) Space-
time diagram of gradiometer
geometries in a freely falling
reference frame. The red, blue,
and black dotted lines represent
the trajectories of the 52ħk, upper
4ħk, and lower 4ħk gradiometers,
respectively, while the solid black
line represents the trajectory
of the source mass. Interferometer
pulses (gray dashed lines) occur
at times t ¼ 0, t ¼ T, and t ¼ 2T.
(C) Fluorescence images of
interferometer output ports, 4ħk
(left) and 52ħk (right).
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Gravity curves space and time. This can lead to proper time differences between freely falling, nonlocal
trajectories. A spatial superposition of a massive particle is predicted to be sensitive to this effect. We
measure the gravitational phase shift induced in a matter-wave interferometer by a kilogram-scale
source mass close to one of the wave packets. Deflections of each interferometer arm due to the source
mass are independently measured. The phase shift deviates from the deflection-induced phase
contribution, as predicted by quantum mechanics. In addition, the observed scaling of the phase shift is
consistent with Heisenberg’s error-disturbance relation. These results show that gravity creates
Aharonov-Bohm phase shifts analogous to those produced by electromagnetic interactions.

I
n classical physics, the state of a particle
is given by its position and momentum.
Because the trajectory of a classical par-
ticle is determined by its interactions with
local fields, the deflection of a particle can

be used to observe a field. However, a classical
particle cannot measure the action along its
trajectory.
The situation is different in quantum me-

chanics. As Aharonov and Bohm argued in
1959, a particle in a spatial superposition is
sensitive to the potential energy difference
between its wave packets even if the field
vanishes along their trajectories (1). A matter-
wave interferometer can therefore measure
a phase shift due to the potential even if the
interferometer arms are not deflected. This
phase shift fAB is given by the action dif-
ference DS between arms according to the
expression fAB ¼ DS=ħ (1). The Aharonov-
Bohm effect can be described in terms of a
quantum particle interacting with a classical
electromagnetic potential (1) or in terms of a
quantum particle interacting locally with a
quantized electromagnetic field and source (2).
The Aharonov-Bohm effect induced by a

magnetic field was first observed in 1960 (3).
Since then, experiments have identified related
effects in a variety of systems (4, 5). The suc-
cessful observation of Aharonov-Bohm phase
shifts in the electromagnetic domain raises a
question: Can analogous phase shifts be caused
by gravity as well? Quantum mechanics pre-
dicts that gravity can create an action differ-
ence between interferometer arms, giving rise
to a “gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect” (6).
In general relativity, this phenomenon is de-
scribed by the gravitationally induced proper
time difference between the geodesics corre-
sponding to the interferometer arm trajec-
tories. This effect has not previously been

observed. Its experimental detection in an
atom interferometer was proposed in (7).
Prior experiments (8) were not sensitive to

the gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect because
DS ≈ 0when thewave packet separation is small
compared to the length scale of the gravitational
potential (9, 10). The interferometer phase in
this regime is proportional to the deflection
of the atomic wave packet with respect to its
beam splitters (11, 12) and is independent of
the particle massm. However, when the wave
packet separation is large, DS becomes non-
zero. Qualitatively, an interferometer enters
this nonlocal regime when the wave packet
separation becomes larger than the distance
between the source mass and an interferom-
eter arm.
We use a light-pulse 87Rb atom interferom-

eter (12) with large–momentum-transfer beam
splitters (52ħk, where k is the laser wave
number) and large wave packet separation
(25 cm) tomeasure the phase shift induced by
a tungsten sourcemass. At its closest approach,
one interferometer arm passes within 7.5 cm

of the source mass, which alters its proper
time (Fig. 1A). The source mass also deflects
the interferometer arms. To quantify the in-
fluence of deflections on the phase shift, we
measure the deflections with a pair of 4ħk
interferometers (2-cmwave packet separation).
The phase shift of the 52ħk interferometer
deviates strongly from the deflection-induced
phase contribution. We show that fAB ≠ 0,
demonstrating the gravitational Aharonov-
Bohm effect in this system.
In the experiment (13, 14), a cloud of 87Rb

is evaporatively cooled to ∼1 mK in a magnetic
trap, magnetically lensed to a velocity width
of 2mm/s, and launched into a 10-m vacuum
chamber at 13 m/s by an optical lattice. The
lattice depth is decreased for a short interval
during the launch to release half of the atoms
at a lower velocity [see materials andmethods
for details (15)]. After the launch, the two
clouds are decelerated to a relative momen-
tum of 2ħk by sequential Bragg transitions
and are used as the inputs of a single-source
gradiometer (16) with baseline 24 cm (Fig. 1B).
The matter-wave beam splitters and mirrors
consist of laser pulses that transfer momen-
tum to the atoms via Bragg transitions. The
midpoint trajectory of each 4ħk interferom-
eter is matched to the trajectory of one arm
of the 52ħk interferometer. The 52ħk, upper
4ħk , and lower 4ħk gradiometers are im-
plemented in separate shots. The upper inter-
ferometer in each gradiometer is sensitive to
the source mass, whereas the lower interfer-
ometer mainly acts as a phase reference. This
reference is necessary to remove contributions
to the phase shift arising from fluctuations
in the phase of the optical field. The time
between the initial beam splitter pulse and
the mirror pulse (interferometer time T) is
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup.
(A) Interferometer arms, tungsten
source mass, and laser beam
splitter. One arm of a light-pulse
atom interferometer approaches
the source mass, while the other
arm remains far away. (B) Space-
time diagram of gradiometer
geometries in a freely falling
reference frame. The red, blue,
and black dotted lines represent
the trajectories of the 52ħk, upper
4ħk, and lower 4ħk gradiometers,
respectively, while the solid black
line represents the trajectory
of the source mass. Interferometer
pulses (gray dashed lines) occur
at times t ¼ 0, t ¼ T, and t ¼ 2T.
(C) Fluorescence images of
interferometer output ports, 4ħk
(left) and 52ħk (right).
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Gravity curves space and time. This can lead to proper time differences between freely falling, nonlocal
trajectories. A spatial superposition of a massive particle is predicted to be sensitive to this effect. We
measure the gravitational phase shift induced in a matter-wave interferometer by a kilogram-scale
source mass close to one of the wave packets. Deflections of each interferometer arm due to the source
mass are independently measured. The phase shift deviates from the deflection-induced phase
contribution, as predicted by quantum mechanics. In addition, the observed scaling of the phase shift is
consistent with Heisenberg’s error-disturbance relation. These results show that gravity creates
Aharonov-Bohm phase shifts analogous to those produced by electromagnetic interactions.

I
n classical physics, the state of a particle
is given by its position and momentum.
Because the trajectory of a classical par-
ticle is determined by its interactions with
local fields, the deflection of a particle can

be used to observe a field. However, a classical
particle cannot measure the action along its
trajectory.
The situation is different in quantum me-

chanics. As Aharonov and Bohm argued in
1959, a particle in a spatial superposition is
sensitive to the potential energy difference
between its wave packets even if the field
vanishes along their trajectories (1). A matter-
wave interferometer can therefore measure
a phase shift due to the potential even if the
interferometer arms are not deflected. This
phase shift fAB is given by the action dif-
ference DS between arms according to the
expression fAB ¼ DS=ħ (1). The Aharonov-
Bohm effect can be described in terms of a
quantum particle interacting with a classical
electromagnetic potential (1) or in terms of a
quantum particle interacting locally with a
quantized electromagnetic field and source (2).
The Aharonov-Bohm effect induced by a

magnetic field was first observed in 1960 (3).
Since then, experiments have identified related
effects in a variety of systems (4, 5). The suc-
cessful observation of Aharonov-Bohm phase
shifts in the electromagnetic domain raises a
question: Can analogous phase shifts be caused
by gravity as well? Quantum mechanics pre-
dicts that gravity can create an action differ-
ence between interferometer arms, giving rise
to a “gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect” (6).
In general relativity, this phenomenon is de-
scribed by the gravitationally induced proper
time difference between the geodesics corre-
sponding to the interferometer arm trajec-
tories. This effect has not previously been

observed. Its experimental detection in an
atom interferometer was proposed in (7).
Prior experiments (8) were not sensitive to

the gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect because
DS ≈ 0when thewave packet separation is small
compared to the length scale of the gravitational
potential (9, 10). The interferometer phase in
this regime is proportional to the deflection
of the atomic wave packet with respect to its
beam splitters (11, 12) and is independent of
the particle massm. However, when the wave
packet separation is large, DS becomes non-
zero. Qualitatively, an interferometer enters
this nonlocal regime when the wave packet
separation becomes larger than the distance
between the source mass and an interferom-
eter arm.
We use a light-pulse 87Rb atom interferom-

eter (12) with large–momentum-transfer beam
splitters (52ħk, where k is the laser wave
number) and large wave packet separation
(25 cm) tomeasure the phase shift induced by
a tungsten sourcemass. At its closest approach,
one interferometer arm passes within 7.5 cm

of the source mass, which alters its proper
time (Fig. 1A). The source mass also deflects
the interferometer arms. To quantify the in-
fluence of deflections on the phase shift, we
measure the deflections with a pair of 4ħk
interferometers (2-cmwave packet separation).
The phase shift of the 52ħk interferometer
deviates strongly from the deflection-induced
phase contribution. We show that fAB ≠ 0,
demonstrating the gravitational Aharonov-
Bohm effect in this system.
In the experiment (13, 14), a cloud of 87Rb

is evaporatively cooled to ∼1 mK in a magnetic
trap, magnetically lensed to a velocity width
of 2mm/s, and launched into a 10-m vacuum
chamber at 13 m/s by an optical lattice. The
lattice depth is decreased for a short interval
during the launch to release half of the atoms
at a lower velocity [see materials andmethods
for details (15)]. After the launch, the two
clouds are decelerated to a relative momen-
tum of 2ħk by sequential Bragg transitions
and are used as the inputs of a single-source
gradiometer (16) with baseline 24 cm (Fig. 1B).
The matter-wave beam splitters and mirrors
consist of laser pulses that transfer momen-
tum to the atoms via Bragg transitions. The
midpoint trajectory of each 4ħk interferom-
eter is matched to the trajectory of one arm
of the 52ħk interferometer. The 52ħk, upper
4ħk , and lower 4ħk gradiometers are im-
plemented in separate shots. The upper inter-
ferometer in each gradiometer is sensitive to
the source mass, whereas the lower interfer-
ometer mainly acts as a phase reference. This
reference is necessary to remove contributions
to the phase shift arising from fluctuations
in the phase of the optical field. The time
between the initial beam splitter pulse and
the mirror pulse (interferometer time T) is
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup.
(A) Interferometer arms, tungsten
source mass, and laser beam
splitter. One arm of a light-pulse
atom interferometer approaches
the source mass, while the other
arm remains far away. (B) Space-
time diagram of gradiometer
geometries in a freely falling
reference frame. The red, blue,
and black dotted lines represent
the trajectories of the 52ħk, upper
4ħk, and lower 4ħk gradiometers,
respectively, while the solid black
line represents the trajectory
of the source mass. Interferometer
pulses (gray dashed lines) occur
at times t ¼ 0, t ¼ T, and t ¼ 2T.
(C) Fluorescence images of
interferometer output ports, 4ħk
(left) and 52ħk (right).
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By Albert Roura 

I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 
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• Interpretation in terms of spacetime curvature and proper-time time difference 
within the framework of general relativity. 

• BUT alternative description in terms of non-relativistic quantum mechanics plus 

Newtonian gravity also possible.
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I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 

An atom interferometer measures the quantum phase due to gravitational time dilation 

Institute of Quantum Technologies, German Aerospace 
Center (DLR), Ulm, Germany. Email: albert.roura@dlr.de t = 0 s t = 0.8 s t = 1.6 s

30
km/h

FUNDAMENTAL PHYSICS

Quantum probe of space-time curvature

P E R S P E C T I V E S

INSIGHTS   |   PERSPECTIVES

142    14 JANUARY 2022 • VOL 375 ISSUE 6577

Interferometry experiment 
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a 10-m vacuum tube and follow a free-fall trajectory. 
Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
to split, redirect, and recombine the atomic wave 
packets. The gravitational influence of the ring mass 
on the upper interferometer arm can be detected in 
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I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 
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Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
to split, redirect, and recombine the atomic wave 
packets. The gravitational influence of the ring mass 
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I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 

An atom interferometer measures the quantum phase due to gravitational time dilation 

Institute of Quantum Technologies, German Aerospace 
Center (DLR), Ulm, Germany. Email: albert.roura@dlr.de t = 0 s t = 0.8 s t = 1.6 s

30
km/h

FUNDAMENTAL PHYSICS

Quantum probe of space-time curvature

P E R S P E C T I V E S

INSIGH TS   |   PERSPECTIVES

142    14 JANUARY 2022 • VOL 375 ISSUE 6577

Interferometry experiment 
in an atomic fountain
The atoms are launched vertically at the bottom of 
a 10-m vacuum tube and follow a free-fall trajectory. 
Laser pulses were applied at three different times 
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on the upper interferometer arm can be detected in 
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I
n Einstein’s theory of general relativ-
ity, gravity is a manifestation of space-
time curvature. As predicted by general 
relativity and confirmed by numerous 
measurements, clocks moving at dif-
ferent velocities or located in different 

regions of a gravitational field tick at dif-
ferent rates (1), a phenomenon known as 
relativistic time dilation. Under appropri-
ate conditions, time dilation can affect the 
oscillation phase of quantum waves and 
give rise to a measurable effect in interfer-
ence experiments. On page 226 of this is-
sue, Overstreet et al. (2) present an atom 
interferometry experiment in which this 
effect has been measured for gravitational 
time dilation. In addition to the impor-
tance of the results for fundamental phys-
ics, the methods used can lead to more 
accurate measurements of Newton’s gravi-
tational constant, which parametrizes  the 
strength of the gravitational interaction 
and is by far the least accurately known of 
all fundamental constants (3).

In quantum mechanics, microscopic par-
ticles can behave as waves, and each particle 
is characterized by a “wave packet.” Forces 
modify a wave packet’s propagation in the 
same way they would alter a particle’s tra-
jectory in classical mechanics. However, 
uniform changes to the potential energy 
can modify the oscillation phase of the wave 
packet without affecting its trajectory—a 
phenomenon with no classical counterpart. 
As early as the 1950s, Aharonov and Bohm 
(4) conceived an interferometry experiment 
with charged particles to observe this quan-
tum effect. Since then, several versions of 
the experiment involving electromagnetic 
fields have been realized (5, 6). By contrast, 
analogous measurements for the much 
weaker gravitational interaction had re-
mained elusive and have only been possible 
thanks to extremely sensitive atom interfer-
ometers with arm separations of up to half 
a meter (7).

Atom interferometers rely on the wave 
nature of quantum  particles and can serve 

as highly sensitive inertial sensors for both 
fundamental physics measurements and 
practical applications (8). In the atomic 
fountain setup used by Overstreet et al., 
the atoms are launched vertically at the 
bottom of a 10-m vacuum tube and follow 
a free-fall trajectory (see the figure). Short 
laser pulses are applied at different times 
and act as light gratings that split, redirect, 
and recombine the atomic wave packets. 
Each atom is thus in a quantum superpo-
sition simultaneously following two differ-
ent trajectories, sometimes referred to as 
the upper and the lower arm. Differences 
between the phase changes experienced by 
the wave packets as they evolve along the 
two arms can be read out from the interfer-
ence signal. 

There are two kinds of contributions to 
these phase changes. One corresponds to 
the propagation of the wave packets and is 
proportional to the proper time along each 
arm, which is the time that an ideal clock 
following the same trajectory would mea-
sure and includes relativistic time-dilation 

effects. The other contribution is connected 
to the laser pulses. Every time a wave 
packet is diffracted by a laser pulse, it gets 
a momentum kick, but it also experiences a 
phase change that depends on its position 
with respect to the light-grating wavefronts.

About a decade ago, researchers pro-
posed a hypothetical experiment for realiz-
ing a gravitational analog of the Aharonov-
Bohm experiment (9). In this proposal, 
atoms in the two arms spend a sufficiently 
long time at two specific points where the 
net gravitational force from a pair of mas-
sive spherical shells vanishes. Yet, the dif-
ferent value of the gravitational potential 
at these two points leads to a measurable 
phase difference. Within the framework 
of general relativity, this phase difference 
corresponds to the proper-time difference 
between the two interferometer arms due 
to gravitational time dilation. Such a hy-
pothetical experiment, however, has not 
been realized yet because any imperfection 
in the optical lattice needed for suspend-
ing the atoms in Earth’s gravity field would 
overwhelm the interference signal.

By comparison, standard atom interfer-
ometers such as the one used by Overstreet 
et al. are much less sensitive to imperfec-
tions of the laser fields, because each laser 
pulse is applied only for a short time and 
atoms are otherwise freely falling. The 
momentum kicks applied by vertical laser 
beams separate the two arms along the 
vertical direction. Therefore, the different 
gravitational time dilation experienced by 
atoms at different heights should lead to a 
proper-time difference between the upper 
and lower arm. Nevertheless, in a uniform 
gravitational field, this difference is exactly 
cancelled out by changes in kinetic energy 
caused by the gravitational acceleration, as 
can be understood by considering a freely 
falling reference frame (10). The interferom-
eter outcome is thus entirely a consequence 
of the phase changes associated with the 
laser pulses, whose net contribution is pro-
portional to the relative acceleration be-
tween the atoms and the light gratings.

By contrast, for sufficiently large arm 
separations, the effects of space-time cur-
vature, which is linked to gravity gradients, 
lead to non-negligible deviations from a 
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Observation of a gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect
Chris Overstreet1†, Peter Asenbaum1,2†, Joseph Curti1, Minjeong Kim1, Mark A. Kasevich1*

Gravity curves space and time. This can lead to proper time differences between freely falling, nonlocal
trajectories. A spatial superposition of a massive particle is predicted to be sensitive to this effect. We
measure the gravitational phase shift induced in a matter-wave interferometer by a kilogram-scale
source mass close to one of the wave packets. Deflections of each interferometer arm due to the source
mass are independently measured. The phase shift deviates from the deflection-induced phase
contribution, as predicted by quantum mechanics. In addition, the observed scaling of the phase shift is
consistent with Heisenberg’s error-disturbance relation. These results show that gravity creates
Aharonov-Bohm phase shifts analogous to those produced by electromagnetic interactions.

I
n classical physics, the state of a particle
is given by its position and momentum.
Because the trajectory of a classical par-
ticle is determined by its interactions with
local fields, the deflection of a particle can

be used to observe a field. However, a classical
particle cannot measure the action along its
trajectory.
The situation is different in quantum me-

chanics. As Aharonov and Bohm argued in
1959, a particle in a spatial superposition is
sensitive to the potential energy difference
between its wave packets even if the field
vanishes along their trajectories (1). A matter-
wave interferometer can therefore measure
a phase shift due to the potential even if the
interferometer arms are not deflected. This
phase shift fAB is given by the action dif-
ference DS between arms according to the
expression fAB ¼ DS=ħ (1). The Aharonov-
Bohm effect can be described in terms of a
quantum particle interacting with a classical
electromagnetic potential (1) or in terms of a
quantum particle interacting locally with a
quantized electromagnetic field and source (2).
The Aharonov-Bohm effect induced by a

magnetic field was first observed in 1960 (3).
Since then, experiments have identified related
effects in a variety of systems (4, 5). The suc-
cessful observation of Aharonov-Bohm phase
shifts in the electromagnetic domain raises a
question: Can analogous phase shifts be caused
by gravity as well? Quantum mechanics pre-
dicts that gravity can create an action differ-
ence between interferometer arms, giving rise
to a “gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect” (6).
In general relativity, this phenomenon is de-
scribed by the gravitationally induced proper
time difference between the geodesics corre-
sponding to the interferometer arm trajec-
tories. This effect has not previously been

observed. Its experimental detection in an
atom interferometer was proposed in (7).
Prior experiments (8) were not sensitive to

the gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect because
DS ≈ 0when thewave packet separation is small
compared to the length scale of the gravitational
potential (9, 10). The interferometer phase in
this regime is proportional to the deflection
of the atomic wave packet with respect to its
beam splitters (11, 12) and is independent of
the particle massm. However, when the wave
packet separation is large, DS becomes non-
zero. Qualitatively, an interferometer enters
this nonlocal regime when the wave packet
separation becomes larger than the distance
between the source mass and an interferom-
eter arm.
We use a light-pulse 87Rb atom interferom-

eter (12) with large–momentum-transfer beam
splitters (52ħk, where k is the laser wave
number) and large wave packet separation
(25 cm) tomeasure the phase shift induced by
a tungsten sourcemass. At its closest approach,
one interferometer arm passes within 7.5 cm

of the source mass, which alters its proper
time (Fig. 1A). The source mass also deflects
the interferometer arms. To quantify the in-
fluence of deflections on the phase shift, we
measure the deflections with a pair of 4ħk
interferometers (2-cmwave packet separation).
The phase shift of the 52ħk interferometer
deviates strongly from the deflection-induced
phase contribution. We show that fAB ≠ 0,
demonstrating the gravitational Aharonov-
Bohm effect in this system.
In the experiment (13, 14), a cloud of 87Rb

is evaporatively cooled to ∼1 mK in a magnetic
trap, magnetically lensed to a velocity width
of 2mm/s, and launched into a 10-m vacuum
chamber at 13 m/s by an optical lattice. The
lattice depth is decreased for a short interval
during the launch to release half of the atoms
at a lower velocity [see materials andmethods
for details (15)]. After the launch, the two
clouds are decelerated to a relative momen-
tum of 2ħk by sequential Bragg transitions
and are used as the inputs of a single-source
gradiometer (16) with baseline 24 cm (Fig. 1B).
The matter-wave beam splitters and mirrors
consist of laser pulses that transfer momen-
tum to the atoms via Bragg transitions. The
midpoint trajectory of each 4ħk interferom-
eter is matched to the trajectory of one arm
of the 52ħk interferometer. The 52ħk, upper
4ħk , and lower 4ħk gradiometers are im-
plemented in separate shots. The upper inter-
ferometer in each gradiometer is sensitive to
the source mass, whereas the lower interfer-
ometer mainly acts as a phase reference. This
reference is necessary to remove contributions
to the phase shift arising from fluctuations
in the phase of the optical field. The time
between the initial beam splitter pulse and
the mirror pulse (interferometer time T) is
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup.
(A) Interferometer arms, tungsten
source mass, and laser beam
splitter. One arm of a light-pulse
atom interferometer approaches
the source mass, while the other
arm remains far away. (B) Space-
time diagram of gradiometer
geometries in a freely falling
reference frame. The red, blue,
and black dotted lines represent
the trajectories of the 52ħk, upper
4ħk, and lower 4ħk gradiometers,
respectively, while the solid black
line represents the trajectory
of the source mass. Interferometer
pulses (gray dashed lines) occur
at times t ¼ 0, t ¼ T, and t ¼ 2T.
(C) Fluorescence images of
interferometer output ports, 4ħk
(left) and 52ħk (right).
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Observation of a gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect
Chris Overstreet1†, Peter Asenbaum1,2†, Joseph Curti1, Minjeong Kim1, Mark A. Kasevich1*

Gravity curves space and time. This can lead to proper time differences between freely falling, nonlocal
trajectories. A spatial superposition of a massive particle is predicted to be sensitive to this effect. We
measure the gravitational phase shift induced in a matter-wave interferometer by a kilogram-scale
source mass close to one of the wave packets. Deflections of each interferometer arm due to the source
mass are independently measured. The phase shift deviates from the deflection-induced phase
contribution, as predicted by quantum mechanics. In addition, the observed scaling of the phase shift is
consistent with Heisenberg’s error-disturbance relation. These results show that gravity creates
Aharonov-Bohm phase shifts analogous to those produced by electromagnetic interactions.

I
n classical physics, the state of a particle
is given by its position and momentum.
Because the trajectory of a classical par-
ticle is determined by its interactions with
local fields, the deflection of a particle can

be used to observe a field. However, a classical
particle cannot measure the action along its
trajectory.
The situation is different in quantum me-

chanics. As Aharonov and Bohm argued in
1959, a particle in a spatial superposition is
sensitive to the potential energy difference
between its wave packets even if the field
vanishes along their trajectories (1). A matter-
wave interferometer can therefore measure
a phase shift due to the potential even if the
interferometer arms are not deflected. This
phase shift fAB is given by the action dif-
ference DS between arms according to the
expression fAB ¼ DS=ħ (1). The Aharonov-
Bohm effect can be described in terms of a
quantum particle interacting with a classical
electromagnetic potential (1) or in terms of a
quantum particle interacting locally with a
quantized electromagnetic field and source (2).
The Aharonov-Bohm effect induced by a

magnetic field was first observed in 1960 (3).
Since then, experiments have identified related
effects in a variety of systems (4, 5). The suc-
cessful observation of Aharonov-Bohm phase
shifts in the electromagnetic domain raises a
question: Can analogous phase shifts be caused
by gravity as well? Quantum mechanics pre-
dicts that gravity can create an action differ-
ence between interferometer arms, giving rise
to a “gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect” (6).
In general relativity, this phenomenon is de-
scribed by the gravitationally induced proper
time difference between the geodesics corre-
sponding to the interferometer arm trajec-
tories. This effect has not previously been

observed. Its experimental detection in an
atom interferometer was proposed in (7).
Prior experiments (8) were not sensitive to

the gravitational Aharonov-Bohm effect because
DS ≈ 0when thewave packet separation is small
compared to the length scale of the gravitational
potential (9, 10). The interferometer phase in
this regime is proportional to the deflection
of the atomic wave packet with respect to its
beam splitters (11, 12) and is independent of
the particle massm. However, when the wave
packet separation is large, DS becomes non-
zero. Qualitatively, an interferometer enters
this nonlocal regime when the wave packet
separation becomes larger than the distance
between the source mass and an interferom-
eter arm.
We use a light-pulse 87Rb atom interferom-

eter (12) with large–momentum-transfer beam
splitters (52ħk, where k is the laser wave
number) and large wave packet separation
(25 cm) tomeasure the phase shift induced by
a tungsten sourcemass. At its closest approach,
one interferometer arm passes within 7.5 cm

of the source mass, which alters its proper
time (Fig. 1A). The source mass also deflects
the interferometer arms. To quantify the in-
fluence of deflections on the phase shift, we
measure the deflections with a pair of 4ħk
interferometers (2-cmwave packet separation).
The phase shift of the 52ħk interferometer
deviates strongly from the deflection-induced
phase contribution. We show that fAB ≠ 0,
demonstrating the gravitational Aharonov-
Bohm effect in this system.
In the experiment (13, 14), a cloud of 87Rb

is evaporatively cooled to ∼1 mK in a magnetic
trap, magnetically lensed to a velocity width
of 2mm/s, and launched into a 10-m vacuum
chamber at 13 m/s by an optical lattice. The
lattice depth is decreased for a short interval
during the launch to release half of the atoms
at a lower velocity [see materials andmethods
for details (15)]. After the launch, the two
clouds are decelerated to a relative momen-
tum of 2ħk by sequential Bragg transitions
and are used as the inputs of a single-source
gradiometer (16) with baseline 24 cm (Fig. 1B).
The matter-wave beam splitters and mirrors
consist of laser pulses that transfer momen-
tum to the atoms via Bragg transitions. The
midpoint trajectory of each 4ħk interferom-
eter is matched to the trajectory of one arm
of the 52ħk interferometer. The 52ħk, upper
4ħk , and lower 4ħk gradiometers are im-
plemented in separate shots. The upper inter-
ferometer in each gradiometer is sensitive to
the source mass, whereas the lower interfer-
ometer mainly acts as a phase reference. This
reference is necessary to remove contributions
to the phase shift arising from fluctuations
in the phase of the optical field. The time
between the initial beam splitter pulse and
the mirror pulse (interferometer time T) is
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Fig. 1. Experimental setup.
(A) Interferometer arms, tungsten
source mass, and laser beam
splitter. One arm of a light-pulse
atom interferometer approaches
the source mass, while the other
arm remains far away. (B) Space-
time diagram of gradiometer
geometries in a freely falling
reference frame. The red, blue,
and black dotted lines represent
the trajectories of the 52ħk, upper
4ħk, and lower 4ħk gradiometers,
respectively, while the solid black
line represents the trajectory
of the source mass. Interferometer
pulses (gray dashed lines) occur
at times t ¼ 0, t ¼ T, and t ¼ 2T.
(C) Fluorescence images of
interferometer output ports, 4ħk
(left) and 52ħk (right).
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• Compared to state-of-the-art matter-wave interferometers, optical interferometers 
with quantum states of light offer the following appealing features:  

‣ Use of relativistic particles    quantum field theory 

‣ Multiparticle entanglement including external degrees of freedom. 

‣ Multiparticle interference with no classical analog. 

‣ Long baselines and large arm separations (up to hundreds of kilometers or more) 
     greater sensitivity to spacetime curvature effects.

Interferometry with quantum states of light
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• Comprehensive study by the Science Definition Team for a NASA mission concept. 

• Recognized with a NASA Group Achievement Award.

Long-baseline quantum optics experiments
Mohageg et al. Page 10 of 82

Figure 2 Simplified scheme of the optical COW experiment in space. A time-bin superposition is
generated by injecting a single photon wavepacket into a unbalanced MZIs. The photon is sent
towards a satellite, where an identical MZI is located. Interference detected at the satellite reveals
the gravitationally induced phase shift.

obtain a closed form is the phase di↵erence due to the di↵erence in the emission

times. When the two MZIs are properly calibrated, a phase shift due to the gravi-

tational redshift will be observed. In this case, if the satellite is not geostationary,

the main challenge is represented by the necessity to compensate for the first-order

Doppler e↵ect. To solve the above issue, an improvement of the above scheme was

recently proposed to measure the Doppler shift introduced by the relative motion

of the satellite to ground, and to remove it from the final result [41, 42]: in addition

to MZIs on the spacecraft and the ground station, satellite retroreflectors located in

space are used to send some portion of the upcoming light back to the ground. The

latter, detected on ground, can be used to measure the first-order Doppler e↵ect,

since gravitational e↵ects compensate in the two-way propagation. The Doppler

shift was assessed in previous experiments [24] and exploited as the modulator of

the time-bin qubit phase as a function of the instantaneous velocity of the satellite.

This modulation, though passive, may also be seen as a resource when ascertaining

the visibility of the interference phenomena.

The photon temporal superposition state along the space channel may be kept in

a single polarization by exploiting suitable corner cube technology for the retrore-

flectors, as demonstrated for space quantum communications [43], thus allowing for

a large parameter space for the observables under test; the latter use was pivotal in

the test in space of the Wheeler “delayed choice Gedanken-experiment”, address-

ing the well-known wave-particle duality of quantum physics [44, 45]. We note that

the scheme proposed in [41, 42] exploits classical light in order to test the Einstein

Equivalence Principle in the optical domain. However, extending the scheme by

using single-photon wavepackets will allow the measurement of a gravitationally

induced phase shift on a quantum state. Finally, the temporal resolution for the

discrimination of the interference is a sensible parameter for the experimental de-

sign. Present limits in the case of a link to a MEO satellite are of order of a quarter

of nanosecond [45].

The gravitational phase shift measured by the experiment depicted in Fig. 2 is

connected with a small shift, caused by the gravitational field, of the time di↵erence

between the modes encoding the time bins. This shift is of the order of 10�10 times
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Abstract
The National Aeronautics and Space Administration’s Deep Space Quantum Link
mission concept enables a unique set of science experiments by establishing robust
quantum optical links across extremely long baselines. Potential mission
configurations include establishing a quantum link between the Lunar Gateway
moon-orbiting space station and nodes on or near the Earth. This publication
summarizes the principal experimental goals of the Deep Space Quantum Link. These
goals, identified through a multi-year design study conducted by the authors, include
long-range teleportation, tests of gravitational coupling to quantum states, and
advanced tests of quantum nonlocality.

Keywords: Quantum optics; Foundational quantum mechanics; General relativity

1 Introduction: the case for deep space quantum optics
Space-based quantum optical links support future networking applications for quantum
sensing, quantum communications, and quantum information science [1–4]. In addition,
such links enable new scientific experiments impossible to reach in terrestrial experiments
[5]. The Deep Space Quantum Link (DSQL) is a spacecraft mission concept that aims to
use extremely long-baseline quantum optical links to test fundamental quantum physics
in novel special and general relativistic regimes [6–8]. The authors of this manuscript en-
gaged in a two-year long study of how quantum optics in space could be used to conduct
new tests of fundamental physics, in compliment to proposed tests utilizing matter or
clocks. This manuscript describes the findings of the NASA-funded study, and describes
some of the technology requirements and outstanding mission design studies necessary
to move forward with the mission. DSQL is currently in the pre-project developmental
phase, with expected mission integration planned to begin in the late 2020’s. One or more

© The Author(s) 2022. 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 licence, and indicate if changes were made. The
images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise
in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence 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 licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
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• Delay lines with equal proper length in different gravitational 
potentials    gravitational time dilation 

‣ interesting version involving two-photon interference 
and frequency-entangled photon pairs 

‣ huge loses    focus here on single-photon states
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Figure 2 Simplified scheme of the optical COW experiment in space. A time-bin superposition is
generated by injecting a single photon wavepacket into a unbalanced MZIs. The photon is sent
towards a satellite, where an identical MZI is located. Interference detected at the satellite reveals
the gravitationally induced phase shift.

obtain a closed form is the phase di↵erence due to the di↵erence in the emission

times. When the two MZIs are properly calibrated, a phase shift due to the gravi-

tational redshift will be observed. In this case, if the satellite is not geostationary,

the main challenge is represented by the necessity to compensate for the first-order

Doppler e↵ect. To solve the above issue, an improvement of the above scheme was

recently proposed to measure the Doppler shift introduced by the relative motion

of the satellite to ground, and to remove it from the final result [41, 42]: in addition

to MZIs on the spacecraft and the ground station, satellite retroreflectors located in

space are used to send some portion of the upcoming light back to the ground. The

latter, detected on ground, can be used to measure the first-order Doppler e↵ect,

since gravitational e↵ects compensate in the two-way propagation. The Doppler

shift was assessed in previous experiments [24] and exploited as the modulator of

the time-bin qubit phase as a function of the instantaneous velocity of the satellite.

This modulation, though passive, may also be seen as a resource when ascertaining

the visibility of the interference phenomena.

The photon temporal superposition state along the space channel may be kept in

a single polarization by exploiting suitable corner cube technology for the retrore-

flectors, as demonstrated for space quantum communications [43], thus allowing for

a large parameter space for the observables under test; the latter use was pivotal in

the test in space of the Wheeler “delayed choice Gedanken-experiment”, address-

ing the well-known wave-particle duality of quantum physics [44, 45]. We note that

the scheme proposed in [41, 42] exploits classical light in order to test the Einstein

Equivalence Principle in the optical domain. However, extending the scheme by

using single-photon wavepackets will allow the measurement of a gravitationally

induced phase shift on a quantum state. Finally, the temporal resolution for the

discrimination of the interference is a sensible parameter for the experimental de-

sign. Present limits in the case of a link to a MEO satellite are of order of a quarter

of nanosecond [45].

The gravitational phase shift measured by the experiment depicted in Fig. 2 is

connected with a small shift, caused by the gravitational field, of the time di↵erence

between the modes encoding the time bins. This shift is of the order of 10�10 times
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spacecraft at the time of reception. The factor containing these velocities corresponds
to the Doppler effect associated with the motion of the two stations (ground and
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where U(x) is the gravitational potential and higher-order terms in the post-
Newtonian expansion [41], which are suppressed by higher powers of 1/c, have been
neglected. For a Schwarzschild metric this result, which is also applicable to more
general situations such as the Moon-Earth system, reduces to Eq. (1).
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Figure 4: Frequency-entangled HOM interferometer sensitive to the gravitational
redshift and consisting of a ground station and a spacecraft.

k For sufficiently long delay lines, the changes of (n̂ ·vG) and (n̂ ·vS) over the time l/c would need
to be taken into account too.

| 0i = 1p
2

⇣
|!1, Hi |!2, V i � |!1, V i |!2, Hi

⌘

(i) Gravitational-redshift measurement

12



Albert Roura, Institute of Quantum Technologies, 08.07.2025

• Delay lines with equal proper length in different gravitational 
potentials    gravitational time dilation 

‣ interesting version involving two-photon interference 
and frequency-entangled photon pairs 

‣ huge loses    focus here on single-photon states

Mohageg et al. Page 10 of 82

Figure 2 Simplified scheme of the optical COW experiment in space. A time-bin superposition is
generated by injecting a single photon wavepacket into a unbalanced MZIs. The photon is sent
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tational redshift will be observed. In this case, if the satellite is not geostationary,

the main challenge is represented by the necessity to compensate for the first-order

Doppler e↵ect. To solve the above issue, an improvement of the above scheme was

recently proposed to measure the Doppler shift introduced by the relative motion

of the satellite to ground, and to remove it from the final result [41, 42]: in addition
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the time-bin qubit phase as a function of the instantaneous velocity of the satellite.
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the visibility of the interference phenomena.

The photon temporal superposition state along the space channel may be kept in
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of nanosecond [45].

The gravitational phase shift measured by the experiment depicted in Fig. 2 is

connected with a small shift, caused by the gravitational field, of the time di↵erence

between the modes encoding the time bins. This shift is of the order of 10�10 times

CONTENTS 20

where (n̂ ·vG)(te) and (n̂ ·vS)(tr) are, respectively, the velocity of the ground station
along the direction of the optical link at the time of emission and similarly for the
spacecraft at the time of reception. The factor containing these velocities corresponds
to the Doppler effect associated with the motion of the two stations (ground and
spacecraft)k. On the other hand, the ratio between (dt/d⌧S) and (dt/d⌧G), which
accounts for the special relativistic time dilation and the gravitational redshift
between the two stations, is given by

 
dt/d⌧S
dt/d⌧G

!

⇡ 1 +

 
1

2

v2
S � v2

G

c2
� U(xS)� U(xG)

c2

!

, (16)

where U(x) is the gravitational potential and higher-order terms in the post-
Newtonian expansion [41], which are suppressed by higher powers of 1/c, have been
neglected. For a Schwarzschild metric this result, which is also applicable to more
general situations such as the Moon-Earth system, reduces to Eq. (1).

Frequency-
Entangled 

Source

Ground

Satellite

!

!

ℎℎ

a. b.

Nondegenerate 
Polarization Entangled 

Source

HWP HWP

Ground

Satellite

ℎ

!

!

C

D

B

A

Figure 4: Frequency-entangled HOM interferometer sensitive to the gravitational
redshift and consisting of a ground station and a spacecraft.

k For sufficiently long delay lines, the changes of (n̂ ·vG) and (n̂ ·vS) over the time l/c would need
to be taken into account too.

(i) Gravitational-redshift measurement

| 0i = 1p
2

⇣
|!1, Hi+ |!1, V i

⌘

13



Albert Roura, Institute of Quantum Technologies, 08.07.2025

Collaboration with Paul Kwiat, Makan Mohageg,  Alex Lohrmann and Spencer Johnson

Albert Roura, Institute of Quantum Technologies, 08.07.2025

Ground-based implementation

• 10-km free-space link between Jet Propulsion Laboratory and Mt. Wilson (1.2 km height difference) 

• Collaboration with Paul Kwiat, Makan Mohageg, Alex Lohrmann and Spencer Johnson.

7

FIG. 1: Proposed experiment to measure the gravitationally induced phase shift in a delocalized superposition of
quantum states of light propagating along the arms of two fiber-based unbalanced Mach-Zehnder interferometers

(MZIs) at di�erent gravitational potentials. BS: beam splitter, SPD: single-photon detector, PD: photo diode.

FIG. 2: Baseline quantum interferometer. (a) Optical layout of the baseline fiber interferometer. BS: beam splitter,
APD: avalanche photo diode, SPD: single-photon detector, PD: photo diode. (b) Interference pattern as a function of

imbalance for a quantum signal wavelength of 1550 nm and 100 ps pulse width. (c) Zoom into the region of
approximately equal path length.

FIG. 3: Adjustable photon source. (a) Optical layout of source, allowing for the generation of single photons, as well as
polarization-, time-bin-, hyper-, and frequency-entangled photon pairs. BS: beam splitter, SPDC: spontaneous

parameteric downconversion, DM: dichroic mirror, SPD: single-photon detector. (b) Interference pattern as a function
of imbalance for degenerate (red dip, no fringes) and frequency-entangled (black, dense fringes) two-photon

interference. (c) Zoom into the region of approximately equal path length for frequency-entangled interference.
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Ground-based implementation

• 10-km free-space link between Jet Propulsion Laboratory and Mt. Wilson (1.2 km height difference) 

• Collaboration with Paul Kwiat, Makan Mohageg, Alex Lohrmann and Spencer Johnson.
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FIG. 1: Proposed experiment to measure the gravitationally induced phase shift in a delocalized superposition of
quantum states of light propagating along the arms of two fiber-based unbalanced Mach-Zehnder interferometers

(MZIs) at di�erent gravitational potentials. BS: beam splitter, SPD: single-photon detector, PD: photo diode.

FIG. 2: Baseline quantum interferometer. (a) Optical layout of the baseline fiber interferometer. BS: beam splitter,
APD: avalanche photo diode, SPD: single-photon detector, PD: photo diode. (b) Interference pattern as a function of

imbalance for a quantum signal wavelength of 1550 nm and 100 ps pulse width. (c) Zoom into the region of
approximately equal path length.

FIG. 3: Adjustable photon source. (a) Optical layout of source, allowing for the generation of single photons, as well as
polarization-, time-bin-, hyper-, and frequency-entangled photon pairs. BS: beam splitter, SPDC: spontaneous

parameteric downconversion, DM: dichroic mirror, SPD: single-photon detector. (b) Interference pattern as a function
of imbalance for degenerate (red dip, no fringes) and frequency-entangled (black, dense fringes) two-photon

interference. (c) Zoom into the region of approximately equal path length for frequency-entangled interference.

• The two delay lines need to be calibrated and stabilized with identical frequency references. 

• Gravitational redshift over Earth-Moon baseline    calibration at  level or better. 

• Linear Doppler shift needs to be post-corrected with laser-ranging measurement 
   (smaller, slowly varying and much more stable than for LEO spacecraft) 

10−10
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• Well beyond previous Bell tests:  much longer baselines, much larger variations of gravitational potential, 
  spacetime curvature effects               (test of QFT in curved spacetime) 

• Main challenge: beam divergence for such long baselines    very small number of detected photons 

‣ use large aperture telescopes + adaptive optics 

‣ entangled photon-pair source with very high emission rate is needed 

• Optimal encoding still to be determined  (e.g. polarization vs. time bins). 
Could use of continuous (e.g. entangled squeezed states) rather than discrete variables be advantageous? 

• Micius satellite: demonstrated entanglement distribution & passive quantum teleportation over  km.103

(ii) Long-baseline Bell tests

15
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(iii) Long-baseline Bell test with quantum memories

16
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Long baselines are only achievable with space 
deployment

1. Baseline > 1200 km (current entanglement 
record)

2. Baseline > 6000 km (likely upcoming 
teleportation demonstration from MEO)

3. Baseline > 2·Rearth~ (benchmark for future 
linkage of quantum sensors)

4. Baseline ~ ½ Earth-Moon distance (time of 
flight > human decision time)

5. Baseline ~ Earth-Moon distance (longest range 
possible for 2-node quantum links with 
aggressive technology assumptions)

1
2

3

4

5

Science motivations for 
long-baseline quantum optics

Test Bell’s inequality and quantum 
teleportation across extreme baselines
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Figure 23 In a conventional experiment of the Bell test (above-left), a series of identical processes are done
while a later measurement event can be in the future lightcone of earlier events (e.g., M′′

B and MA). Between
ISS and LG we may be able to achieve the Bell test (above-right) and incomplete quantum teleportation
(below) with all Alice’s measurements MA spacelike separated from all Bob’s MB in the period of sampling

outcomes by one agent for ensemble averaging can each be spacelike-separated from the
measurement events in the same period by the other agent (Fig. 23 (middle) and (right)).
To achieve this, however, the photon emission rate of the source of the entangled photon
pairs has to be large enough to compensate for the high transmission loss of photons over
this large length scale. In the Bell tests this will eliminate the two-sided memory of the
early measurements by the other agent, thereby closing the memory loophole [164] with-
out the need to suppress it by performing sufficiently many runs of an experiment with
memory [165, 166].

The long-term quantum memories that Alice and Bob would ideally use to store their
quantum state may experience additional effects which can be treated independently as
interactions with their respective environments at non-zero temperatures. For example, if
Alice’s quantum memory on the (accelerating) ISS is coupled to the vacuum state of quan-
tum fields with respect to the Earth, it will experience the Unruh effect [167], seeing an
effective temperature due to the acceleration; however, for the ISS acceleration this tem-
perature is only ∼ 4 × 10–20 K, which is much lower than the temperature of the ambient
environment and thus negligible. With a smaller acceleration, Bob’s quantum memory will
see an even lower Unruh temperature in the vacuum state of the fields.

Since the coupling between photons and gravitational waves is extremely weak, the grav-
itational effect on photons in the quantum optical experiments at the ISS-LG scale are
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• Possibility of closing the “memory loophole”. 

• Possibility of performing human-decision Bell tests. 

• Quantum memories could be used instead of extra spacecraft 

    storage time feasible, but major requirement on multiplexing.
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Conclusions

• Quantum optics experiments over long baselines (Earth–Moon)    opportunity to explore the interplay 

between quantum mechanics and gravitation with relativistic particles in an unprecedented regime. 

• Key experiments identified: 

‣ gravitational-redshift measurement with quantum states of light 

‣ long-baseline Bell tests  (+ quantum memories)  & quantum teleportation 

• Main challenges for practical implementation: 

‣ huge losses due to beam divergence    small number of detected photons  (vs. dark counts) 

‣ source of entangled photon pairs with high emission rate is needed 

‣ major requirements on multiplexing in experiments with quantum memories
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