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Magnonic Band Structure Established by Chiral Spin-Density Waves
in Thin Film Ferromagnets

Patrick Sprenger1, Mark A. Hoefer1, and Ezio Iacocca1

1Department of Applied Mathematics, University of Colorado Boulder, Boulder, CO 80302, USA

Recent theoretical studies have demonstrated the possibility to excite and sustain noncollinear magnetization states in ferromagnetic
nanowires. The resulting state is referred to as a spin-density wave (SDW). SDWs can be interpreted as hydrodynamic states with a
constant fluid density and fluid velocity in systems with easy-plane anisotropy. Here, we consider the effect of the nonlocal dipole field
arising from the finite thickness of magnetic thin films on the spatial profile of the SDW and on the associated magnon dispersion.
Utilizing a hydrodynamic formulation of the Larmor torque equation, it is found that the nonlocal dipole field modulates the fluid
velocity. Such a modulation induces a magnonic band structure unlike the typical dispersion relation for magnons on uniform
magnetization. The analytical results are validated by micromagnetic simulations. Band gaps on the order of GHz are numerically
observed to depend on the SDW fluid velocity and film thickness for realistic material parameters. The presented results suggest
that SDWs can find applications as reconfigurable magnonic crystals.

I. INTRODUCTION

Recent technological advances rely on magnetic materials
for information transport, storage, and logic applications [1].
These functions can be realized via spin waves, the fun-
damental magnetic excitation in magnetic systems. From a
quantum-mechanical perspective, spin waves are associated
with bosonic quasiparticles known as magnons [2]. The
field that studies and controls the dispersion of magnons
is called magnonics [3], [4]. By patterning magnetic super-
lattices or magnonic crystals, magnonic band structures and
band gaps [5] that can be actively reconfigured [6], [7] are
achieved. However, reconfigurable magnonic crystals are still
challenging to realize because of the need to modify the energy
landscape [8], [9] or the long-range magnetic order in the
crystal [10]–[14].

An alternative route to realize magnonic crystals may
be found in noncollinear magnetization states. In contrast
to patterned super-lattices, the periodicity of such states is
determined by the material’s magnetic parameters, e.g., in
skyrmion lattices [15]. Ferromagnetic materials with easy-
plane anisotropy can also host periodic textures known as
spin-density waves (SDWs) [16] or spin superfluids [17].
While SDWs are theoretical constructs for infinitely extended,
zero-thickness films, recent numerical and analytical studies
have shown that spin injection can sustain noncollinear states
in nanowires [18]–[21]. However, the effect of the nonlocal
dipole field arising from the finite film thickness on SDWs
is still an open question. In this letter, we utilize a disper-
sive hydrodynamic model that includes weak nonlocal dipole
fields due to the small but finite film thickness to describe
symmetry-broken SDWs and determine the associated magnon
dispersion.

It is found that symmetry-broken SDWs give rise to a
magnonic band structure in the absence of an external mag-
netic field. Interestingly, the first Brillouin zone is given by
twice the SDW wavenumber. In the ideal case of a zero-
thickness film, a band structure is not observed despite the
SDW periodicity. These results suggest that noncollinear states

in ferromagnets may serve as reconfigurable magnonic crystals
without requiring physical patterning or active engineering of
the energetic landscapes.

II. DISPERSIVE HYDRODYNAMIC MODEL

The magnetization dynamics in an ideal conservative ferro-
magnet are described by the Larmor torque equation

∂M

∂t
= −γµ0M×Heff , (1)

where M = [Mx,My,Mz] is the magnetization vector, Heff

is an effective field, γ is the gyromagnetic ratio, and µ0 is the
vacuum permeability. A minimal model for a ferromagnetic
thin film includes the effect of exchange interaction in a
micromagnetic approximation and nonlocal dipole field, which
yields the effective field

Heff = λ2
ex∆M + Hd, (2)

where λex is the exchange length and Hd is the nonlocal
dipole field arising from the thickness d.

It is convenient to rescale the temporal and spatial scales
by

t→ γµ0Mst
′, x→ λexx

′ (3)

and fields by Ms, where Ms = |M| is the saturation mag-
netization. Inserting the dimensionless variables and dropping
primes, we arrive at

∂m

∂t
= −m× [∆m + hd] , (4)

We consider a thin film of dimensionless thickness δ =
d/λex. In the thin film regime 0 < δ � 1 the nonlocal dipole
field can be approximated as [22], [23]

hd = −mz ẑ + δF−1

{
−k(k · F

{
m‖
}

)

2|k| − |k|F {mz}
2

ẑ

}
,

(5)

where F and F−1 are respectively the forward and inverse
Fourier transforms, k = [kx, ky] is the wavevector, and
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Fig. 1. Top view schematic of a spin density wave in a planar ferromagnet
with velocity u = ūx̂.

m‖ = [mx,my]. The magnetization is assumed to be uniform
through the thickness, m = m(x, y, t). For zero-thickness,
δ = 0, Eq. (5) reduces to the usual local dipole field
approximation, hd = −mz ẑ.

A dispersive hydrodynamic model for Eq. (4) can be found
through the canonical Hamiltonian variable transformation

n = mz, (6)

u = −∇φ = −∇ arctan
my

mx
, (7)

where φ is the phase of the in-plane magnetization. The
variable transformation exactly reduces the vector partial dif-
ferential equation (4) to a system of two nonlinear dispersive
partial differential equations

∂n

∂t
= ∇ ·

[
(1− n2)u

]
+
√

1− n2 [hd · x̂ sinφ− hd · ŷ cosφ] ,

(8)

∂φ

∂t
= hd · ẑ + |u|2n+

∆n

1− n2
+

n|∇n|2
(1− n2)2

− n√
1− n2

[hd · x̂ cosφ+ hd · ŷ sinφ] .
(9)

Due to the fluid-like form of Eqs. (8) and (9), we refer to
n as the signed fluid density and to u as the fluid velocity.
Because the magnetization vector is bounded in magnitude,
the fluid density is likewise bounded as |n| ≤ 1. The fluid
velocity is, in principle, arbitrary, but |u| > 1 coincides with
length scales shorter than the exchange length.

III. SPIN-DENSITY WAVE SOLUTIONS

In an ideal infinite planar ferromagnet with zero thickness,
the nonlocal dipole field in Eq. (5) reduces to hd = −nẑ.
Inserting this approximation into Eqs. (8) and (9) we can find
a family of constant, static hydrodynamic solutions [16], [20]

n = 0, u = ūx̂., (10)

each of which represents a SDW with wavelength λ = 2π/ū.
A schematic of a SDW is shown in Fig. 1. It has been shown
that SDWs are stable for |ū| < 1 [16]. This corresponds to
SDW physical wavelengths larger than λex. SDWs with shorter
wavelengths are modulationally unstable in the micromagnetic
approximation [16].

When a finite thickness is considered, the SDW (10) is
no longer a solution to Eqs. (8) and (9). In the thin film
limit, an approximate SDW solution can be found by an
asymptotic procedure. For this, we seek a correction in the
hydrodynamic variables. Using the nondimensional thickness

ū +
�
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x

u
(x

)
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Fig. 2. Fluid velocity for an exact (dashed black line) and modulated (solid
red line) SDW.

as a small parameter, δ, we perform the asymptotic expansions

n = δn1 +O(δ2), (11a)
u = ūx̂ + δu1 +O(δ2), (11b)
φ = −ūx+ δφ1 +O(δ2), (11c)

where O(δ2) indicates corrections of order δ2 or higher.
Evaluating Eq. (5) on the SDW expansion Eq. (11) yields the
approximate dipole field accurate to terms proportional to δ,

hd = −δn1ẑ +
δ|ū|
2

cos (ūx) x̂ +O(δ2). (12)

Inserting the expansion (11) and the nonlocal dipole field
(12) into Eqs. (8) and (9), the hydrodynamic equations at O(δ)
are

∂n1

∂t
= ∇ · u1 +

ū

2
cos ūx sin ūx, (13a)

∂φ1

∂t
=
(
1− ū2

)
n1 + ∆n1. (13b)

Equations (13a) and (13b) admit the steady, in-plane solution
n1 = 0 and u1 = (δ/8) cos (2ūx)x̂, so that the approximate
solution for a SDW in a finite thickness ferromagnetic film is

n ∼ O(δ2), (14a)

u ∼ ūx̂ +
δ

8
cos(2ūx)x̂ +O(δ2), (14b)

φ ∼ −ūx− δ

16
sin(2ūx) + φ0 +O(δ2), (14c)

Comparing with the zero-thickness SDW, Eq. (10), the only
contribution of the nonlocal field in this approximation is a
periodic perturbation in the fluid velocity with periodicity 2ū.
From a hydrodynamic perspective, this is a significant change
since the constant fluid velocity becomes modulated at finite
thicknesses, as shown in Fig. 2. In fact, we show below that
the nonlocal dipole field correction leads to the appearance of
a magnonic band structure.

IV. MAGNON DISPERSION

A. Analytical calculation

Here, we calculate the magnon dispersion for an approxi-
mate SDW, Eqs. (14). Because the fluid velocity is modulated
by a weak perturbation proportional to δ, Bloch’s theorem can
be invoked to calculate the dispersion relation to first order in
δ. For this, we assume a Bloch wave of the form f(x)eiqr−iωt,
where f(x + Nπ/ū) = f(x), ω and q = [qx, qy] are,
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Fig. 3. (a) Modulated fluid velocity for a Py thin film with thickness d =
1 nm hosting a SDW with ū/λex = 0.4 rad·nm−1. The micromagnetic results
(blue circles) are in excellent agreement with the analytical approximation
(solid red line). Cuts of the micromagnetically computed dispersion relation
(contour plot) are shown for (b) qx with qy = 0 and (c) qy with qx = 0.
Good agreement is obtained with the analytical dispersion relation (red dashed
lines) considering Bloch waves along the SDW fluid velocity direction.

respectively, the plane wave angular frequency and wavevector,
N is an integer, and r = x̂+ ŷ. Because of the periodicity of
Bloch waves, the resulting dispersion relation is that obtained
for a zero-thickness SDW centered at every periodic point
in reciprocal space, or Brillouin zones [24]. Following the
procedure outlined in Refs. [16], [20], we obtain

ω± = ±|q + 2Nūq̂x|
√

(1− ū2) + |q + 2Nūq̂x|2, (15)

where q̂x = (q · x̂) x̂. The ± sign in the dispersion denotes
that waves can propagate parallel and anti-parallel to the
wavevector. The spin waves associated with the dispersion
(15) are fundamentally different from the traditional spin wave
excitations observed in a uniformly magnetized film [25]. We
stress that we have assumed a homogeneous profile of the
magnetization and plane waves in the film thickness, which is
justified for thin films with δ < 1.

B. Micromagnetic simulations

The two-dimensional analytical magnon dispersion (15)
is validated numerically by micromagnetic simulations per-
formed with the open-source code MuMax3 [26]. We utilize
material parameters for Permalloy: saturation magnetization
Ms = 790 kA/m and exchange constant A = 10 pJ/m,
resulting in the exchange length λex ≈ 5 nm. We neglect
the in-plane anisotropy so that the only source of symmetry-
breaking is the nonlocal dipole field.

First, we numerically stabilize a SDW subject to nonlocal
dipole field. For this computation, we define a thin film with
a lateral side equal to an integer number of SDW periods and
set periodic boundary conditions. The simulation is initialized
with a zero-thickness SDW, Eq. (10) and is allowed to relax
with high damping until equilibrium is obtained. To obtain

enough spectral resolution for long waves, we discretize the
simulation domain in 1024×1024×1 cells. As a representative
example, we use a SDW with ū/λex = 0.04 rad·nm−1 and
d = 1 nm and obtain a thin film of size 5 µm × 5 µm × 1 nm
with cell-size 4.9 nm × 4.9 nm × 1 nm. The fluid velocity of
the numerically relaxed SDW can be calculated using Eq. (7).
The numerical results are shown by blue circles in Fig. 3(a).
Excellent agreement with the approximate solution Eq. (14b)
is found, as evidenced by the solid red curves.

The magnon dispersion is numerically obtained by applying
a space and time dependent field given by [27]

µ0Hext = Bsinc [qc,x(x− x0)] sinc [qc,y(y − y0)]

×sinc [2πfc(t− t0)] ẑ, (16)

where we set B = 0.5 T, qc,x = qc,y = 0.16 rad·nm−1,
fc = 200 GHz, x0 = y0 = 1.27 µm, and t0 = 5 ns. These
parameters were set to optimize the spectral resolution within
the first Brillouin zone (FBZ) −ū/λex ≤ qx ≤ ū/λex. The
simulation runs for 10 ns. The magnon dispersion can be di-
rectly obtained by Fourier transformation of the resulting space
and time dependent magnetization and no window functions
are necessary due to the periodic boundary conditions. Cuts to
the resulting magnon dispersion are shown in Fig. 3(b) for the
direction along the SDW fluid velocity, qx and qy = 0 and (c)
for the direction perpendicular to the SDW fluid velocity, qy
with qx = 0. Again, good quantitative agreement is observed
with the analytical dispersion relation, Eq. 15, upom time and
space rescaling by Eq. (3). Notably, Bloch waves are only
established along the q̂x direction. Additionally, we observe
that degeneracies in the dispersion are resolved by band gaps,
as is typically the case in super-lattices [24]. The parabolic
band above ≈ 5 GHz in Fig. 3(c) is the result of aliased
high-frequency projections along q̂y of the two-dimensional
dispersion.

To investigate the band gaps in more detail, we restrict
our dispersion calculation to the q̂x direction. For this, we
define nanowires so that the simulation domain is discretized
with 1024 × 8 × 1 cells. As previously mentioned, the exact
dimension of the nanowire coincides with an integer number
of SDW periods. Simulations are performed by initializ-
ing zero-thickness SDWs with variable ū/λex, ranging from
0.04 rad·nm−1 to 0.12 rad·nm−1 in steps of 0.02 rad·nm−1.
For each initialized SDW, we first allow to relax the simulation
for variable thicknesses ranging from 1 nm to 5 nm in
steps of 1 nm. The resulting magnon dispersion is obtained
by the method described earlier and setting qc,y = 0 in
Eq. (16) to reduce wave reflections. The appearance of band
structure as a function of thickness is shown in Fig. 4(a)
and (b) for representative examples of SDWs with ū/λex =
0.04 rad·nm−1 and ū/λex = 0.12 rad·nm−1, respectively. The
top row corresponding to d = 0 was obtained by disabling
the nonlocal dipole field calculation in MuMax3 and setting
an effective perpendicular magnetic anisotropy constant of
Ku = −µ0M

2
s /2 J/m3 corresponding to the local dipole field.

When a finite thin film thickness is considered, shown in the
subsequent rows, we observe the emerging band structure and
band gaps at the FBZ, q = ±ū/λex, indicated by vertical
dashed blue lines.
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Fig. 5. Measured band gap at the FBZ as a function of (a) d and (b) ū/λex
from micromagnetic simulations.

From the numerically computed band structures, we mea-
sure the band gap at the FBZ as a function of both d and ū/λex,
shown in Fig. 5. It is observed that the band gap increases
with both parameters and is on the order of GHz. A sub-
linear power law dependence is observed as a function of d,
Fig. 5(a). As a function of ū/λex, the band gap increases in
a manner without a clear functional form.

V. CONCLUSION

In this letter, we have analytically and numerically studied
the effect of the nonlocal dipole field on SDWs and the
associated magnon dispersion in ferromagnetic thin films.
Utilizing a hydrodynamic interpretation, it was found that the
nonlocal dipole field modulates the fluid velocity at twice the
SDW wavenumber. This periodicity induces a band structure
in the magnon dispersion. Band gaps are numerically found
for Py parameters on the order of GHz with a magnitude that
depends on both the film thickness and the SDW wavenumber.
Consequently, the magnonic band structure can be reconfig-

ured by changing the SDW wavenumber, e.g., by spin injection
at the extrema of ferromagnetic nanowires.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

This material is based on work supported by the U.S.
Department of Energy, Office of Science, Office of Basic
Energy Sciences under Award Number 0000231415.

REFERENCES

[1] D. Sander, S. O. Valenzuela, D. Makarov, C. H. Marrows, E. E.
Fullerton, P. Fischer, J. McCord, P. Vavassori, S. Mangin, P. Pirro,
B. Hillebrands, A. D. Kent, T. Jungwirth, O. Gutfleisch, C. G. Kim,
and A. Berger, “The 2017 magnetism roadmap,” Journal of Physics D:
Applied Physics, vol. 50, no. 36, p. 363001, 2017.

[2] R. White, Quantum theory of magnetism. Springer, 2007.
[3] S. O. Demokritov and A. N. Slavin, Magnonics From Fundamentals to

Applications. Springer, 2013.
[4] S. Neusser and D. Grundler, “Magnonics: Spin waves on the nanoscale,”

Advanced Materials, vol. 21, pp. 2927–2932, 2009.
[5] M. Krawczyk and D. Grundler, “Review and prospects of magnonic

crystals and devices with reprogrammable band structure,” Journal of
Physics: Condensed Matter, vol. 26, no. 12, p. 123202, 2014.

[6] D. Grundler, “Reconfigurable magnonics heats up,” Nature Physics,
vol. 11, pp. 438 – 441, 2015.

[7] D.-S. Han, S.-K. Kim, J.-Y. Lee, S. J. Hermsdoerfer, H. Schultheiss,
B. Leven, and B. Hillebrands, “Magnetic domain-wall motion by prop-
agating spin waves,” Applied Physics Letters, vol. 94, no. 11, p. 112502,
2009.

[8] A. D. Karenowska, J. F. Gregg, V. S. Tiberkevich, A. N. Slavin, A. V.
Chumak, A. A. Serga, and B. Hillebrands, “Oscillatory energy exchange
between waves coupled by a dynamic artificial crystal,” Phys. Rev. Lett.,
vol. 108, p. 015505, Jan 2012.

[9] Q. Wang, A. V. Chumak, L. Jin, H. Zhang, B. Hillebrands, and Z. Zhong,
“Voltage-controlled nanoscale reconfigurable magnonic crystal,” Phys.
Rev. B, vol. 95, p. 134433, 2017.

[10] S. Tacchi, F. Montoncello, M. Madami, G. Gubbiotti, G. Carlotti,
L. Giovannini, R. Zivieri, F. Nizzoli, S. Jain, A. O. Adeyeye, and
N. Singh, “Band diagram of spin waves in a two-dimensional magnonic
crystal,” Phys. Rev. Lett., vol. 107, p. 127204, 2011.

[11] M. B. Jungfleisch, W. Zhang, E. Iacocca, J. Sklenar, J. Ding, W. Jiang,
S. Zhang, J. E. Pearson, V. Novosad, J. B. Ketterson, O. Heinonen, and
A. Hoffmann, “Dynamic response of an artificial square spin ice,” Phys.
Rev. B, vol. 93, p. 100401, 2016.

[12] E. Iacocca, S. Gliga, R. L. Stamps, and O. Heinonen, “Reconfigurable
wave band structure of an artificial square ice,” Phys. Rev. B, vol. 93,
p. 134420, Apr 2016.

[13] E. Iacocca and O. Heinonen, “Topologically nontrivial magnon bands in
artificial square spin ices with dzyaloshinskii-moriya interaction,” Phys.
Rev. Applied, vol. 8, p. 034015, Sep 2017.

[14] G. Gubbiotti, X. Zhou, Z. Haghshenasfard, M. G. Cottam, and A. O.
Adeyeye, “Reprogrammable magnonic band structure of layered permal-
loy/cu/permalloy nanowires,” Phys. Rev. B, vol. 97, p. 134428, Apr 2018.

[15] M. Garst, J. Waizner, and D. Grundler, “Collective spin excitations of
helices and magnetic skyrmions: review and perspectives of magnon-
ics in non-centrosymmetric magnets,” Journal of Physics D: Applied
Physics, vol. 50, no. 29, p. 293002, 2017.

[16] E. Iacocca, T. J. Silva, and M. A. Hoefer, “Breaking of galilean
invariance in the hydrodynamic formulation of ferromagnetic thin films,”
Phys. Rev. Lett., vol. 118, p. 017203, Jan 2017.

[17] J. König, M. C. Bønsager, and A. H. MacDonald, “Dissipationless spin
transport in thin film ferromagnets,” Phys. Rev. Lett., vol. 87, p. 187202,
Oct 2001.

[18] E. B. Sonin, “Spin currents and spin superfluidity,” Advances in Physics,
vol. 59, no. 3, pp. 181 – 255, 2010.

[19] S. Takei and Y. Tserkovnyak, “Superfluid spin transport through easy-
plane ferromagnetic insulators,” Phys. Rev. Lett., vol. 112, p. 227201,
Jun 2014.

[20] E. Iacocca and M. A. Hoefer, “Vortex-antivortex proliferation from an
obstacle in thin film ferromagnets,” Phys. Rev. B, vol. 95, p. 134409,
Apr 2017.

[21] E. Iacocca, T. J. Silva, and M. A. Hoefer, “Symmetry-broken dissipative
exchange flows in thin-film ferromagnets with in-plane anisotropy,”
Phys. Rev. B, vol. 96, p. 134434, Oct 2017.



5

[22] C. J. Garcı́a-Cervera, “One-dimensional magnetic domain walls,” Ph.D.
dissertation, 2004.

[23] L. D. Bookman and M. A. Hoefer, “Analytical theory of modulated
magnetic solitons,” Phys. Rev. B, vol. 88, p. 184401, 2013.

[24] M. Balkanski and R. Wallis, Semiconductor physics and applications.
Oxford University Press, 2000.

[25] D. Stancil and A. Prabhakar, Spin waves: Theory and applications.
Springer, 2009.

[26] A. Vansteenkiste, J. Leliaert, M. Dvornik, M. Helsen, F. Garcia-Sanchez,
and B. Van Waeyenberge, “The design and verification of mumax3,” AIP
Advances, vol. 4, no. 10, p. 107133, 2014.

[27] G. Venkat, D. Kumar, M. Franchin, O. Dmytriiev, M. Mruczkiewicz,
H. Fangohr, A. Barman, M. Krawczyk, and A. Prabhakar, “Proposal for
a standard micromagnetic problem: spin wave dispersion in a magnonic
waveguide,” IEEE Trans. Magn., vol. 49, no. 524, 2013.

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/330008947

	I Introduction
	II Dispersive Hydrodynamic Model
	III Spin-density wave solutions
	IV Magnon dispersion
	IV-A Analytical calculation
	IV-B Micromagnetic simulations

	V Conclusion
	References

