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Abstract

Metamaterial perfect absorbers have received significant attention owing to their ability 
of achieving complete absorption of the electromagnetic waves with deeply subwave-
length profiles. In this chapter, we will present a general review of the recent progress on 
theories, designs, and characterizations of metamaterial absorbers. We will first review 
the fundamental theories and design guidelines for achieving perfect absorption in 
subwavelength metamaterials. Several typical narrowband metamaterial absorbers are 
then presented with nearly 100% absorptivities. Next, we will focus on the realizations 
of broadband and frequency-tunable metamaterial absorbers. Coherent perfect absorb-
ers, whose absorption performances are controllable via the interference of two counter-
propagating electromagnetic waves, will also been introduced. In particular, we will also 
focus on the recent achievements of metamaterial absorbers in our research group.

Keywords: metamaterial absorbers, perfect absorption, coherent perfect absorbers, 
tunable, multiband, ultra-broadband

1. Introduction

Metamaterials, also known as artificially structured materials, have attracted extensive atten-

tion in the last decade, owing to their exotic properties that are not readily available in nature 
[1–4]. The basic idea of a metamaterial is to design subwavelength unit cells, also known 
as meta-atoms or meta-molecules, having novel electric and/or magnetic responses to the 
incident electromagnetic waves [5–7]. This enables the availability of artificial mediums with 
arbitrary effective material parameters. The development of metamaterials results in a series 
of intriguing applications, such as a cloak of invisibility [8, 9], giant optical chirality [10, 11], 
wave-front control [12, 13], surface plasmon manipulations [14–16], as well as antennas of 
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compact sizes and enhanced directionalities [17–19]. It is well known that one of the main 
obstacles toward practical engineering applications is the inevitable intrinsic loss in metama-

terials. A significant amount of effort has been devoted to achieving low-loss devices through 
optimizing structural geometries [20–22]. Loss compensation using gain elements [23–25] is 

another scheme which requires external excitation sources.

On the other hand, absorption is also highly desired in many applications, such as energy 
harvesting [26], scattering reduction [27], as well as thermal sensing [28]. By utilizing the full 
usefulness of loss, metamaterials with nearly uniform absorption are achievable through prop-

erly engineering the electric and magnetic resonances [29–35]. Due to the resonance nature, the 
first reported metamaterial-based perfect absorber is of narrow bandwidth and polarization 
sensitive, which restrict its usefulness in practical applications [29]. Great efforts have been 
devoted to expanding the bandwidth of metamaterial absorbers. Metamaterials with multi-
band absorption have later been developed using multiple resonant unit cells and combin-

ing them through a co-plane arrangement [36, 37]. When these resonances are closed to each 
other in frequency, broadband absorption is achievable [38]. Broadband absorption can also 
be achieved in metamaterial absorbers with multi-layer structures [39, 40] or using vertically 
standing nanowires [41, 42]. Moreover, by incorporating active mediums, the absorptivities 
and frequencies of metamaterial absorbers could be adjusted via external biases [43, 44].

In this chapter, we present a brief review on the fundamental theories and recent evolutions 
in the research field of electromagnetic metamaterial absorbers, whose operating frequencies 
cover from microwave, THz, infrared, to visible regimes. The rest of this chapter is organized 
as follows. Section 2 introduces the general theories on the design of metamaterial absorbers, 
where impedance matching theory and multiple interference theory are introduced. Section 3 
reviews the narrowband metamaterial absorbers of various structures, all of which have nearly 
uniform absorptivities. Next, the technologies for broadening the bandwidths of metamaterial 
absorbers are presented in Section 4. Metamaterial absorbers with tunable absorption properties 
are reviewed in Section 5. Moreover, the coherent control of the metamaterial absorber’s absorp-

tivity through phase modulation is discussed in Section 6. Finally, the conclusion is given.

2. Theoretical scheme of metamaterial absorbers

We start by reviewing general theories that explain the origin and underlying physics for achiev-

ing perfect absorption in metamaterials. The first theory is by designing both electric and magnetic 
resonances in a metamaterial, so that the effective permittivity and permeability of the metamate-

rial can be tailored for achieving impedance matching with free space [45, 46]. In such a case, no 
reflection occurs at the interface and the entire incident energy has a chance to be absorbed inside 
the metamaterial absorber. The other theory is based on the destructive interference of multiple-
order reflections due to the multiple inner reflections inside the dielectric substrate.

2.1. Impedance matching theory

A metamaterial absorber is typically a sandwiched structure, consisting of an array of certain 
metallic patterns on one side of a substrate and backed with a highly conductive metallic 
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ground plane. The electric permittivity and magnetic permeability of the metamaterial are  ε =  

ε  
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   (ω)  , respectively. Here,   ε  

0
    and   μ  

0
    are the free space permittivity and perme-
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   (ω)   are the frequency-dependent relative permittivity and permeability of 

the medium, which are unitless and normalized with respect to the values of free space. Due 
to the presence of the ground plane, no transmittance could be found on the other side of the 
metamaterial. This allows us to focus only on the reflection from the metamaterial.

According to the Fresnel formula of reflection, the reflectivity (R) from the metamaterial 

is [29]
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where the subscripts TE and TM refer to transverse electric (TE) and transverse magnetic 
(TM) polarized waves, θ is the angle of incidence, and  n =  √ 
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      is the effective refractive index 

of the metamaterial. For the case of normal incident, we have  θ =  0   °  , so that these equations 
reduce to:
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of free space. Since the metallic ground leads to zero transmissivity, the absorptivity arrives:
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The above equation indicates that impedance matching,  Z =  Z  
0
    or   μ  

r
   =  ε  

r
   , is a critical condition 

for achieving perfect absorption. It is worth noting that, to achieve impedance matching in 
a metamaterial absorber, simultaneous electric and magnetic resonances are required. For a 
metamaterial with single resonance, either electric or magnetic resonance, its impedance will 
be strong mismatched with that of free space. As a consequence, no perfect absorber would 
be found.

2.2. Interference theory

A metamaterial absorber can be regarded as a coupled system and, particularly, its magnetic 
resonance is induced due to the anti-parallel currents between the front and back metallic lay-

ers. However, we may also independently consider the functionalities of the front meta-layer 
and the ground plane on the other side [47]. The front layer with certain metallic patterns func-

tions as a partial reflection surface, which can be utilized to modify the complex reflection and 
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transmission coefficients. On the other hand, the highly conductive ground plane works as a 
perfect reflector, offering a phase delay of 180° to the electromagnetic wave reflecting on it.

As shown in Figure 1, the front meta-layer resides at the interface between air and the 
dielectric substrate. The incident electromagnetic wave is partially reflected back to air with 
a reflection coefficient     r ~    12   (ω)  =  r  12   (ω)   e   i ϕ  12   (ω)    and partially transmitted into the substrate with a 
transmission coefficient     t ~    12   (ω)  =  t  12   (ω)   e   i θ  12   (ω)   . The transmitted wave will propagate further until 
reaching the metallic ground plane. The complex propagation constant inside the dielectric 
substrate is    β 

~

   =  β  1   + i  β  2   =  √ 
__

  ε  
d
      k  0   d , where   k  0    is the wavenumber of free space, d is the thickness of 

the substrate,   β  1    represents the propagation phase, and   β  2    refers to the absorption in the dielec-

tric substrate. At the ground plane, a total reflection occurs with a reflection coefficient of −1. 
After direct mirror reflection and an additional propagation phase delay    β 

~

   , partial reflection 
and transmission occur again at the front interface. The corresponding reflection and trans-

mission coefficients are     r ~    21   (ω)  =  r  21   (ω)   e   i ϕ  21   (ω)    and     t ~    21   (ω)  =  t  21   (ω)   e   i θ  21   (ω)   , respectively. It is worth noting 
that multiple reflections and transmissions exist inside the dielectric substrate, and the totally 
output energy at the left side of the metamaterial is the superposition of reflections of all 
orders:
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   t 
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where the first term in the right is the reflection directly from the meta-layer, and the second 
term is the contribution of the superposition of the multiple higher-order reflections. As long 
as we know the total reflection    r ~   , the absorption spectrum of the metamaterial absorber could 
be obtained by  A (ω)  = 1 −    |   r ~   (ω)  |     

2
  . The interference theory can well explain the features observed 

in those metamaterial absorbers with metallic grounds and also provide an alternative under-

standing of the origin and underlying physics of metamaterial absorbers.

It is worth noting that the above analysis is fully based on the assumption that the incident 
wave is normal to the metamaterial. For the case when an electromagnetic wave incident is 

Figure 1. Multiple reflections and interference model of metamaterial absorber. The yellow dashed line refers the 
resonator array. Reproduced from [47] with permission.
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oblique with an angle θ, the propagation length inside the dielectric substrate becomes longer. 
Therefore, the propagation phase delay should be modified as    β 

~

   =  √ 
__

  ε  
d
      k  

0
    d   ′  , where   d   ′  = d / cos  θ   ′   is 

the modified propagation length inside the substrate and the refractive angle   θ   ′   can be obtained 

following Snell’s law   √ 
__

  ε  
d
     sin  θ   ′  = sinθ  [48].

3. Narrowband metamaterial absorbers

The first metamaterial absorber was theoretically investigated in 2006, consisting of an array 
of split ring resonators (SRRs)-backed with a resistive sheet [49]. The incident wave is parallel 
to the SRR plane with magnetic field being perpendicular to the SRR array. Such an SRR array 
is placed on a resistive sheet having a resistance of 377 Ω for impedance matching with free 
space, similar to a Salisbury screen. Both the reflection and transmission are below −20 dB 
at the vicinity of 2 GHz as numerically found. This is due to the strong resonances in this 
structure, where nearly perfect absorption was achieved at this frequency. However, due to 
the standing arrangement of the SRR array, this structure is not of low profile as compared 
with planar structures, which also increase its complexity in the manufacture. The bandwidth 
of absorption is also very limited. Nevertheless, the design of this metamaterial absorption 
motivates further research in these kinds of absorbers.

In 2008, Landy et al. [29] proposed a planar sandwiched structure that consists of electric 
ring resonators and cut wires separated by an FR-4 substrate, as shown in Figure 2. This is 
the first-reported metamaterial absorber with a planar and deeply subwavelength structure. 
The absorptivity observed is as high as 96% at 11.65 GHz in simulation and 88% at 11.5 GHz 
in experiment. The relative bandwidth of full width half maximum (FWHM) is around 4%. 
The front electric ring resonators couple strongly to the incident electric field and contribute 
electric response, while the circulating flow of antiparallel surface currents at the front and 
back metallic layers contributed a magnetic response. The absorption intensity and frequency 
could be controlled by adjusting the geometric parameters of electric ring resonators or the 

Figure 2. (a) Unit cell of the first planar metamaterial absorber, (b) simulated reflection, transmission, and absorptance 
at microwave frequency. Reproduced from [29] with permission.
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thickness of the substrate. Inspired by this pioneer work, great amounts of efforts have been 
devoted to the realization of metamaterial absorbers in different spectral ranges [30–40].

The initial metamaterial absorbers are polarization sensitive because of anisotropic unit cells 
[29, 51]. Planar metamaterial absorbers with highly symmetric structures were developed later, 
such as annular and circular patch arrays [52] and snowflake cells [53, 54]. In 2009, we devel-
oped a metamaterial absorber composed of dendritic unit cells [50]. As shown in Figure 3(a), the 
periodical array of metallic dendritic cells is on one side of the FR-4 substrate and a full ground 
plane on the other side. It is shown in Figure 3(b) that both the simulation and experiment, in 
accordance with each other, show over 95% absorptivity at the frequency of 10.26 GHz. Such 
a metamaterial absorber has an excellence of planar isotropy, which shows equal absorption 
performance for an incident wave with arbitrary polarizations. When scaling down the size of 
the dendritic metamaterial absorber to the nanoscale, it is able to achieve perfect absorption in 
the optical regime, which was also confirmed with numerical simulation [50].

Metamaterials, including those metamaterial absorbers, are commonly made of periodically 
arranged unit cells. The imperfection in manufacture will, to some extent, affects the perfor-
mance of the metamaterial. This is particularly significant in an optical regime where the unit 
cells of the metamaterials are of nano-scale. To study this effect, the impact of disorder in the 
unit-cell arrangement in the metamaterial absorber was further studied [55]. It was found that 
absorptivity decreases and the absorption frequency gets red-shift as the unit cells become 
more disorderly. However, the metamaterial absorber with random unit cells still presents 
over 95% absorptivity for a reasonable level of disorder.

4. Broadband metamaterial absorbers

Various techniques have been developed for expanding the bandwidth of metamaterial 
absorbers. The major techniques for bandwidth enhancement includes the use of multi-layer 
stacked structures [39, 40], a co-planar arrangement of multiple resonant cells [56, 57], as well 
as adding lumped elements [58]. Highly lossy dielectrics or semiconductors have also been 

Figure 3. (a) Unit cell of dendritic metamaterial absorber and (b) simulated and measured absorptivity spectra. 
Reproduced from [50] with permission.
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widely used for designing broadband metamaterial absorbers [59, 60]. In this section, some 
typical approaches for designing bandwidth-enhanced absorbers are discussed.

One of the most effective approaches for designing broadband metamaterial absorber is to 
stack resonant patches of different sizes. Cui et al. [39] proposed a multi-layer saw-toothed 
anisotropic metamaterial absorber at infrared wavelengths, as shown in Figure 4. Although 
such a metamaterial absorber is made of 21 layers of metal patches, its total thickness is still 
reasonably thin compared to the operating wavelength. Particularly, they demonstrated that 
the relative full absorptivity width at half maximum could be achieved to a figure as high 
as 86%. The ultra-broad bandwidth in such a layered metamaterial absorber is realized by 
the overlapping of multiple resonances according to the metal patches at different layers. 
Electromagnetic waves of higher frequencies are absorbed at the upper parts, while those of 
lower frequencies are trapped at the lower parts.

Intrinsic high loss in dielectrics or semiconductors can also be utilized for designing wide-

band absorption in simple structures [59, 60]. For example, water is a highly lossy dielectric 
at microwave frequencies, whose permittivity could be well described by the Debye formula 
[62]. Figure 5 shows the metamaterial absorber made of a water layer (with periodical holes) 
placed in a resin container, which is backed with a metallic ground plane at the bottom. With 
such a structure, Xie et al. [61] experimentally demonstrated an ultra-broadband absorption 
with absorptivity higher than 90% in the entire frequency band from 12 to 29.6 GHz. To figure 
out whether the broadband absorption in such a water metamaterial absorber is predomi-
nantly because of the intrinsic high loss of water, they also compared the absorption spectra 
for the case when the full water layer without holes and the case when the resin container is 
empty of water. As shown in Figure 5(d), they found that the absorptivity of a full water layer 

Figure 4. Schematic view of the saw-toothed metamaterial absorber and its absorption spectrum. Reproduced from [39] 

with permission.
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is only around 35–40%, while the absorptivity of the metamaterial absorber reduces to be only 
around 20–40% when the water is emptied. These results confirm that the ultra-broadband 
absorption mainly contributes to localized resonances in the structured water resonators.

Highly doped silicon has relatively low resistivity and behaves as a lossy dielectric at terahertz 
frequencies, which was employed for achieving broadband absorption [59]. Using a lossy pat-
terned silicon substrate, Yin et al. [64] also experimentally demonstrated a metamaterial absorber 
with an operating band from 0.9 to 2.5 THz. A silicon-based metamaterial absorber, as shown 
in Figure 6(a), was proposed for broadband high absorption at visible wavelengths [63]. Such a 
metamaterial absorber has three functional layers: a subwavelength silicon layer with periodic 
truncated conical holes, a subwavelength silicon dioxide spacer, and a thick gold substrate. As 
seen from the numerical results in Figure 6(c), the silicon metamaterial absorber with truncated 
conical holes has higher absorptivity and wider bandwidth at the frequency band of interest.

Figure 6. (a) Schematic view of the silicon-based metamaterial absorber and (b) its unit cell. (c) Absorptivity spectra of 
silicon-based metamaterials with conical and circular holes. Reproduced from [63] with permission.

Figure 5. (a) Schematic view of the water metamaterial absorber, (b) layer by layer view of the unit cell, and (c) cut plane 
view of the water layer. (d) Absorptivity spectra of the water metamaterial absorber, the full water layer backed by a 
metal ground, and the metamaterial without water. Reproduced from [61] with permission.
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5. Frequency tunable metamaterial absorbers

Although metamaterials, in principle, can be designed for having arbitrary electromagnetic 
properties, these properties are generally fixed after the design of the metamaterials [65–68]. 
This is also true for metamaterial-based absorbers, whose operating frequencies are very much 
fixed, restricting their practical applications. Therefore, metamaterial absorbers with frequency-
tunable characteristics are highly desirable, which allows more fruitful applications. To enable 
the tunability in a metamaterial absorber, one may integrate a medium with adjustable mate-
rial properties into a traditional passive metamaterial absorber. Some of the proven methods 
include having elements, such as varactor diodes [69], ferroelectrics [70], ferrites [71], graphene 
[72, 73], anisotropic liquid crystals [74], and phase-transition materials [75].

Mechanical bending or shifting was also studied for tunable metamaterial absorbers [74–78]. 
Zhang et al. [76] experimentally presented a mechanically stretchable metamaterial absorber, 
which is composed of dielectric resonators on a thin conductive rubber layer, as shown in 
Figure 7. A nearly 100% absorption was found, along with strong localized electric field 
confinement due to the Mie-type resonance of the dielectric resonators. When stretching the 
metamaterial absorber under uniaxial stress, the space between dielectric bricks increases 
gradually, and therefore the resonance frequency undergoes a red-shift of 410 MHz in the 
X band (see Figure 7). Zhu et al. [78] experimentally demonstrated a metamaterial absorber 
whose resonance frequency can be shifted by mechanical means. The shift was achieved by 

Figure 7. (a) Experimental and (b) simulated absorptivity spectra of the mechanically stretchable dielectric metamaterial 
absorber. (c) Schematic of stretching the dielectric resonators on a thin conductive rubber layer. (d) Magnetic field 
distribution at the resonance frequency. Reproduced from [76] with permission.
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adding an auxiliary dielectric slab parallel to the metamaterial absorber and varying the gap 
between the metamaterial and the slab. They also demonstrated the possibility of creating 
multiple absorption bands by smartly adjusting the size and shape of the dielectric slab.

Graphene has also been utilized for designing tunable metamaterial absorbers due to its tunabil-
ity of surface conductivity [80, 81]. Zhang et al. [79] combined the metamaterial absorber having 

cross-shaped metallic unit cells with graphene wires, as shown in Figures 8(a) and 8(b). Such a 
structure was realized for polarization insensitive absorption and the absorption spectral could 
be tuned at terahertz frequencies. As shown in Figure 8(c), they demonstrated that the absorp-

tion peak frequency is able to be tuned within a 15% frequency range with nearly uniform peak 
absorptivity, by simply controlling the Fermi level of graphene. The Fermi level in graphene can 
be conveniently controlled by adjusting the bias voltage on the graphene layers.

6. Coherent metamaterial absorbers

It is known that one of drawbacks of a typical metamaterial absorber is that the absorptivity 
is commonly fixed after the initial design of the metamaterial absorber. As a consequence, it is 
not suitable for environments that require the flexible tunability of absorption. The presence 
of coherent perfect absorption (CPA) is a solution for this issue [82, 83]. Mathematically, CPA 
corresponds to a zero eigenvalue of the scattering matrix S at a specific frequency, which can 

Figure 8. (a) Cross-shaped unit cell with graphene wires and (b) schematic view of the metamaterial absorber. (c) 
Absorptivity of the metamaterial absorber under different bias voltages. Reproduced from [79] with permission.
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be regarded as the time-reversed lasing at threshold. The perfect absorption can be achieved 
by utilizing the destructive interference in a standing wave system formed by two counter-
propagating beams [84]. Moreover, the absorptivity in such a system can be modulated from 
nearly 0 to 100% by solely adjusting the phase difference between the two counter-propagating 
incident beams [85]. Owing to this dynamic configurability of absorptivity, such absorbers are 
very attractive for applications in transducers, modulators, and electromagnetic switches.

The concept of CPA was first presented theoretically by Chong et al. [82] and experimentally 
demonstrated by the same group later [83]. Since then, CPA phenomena have been observed in 
epsilon-near-zero metamaterials [86], slow light waveguides [87], a metasurface consisting of 
metallic cross antennas [88], and a Fano resonance plasmonic system [84], just to name a few.

Most of the coherent metamaterial absorbers are based on metallic subwavelength resonators. 
However, recent researches revealed that CPA could also be achieved in metal-free meta-

materials or metasurfaces. Zhu et al. [89] designed a mono-layer fishnet structure made of 
all dielectric ceramic, which has a thickness of two levels smaller than the operating wave-

length. They demonstrated that CPA could be found in such a structure and the absorptivity 
is controllable within a wide range from 0.38 to 99.85% through phase modulation. A similar 
monolayer fishnet structure made of water could also be used for achieving high coherent 
absorption at multiple frequency bands [90]. Moreover, due to intrinsic high loss in water, the 
CPA could be designed with wider bandwidths.

Unlike perfect metamaterial absorbers that require strong electric and magnetic resonances 
resulting from the artificially structured resonators, few recent works reported that CPA can 
also be found in naturally existing layer materials with deep subwavelength thickness. Li 
et al. [89] presented that ultra-thin conductive films could be used for achieving CPA. As 
demonstrated experimentally, broadband coherent absorption with relative bandwidth close 
to 100% at microwave frequencies was observed in a conductive film, having a thickness of 
1/1000 of the working wavelength. The CPA phenomena in thin graphene and MoS2 layers 
were also investigated [60, 91]. The tunable conductivity in graphene or MoS2 allows such a 
coherent absorber to be more flexible in working frequency, which could be controlled by 
adjusting the chemical doping rate or bias voltage.

7. Conclusions

Since the first design in 2008, metamaterial perfect absorbers with deeply subwavelength profiles 
have received significant attention in the last decade. In this chapter, we have presented a compre-

hensive review of the recent progress on the theories and designs of planar metamaterial absorb-

ers. We reviewed the fundamental theories and design guidelines for achieving perfect absorption 
in subwavelength metamaterials. Different structures of unit cells have been studied for achieving 
nearly complete absorptions. The realizations of broadband and frequency-tunable metamaterial 
absorbers were also discussed. Moreover, we introduced the concept of coherent perfect absorb-

ers and the coherent control of absorptivity via phase modulation in such metamaterial absorbers. 
A significant number of works reviewed in this chapter were done in our research group.
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