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Chiral damping with persistent edge
states from the interplay of topologies in
open quantum systems
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Open quantum systems are relevant for characterizing various phases of matter in a realistic setting.
Yet, it remains unclear how dissipation-driven phenomena of boundary accumulation, known as the
non-Hermitian skin effect and robust edge states of topological phases, synergise in a system. We
study the dynamical consequences of combining the two effects in a paradigmatic Hofstadter model
under dissipation. The time-dependent particle density exhibits both chiral damping, caused by the
skin effect, and edge-selective extremal damping, rooted in the edge states. We further show that the
time scales of the two processes decouple due to boundary-induced spectral topology, enabling both
effects to appear clearly in the dynamics. We identify intermediate magnetic fields as the most
favorable regime, since chiral damping is then partially recovered. Our results offer a direct dynamical
probe of intertwined spectral and band topologies and are relevant for the design of robust quantum
channels.

The topological characterization of matter has gained relevance beyond
quantummaterials, and isnowalso applied inphotonic1,2,mechanical3,4, soft
matter5, and dissipative systems6–8. Often, the salient physics can at least
approximately be described by non-Hermitian matrices. The interplay of
such non-Hermitian “Hamiltonians” with topology is therefore under
intense investigation. As a prominent example, the non-Hermitian skin
effect (NHSE) is rooted in a topological winding of the complex spectrumof
non-Hermitian matrices ("spectral topology”), rather than the topology of
eigenstates ("band topology”)9–16. In open quantum systems, the NHSE of
damping generators manifests as a chiral damping wavefront in the
dynamics17,18.

In general, the spectral and band topologies of effective non-Hermitian
systems canboth be trivial or non-trivial.Non-HermitianHamiltonians can
for example be associated with finite Chern numbers and have topological
edge states19. In open quantum systems, this can lead to edge-selective
extremal damping, a phenomenon in which particles resist dissipation
predominantly at one or several edges of the system20–22. Some aspects of the
interplay of NHSE and edge modes have been studied earlier. It was found
that these effects compete, which can dramatically alter the localization of
topological edge states23–26.

The combined dynamical consequences of the NHSE and topological
edge states in Lindbladian dynamics, however, remain unexplored. A central
aspect in closing this knowledge gap is that dynamics is governed not only by

the localization of eigenstates, but also by their complex spectrum. Extremal
edge modes and chiral damping have been observed in different classes of
systems, the former in examples with spectral line-gap topologies20, and the
latter with spectral point-gap topologies22. Our work advances the study of
non-Bloch dynamics and topological edge modes27,28 to a two-dimensional
setting, where additional phenomena emerge. By introducing dissipation to
an initially Hermitian Hamiltonian, we realize non-Hermitian spectral
topology originating from the system’s open dynamics rather than from
inherent non-Hermiticity. The 2D Hofstadter model enables the controlled
interplay between band topology and non-Hermitian spectral topology
through magnetic flux, giving rise to edge-localized spectral structures,
damping gaps, and potential higher-order boundary modes, unattainable in
one dimension. In this work, we show that chiral damping and edge-selective
extremal damping can coexist in open quantum systems due to a non-trivial
interplay of (i) spectral topology in the bulk giving rise to an NHSE, (ii) band
topology in the bulk giving rise to topological edge states, and (iii) spectral
topology at the edge giving rise to a damping gap and minimal damping of
the edge states. In addition, we explain how the time-evolution of particle
densities provides a convenient probe of these different topologies.

Results and discussion
We analyze how bond dissipators, an important and broad class of dis-
sipators, affects the dynamics of topologically non-trivial systems with edge
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states. As a main result, we find that topological edge states form the
dominantly occupied states in the dynamics of topological systems with
bond dissipation. To illustrate our findings, we focus on the paradigmatic
Hofstadtermodel29 coupled to an environment inducing gain and loss along
the y-bonds, see Fig. 1a, butwe also comment on the broader applicability of
our results. Our central findings are as follows: (A) Since bulk sites have
more attached bonds than edge sites, bond dissipation generically gives rise
to weaker dissipation at the edges than in the bulk. Physically, this implies
that the states localized at the edges tend to have the lowest decay. (B) At the
same time, bond dissipation is well-known to induce an NHSE10–12, and we
observe the corresponding chiral damping wavefront in the bulk17,18. The
edge states, however, experience a competition of topological and skin
localizations, both exponential. For sufficiently small dissipation, the edge
states resist skin localization23–26. We then find that particle localization at
the edges persists even at long times, rendering the topological edge states
thedominantly occupiedstates in the systemdynamics. (C)This physics can
be detected via the spatially resolved particle density in the system, as
schematically illustrated in Fig. 1b, explaining the main features of a
numerical simulation shown in Fig. 1c. (D)We connect our concrete results
to a general discussion of the interplay of spectral and band topologies,
explaining how our findings pertain to dynamics in open quantum systems
more broadly.

General formalism
A general Hermitian system Hamiltonian can be expressed in the second
quantised form as:H ¼ P

αβc
y
α hαβcβ. We assume that this Hamiltonian is

topologically non-trivial (later we consider a concrete example of the Her-
mitianHofstadtermodel). The environment is introduced in the languageof

a Lindblad Master equation for the system’s density matrix ρ30,31:

dρ
dt

¼ �i½H; ρ� þ
X

α

LαρL
y
α �

1
2
fLyαLα; ρg

� �

ð1Þ

The effect of dissipations is modeled by linear jump operators which
can be expressed in the most general form as Lgν ¼

P
iD

g
ν;ic

y
i and

Llν ¼
P

iD
g
ν;ici, corresponding togain and loss typedissipation, respectively.

For the remainder, it is helpful to define the matrices Mg
αβ ¼

P
νD

g �
ναD

g
νβ

andMl
αβ ¼

P
νD

l �
ναD

l
νβ, which in turn allow the definition of the damping

matrix X as

X ¼ ihT � ðMlT þMg Þ ð2Þ

Thesematrices are key for the dynamics of ourmain observable of interest,
the covariance matrix C with matrix elements CαβðtÞ ¼ TrðcyαcβρðtÞÞ. Its
exact time evolution follows from Eq. (1), and is governed by ref. 17.

dCðtÞ
dt

¼ XCðtÞ þ CðtÞXy þ 2Mg ; ð3Þ

The solution of Eq. (3) can be split into a constant steady-state valueCss and
the convergence towards the steady state as CðtÞ ¼ Css þ eCðtÞ. The time
evolution of eCðtÞ can be cast into an analytic expression in terms of the
eigensystem of X,

eCðtÞ ¼
X

m;m0
eðλmþλ�m0 Þt jψR;mihψL;mjeCð0ÞjψL;m0 ihψR;m0 j; ð4Þ

whereλm (ψR/L,m) denotes them-th eigenvalue (right/left eigenvector) of the
damping matrix X17.

Interplay of spectral and band topologies
Our general model exhibits both spectral and band topologies. In our case,
both topologies are hostedby the dampingmatrixX, but similar conclusions
can also be drawn for non-Hermitian Hamiltonians and other non-
Hermitian matrices.

Consider therefore in the first step some Hermitian matrixM repre-
senting a topological systemwithopenboundary conditions along y (such as
the dampingmatrixX at zero damping in our case, or theHamiltonian for a
topological system). In the second step, we assume the system to be coupled
to some environment giving rise to non-reciprocal nearest-neighbor hop-
pings ty ± γ, which entails an NHSE along y. Due to the non-reciprocal
hopping encoded by γ ≠ 0, the system is now represented by a non-
Hermitian matrix MnH . In the simplest cases, the non-Hermiticity corre-
sponding to this non-reciprocity can be removed fromMnH by acting on it
with a so-called imaginary gauge transformation (IGT),
MnHðty; γÞ ¼ S�1MnHð~ty; 0ÞS, where S implements the IGT and

~ty ¼
ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
t2y � γ2

q
10,32,33. This transformation preserves the spectrum ofMnH .

Simultaneously, the transformation also affects the eigenstates by rescaling

them with an exponential factor ey=ξS , where ξS ¼ 1
2 log

ty�γ

tyþγ

� ��1
. Overall,

the IGT thus trades a matrix with non-reciprocal hopping for a matric with
reciprocal hopping,while at the same time giving an exponential factor to all
the eigenstates to preserve the skin-localization.

Since the system is topological by assumption, bulk-boundary corre-
spondence implies that the Hermitian matrix Mð~ty; 0Þ generically has
exponentially localized, topologically protected edge states. A reverse IGT
then shows that while all extended bulk states of Mð~ty; 0Þ correspond to
skin-localized states of Mðty; γÞ, the same need not be true for the edge
states. Those instead, experience a competition between topological and
skin localization: one edge mode is tightly localized, e�y=ξS e�y=ξR , while the
other is stretched out, e�y=ξS e�ðL�yÞ=ξL , where ξR/L are the topological loca-
lization lengths. If ξS≫ ξR,L, i.e., for sufficiently weak non-reciprocity, both

Fig. 1 | System and main results. a Dissipative Hofstadter model with hoppings tx
and ty, dissipators Lly (loss) and L

g
y (gain) on y-bonds, and enclosedmagnetic fluxes ϕ

per plaquette. b Schematic illustration of the coexistence of skin effect and topolo-
gical edgemodes. cTime evolution of the particle number n(jy, t) in the tight-binding
model. (The normalized particle number is indicated through the color bar.) We
used periodic boundary conditions along x (summing 40 kx-momenta per site), open
boundary conditions along y (with Ly = 40 sites and site index jy). The system is fully
occupied at t = 0, and γl = 0.2, γg = 0, ϕ/ϕ0 = 1/4, and tx = ty = 1.
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edge modes remain localized at their respective edges. Bulk band topology
(giving rise to topological edge states) and bulk spectral topology (yielding a
bulk NHSE) thus co-govern the spatial profile of eigenstates23–26. All
eigenstates in our computations are obtained conventionally from the right
eigenvectors of the non-Hermitian dampingmatrixX. Let us concretize the
above discussion using a viable system and environment.

Model
We consider spinless electrons on a two-dimensional square lattice subject
to a uniformmagneticfield, seeFig. 1a.With the gauge choiceA=B(− y, 0),
applying Peierls substitution29, and assuming cylindrical boundary condi-
tions (periodic in x, open in y), the Hamiltonian takes the form

H ¼
X

kx ;jy

ð2tx cosðkx � 2πjyϕ=ϕ0Þ cykx ;jy ckx ;jy

þ ty c
y
kx ;jyþ1ckx ;jy þ ty c

y
kx ;jy

ckx ;jyþ1Þ;
ð5Þ

and is known as the Hermitian Hofstadter model29. cykx ;jy are fermionic

creation operators for an electron with x-momentum kx and site number jy
along y. Thehopping amplitudes are tx, ty, themagneticfluxper unit cell isϕ,
and ϕ0 = h/e is the flux quantum.

The dissipation arising from the environment aremodeled using bond
dissipators

Llkx ;jy ¼
ffiffiffiffi
γl

q
ðckx ;jy � ickx ;jyþ1Þ; ð6aÞ

Lgkx ;jy ¼
ffiffiffiffiffi
γg

p
ðcykx ;jy þ icykx ;jyþ1Þ: ð6bÞ

Here, γl (γg) represents the dissipation strength for loss (gain). For the
Hofstadter model with bond dissipators the damping matrix reads

X ¼ i HnH�Hof � 2γ1þ γ Iedges; ð7Þ

where γ = γg + γl and

HnH�Hof ¼
X

kx ;jy

2tx cosðkx � 2πjyϕ=ϕ0Þcykx ;jy ckx ;jy
�

þðty þ γÞcykx ;jyþ1ckx ;jy þ ðty � γÞcykx ;jy ckx ;jyþ1

�
:

ð8Þ

is a non-Hermitian Hofstadter model with non-reciprocal hoppings. The
term� 1 inEq. (7)merely shifts the entire spectrumofXby2γ, but leaves all
eigenstates unaffected. In contrast, Iedges is a diagonal matrix with zeros
everywhere except for unit entries at the top left and bottom right

(corresponding to the edge sites). This term physically encodes the fact that
edge sites have fewer attached bonds than bulk sites, and are consequently
less affected by bond dissipators. We also note that the non-Hermiticity in
the damping matrix arises due to the coupling with the environment—it
directly follows from the master equation Eq. (1), and is not included ad-
hoc. Physically, the non-Hermiticity of X represents the tendency of the
system to decay towards its steady state. In particular, the imaginary
nonzero parts of the eigenvalues of X encode the decay rates at which
different modes relax or are damped through interaction with the
environment. The dissipative nature and resulting steady-state behavior
of the system are thus fully captured by the non-Hermitian structure of X.

The central interest of the present work is how the interplay of spectral
and band topologies affects dynamics. To boost the impact of the rebellious
topological edge states onto dynamics, the damping rates for bulk and edge
states should differ significantly. In an initially Hermitian topological sys-
tem, a corresponding gap in damping rates(i.e real part of X-spectrum) can
be induced by adding dissipation only to the edges. Technically, this leads to
a spectral point gap for the topological edge states34. Particularly, the
boundaries ofHermitian topological phases under dissipation are known to
host intrinsically non-Hermitian point-gap topological phases34. The key
feature in such scenarios is the opening of a damping gap exclusively for the
edge-states, thus stabilizing them dynamically. In open quantum systems,
effective edge-only dissipation can readily be created by bond dissipators,
since edge sites have less bonds attached than bulk sites.

It is now important to recall that (reverse) IGTs not only preserve the
spectrum of MnH , but also its diagonal elements. Adding edge-only dis-
sipation to either MnHð~ty; 0Þ or MnHðty; γÞ consequently results in a
damping gap (a finite separation between the least-damped and more
strongly damped modes in the spectrum of a dissipative quantum system),
for the topological edge states, but not for any other states. In particular,
skin-localized bulk states ofMnHðty; γÞ are essentially unaffected. Since the
eigenvalues ofX encode the decay rates of differentmodes toward the steady
state, the damping gap (or Liouvillian gap)35–37 quantifies the slowest (i.e.,
least negative real part) nonzero decay rate in the system. This gap sets the
asymptotic rate at which perturbations relax: a finite damping gap implies
exponential and rapid convergence to steady state, whereas a closing
(vanishing) damping gap signals slow relaxation or possible long-lived
modes. In the context of the interplay between chiral damping and topo-
logical edge modes, the Liouvillian gap controls how quickly dynamical
signatures of both phenomena appear and how robustly they persist before
the final steady state is reached.

Deconstructing damping effects in the spectrum of a dissipative
Hofstadter model
The non-Hermitian Hofstadter model and related Aubry-André-Harper
model have been studied before in the context of suppression of skin-effect
and chiral damping as well as localization-delocalization transitions38–48.
Chiral damping in open quantum systems refers to the emergence of a
dissipative chiral wave-frontwith a velocity determined by the damping gap
in the system and the underlying non-Hermitian skin-effect. Here, we are
interested in how the interplay of spectral and band topologies affects
dynamics, especially at intermediate magnetic fields (we comment on weak
fields later). We first analyze the spatial localization of the eigenstates of X,
captured by the spectral polarization

PSðm; kxÞ ¼
1
Ly

XLy

jy¼1

jy jψR;mðkx; jyÞj2: ð9Þ

Here, we used translation invariance along x to decompose the pro-
blem into decoupled kx-sectors. In our numerical implementations, we
normalize the right eigenstates as

P
jy
jψR;mð jy; kxÞj2 ¼ 1. Figure 2 shows

the spectral polarization in a parameter regime supporting topological edge
states. To allow a convenient identification of bulk and edge states, we depict
PS in the original model (red dots), and also after removing theNHSE using

Fig. 2 |Deconstructing band topology and spectral topology. Static polarizationPS
for the original eigenstates of the damping matrix X, and after effectively removing
the non-Hermitian skin effect by the application of an imaginary gauge transfor-
mation only toX, but not to the eigenstates.Here, γl=0.2, γg=0,ϕ/ϕ0 = 1/4, tx= ty=1,
and Ly = 40.
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an ad-hoc modified IGT (blue open triangles). More concretely, we apply
the IGTonly to the dampingmatrix and then calculate the eigenstatesof this
transformedmatrix without including the exponential localization factor of
the eigenstates responsible for the NHSE. As heralded by a value of PS ≈ 0,
theNHSE localizesmost eigenstates of the dampingmatrixX at one edge. In
striking contrast, the topological edge states (modes number 1 and 2 in
Fig. 2) remain well-localized at their respective edges despite the NHSE.
After performing themodified IGT (blue triangles in Fig. 2), almost all states
are localized in the bulk with intermediary PS values due to the removal of
NHSE, and the two topological edge states are localized at the two opposite
edges with PS = 1 and 0, as expected. This shows that the edge localization
due to topological edge physics, and the edge localization due to the NHSE
are essentially independent and superimposed.

Next, we turn to the dynamics of electronic densities. Themomentum-
resolved time-dependence is described by the dynamical polarization,
defined as

PDðkx; tÞ ¼
1
Ly

PLy
jy¼1 jy nðkx; jy; tÞ

PLy
jy¼1 nðkx; jy; tÞ

: ð10Þ

Here, the time-dependent local densityn(kx, jy, t) is simply the diagonal
element of C(t) with α = β = (kx, jy). Since Eq. (7) contains a term corre-
sponding to edge-only dissipation, our general discussion implies that the
edge states exhibit a damping gap.This is shown in the kx-resolved spectrum
of the damping matrix in Fig. 3a–b. The imaginary part of the spectrum
reflects the band-structure of the Hofstadter model. Topological edge states
crossing the band gaps are clearly visible in Fig. 3a around kx ≈ − 0.8 and
kx ≈ 2.4. The real part of the spectrum depicted in Fig. 3b shows that edge-
only dissipation induces a damping gap for these edge states. A simple
perturbative argument indicates that the edge-state damping gap is of order
γ, in agreement with our numerical findings. For all time-evolution calcu-
lations,we initialize the systemwith a lattice configuration inwhich each site
is singly occupied.

Due to this damping gap, the edge states govern the long-time
dynamics. We show this using two representative momenta: well-defined
topological edge states exist for kx =− 1.2, while they are not well-separated
from bulk states for kx = 0.8, as visible from Fig. 3(a)–(b), and further
illustrated in Fig. 3c–d showing the spatial profile of the right eigenstates of

X. Note that for a fixed kx, different edge states in general have different
distances to the bulk states. This results in different localization lengths and
different damping gaps. The long-time dynamics for fixed kx is governed by
the single edge state with the lowest damping. Figure 3(e) presents the time-
dependence ofPD.Wefind that the chiral damping rooted in theNHSEofX
leads to an initial linear evolution (here: decrease) of the dynamical polar-
ization. In contrast, the long-time dynamics depends on whether well-
defined edge states with a damping gap are present or not: if present, such
edge states lead to edge-selective extremal damping – an open system
quantumphenomenonwheredissipation is eithermaximizedorminimized
specifically at the system’s boundaries, which renders topological edge states
as the oneswithmaximal orminimal damping20. To assess the robustness of
this effect with varying dissipation, we plot the polarization at the late time
t = 200 as a function of the damping γ in Fig. 3f. For kx =− 1.2, we find that
PDfirst settles to1, heralding edge-selective extremaldamping, butdecreases
as the NHSE becomes stronger at larger γ, which reduces the localization of
the edge state. For kx=0.8, on the contrary, edge-selective extremaldamping
is absent due to the absence of well-defined damping gap for the edge states.
This demonstrates that well-defined topological edge states are indeed
resilient against skin localization, and that they facilitate edge-selective
extremal damping due to their damping gap. Particles will consequently
predominantly remain at the edges at late times.

Themomentum-resolved analysis of Fig. 3 can be generalized to more
accessible observables. For the setting of Fig. 1, the momentum-summed
local densities nðjy; tÞ ¼

P
kx
nðkx; jy; tÞ, summed over 40 equidistant kx-

values, exhibit two different regimes. After preparing the system in a fully
occupied state, the short-time dynamics is governed by an emptying of the
bulk states via a chiral damping wavefront, see Fig. 1c. The topological edge
states, however, govern the long-time dynamics due to their damping gap:
only particles at the edges remain in the system at long times. This illustrates
that local particle densities are a convenient probe for the coexistence of
spectral topology andband topology.While the robust edgemodesoriginate
from the band topology of the underlying Hermitian Hamiltonian, the
spectral topology governs how dissipation and non-Hermiticity shape
dynamical features like directional (chiral) damping.

Magnetic field-dependence of skin localization
The NHSE is known to be suppressed by weak magnetic fields because
spatially localized Landau level states differ dramatically from extended

Fig. 3 | Dynamics: coexistence of topological edge modes and skin-localized
bulk modes. a, b Imaginary and real parts of λm (eigenvalues of X). Colors indicate
the site index expectation value of the corresponding right eigenstates, vertical lines
mark momenta kx = − 1.2 and kx = 0.8. c, d Spatial profile of the eigenstates for

kx =− 1.2 and kx = 0.8. eDynamical polarization as a function of time. fDynamical
polarization as a function of damping at fixed time t = 200. Here, damping rate
γl = 0.2 except for (f), dissipation strength γg = 0, magnetic flux ϕ/ϕ0 = 1/4, couplings
tx = ty = 1, and lattice length Ly = 40.
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Bloch states49, which also affects chiral damping45. In agreement with this
result, we observe that PS,average, the spectral polarization averaged over 40
equidistant kx-momenta, rapidly increases as the magnetic field is switched
on, see Fig. 4a. When the flux per plaquette reaches intermediate values,
however, the localization profile of eigenstates changes, see Fig. 4b–d. We
find that an extensive skin localization is recovered at intermediate fluxes,
rendering chiral dampingobservable again. In smallflux regimes49, applying
a magnetic field can suppress the NHSE by pushing skin modes from the
boundary back into the bulk. This suppression occurs because themagnetic
field restores the standard bulk description that is otherwise invalidated by
non-Bloch skin modes. Intuitively, this suppression must eventually cease,
particularly upon reaching a full flux quantum, at which point the global
skin effect is reinstated. While the precise dynamics of skin localization
restoration at intermediate fluxes require further theoretical investigation,
our numerical calculations confirm the validity of this behavior.

Conclusions
We find that the dynamics of particle densities in open quantum systems
enables a direct visualization of coexisting spectral and band topologies. In
particular, we show that the non-Hermitian skin effect, a paradigmatic
example of spectral topology, can dominate the short-time dynamics, while
band topology can protect topological edge states governing the long-time
dynamics. The measurable consequence thereof is a combination of chiral
damping at short times and edge-selective extremal damping at long times.
We explain that the decoupling of chiral damping and edge-selective
extremal damping in time is due to their separate origins (non-reciprocal
hopping vs. edge-specific damping). Further, if we have open boundary
conditions in both the directions, we expect a dynamical corner localization
at late times. This is because the edges which had a nontrivial point-gap
topology, under PBC along one direction, when opened up give rise to the
corner skin-localization along the corresponding direction.

While we discuss these results with the example of a dissipative Hof-
stadter model, in which the individual analysis of spectral and band topol-
ogies is particularly illuminating, our findings provide insights into the
interplay of spectral and band topologies in the dynamics of open topological
quantum systems more generally. Our results are applicable to the vast class
of topological systemswith bond dissipators inducing a skin effect, and hence
not model specific. Our findings unveil how the non-Hermitian skin effect
and topological edge states affect the dynamics of such systems, an important

step given that, arguably, most natural realizations of non-Hermitian phe-
nomena are in dynamical systems with physical loss or gain in time. As such,
our results directly connect to experiments in artificially engineered topo-
logical systems, e.g., in waveguides or electric circuits50,51. Ultracold atoms52,
where signatures of skin effect have been reported is also a promising
platform for simulating open quantum systems such as ours. Beyond these
general findings, our study also considerably deepens the understanding of
how magnetic fields impact open quantum systems. This is important given
the experimental relevance of magnetic fields as a tuning knob.

Data availability
All data supporting the findings of this study are included within the article
and the supplementary information.

Code availability
Computer codes used for calculations and generation of figures are available
upon request.
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