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Non-abelian gauge theories underlie our understanding of fundamental forces in nature, and de-
veloping tailored quantum hardware and algorithms to simulate them is an outstanding challenge
in the rapidly evolving field of quantum simulation. Here we take an approach where gauge fields,
discretized in spacetime, are represented by qudits and are time-evolved in Trotter steps with multi-
qudit quantum gates. This maps naturally and hardware-efficiently to an architecture based on
Rydberg tweezer arrays, where long-lived internal atomic states represent qudits, and the required
quantum gates are performed as holonomic operations supported by a Rydberg blockade mecha-
nism. We illustrate our proposal for a minimal digitization of SU(2) gauge fields, demonstrating
a significant reduction in circuit depth and gate errors in comparison to a traditional qubit-based
approach, which puts simulations of non-abelian gauge theories within reach of NISQ devices.

Introduction.– Quantum field theories form the back-
bone of the Standard Model of particle physics, where
quantized gauge fields mediate the interactions be-
tween fundamental particles [1]. Lattice gauge theories
(LGTs), where fields are discretized on a space-time lat-
tice [2], provide a convenient framework to study non-
perturbative high-energy phenomena, and have been ex-
tensively used to extract numerous experimentally rele-
vant predictions [3]. Despite this success, standard ap-
proaches based on Monte Carlo methods are severely lim-
ited by the sign problem [4], preventing the study of real-
time gauge theory dynamics, among other drawbacks.
The latter are essential to analyze experimental results
in heavy-ion colliders, where open problems in particle
physics are currently being addressed [5, 6], including
the search of new physics beyond the Standard Model.

In the recent years, quantum simulators (QS) [7] have
emerged as a promising pathway to circumvent these
problems [8–13], leading to several experimental demon-
strations where simple LGTs were investigated using dig-
ital, analog and variational methods [14–20]. For dig-
ital QS [21], in particular, different schemes have been
proposed to address high-dimensional non-abelian gauge
theories using different platforms, including trapped
ions [22–24], ultracold atoms [25–29], superconducting
circuits [30–32] and cavities [33]. Despite their higher
flexibility to simulate complex many-body Hamiltonians
compared to the analog approach, crucial in particular
for non-abelian theories, a full digital quantum simu-
lation requires access to gate-based quantum comput-
ers, which are currently restricted to Noisy Intermedi-
ate Scale Quantum (NISQ) devices [34], limited in qubit
number and circuit depths. Although an impressive ef-
fort is currently taking place to reduce the computa-
tional complexity using improved quantum software [35–
49], simulating relevant LGTs in the NISQ era must be
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FIG. 1. Gauge field dynamics on qudit vs. qubit quan-
tum simulator: (a) Our proposal employs Rydberg atoms
trapped in optical tweezers, arranged on the links ` of a hy-
percubic lattice. Each atom encodes a qudit using d internal
levels, where single-qudit gates are realized holonomically. To
implement the entangling two-qudit gate Θ`|`′ we first bring
pairs of atoms within the Rydberg blockade radius Rb. (b)
First order decomposition of a Trotter step, including the
four-qudit plaquette interaction, into the native atomic gates

U (E/B)
` and Θ`|`′ . (c) For comparison, we show a qubit-based

circuit decomposition of Θ`|`′ for the Q8 group, where the
number of required atoms is increased by a factor log2 8 = 3,
leading to much lower gate fidelities, while our qudit-approach
enables a faithful simulation [see Figs. 2(c) and (d)].
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complemented by the development of efficient quantum
hardware tailored to the specific algorithmic demands.

In this Letter, we introduce a qudit architecture based
on atoms trapped in optical tweezer arrays and laser ex-
cited to Rydberg states [50–56] (Fig. 1). We co-design the
platform to match the requirements to digitally simulate
real-time dynamics of non-abelian gauge theories in a
hardware-efficient manner. In particular, we show a con-
siderable reduction of experimental resources compared
to qubit-based approaches due to a more natural match
between the simulating and the simulated degrees of free-
dom, preserving the local structure of gauge-invariant in-
teractions.

Although qudit-based quantum simulators can also be
implemented with other platforms such as ultracold mix-
tures [57], trapped ions [58] and photonic circuits [59],
multi-dimensional tweezer arrays, both dynamically re-
configurable and locally addressable [53, 56, 60–63], sat-
isfy the scalability requirements necessary to address the
continuum limit of LGTs. Specifically, here we con-
sider multi-level atoms to encode large gauge-field Hilbert
spaces using long-lived qudits [64–66]. Employing a Ry-
dberg blockade mechanism [51, 52, 67], we develop a na-
tive set of holonomic gates [68–72], robust against de-
coherence, that allows to efficiently simulate the time
evolution under a general LGT Hamiltonian. In partic-
ular, we show how for the simplest non-trivial digitiza-
tion of SU(2) gauge fields, and including relevant error
sources, our qudit approach achieves higher fidelities than
a traditional qubit protocol [73], enabling the quantum
simulation of non-abelian gauge theories using NISQ de-
vices [53]. Finally, we note that although larger qudit
sizes are required to properly approximate the physics
of SU(2) as relevant for high-energy physics [37], this
minimal protocol can readily be employed to study con-
densed matter systems with non-abelian topological or-
der [74, 75].

Qudit quantum computing with Rydberg atoms.–
Atomic systems offer the possibility to encode quan-

tum information in internal states. Here, we go beyond
the paradigmatic model of a two-level atomic qubit and
consider a collection of N multi-level atoms in state-
independent optical traps. For every single atom, we
propose to encode a qudit with corresponding Hilbert
space spanned by |j〉, j = 0, . . . , d − 1 in d long-lived
hyperfine ground states |F,mF 〉, where large hyperfine
manifolds can be accessed e.g. using Erbium [76] or
Holmium [77, 78]. In a qubit-based approach, an equiv-
alent Hilbert space of dimension dN requires control
over N log2(d) instead of only N atoms as in our case
(Fig. 1(c)). This saving of physical resources is crucial for
efficient near-future applications in the NISQ era, since
the number of atoms that can be trapped and controlled
is limited. For instance, a 4 × 4 2D lattice containing
32 d = 8 qudits (which will become relevant later) could
be encoded using 32 atoms, a number that is already
available [53], while almost 100 of them should be used
instead in a qubit-based protocol.

FIG. 2. Qudit enconding and native gates: (a) Atomic
level structure serving as a Q8-register, where the d = 8 group
basis elements are encoded into different hyperfine manifolds.
Single and two-qudit gates are performed holonomically us-
ing the auxiliary ground-state level |p〉 and excited states |e〉
and |r〉, with corresponding decay rates γe/r. (b) Controlled-

permutation gate C`
′→`
θ(g) (g) as a sequence of four single qudit-

gates in the blockade regime. Quantified by the maximally-
entangled state obtained after applying Θ`|`′ to |Ψ0〉, imple-
mented through the (c) qudit and (d) qubit protocols [see the
circuit in Fig. (1)(c)] using the same experimental parame-
ters (see main text), we obtain a state fidelity of 99.6% and
21.4%, respectively, demonstrating the clear advantage of a
qudit-based decomposition.

The quantum information stored in each atomic qudit
can be efficiently manipulated, e.g., using holonomic op-
erations [68, 79], where arbitrary single-qudit gates U ∈
SU(d) can be synthesized via an appropriate sequence of
laser pulses, with time-dependent Rabi frequencies Ω(t).
To see this, we first decompose U into a product of at
most d(d − 1)/2 unitaries acting non-trivially only on
two atomic levels (i, j) [80], and subsequently realize the
two-level unitaries via at most three rotations around
the x or y axis, denoted by R

(i,j)
x(y)(ϕ), respectively, utiliz-

ing an auxiliary state |e〉 [see the Supplemental Material
(SM) [81] for details]. The total time required to im-
plement a general single-qudit gate is upper bounded by
3d(d − 1)T/2, where T is the duration of a laser pulse,
estimated below for realistic experimental parameters.
We note that the explicit implementation of this scheme
should be guided by the constraints imposed by atomic
selection rules, see Fig. 2(a) for an example with d = 8.

The main error sources affecting the fidelity of single-
qudit gates are the spontaneous decay from the excited
state |e〉 [Fig. (2)(a)] as well as non-adiabatic state trans-
fer. As we show in [81], both can be made negligible by
imposing Ω � 1/T , γe, which can be achieved in cur-
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rent experiments. The fast and high fidelity single-qudit
gates obtained with our protocol [81] contrast with those
achievable in a qubit-based approach, where O(d2) en-
tangling CNOT gates between log d qubits are required,
leading to larger errors and longer implementation times.

We now come to the main challenge of qudit quan-
tum computing and introduce a new protocol for a
general class of controlled-unitary operation, CU (j0) =
U ⊗ |j0〉〈j0|+ 1⊗ (1− |j0〉 〈j0|) with j0 ∈ {0, . . . d− 1}.
Our proposal is based on the Rydberg blockade mecha-
nism [51, 52, 67], which prohibits the simultaneous exci-
tation of two atoms to the Rydberg state |r〉 when their
distance R is below the blockade radius, Rb, set by the
large Rydberg interaction V ∼ 1/R6 � Ω. This idea
gives rise to the following protocol. First, bring the con-
trol and target atoms within range R < Rb and apply
the unitary U on target (as outlined above). Now ex-
cite the control qudit from |j0〉 to the Rydberg state |r〉
using S(j0,r) ≡ R

(j0,r)
y (π), and subsequently realize U†

on the target by decomposing every two-level rotation as

R
(i,j)
x/y (ϕ) = S†(i,r)R

(j,r)
x/y (ϕ)S(i,r) [Fig. (2)(b)]. To empha-

size the involvement of the Rydberg state we denote this

gate by U†r . Finally, applying S†j0,r to the control qu-

dit maps the state |r〉 back to |j0〉. Due to the Rydberg
blockade, which projects onto the subspace orthogonal
to the state |rr〉 (both atoms in the Rydberg state), this
protocol realizes the operator

(1⊗ S†(j0,r))
[
P(U†r ⊗ 1)P

]
(1⊗ S(j0,r))(U ⊗ 1), (1)

with P = 1 − |rr〉〈rr|. If this operator acts on states
where the Rydberg states are not populated, it coin-
cides with CU (j0). That is, U is applied to the tar-
get qudit if and only if the control qudit was in state
|j0〉. The execution time of this gate is upper bounded
by (6d(d− 1) + 2)T . Apart from the error sources
mentioned above, imperfect Rydberg blockade and de-
cay from the Rydberg state can lower the fidelity of
controlled-unitary gates. Below we discuss how the latter
affect the simulation of non-abelian LGTs for a minimal
example with d = 8.

In summary, we have established a gate set G =
{U, CU (j0)} consisting of arbitrary single-qudit gates
U ∈ SU(d) and controlled two-qudit gates CU (j0) ∈
SU(d2). These are naturally available in a qudit reg-
ister consisting of multi-level Rydberg atoms in a pro-
grammable tweezer array. The universal properties of
G for general qudit-based algorithms will be discussed
elsewhere [82]; here we are specifically interested in the
simulation of LGTs as discussed in the following section.

Gauge field dynamics on a qudit quantum computer.–
In this section, we turn our attention to the digital sim-
ulation of real-time gauge theory dynamics with qudits.
Most importantly, we will show that the architecture out-
lined above provides exactly those resources which are
required to simulate LGTs on a quantum device. To
see this, we take the Hamiltonian lattice approach [83].
Given a gauge group G and a hypercubic lattice with

N` links `, we represent the state |ψ(t)〉 at time t on
a so-called G-register [36], |ψ(t)〉 =

∑
g ψt(g) |g〉, with

|g〉 = |g1〉1 ⊗ |g2〉2 ⊗ · · · =
⊗

` |g`〉`. Here, every |g〉 de-
notes a state labelled by a group element g ∈ G, and the
set {|g〉} forms an orthonormal basis of the local (link)
Hilbert space HG. For the relevant cases of G = U(1)
or SU(N), where HG is infinite-dimensional, we replace
G with a large, but finite subgroup of itself, which leads
to HG ' C|G|, with dimension given by the order of the
group |G|, and thus effectively digitizes the many-body
wave-function ψt(g) [37]. The state |ψ(t)〉 can then be
encoded naturally in a set of N` qudits by identifying
the computational basis {|j〉} (j = 0, . . . , d− 1) with the
group state basis {|g〉} (g ∈ G), with |G| = d [Fig. 1(a)].

The main target of this letter is the time-evolution
operator UG(t) = e−iHGt acting on a given initial state
|ψ(0)〉, i.e. we aim to realize the evolution |ψ(t)〉 =
U(t)|ψ(0)〉 in a hardware-efficient way. For a general
Kogut-Susskind-type LGT, this evolution is generated by
a Hamiltonian HG = λEHE +λBHB with “electric” (E)
and “magnetic” contributions (B) [83],

HE =
1

2

∑
`

E2
` , HB =

∑
�

(
U� + U†�

)
. (2)

While the operator E2
` acts non-trivially only on a single

link `, the plaquette operator

U� = tr
[
U`1U`2U

†
`3
U†`4

]
(3)

involves the four links `i with i = 1, . . . , 4 of an elemen-
tary plaquette � (Fig. 1(b)). To simplify notation we
omit here and in the following the links on which U� is
acting on. For SU(N), the U` are N × N matrices of
operators (N = 1 for U(1)), and tr [..] denotes the corre-
sponding trace in N dimensions [83].

We now identify the common challenges in realizing
U (G)(t) for an arbitrary (finite) group G. In our digi-
tal approach, we employ a Trotter decomposition with
step size δt [84] and error of desired order O

(
δtk
)

[85].
This reduces the task to realizing the elementary Trot-
ter steps U (E/B)(δt) = e−iλE/BHE/Bδt, as e.g. U (G)(t) =(
U (E)(δt)U (B)(δt)

)t/δt
+O(δt) for a first order decompo-

sition. Note that due to the locality of the interactions
these steps can be applied in parallel using the local gates

U (E)
` (δt) = e−iλEE

2
` δt and U (B)

� (δt) = e−iλB(U�+U†
�)δt.

For any group G, the local gates are given by

U (E)
` (δt) =

∑
h`,g`∈G

f (E)(h`, g`, δt)× |g`〉`〈h`| , (4)

U (B)
� (δt) =

∑
g`1,2,3,4∈G

f (B)(g`1g`2g
−1
`3
g−1`4 , δt)× (5)

|g`1 , g`2 , g`3 , g`4〉〈g`1 , g`2 , g`3 , g`4 | ,
acting trivially on all other links. The group-dependence
is encoded in the functions f (E/B) (see SM [81] for ex-

plicit expressions). Hence, for |G| = d, U (E)
` corre-

sponds to a single-qudit gate acting on link ` while U (B)
�
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represents a diagonal four-qudit gate (acting on links
`1, . . . , `4).

Let us now decompose the four-qudit diagonal gate,

U (B)
� into more elementary gates [28]. We define the

two-qudit gate Θ`|`′ , which realizes a controlled group

multiplication, by Θ`|`′ |g`〉|g`′〉 = |g`g`′〉|g`′〉. As f (B)

depends only on the product g`1g`2g
−1
`3
g−1`4 ∈ G, U (B)

�

can be implemented by applying Θ
(†)
`|`′ between link `1

and the other three links followed by the diagonal single-

qudit gate U (B)
` (δt)|g`〉 = f (B)(g`, δt)|g`〉, and finally un-

doing the first operations [Fig. 1(b)]. More explicitly,

U (B)
� = Θ†`1|`2 Θ`1|`3 Θ`1|`4 U

(B)
`1

Θ†`1|`4 Θ†`1|`3 Θ`1|`2 . (6)

In summary, it is sufficient to realize the single-qudit

gates U (E/B)
` and the two-qudit gate Θ`|`′ for quantum

simulating the real-time dynamics of an arbitrary gauge
theory. The latter can be further decomposed into a
product of controlled-permutation gates [Fig. 1(a)],

Θ`|`′ =
∑
g∈G

θ`(g)⊗ |g〉`′〈g| =
∏
g∈G

C`
′→`
θ(g) (g) . (7)

Here, `(`′) denotes the control (target) qudit and θ`(g)
is a single-qudit gate implementing the right group mul-
tiplication, i.e. θ`(g)|g`〉 = |g`g〉, which is just a permu-
tation. This shows that the required gate set reduces to

{U (E/B)
` , C`

′→`
θ(g) (g)}, which are precisely the types of gates

that are naturally available with the architecture intro-
duced in the previous section. In the spirit of co-design,
we have thus identified purpose-made hardware for the
digital quantum simulation of LGTs, which is the central
result of this letter. Moreover, the possibility of moving
the qudits with a programmable tweezer array allows us
to perform the required entangling gates in parallel (for
example at all even/odd plaquettes in 2D) while avoid-
ing cross-talk from the Rydberg interaction [Fig. 1(a)],
making our protocol scalable in system size.

Real-time dynamics of Q8 ⊂ SU(2).– To be explicit,
we now illustrate our approach for the example of the
quaternion group Q8, which is the smallest non-abelian
subgroup of SU(2) and requires qudits of size d = 8 [81].
Fig. 3(c) shows Trotter quench dynamics in comparison
to the exact result on a single plaquette, demonstrat-
ing that the expected interchange between magnetic and
electric energies can be observed with a few Trotter steps.
We now turn to a discussion of the most relevant errors
included in this simulation, highlighting the advantage of
our proposal in comparison to a traditional qubit-based
approach.

Experimental gate errors can be drastically reduced
by using qudits instead of qubits, due a substantial
reduction of the required entangling operations. We
illustrate this fact in Figs. 2(c) and (d) for the ele-
mentary group-multiplication gate Θ`|`′ , where we com-
pare the state fidelity of a maximally-entangled state,
|ψ1〉 = 1/

√
d
∑
g |g〉 |g〉, prepared from a product state
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100

In
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FIG. 3. Fidelity of the simulation: (a) Infidelity 1 − F
of the digital simulation at final evolution time tλB = 1 as
a function of the Trotter step δtλB , where an exact second-
order Trotter decomposition (crosses) results in the scaling
1 − F ∼ (δt)4 (dashed-dotted lines). Including gate errors,
the infidelity increases again at small δtλB . Correcting for
atomic losses due to decoherence, we find that optimal step
size δtλB = 1/3 at the minimum of 1−F ≈ 6.7% (red circle).
(b) We measure the losses included in the simulated gates
by a decay of the norm 〈ψ|ψ〉 of the time evolved state. As
illustrated for the optimal and a very small Trotter step (sym-
bols), the decay is consistent with a constant loss of ≈ 0.75%
per Trotter step (solid lines). (c) Trotterized quench dy-
namics of a non-abelian Q8 LGT on a single plaquette for
λE/λB = 2.88. The Trotter step corresponds to the “sweet
spot” indicated in (a). Here, the observables are corrected
by a multiplicative time-dependent factor due to the decay
shown in (b).

|ψ0〉 = 1/
√
d
∑
g |0〉 |g〉 with |ψ1〉 = Θ |ψ0〉. Choosing

ΩT = 3 · 102 , V/Ω = 5 and γe/Ω = γr/Ω = 10−6, we
find a state fidelity of 99.6% for the qudit-approach [86],
in comparison to 21.4% for a qubit-based decomposition
(see Fig. 1(c) and [81] for details of the employed decom-
positions [87]), demonstrating a clear advantage of the
qudits. Similarly, the physical time required to imple-
ment one Trotter step [Fig. 1(a)] is drastically reduced
by the qudit approach. We estimate a Trotter step time
of ∼ 103T , taking into account a moving velocity below
certain threshold to avoid decoherence [53], and using
the structure of the group permutation matrices to re-
duce the number of pulses required to implement Θ`|`′ to
2(2d−1)(d−1) [81]. For Ω = 2π×100 MHz, this leads to
a Trotter step time of ∼ 1 ms in contrast to ∼ 100 ms [81]
for a qubit-based approach. In summary, qudits enable
the simulation of several Trotter steps within the experi-
mental coherence times of NISQ devices with reasonable
fidelity, while an analogous qubit simulation is experi-
mentally unfeasible in the foreseeable future.

In the long run, a faithful quantum simulation of gauge
theories in the field theory limit will also require a treat-
ment of systematic errors, such as a finite Trotter step,
finite lattice spacing, finite volume and finite subgroup.
For brevity, we focus on the finite Trotter step here and
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briefly comment on other discretization errors in the con-
clusion. At fixed simulation time t, the Trotter error can
be systematically reduced by decreasing δt at the cost of
accumulating experimental gate errors. We quantify this
competition for the simulated quantum computation in
Fig. 3(a), where we plot the infidelity 1−F of the evolu-
tion as a function of the Trotter step δt for tλB = 1.
Comparing exact simulations of a second order Trot-
ter decomposition to a simulation including the faulty
group-multiplication gate described above, we quantify
the overall accuracy by the overlap of the simulated state
(Trotter evolved) |ψsim〉 with the exact result |ψexact〉,
i.e. F = |〈ψsim|ψexact〉|2. While the power-law behaviour
observed for the exact circuit clearly shows the proper
convergence of the Trotter expansion, the realistic sim-
ulation is limited by a finite decay rate per Trotter step
[Fig. 3(b)]. As a consequence, there is an optimal Trotter
step as indicated in Fig. 3(a), leading to the best overall
performance while minimizing the execution time of the
simulation.

Conclusions and outlook.– A prerequisite to quantum
simulation of non-abelian LGTs with NISQ devices is
hardware efficient encoding and processing with tailored,
and scalable quantum hardware. The present work pro-
poses a qudit-based architecture based on atoms stored in

tweezer arrays, where single-qudit and entangling gates
arising natively in qudit Rydberg-platforms are precisely
those required for the simulation of LGTs. We show how
our protocol leads to a significantly higher fidelity than a
traditional qubit-based approach, which puts non-abelian
LGTs within reach of near-term quantum devices. More-
over, the present work can be extended to include dynam-
ical matter [88], a necessary step towards addressing open
questions in and beyond the Standard Model with quan-
tum simulators. Finally, the qudit architecture outlined
in this work provides a natural setting for systems with
higher spin, for instance for condensed-matter models or
quantum chemistry applications [89].
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R. Höllwieser, M. A. Janik, A. Kalweit, D. Keane, E. Kir-
itsis, A. Mischke, R. Mizuk, G. Odyniec, K. Papadodi-
mas, A. Pich, R. Pittau, J. W. Qiu, G. Ricciardi, C. A.
Salgado, K. Schwenzer, N. G. Stefanis, G. M. von Hippel,
and V. I. Zakharov, Qcd and strongly coupled gauge the-
ories: challenges and perspectives, The European Physi-
cal Journal C 74, 2981 (2014).

[6] J. Berges, M. P. Heller, A. Mazeliauskas, and R. Venu-
gopalan, Qcd thermalization: Ab initio approaches and
interdisciplinary connections, Reviews of Modern Physics
93, 035003 (2021).

[7] R. P. Feynman, Simulating physics with computers,
International Journal of Theoretical Physics 21, 467
(1981).

[8] U.-J. Wiese, Ultracold quantum gases and lattice sys-
tems: quantum simulation of lattice gauge theories, An-
nalen der Physik 525, 777 (2013).

[9] E. Zohar, J. I. Cirac, and B. Reznik, Quantum simula-
tions of lattice gauge theories using ultracold atoms in op-
tical lattices, Reports on Progress in Physics 79, 014401
(2015).

[10] M. Dalmonte and S. Montangero, Lattice gauge theory
simulations in the quantum information era, Contempo-
rary Physics 57, 388 (2016).
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A quantum processor based on coherent transport of en-
tangled atom arrays, Nature 604, 451 (2022).

[54] S. R. Cohen and J. D. Thompson, Quantum computing
with circular rydberg atoms, PRX Quantum 2, 030322
(2021).

[55] E. Guardado-Sanchez, B. M. Spar, P. Schauss, R. Belyan-
sky, J. T. Young, P. Bienias, A. V. Gorshkov, T. Iadecola,
and W. S. Bakr, Quench dynamics of a fermi gas with
strong nonlocal interactions, Phys. Rev. X 11, 021036
(2021).

[56] I. S. Madjarov, J. P. Covey, A. L. Shaw, J. Choi, A. Kale,
A. Cooper, H. Pichler, V. Schkolnik, J. R. Williams,
and M. Endres, High-fidelity entanglement and detection
of alkaline-earth rydberg atoms, Nature Physics 16, 857
(2020).
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