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Abstract: As the fundamental and promising branch of nanophotonics, surface plasmon polaritons
(SPP) with the ability of manipulating the electromagnetic field on the subwavelength scale are of
interest to a wide spectrum of scientists. Composed of metallic or dielectric structures whose shape
and position are carefully engineered on the metal surface, traditional SPP devices are generally static
and lack tunability. Dynamical manipulation of SPP is meaningful in both fundamental research and
practical applications. In this article, the achievements in dynamical SPP excitation, SPP focusing,
SPP vortex, and SPP nondiffracting beams are presented. The mechanisms of dynamical SPP devices
are revealed and compared, and future perspectives are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Arising from the collective oscillations between the incident phonons and electrons at the
dielectric/metal interface, surface plasmon polaritons (SPP) exhibit intriguing properties of large in-plane
momentum, subwavelength field confinement, and strong field enhancement [1–3], which makes it
promising in applications ranging from sensors [4], solar cells [5], super-resolution imaging [6–8],
optoelectronic circuits [9–11], and more. Modulating the propagation and distribution of SPP is
indispensible in these applications. Most optical devices in the 3D free space can find their 2D
counterparts in the SPP platform. SPP focusing [12–17], SPP refection [18–20], SPP vortex [21–24],
SPP Airy beam [25–27], SPP Bessel beam [28–30], SPP logic gates [31,32], and unidirectional SPP
excitation [33–35] have been accomplished by elaborately designing the shape and position of dielectric
or metallic structures. Nevertheless, the functionalities of SPP devices are generally single and static.

Dynamic light modulation is always desired in different branches of optics. In the free space, the
amplitude and phase of light can be readily modulated with spatial light modulator (SLM). For SPPs,
however, no such modulator exists. Fortunately, the amplitude and phase of SPPs are closely related to
the excitation light. The amplitude of SPPs is proportional to the intensity of the incident light and the
phase is the same as that of the incident light. Based on this feature, the distribution of SPPs can be
dynamically manipulated by modulating the excitation light [36–45]. Another distinctive feature is that
the amplitude and phase of the excited SPPs depend heavily on the polarization states of incident light.
Particularly, for circularly polarized light, the SPPs generated by subwavelength slits are imprinted with
a spin-dependent Pancharatnam–Berry (PB) phase which can be tuned by changing the orientation angle
of the slits [46,47]. Polarization-controlled dynamical SPP excitation [48–56], SPP focusing [46,57–66],
SPP vortex [21,44,67–73], SPP nondiffracting beams [74–76], and SPP holography [77,78] have been
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realized. Besides, the other degrees of freedom of light—including the wavelength, topological charge,
and the spatial frequency—can be taken advantage of to actively control the SPP field [79–86] as well.

In this paper, we review the achievements in a branch of plasmonic-dynamical SPP modulation.
In the main part, different approaches adopted to actively manipulate SPP excitation, SPP focusing,
SPP vortex, and SPP nondiffracting beams are explained. The underlying physics of dynamical SPP
devices are summarized and comparisons of the different approaches are presented in Section 6. In
passing, the basic properties of SPPs and the detection of SPP fields which can be found in [1–3] are
not involved in this review. The non-equilibrium properties of localized surface plasmon generated
around single metal nanoparticle, such as ultra-fast nonlinear dynamics [87,88] are not included either.

2. Directional Excitation of Surface Plasmon Polaritons (SPP)

2.1. Polarization Controlled Excitation of SPP

SPP source is the fundamental component of 2D plasmonic system. Slits and gratings are the
commonly used structure to satisfy the wave vector matching condition and generate SPP [1,2].
Conventionally, the excitation of SPP is bidirectional and symmetrical. Dynamic control of the
propagation direction of SPP is desired for real applications. Figure 1a shows polarization controlled
directional SPP coupler which consists of two parallel columns of orthogonal rectangle slits with
separations [48]. SPP waves propagating to the left and right are the interference of the SPP launched
by each column, which can be expressed as

Ir ∝ [(I1 + I2) + 2
√

I1I2 cos(ksps + δ)]
Il ∝ [(I1 + I2) + 2

√
I1I2 cos(ksps− δ)]

, (1)

where I1 and I2 are the intensities of SPP generated by the two columns of slits, ksp is the wave vector
of SPP. δ is relative phase between the two orthogonal components of incident light, which determines
the polarization state. When the separation s is adjusted to s = λsp/2, Equation (1) can be simplified to

Ir ∝ [(I1 + I2) − 2
√

I1I2 sin δ]
Il ∝ [(I1 + I2) + 2

√
I1I2 sin δ]

. (2)

From Equation (2), it can be concluded that the overall intensity of excited SPP I = I1 + I2 is
independent of relative phase, but the proportion of SPP propagating to the left or right can be tuned by
changing polarization state. Particularly, with the illumination of circularly polarized light, I1 and I2 are
equal and the relative phase is δ = σ± π2 , where σ± = ±1 represents left circularly polarized (LCP) and
right circularly polarized (RCP) light, respectively. Thus, SPP excited by LCP light will propagate to the
left (Ir = 0) and SPP excited by RCP light will propagate to the right (Il = 0). For linearly polarized light
which can be regarded as the combination of LCP and RCP light, the excited SPPs propagate equally to
the left and right side. The counterclockwise, clockwise, and linear arrows in Figure 1a indicate the
polarization stats of the incident light. The experimental results further demonstrate that controlled
directional SPP excitation is possible by changing the handedness of the incident light [48]. Based on
anomalous diffraction, a similar functionality is realized with a metasurface consisting of spatial-variant
subwavelength slits [49], as shown in Figure 1b. Light normally incident on the metasurface will
experience both ordinary and anomalous diffraction. The orientation angle α of the slits has no effect on
the ordinary diffracted light and the metasurface acts as a grating, while the anomalous diffracted light
is imprinted with a spin-dependent phase 2α. As a result, the anomalous diffraction beam patterns are
not symmetrical about the surface normal, which makes it possible to realize directional SPP excitation.
To excite SPP, the in-plane wave vector of diffracted light should satisfy.

ksp =
2mπ

s
+ σ±

2∆α
s

. (3)
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For LCP incident light with a frequency of ω2, the SPPs generated by the m = 1 anomalous
diffraction is shifted to a higher frequency ω1 and will propagate to the left, while the SPPs generated
by the m = −1 anomalous diffraction are shifted to a lower frequency ω3 and will propagate to the
right. When the handedness of the incident light is switched, the propagation direction of SPPs will be
reversed correspondingly. The phase gradient ∆α inducing extra in-plane momentum accounts for the
polarization-controlled SPP excitation.
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SPP propagation at a deep subwavelength scale [50]. The circular slit provides an extrinsic orbital 
angular momentum (OAM) [89,90] to match the spin angular momentum(SAM) of incident phonon, 
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Figure 1. (a) Polarization controlled directional excitation of surface plasmon polaritons (SPPs) [48];
(b) Directional SPP excitation with interfacial phase discontinuity [49]; (c) Directing SPP flows based
on spin and orbit angular momentum interaction [50]; (d) Wavelength dependent directional SPP
excitation [79]; (e) Broadband directional SPP excitation with a single compact antenna [80]. Reproduced
with permissions from: [48], AAAS, 2013, [49], Springer Nature, 2013, [50], ACS, 2018, [79], Springer
Nature, 2011, and [80], ACS, 2015.

Figure 1c schematically shows a curved plasmonic waveguide which can realize directional SPP
propagation at a deep subwavelength scale [50]. The circular slit provides an extrinsic orbital angular
momentum (OAM) [89,90] to match the spin angular momentum (SAM) of incident phonon, which
enables the spin–orbit interaction (SOI). Two counter propagating modes can be sustained in such a
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curved single-mode waveguide and, considering the longitudinal angular momentum conservation,
the corresponding probabilities of the two modes can be expressed as

|ar|
2 =

1 + σ±/βR
2

|al|
2 =

1− σ±/βR
2

. (4)

β is the wave vector of the waveguide modes and R is radius of the circular waveguide. When β satisfies
the geometric dynamical condition (β = σ/R), the propagation direction of the surface plasmon is
determined by the handedness of incident light. In the experiment, the operation wavelength is
1.55 µm and the corresponding radius R is 500 nm. The results show that the directionality (the ratio of
emitted intensity) of the subwavelength plasmonic network for both LCP and RCP light can reach 95%.

2.2. Wavelength Dependent Directional SPP Excitation

Resembling the wavelength-division multiplexing in the 3D space, the wavelength demultiplexing
of SPP is a feasible ingredient for on-chip optical communication. In Figure 1d, adopting two
grooves with different widths, a submicron plasmonic dichroic splitter is demonstrated [79]. The SPP
transmission and reflection features of the groove can be tuned by changing the depth and width. Based
on numerical simulation, the two grooves are elaborately designed so that one groove mainly transmits
the SPP and the other reflects SPP at a specific wavelength. For another wavelength, the functionalities
of the two grooves are reversed. In the experiment, two grooves with widths of 260 nm and 360 nm and
depths of 100 nm are fabricated. The ratio between the SPP propagating to the left and right is 3:1 at
640 nm and the ratio is reversed to 1:2 for 790 nm incident light. Based on mode conversion and mode
interference, directional SPP excitation can also be achieved with a single compact antenna containing
one groove and another auxiliary resonant groove [80], shown in Figure 1e. With normally incident
light, the symmetric first waveguide modes (red) in both the main groove and lower nanogroove are
excited. The first mode in the lower nanogroove propagates downward and is reflected by the bottom,
which can activate the antisymmetric second mode (green) in the upper main groove. In this way, the
auxiliary nanogroove enables the energy conversion as well as the interference between the two modes
in the main groove. The amplitudes of the modes can be tuned by the height of lower nanogroove
and the phase difference between the two modes is determined by the height of main groove. SPP
generation by the compact antenna can be attributed to three factors: the normally incident beam, the
first mode and the second mode in the main groove. The SPP propagating to the left and right are in
phase for the first two factors, but are antiphase for the third factor. Thus, directional SPP coupler can
be obtained by adjusting the SPP generated by three factors. In the experiment, the maximum intensity
ratio between the rightward and leftward SPP is over 103 around the central wavelength of 800 nm.
The directional SPP coupler works well with rather wide spectral range of 222 nm. That is because
the grooves are shallow and the corresponding phase varies slowly for the different modes. It should
be noted the third mode in the main groove can be activated at the short wavelength region around
609 nm, which can turn the propagation direction of SPP from right to the left.

2.3. Directional SPP Excitation Determined by the Topological Charge of Vortex Beam

When the incident light is vortex beam, the sign of the topological charge can also determine the
propagation direction of SPP. As shown in Figure 2a, two gratings with different periods Λ (denoted
by the green and purple triangles) are utilized to compose the directional SPP coupler [82]. According

to the wavevector matching condition, the reciprocal vector of grating
→

G1,0 = 2π/Λ, wavevector of the

azimuth component of the incident beam
→

k OAM and
→

k sp should satisfy

→

k sp =
→

k OAM +
→

G1,0. (5)



Appl. Sci. 2019, 9, 3297 5 of 17

When the relation between the grating periods and the topological charge l follow the curves in
Figure 2a, the above wave vectors are collinear. From the analyses of the wave vectors, it can be seen
that the wave vectors of SPP synthesized by the upper grating and the lower grating are the same and
only the SPP propagating to the right satisfies Equation (5) for the l = 1 incident vortex beam. If the

topological charge is switched to l = −1, the direction of
→

G1,0 will be reversed and SPP will propagates
leftward. The experimental results in Figure 2a verify the feasibility of the directional SPP coupler.
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2.4. Directional SPP Propagation Based on Nonlinear Optical Materials

Nonlinear optical materials whose optical property strongly dependents on the pump light
play vital roles in manipulating photons. Combing SPP and nonlinear optical materials can enrich
the functionalities of SPP devices. Figure 2b schematically shows the structure of the all-optical
plasmonic switch, an asymmetric T-shape slit covered with nonlinear polymer film [91]. SPP generated
by the slit propagate along the bottom of the grooves which can be regarded as Fabry–Pérot (FP)
resonators. Without the pump beam, by carefully designing the length of FP resonators (wG1 = 280 nm,
wG2 = 600 nm), the SPP excited by 790 nm incident light can interfere constructively in one direction
and interfere destructively in the other direction. When the slits are illuminated by the 532 nm pump
beam, the refractive index of the polymer film is changed and the effective length of the FP resonator is
changed as well. Thus, the propagation direction of SPP changes from left to right, which can be seen
from the SPP distribution in Figure 2b.
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3. Dynamical Focusing of SPP

The initial studies about SPP focusing are done with circular or semicircular slits [13,14]. In 2008,
Erez Hasman et al. found an interesting phenomenon that the SPP focused by semicircular slits would
experience a spin-dependent transverse shift [57,58], as shown in Figure 3a. The subwavelength scale
displacement can be estimated with λsp/2π. In analogy with the spin Hall effect in the free space, this
effect is attributed to a geometric spiral phase which unifies the spin redirection Berry phase and the
PB phase. In 2015, we experimentally observed the spiral phase in the terahertz region and proposed
an intuitive model based on Fourier transformation to illustrate this effect [60]. It should be noted that
the transverse shift is smaller than the wavelength of SPP because of the limited spiral phase ranging
from 0 to π. The circular or semicircular slits can be regarded as the constitution of subwavelength slits
which are extensively utilized to design the optical metasurface. For a rectangle slit illuminated by
circularly polarized light, the excited SPP field can be expressed as

Esp(r) = sinα exp(iσ∓α)
exp(ikspr + iσ±π/2)

√
r

, (6)

where α represent the orientation angle of the slit and r is the distance from the slit [62]. Thus, the
phase and amplitude of SPP can be modulated by changing the orientation angle of the slits. Moreover,
the phase modulation depends on incident polarization. As shown in Figure 3b, two columns of slits
with a distance d are arranged according to the Fresnel zone plate to focus SPP [46] and the orientation
angles are α0 and −α0, respectively. The phase of SPP propagating to the left and right can be written as

ϕl
sp = 2σ±α0 − kspd, ϕr

sp = 2σ±α0 + kspd. (7)

When α0 = π/4 and d = λsp/4, SPP will be solely focused on the left for LCP incident light
(ϕl

sp = 0, ϕr
sp = π) and will be focused on the right for RCP light (ϕl

sp = π,ϕr
sp = 0). In the experiment,

the focal length is 24 µm and incident wavelength is 980 nm, which indicates that the separation
between the SPP focuses generated by LCP and RCP light is much larger than the wavelength.

Besides, considering that the spiral phase is the origin of spin-dependent SPP focusing for the
semicircular lens in Figure 3a, introducing additional spiral phase should be able to amplify the
transverse displacement. In Figure 3c, orthogonal slit pairs with spatial variant orientation angles
are positioned along the semicircular circle [62]. The SPP field generated by an orthogonal slit pair

is given by Esp(r) = − exp(iσ∓2α)
exp(ikspr)
√

r
. The overall spiral phase contains two parts: the intrinsic

spiral phase dependent on the handedness of incident light and the additional spiral phase caused by
the rotation of slit pair, which can be written as ϕsp = σ∓(θ+ 2α). The separation between the two
focuses generated by LCP and RCP light reaches 1500 nm for 632.8 nm incident light, which could
reduce the crosstalk in on-chip communications.

For the semicircular SPP lens, SPPs excited by different wavelength incident light are always
focused in the center, because the optical paths of SPPs are always equal to radius of the semicircle. A
multiple-wavelength SPP lens is desirable to enhance the capacity of on-chip SPP systems. As shown in
Figure 3d, the positions of the nanoslits are optimized with an iterative algorithm to design a compact
triplexer [81]. The different positions of the slits correspond to the phase modulation of SPP. In the
experiment, 5 × 6 nanoslits are adopted and the positions of the SPP focuses generated by 820 nm,
850 nm, and 880 nm incident light are (0, −3 µm), (0, 0), and (0, 3 µm), respectively. Simultaneously
controlling the polarization and the wavelength of incident light can enable us to manipulate the SPP
focus more flexibly. The wavelength determines the positions of the SPP focuses and the polarization
plays the on/off role [64], for the SPP lens in Figure 3e. The SPP lens consists of horizontal nanoslits
and vertical nanoslits which can be correspondingly excited by vertically polarized and horizontally
polarized light, because the polarization component parallel to the nanoslits cannot effectively give
rise to SPP. In the design, four imaginary SPP source points are placed in different positions and the
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different color circles represent the equiphase lines. Vertical nanoslits are placed at the intersections of
equiphase lines for 632 nm and 670 nm incident light, denoted by the black dots, while horizontal
nanoslits are placed at the intersections of equiphase lines for 710 nm and 750 nm incident light. Thus,
for incident light with a particular wavelength and polarization, the SPP generated by the horizontal
or vertical nanoslits are in phase and will interfere constructively at the corresponding positions of the
imaginary source point.
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larger and the displacement will also be larger. Figure 4a shows the experimentally measured SPP 
distributions for vortex incident beams with different topological charges. The markers l = 1, 2, 3, 4, 
5 represent the different topological charges and a white line is drawn along the y-axis to show the 
displacements of the SPP focuses. It can be clearly seen that the transverse shift of SPP focus grows 
with the increase of the topological charge. The interval between the SPP focuses generated by two 
neighboring topological charges is about 120 nm for 633 nm incident light. This feature can be 
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Figure 3. (a) Polarization-controlled focusing of SPP with semicircular slits [58]; (b) Spin-selected SPP
focusing with vertically arranged nanoslits [46]; (c) Enlarging the spin-dependent transverse shift of
SPP focus by introducing additional spiral phase [62]; (d) Multiple-wavelength focusing of SPP with
a nonperiodic nanoslit coupler [81]; (e)Switchable SPP focusing by changing either the wavelength
or polarization of incident light [64]. Reproduced with permissions from: [58], APS, 2008, [46], OSA,
2015, [62], OSA, 2019, [81], ACS, 2011, [64], ACS, 2015.

As shown in Figure 4a, a semicircular SPP lens is illuminated by the vortex incident beam with
helical wavefront, and the position of SPP focus will be determined by topological charge l of the
vortex beam [83]. The spiral phase carried by the vortex beam can be transferred to the excited SPP.
Thus, the phase of SPP can be expressed as ϕsp = (σ± + l)θ, 0 ≤ θ ≤ π. Just like the focusing of SPP
excited by circularly polarized light in Figure 3a, the SPP focuses generated by vortex beams also
experience transverse shifts. For a vortex beam with a larger topological charge, the spiral phase is
larger and the displacement will also be larger. Figure 4a shows the experimentally measured SPP
distributions for vortex incident beams with different topological charges. The markers l = 1, 2, 3, 4,
5 represent the different topological charges and a white line is drawn along the y-axis to show the
displacements of the SPP focuses. It can be clearly seen that the transverse shift of SPP focus grows
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with the increase of the topological charge. The interval between the SPP focuses generated by two
neighboring topological charges is about 120 nm for 633 nm incident light. This feature can be utilized
to discriminate the topological charge of incident light by measuring the displacement of SPP focus.
From the above analyses, it can be concluded that the phase of excitation light can greatly influence
the distribution of SPP. Thus, controlling the incident light with a spatial light modulator (SLM) can
actively modulate the focusing of SPP [36], as shown in Figure 4b. The required phase to focus SPP at
a pre-chosen position is obtained with an optimization loop and is then projected onto the metallic
nanohole array through lenses L1 and Lobj. The distribution of SPP is imaged on to the camera through
lenses Lobj and L2. Experimental results show that SPP can be focused at target positions (center or
corner) without mechanical motion. Amplitude modulation of excitation light with a SLM can also
implement dynamical SPP focusing [37]. Fresnel-zone type binary amplitude images are projected
onto a metallic grating. The focal length of SPP is given by f = (4r2

m −m2λ2
sp)/4mλsp, where m is the

maximum order number and rm is the radius of mth zone. The odd-order zones are illuminated by
incident light and can give rise to SPP, while the even-orders are not illuminated. Thus, the focal length
of SPP can be tuned by changing m and rm. Changing the effective index of SPP propagating along the
metal surface can also modulate the focusing property of SPP lens [92].
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Figure 4. (a) Controlled focusing of SPP with vortex incident beam [83]; (b) Adjusting the SPP focus by
modulating the phase and amplitude of the incident light with a spatial light modulator (SLM) [36];
(c) A dynamically tunable and reconfigurable SPP lens immersed in the water [92]. Reproduced with
permission from: [83], RSC, 2016, [36], Springer Nature, 2011, [92], Springer Nature, 2013.
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In Figure 4c, an arc-shaped grating SPP lens is immersed in the water. Besides the 808 nm incident
light used to excite SPP, another blue–violet diode laser with a wavelength of 405 nm is utilized to heat
up the gold film and generate vapor bubbles on the surface because of the laser-induced thermal effect.
The size and the location of the bubbles can be modulated by moving the laser spot and adjusting laser
power. The generation of the bubbles causes the local changes in the effective index for SPP during
propagation. The effective index of SPP inside the surface bubble (1.02) is smaller than that outside the
bubble (1.379). Thus, the truncated sphere shape bubble functions like the conventional concave lens
in the free space. Without the bubble, the SPP are focused in the center. When a bubble is generated
and its size is decreased gradually, the SPP focus moves from the boundary of surface bubble to the
outside and the profile of the focus evolves from a spot to a collimated beam, as can be seen from the
experimental results in Figure 4c.

4. SPP Vortex Generation

With the helical wavefront, optical vortexes in free space are usually generated with spiral phase
plates or SLMs [89,90]. Similarly, imposing spiral phases on SPP can also synthesis SPP vortexes. SPP

generated by Archimedes spiral slits which are defined by rm(θ) = r0 +
λspmod(mθ,2π)

2π are imprinted
with a spiral phase along the slits because of the different optical path during propagation. The
radius r of slit changes with azimuthal angle θ and m determines the partial slit segments and the
topological charge of the generated SPP vortex. With the illumination of LCP and RCP light, Figure 5a
schematically gives the phase of SPP generated by m = 2 spiral slit [21,70]. It should be pointed out
that there exists another spin-determined spiral phase besides the spiral phase induced by a different
optical path. Therefore, the topological charge of the SPP vortex can be expressed by j = m + σ±. For
an m = 4 spiral slit, the topological charge of the SPP vortexes generated by LCP and RCP light are j = 5
and j = 3, respectively. The simulated SPP distributions in Figure 5a show that the diameter of the SPP
vortex for the LCP light is larger than the one for RCP light, which is consistence with the theoretical
analyses. When the spiral slits are illuminated by optical vortex beams as shown in Figure 5b, the
spiral phase of incident vortex beam can be transferred to the SPP vortex. Hence, the total topological
charge of the SPP vortex is given by j = l + m + σ± [44,68]. Numerical results in Figure 5b give the
profiles of SPP vortexes generated in different cases, which verifies that SPP vortex can be dynamically
modulated by changing the polarization and the topological charge of the incident light. However, the
maximum topological charge modulation of SPP vortex obtained by switching the handedness of the
incident light is limited to ∆ j = ±1, because the spiral phases induced by the spiral structure and the
incident vortex beam are polarization independent. As shown in Figure 5c, replacing the spiral slits
with subwavelength nanoslits can overcome this restriction [73], considering that spin-dependent PB
phase can be introduced by changing the orientation angles of the slits. The topological charge of the
generated SPP vortex is j = σ±(2n− 1), where n is the ratio between the orientation angle α and the
azimuthal angle θ. Figure 5c schematically shows the structure of the n = 1.5 SPP vortex generator,
and the simulated phase distributions show that the topological charges are j = 2 and j = −2 for LCP
and RCP incident light, which agrees with the theoretical value.
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can be realized [73]. Reproduced with permissions from: [21], ACS, 2010, [44], OSA, 2012, [73],
Wiley-VCH, 2018.

5. Nondiffracting SPP Beams

Besides the attenuation caused by absorption of metal, the propagation of SPP also suffer from
the scattering because of the rough surface and inherent diffraction. Nondiffracting SPP beams with
the diffraction-free and self-healing properties can effectively overcome these effects and lengthen the
propagating distance of SPP. Inspired by the generation of nondiffracting beam in the 3D free space, 2D
plasmonic Airy beams and Bessel beams have been accomplished and extensively studied [25,26,28–30].
Actively controlling the trajectory, position, propagation direction, and profile of the nondiffracting SPP
beams is realized as well. Figure 6a schematically exhibits the experiment setup used to dynamically
manipulate the trajectory of SPP Airy beam [42]. 1D Airy beam which is generated through the Fourier
transform of a Gaussian beam with a cubic phase is impinged on to a metallic grating and then the
excited SPPs take on the profile of incident Airy beams. Mechanical displacements of objective lens
O1 along the transversal or longitudinal direction can change the incident angle of the Airy beam,
and an oblique phase is imprinted on the SPP Airy beam. Thus, the propagation direction of the SPP
Airy beam can be adjusted by changing the incident angle. Likewise, controlling the displacements
of the input Gaussian beam and the cubic phase can modulate the trajectory of the SPP Airy beam.
With subwavelength nanoslits, the position of SPP Airy beam can be controlled by the incident
polarization [74], as shown in Figure 6b. To generate SPP Airy beam, the length of the slits are designed
according to the Airy function and a binary phase (0 and π) modulation is adopted. The orientation
angles of the slits are set to be α = −π/4 and α = π/4, which leads to a dynamical PB phase 2σ±α. A
geometrical phase ksps which is independent of incident polarization is introduced by spacing the slits
a distance s = λsp/4 apart. Thus, the phase of leftward and rightward SPP are ϕl

sp = 2σ±α+ ksps and
ϕr

sp = 2σ±α− ksps, respectively. For LCP incident light, only the SPP propagating to the left satisfies
the required phase modulation and SPP Airy beam is generated on the left side. When the incident
light is switched to RCP, the SPP Airy beam is only observed on the right side.
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through phase control [41]; (d) Polarization-based manipulation of SPP Bessel beams [75]. Reproduced
with permissions from: [42], OSA, 2011, [74], OSA, 2017, [41], OSA, 2014, [75], OSA, 2018.

Compared with the parabolic profile of the SPP Airy beam, the trajectory of SPP Bessel beam is
linear. Initial generations of SPP Bessel beam took advantage of intersecting grating structures which
can excite two plane SPP waves with an inclined wavefront [28,30]. Such a SPP phase distribution can
also be achieved by projecting a designed hologram onto a simple metallic grating [41]. Schematic
diagram of the experimental setup is presented in Figure 6c. To excite SPP Bessel beam, a pure phase
distribution ϕ(x, y) = −k0(

∣∣∣y∣∣∣ sinα+ y sin β) is addressed on the SLM. The width of the main lobe
and the propagation direction of SPP Bessel beam can be manipulated by varying the parameters α
and β, respectively. Breaking the intersecting grating into subwavelength slits, SPP Bessel beam with
different profiles can be obtained by changing incident polarization [75]. As shown in Figure 6d, the
orientation angles of upper and lower slits are α = π/4 and α = −π/4, repetitively. There also exists a
λsp/4 distance between the upper and lower slits. The phase difference of SPP generated by the upper
and lower slits is ∆ϕsp = 2σ±α− kspλsp/4. With the incident of LCP light, the SPP generated by the
upper and lower slits are in phase (∆ϕsp = 0) and interfere constructively along the x-axis. For RCP
incident light, the SPP generated by the upper and lower slits are out of phase (∆ϕsp = π) and interfere
destructively. Therefore, SPP beams with profiles of the zeroth-order Bessel function and the first-order
Bessel function can be observed for LCP and RCP light, respectively.
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6. Discussion and Perspectives

Since the pioneering works of polarization-controlled SPP excitation by the F. Capasso group [48]
and S. Zhang group [49], active SPP focusing by the E. Hasman group [57] and B. Gjonaj group [36],
dynamic switching of SPP vortex by the B. Lee group [21] and Q. Zhan group [70], and dynamically
controlled nondiffracting SPP beams by the X. Zhang Group [42], many researchers have devoted
efforts to dynamic modulation of SPP and lots of fascinating works have been accomplished. We have
briefly reviewed some of the achievements in the domain of dynamical SPP manipulation. According
to the functionality, in this review, the dynamical SPP devices are classified in four categories: SPP
excitation, SPP focusing, SPP vortex, and SPP nondiffracting beam. Other functionalities, such as
dynamical SPP holography [77,78] and controlled Cherenkov SPP wakes [47,93], are demonstrated
as well. Overall, modulating the wavelength, amplitude, phase, and polarization of the excitation
light is the basic underlying principle of most dynamical SPP devices. The amplitude and phase can
be controlled with SLMs and the wavelength-based modulation usually requires broadband light
sources, which are complex and costly. On the contrary, the polarization states of light can be easily
adjusted with half wave plates and quarter wave plates. With carefully designed subwavelength
structures, almost all the functionalities of the SPP devices can be manipulated through polarization.
Therefore, modulating the polarization of excitation light is a more convenient and effective way to
actively control SPP field. Currently, most polarization-controlled SPP devices rely on changing the
handedness of circularly polarized light. Further study may take advantage of linearly polarized light,
elliptically polarized light, or light with space-variant state of polarization.

Coherence is also one of the fundamental degrees of freedom of light [94,95]. In the above
discussion, we have mainly focused on the modulation of monochromatic SPP field. The spatial
coherence of monochromatic SPP is conserved during propagation [96,97]. Theories for partially
coherent polychromatic SPP field have been developed recently [98–103]. The SPP coherence
characteristics can be actively controlled by tailoring the spectral and spatial coherence of incident
light [98]. Particularly, Y. Chen et al. introduced and studied a class of structured polychromatic
SPP field—partially coherent axiconic SPP field [100,101]. Theoretical analyses show that vectorial
axiconic SPP field possesses high structural stability and broad statistical versatility. Despite the lack of
interference for the uncorrelated axiconic SPP field, coherence lattices of varying forms can be obtained
due to statistical similarity. These studies indicate that SPP coherence engineering is of fundamental
importance in controlling the spatial, temporal, and polarization properties of the SPP field.

Besides, 2D materials such as graphene and MoS2 whose optical properties can be electrically tuned
have been introduced as a new platform to dynamically modulate SPP [104–107]. The strong coupling
between plasmon and material excitons [108–110] has been applied to plasmon enhanced spectroscopy.
Combining the 2D materials, the modulation of excitation light and the design of subwavelength
structure should enable a more flexible control over SPP fields in the future. Compared with static SPP
devices, dynamical SPP devices are multifunctional and more efficient, which makes them a powerful
tool in applications like on-chip communications [10,11,83,111], polarization analyses [70,112,113],
particle manipulation [69,114,115], and super resolution imaging [38,116].
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