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We present the Markovian quantum master equation describing rotational decoherence, friction,
diffusion, and thermalization of planar, linear, and asymmetric rotors in contact with a thermal
environment. It describes how an arbitrary initial rotation state decoheres and evolves toward a Gibbs-
like thermal ensemble, as we illustrate numerically for the linear and the planar top, and it yields the
expected rotational Fokker-Planck equation of Brownian motion in the semiclassical limit.
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Introduction.—A quantum point particle moving in a
thermal bath is subject to random interactions with the
environmental degrees of freedom. They affect the particle
in two ways: (i) initial superpositions of different positions
quickly decohere and (ii) the particle gradually thermalizes
with its surroundings. In many situations, the associated
dynamics is well modeled by the Markovian master
equation of quantum Brownian motion [1,2]. But what if
the particle is not pointlike and hence able to rotate? How
can the resulting rotational decoherence, friction, and
diffusion be described quantum mechanically?
Beyond its conceptual significance, this question becomes

increasingly relevant for state-of-the-art experiments.
Numerous experimental studies demonstrate rotational
manipulation and control of molecules [3–8] and recently
also of nanoparticles [9–16]. Cooling the rotation state into
the quantum regime was successfully implemented for small
molecules [17–26], and is in reach for nano- to micrometer-
sized objects [12,27,28]. Conceivable applications include
orientation-dependent metrology [29–31], ultracold chem-
istry [32–34], highly sensitive torque sensors [12,15],
realizations of a quantum heat engine [35], levitated nano-
magnets [36], dissipative dynamics of angulons [37], tests of
objective collapse models [38], and orientational quantum
revivals [39,40]. The interpretation of such experiments will
rely heavily on a theoretical assessment of the rotor
dynamics in presence of an environment.
Here, we present the general Markovian quantum master

equation describing rotational friction, diffusion, and ther-
malization of rigid rotors. It is the natural generalization of
the master equation of Brownian center-of-mass motion
[1,2,41], valid if the bath is sufficiently dilute or its
temperature is high enough to warrant a Markovian
description. Unlike the center-of-mass momentum, how-
ever, the angular momentum components do not commute,
implying that the orientational degrees of freedom cannot
be decoupled, and the friction and diffusion tensors depend
necessarily on the particle orientation expressed in terms of
rotation matrices. These characteristics of orientation and

rotation render their quantum dynamics substantially differ-
ent from the center-of-mass motion, so that the presented
master equation is not a straightforward extension thereof.
As in the classical theory [42], it will turn out to be
pertinent to use a coordinate-independent formulation in
terms of rotation matrices and angular momentum vectors
rather than the canonical phase space variables. The
presented master equation reduces to pure orientational
decoherence [43–45] in the high-temperature limit and to
the expected Fokker-Planck equation [42] in the semi-
classical limit.
Classical thermalization—It is useful to briefly review

the classical description of rotational thermalization of a
rigid body of orientation Ω (parametrized e.g., by the Euler
angles) and angular momentum J. In absence of an external
torque, environment-induced friction and diffusion can
be described by the stochastic differential equation dJ ¼
−ΓðΩÞJdtþ dNt. The first term accounts for rotational
friction with the orientation-dependent friction tensor
ΓðΩÞ¼RðΩÞΓ0RTðΩÞ. Here, the orthogonal matrix RðΩÞ
serves to rotate the particle from a reference orientation

FIG. 1. A rigid rotor immersed in a thermal environment
receives random angular momentum kicks analogous to the
momentum kicks experienced by a Brownian particle. These
interactions decohere an initial superposition of two different
orientations and gradually thermalize the rotation state.
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Ω ¼ 0 to the current one, see Fig. 1, and Γ0 is the friction
tensor at Ω ¼ 0. The strength and direction of the random
angular momentum kicks dNt ¼

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

2DðΩÞp

dWt is deter-
mined by the diffusion tensor DðΩÞ [45], while dWt is a
vectorWiener process. The angularmomentumdynamics are
complemented by the equation of motion for particle ori-
entation, dRðΩÞ ¼ I−1ðΩÞJ × RðΩÞdt. Here, we introduced
the tensor of inertia IðΩÞ whose eigenvalues Ii are the
moments of inertia. These two stochastic equations determine
the Brownian rotation dynamics of an arbitrary particle.
The stochastic motion can be equivalently described by

the deterministic evolution of the probability density
htðΩ; JÞ [46–48]. It contains both the free rotational
dynamics and a nonconservative part accounting for the
interaction with the environment, ∂tht ¼ ∂rot

t ht þ ∂nc
t ht.

While the first part is determined by the Hamilton function
H ¼ J · I−1ðΩÞJ=2, the second part takes the form of a
Fokker-Planck equation,

∂nc
t htðΩ;JÞ¼∇J · ½ΓðΩÞJhtðΩ;JÞ�þ∇J ·DðΩÞ∇JhtðΩ;JÞ:

ð1Þ

The dynamics of the first two moments of J follow directly
as

∂thJi ¼ −hΓðΩÞJi; ð2aÞ

∂thJ2i ¼ −2hJ · ΓðΩÞJi þ 2hTr½DðΩÞ�i; ð2bÞ

∂thJ⊗Ji¼−hΓðΩÞJ⊗JþJ⊗JΓTðΩÞiþ2hDðΩÞi: ð2cÞ

As expected for Brownian motion, friction reduces the
mean (angular) momentum (2a), while diffusion increases
its variance and covariance with a constant rate determined
by (2b) and (2c). [Trð·Þ refers to the matrix trace, as
opposed to the operator trace trð·Þ used below.]
Using the fluctuation-dissipation relation DðΩÞ ¼

kBTΓðΩÞIðΩÞ in Eq. (1), one finds that the rotor thermalizes
toward the Gibbs state expð−H=kBTÞ=Z with mean energy

hHi ¼ 1

2
hJ · I−1ðΩÞJi ¼ f

2
kBT; ð3Þ

where f ¼ rank½IðΩÞ� is the number of rotational degrees of
freedom. For a given particle shape, the rotational friction
tensor can be calculated microscopically from kinetic gas
theory [42,49,50]. The Fokker-Planck description (1) allows
general statements about thermalization [48], and is best
suited for comparison with the quantized rotation dynamics.
Quantum-classical consistency demands that the quan-

tum master equation of rotational friction and diffusion
describes the same dynamics as Eq. (1) in the semiclassical
limit. This means that the equations for the first and second
moments of the angular momentum operator J (operators
are denoted by sans-serif characters unless specified

otherwise) must coincide with their classical equivalents
(2) up to corrections of order ℏ. Further, the steady state of
the quantummaster equation must approach the Gibbs state
for large temperatures,

ρeq ¼
1

Z
e−H=kBT þOðℏÞ; with Z ¼ trðe−H=kBTÞ; ð4Þ

implying the equipartition of energies (3) to lowest order
in ℏ.
General master equation.—We now establish the quan-

tum master equation ∂tρ ¼ −i½H; ρ�=ℏþDρ describing
rotational friction and diffusion through the dissipator D.
The latter can be heuristically derived from the Caldeira-
Leggett equation [1,2] for N rigidly connected point
particles. Denoting the position operators of the individual
point particles by rn and the momentum operators by pn,
the master equation reads

∂tρ ¼ −
i
ℏ

�

Hþ 1

2

X

N

n¼1

γnðrn · pn þ ðrn · pnÞ†Þ; ρ
�

þ 2kBT
ℏ2

X

N

n¼1

mnγn

�

Ln · ρL
†
n −

1

2
fL†

n · Ln; ρg
�

; ð5Þ

with Ln ¼ rn þ iℏpn=4mnkBT and individual damping
rates γn > 0.
In order to account for the fact that all point particles

are rigidly connected, we introduce a quantum version of
the rigid body approximation [51]. Denoting the orienta-
tion operator as Ω, it takes the center of mass to be at

rest, rn ¼ RðΩÞrð0Þn , and replaces the momenta pn by
operator-valued classical expressions for the velocity of

the nth particle multiplied by its mass, −mnRðΩÞrð0Þn ×

RðΩÞI−10 RTðΩÞJ, with rð0Þn the nth particle position and
I0 the tensor of inertia at orientation Ω ¼ 0. While the
new momenta are non-Hermitian, they ensure both that
J ¼ P

nrn × pn still holds after the replacements and that
the energy renormalization in (5) vanishes. Notwith-
standing the heuristic nature of this quantum rigid body
approximation, we will see that the resulting master
equation has all desired properties.
Using the quantum rigid body approximation in (5)

yields

∂tρ ¼ −
i
ℏ
½H; ρ� þ 2kBT

ℏ2

X

N

n¼1

mnγn

�

RðΩÞKn · ρK
†
nRTðΩÞ

−
1

2
fK†

n · Kn; ρg
�

; ð6Þ

where Kn ¼ rð0Þn þ iℏI−10 RTðΩÞJ × rð0Þn =4kBT. Subsuming
the sum into the positive tensor

eD0 ¼ kBT
X

N

n¼1

mnγnr
ð0Þ
n ⊗ rð0Þn ≡X

3

k¼1

D̃kd
ð0Þ
k ⊗ dð0Þ

k ; ð7Þ
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one obtains the master equation

Dρ ¼
X

3

k¼1

2D̃k

ℏ2

�

Ak · ρA
†
k −

1

2
fA†

k · Ak; ρg
�

: ð8aÞ

It involves scalar products of the vectorial Lindblad
operators

Ak ¼ dkðΩÞ − iℏ
4kBT

dkðΩÞ × I−1ðΩÞJ; ð8bÞ

with dkðΩÞ ¼ RðΩÞdð0Þ
k , where dð0Þ

k are the three normal-
ized orthogonal eigenvectors of D̃0. Equation (9) below
shows that the dkðΩÞ are the eigenvectors of the diffusion
tensor whose eigenvalues Dk fix the D̃k.
Equations (8) specify the quantum Brownian rotation

dynamics expected for asymmetric rigid tops. They give
rise to the moment dynamics (2) to leading order in ℏ, and
they ensure that ρ approaches the steady state (4) with
energy expectation value (3) for small ℏ2=kBTImin, with
Imin the minimal moment of inertia. All this can be checked
by straightforward but lengthy calculations taking into
account that the Ak and their components do not commute,
as explained in [52].
While the first term of the Lindblad operators (8b)

represents the particle orientation through dkðΩÞ, the
second is proportional to the quantized (but not hermitized)
rate of change, _dkðΩÞ ¼ I−1ðΩÞJ × dkðΩÞ. Equation (8b)
is thus the rotational analog of the Lindblad operator
L ¼ xþ iℏp=4mkBT of one-dimensional center-of-mass
thermalization in quantum Brownian motion [1,2,41,53].
In contrast to the latter, the three Lindblad operators (8b) do
not commute, accounting for the facts that the three
principal axes of a rigid rotor cannot be rotated independ-
ently and that the components of the angular momentum
vector do not commute.
The vectors dkðΩÞ are the eigenvectors of the diffusion

tensor DðΩÞ, as can be demonstrated by calculating the
second moments (2) using Eq. (8). Comparison with (2)
shows that

DðΩÞ ¼
X

3

k¼1

D̃k½1 − dkðΩÞ ⊗ dkðΩÞ�; ð9Þ

with eigenvalues Dk ¼ D̃i þ D̃j, so that D̃k ¼
ðDi þDj −DkÞ=2, where ði; j; kÞ are permutations of
(1,2,3). This relation implies that the master equation (8)
is completely positive (D̃k ≥ 0) only if Di þDj ≥ Dk

(even though the localization rate is always positive).
The same inequality is implied by the corresponding
classical derivation of Brownian motion [52], where a
more general diffusion tensor can be obtained if the
diffusion of the individual point particles is not isotropic.

It remains an open question how to extend this to the
quantum regime.
The semiclassical limit of (8) gives the rotational Fokker-

Planck equation (1) with diffusion tensor (9) and friction
tensor ΓðΩÞ ¼ DðΩÞI−1ðΩÞ=kBT. This can be shown by
adopting the treatment in Ref. [45], i.e., first expressing (8)
in the quantum phase space of the orientation state [54,55],
approximating the discrete angular momentum quantum
numbers by continuous variables, and then evaluating the
limit ℏ → 0.
Another limiting case is that the rotor is tightly aligned

by an external potential, so that its dynamics are librational
rather than rotational. If the angle coordinates can then be
approximated harmonically, a linearization of the rotation
matrix in the angle operators yields Lindblad operators
reminiscent of center-of-mass Brownian motion with
positions and momenta replaced by angles and their
canonically conjugate momenta.
In what follows we will specialize the master equa-

tion (8), which is valid for general rotors, to the cases of the
linear and planar rigid tops and illustrate their thermal-
ization dynamics.
Linear rotors.—The orientation of a linear rigid rotor is

specified by the direction of its symmetry axismðΩÞ, so that
IðΩÞ ¼ I½1 −mðΩÞ ⊗ mðΩÞ�. Accordingly, friction and
diffusion orthogonal to the symmetry axis, for instance
due to specular gas scattering [42], are described by
the tensors ΓðΩÞ ¼ Γ½1 −mðΩÞ ⊗ mðΩÞ� and DðΩÞ ¼
D½1 −mðΩÞ ⊗ mðΩÞ� with D ¼ kBTΓI. This implies that
one eigenvalue of the diffusion tensor is zero, while the two
eigenvalues associatedwith the two directions perpendicular
to d1ðΩÞ ¼ mðΩÞ are D.
Calculating D̃k according to (9) yields the dissipator

Dρ ¼ 2D
ℏ2

�

A · ρA† −
1

2
fA† · A; ρg

�

; ð10aÞ

with the vectorial Lindblad operators

A ¼ mðΩÞ − iℏ
4kBTI

mðΩÞ × J: ð10bÞ

Inserting (10b) into (10a) yields

Dρ ¼ −
iΓ
2ℏ

½mðΩÞ × J · ρmðΩÞ þmðΩÞ · ρJ ×mðΩÞ�
2D
ℏ2

½mðΩÞ · ρmðΩÞ − ρ� þO
�

ℏ2

kBTI

�

: ð11Þ

Here, the first term is independent of temperature, linear in
J, and describes rotational friction. The second term is
linear in T (since D ¼ kBTΓI) and describes angular
momentum diffusion as well as an exponential decay of
the orientational coherences hΩjρjΩ0i with the rate
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FðΩ;Ω0Þ ¼ 2D
ℏ2

½1 −mðΩÞ ·mðΩ0Þ�: ð12Þ

The remaining terms in (11) are proportional to 1=T,
quadratic in J and ensure complete positivity; like in the
center-of-mass case, they can be neglected for sufficiently
large temperatures. The special case that a symmetry in the
environmental interaction prevents the complete localiza-
tion (12) can also be accounted for, as discussed in the
Supplemental Material [52].
In order to study the thermalization dynamics described

by (10), we solve the master equation numerically with the
free Hamiltonian H ¼ J2=2I and calculate analytically the
corresponding steady state ρeq. The latter can be determined
by noting that the equation −i½H; ρeq�=ℏþDρeq ¼ 0

implies that ρeq is diagonal in the angular momentum
basis, ρeq ¼

P

lmρ
lm
eq jlmihlmj. Then, the unitary part

vanishes and Dρeq ¼ 0 yields a set of coupled equations
for the coefficients ρlmeq . It can be solved explicitly [52],

ρlmeq ¼ 1

Z

�

2ξ

l

�

2
�

2ξþ lþ 1

l

�−2
ð13Þ

in terms of ξ ¼ 2IkBT=ℏ2. The steady state approaches
the Gibbs state (4) for large temperatures, ρlmeq ∼
exp½−lðlþ 1Þ=ξ�=Z as ξ → ∞, as can be checked using
Stirling’s formula. From the existence of the steady state
(13) it follows that the relative entropy SðρkρeqÞ ¼
−tr½ρðlog ρ − log ρeqÞ� ≤ 0 increases monotonically with
time and vanishes only for ρ ¼ ρeq [2]. Thus, an arbitrary
initial state converges toward ρeq.
We now simulate numerically the dynamics for the pure

initial rotor state hΩjψ0i ∝ exp ½−jez ×mðΩÞj2=2σ2�,

representing a superposition of pointing upwards and
downwards along the z axis with width σ. Its time evolution
is shown in Fig. 2. The initial superposition first decoheres
into a mixture of the upwards and downwards orientation of
the rotor, as is evident from the purity. On the longer
timescale 1=Γ, the rotor approaches thermal equilibrium, as
indicated by the energy expectation value and the von
Neumann entropy. The final state, given by Eq. (13), is
already well approximated by the Gibbs state, even
though the thermal occupation number l̄, defined via
l̄ðl̄þ 1Þ ¼ ξ, is as low as l̄ ≃ 2.7.
Planar rotors.—If the rotor is confined to the xy plane, a

single angle α suffices to describe the orientation,
erðαÞ ¼ ex cos αþ ey sin α. The corresponding angular
momentum operator points into the z direction, J ¼ ezpα,
and has discrete eigenvalues ℏm, m ∈ Z. The Lindblad
operator takes on the form

A ¼ erðα̂Þ þ
iℏ

4kBTI
eφðα̂Þpα; ð14Þ

where eφðαÞ ¼ ez × erðαÞ.
The action of the dissipator (10a) can be conveniently

expressed in terms of the Wigner function wmðαÞ [56,57],

∂nc
t wmðαÞ ¼

Γ

2
½ðmþ 1Þwmþ1ðαÞ − ðm − 1Þwm−1ðαÞ�

þD
wmþ1ðαÞ − 2wmðαÞ þ wm−1ðαÞ

ℏ2
: ð15Þ

As in Eq. (11) we dropped the term proportional to 1=T
(which vanishes in the semiclassical limit). Expression (15)
is the discretized version of the Fokker-Planck equation,

(a) (b)

FIG. 2. Time evolution of the linear rigid rotor with free Hamiltonian H ¼ J2=2I and dissipator (10) for an initial superposition of
pointing upwards and downwards. (a) The histograms show the probability pl ¼ Pl

m¼−lhlmjρjlmi of observing the total angular
momentum l for t1 ¼ 0, t2 ¼ 0.5I=ℏ, and t3 ¼ 5I=ℏ. The dashed line represents the Gibbs state, and the insets display polar density
plots of the orientational distribution hΩjρjΩi (Mollweide projection). (b) Time dependence of the energy expectation value hHi (solid
line), the von Neumann entropy −trðρ log ρÞ (dotted line), and the purity trðρ2Þ (dashed line). We use ξ ¼ 5, Γ ¼ ℏ=I, and σ ¼ 0.4.
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which is thus recovered in the semiclassical limit at
fixed pα ¼ ℏm.
The stationary solution of the quantum planar rotor

follows as ρeq ¼
P

m∈Zρ
m
eqjmihmj with [52]

ρmeq ¼
1

Z

�

2ξ

jmj

�

2
�

2ξþ jmj
jmj

�−2
≃

1

22ξ

�

2ξ

ξþm

�

: ð16Þ

The first expression is the stationary solution of (10a) with
the Lindblad operator (14); the second results if the term
Oð1=TÞ is dropped. Note that they approach the Gibbs state
ρmeq ∼ expð−m2=ξÞ=Z as ξ → ∞.
In Fig. 3 we show the phase space dynamics of an initial

superposition of two Gaussian states centered at α ¼ 0 and
m ¼ �25. It first decoheres into a mixture which then
thermalizes with the environment. The final state is given
by Eq. (16), which is well approximated by the Gibbs state.
Conclusion.—In summary, the master equation (8) estab-

lished in this Letter applies to any rotating quantum object
subject to linear friction and diffusion. The associated
diffusion and friction tensors, which can be determined
either by a dedicated measurement or by a microscopic
calculation, serve to fully characterize the effect of the
thermal environment. We found it instrumental to use a
coordinate independent, tensorial formulation, rather than a
specific parametrization of the rotation group and its
generators. It reflects that the periodic and compact space
of orientations cannot be linearized, precluding the use of
standard quantum Brownian motion. Potential applications
of rotational quantum Brownian motion range from ultra-
cold chemistry with aligned molecules via torsional
dynamics in molecular biophysics and optomechanics of
levitated particles to quantum rotor heat engines.
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Bohn, and J. Ye, Nature (London) 492, 396 (2012).

[22] C.-Y. Lien, C. M. Seck, Y.-W. Lin, J. H. Nguyen, D. A.
Tabor, and B. C. Odom, Nat. Commun. 5 4783 (2014).

[23] J. Barry, D. McCarron, E. Norrgard, M. Steinecker, and D.
DeMille, Nature (London) 512, 286 (2014).

[24] R. Glöckner, A. Prehn, B. G. U. Englert, G. Rempe, and M.
Zeppenfeld, Phys. Rev. Lett. 115, 233001 (2015).

[25] A. Prehn, M. Ibrügger, R. Glöckner, G. Rempe, and M.
Zeppenfeld, Phys. Rev. Lett. 116, 063005 (2016).

[26] J. L. Bohn, A. M. Rey, and J. Ye, Science 357, 1002 (2017).
[27] B. A. Stickler, S. Nimmrichter, L. Martinetz, S. Kuhn, M.

Arndt, and K. Hornberger, Phys. Rev. A 94, 033818 (2016).
[28] C. Zhong and F. Robicheaux, Phys. Rev. A 95, 053421

(2017).
[29] P. M. Kraus, B. Mignolet, D. Baykusheva, A. Rupenyan, L.

Horný, E. F. Penka, G. Grassi, O. I. Tolstikhin, J. Schneider,
F. Jensen, L. B. Madsen, A. D. Bandrauk, F. Remacle, and
H. J. Wörner, Science 350, 790 (2015).

[30] M. Deiß, B. Drews, B. Deissler, and J. Hecker Denschlag,
Phys. Rev. Lett. 113, 233004 (2014).

[31] S. B. Schoun, A. Camper, P. Salières, R. R. Lucchese, P.
Agostini, and L. F. DiMauro, Phys. Rev. Lett. 118, 033201
(2017).

[32] M. T. Bell and T. P. Softley, Mol. Phys. 107, 99 (2009).
[33] S. Ospelkaus, K.-K. Ni, D. Wang, M. De Miranda, B.
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