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Persistent Fermi pockets and robust electron
pairing in lightly doped CuO2 planes of
cuprate superconductors
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Chaohui Yin1, Yingjie Shu1,2, Jiuxiang Zhang1, Taimin Miao1,2, Bo Liang1,2,
Wenpei Zhu1,2, Neng Cai1,2, Xiaolin Ren1,2, Chengtian Lin3, Shenjin Zhang4,
Zhimin Wang4, Fengfeng Zhang4, Feng Yang4, Qinjun Peng4, Zuyan Xu4,
Guodong Liu1,2,5, Hanqing Mao1,2,5, Xintong Li 1,2,5, Tao Xiang 1,2,5,6,
Lin Zhao 1,2,5 & X. J. Zhou 1,2,5

High temperature superconductivity in cuprate superconductors is generally
considered to be generated fromdoping theMott insulators. The fundamental
nature of the doped parent compounds as well as the microscopic origin of
electron pairing remain critical issues in understanding the emergence
of superconductivity. Here, using high-resolution spatially-resolved laser
angle-resolved photoemission spectroscopy (ARPES), we investigate the
intrinsic electronic structures of the CuO2 planes in multilayer cuprates
Bi2Sr2Can−1CunO2n+4+δ (n=5~8). The inner CuO2 planes are well shielded from
the disorders and provide a rare and ideal platform to probe the intrinsic
electronic phase diagram. We observe well-defined Fermi pockets with hole
doping levels as low as 0.007, demonstrating an abrupt transition from the
parent Mott insulator to a metallic state upon the introduction of an infinite-
simal amount of doping. The innermost CuO2 planes (IP0) display gapless
Fermi pockets, while the second innermost planes (IP1) exhibit anisotropic
superconducting gaps up to ~33meV, indicative of robust electron pairing
coexisting with strong antiferromagnetic order. Our findings provide a revised
framework for understanding the doping-driven transitions and pairing
mechanisms in cuprate superconductors.

In nearly 40 years of extensive study, a general electronic phase dia-
gram has been established for the high-temperature cuprate
superconductors1–5. In this picture, the undoped parent compound is
an antiferromagnetic Mott insulator. Upon slight hole doping, the
long-range antiferromagnetic order is strongly suppressed, but the
material stays in the insulating state in the antiferromagnetic
region6–10. Metallic state and superconductivity emerge only after a

sufficient amount of doping is introduced and the antiferromagnetic
order is fully suppressed. In terms of electronic structure, the strong
electron correlation causes a band splitting into the upper Hubbard
band (UHB) and lower Hubbard band in the parent compound with an
intermediate charge transfer band (CTB), forming a charge transfer
gap between the CTB and the UHB. With a slight hole doping, the in-
gap states initially develop around the nodal region, but the states are
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still gapped in the low doping region11–13. Further doping leads to the
formation of a Fermi arc around the nodal region, and the Fermi arc
length increases with increasing doping, eventually forming a large
Fermi surface in the overdoped region13–20.

The recent observation of Fermi pockets in multilayer cuprates
has posed serious challenges to the above general pictures21,22. In
the inner CuO2 planes of the five- and six-layered cuprates
Ba2Can−1CunO2n(F,O)2 (n = 5 and 6) which are far away fromdisorders,
small Fermi pockets are clearly observed centered around (π/2,π/2) in
the Brillouin zone. These pockets are gaplesswhen their doping levels
are smaller than 0.04, indicating the realization of a metallic state in
the slightly-doped CuO2 planes. These observations raise a critical
question of whether the commonly accepted phase diagram of cup-
rates is intrinsic or significantly influenced by disorders, particularly
regarding whether the slightly-doped CuO2 plane is inherently insu-
lating or metallic in the absence of disorder. A new phase diagram is
urgently required to be established that encompasses a wide range of
hole doping levels in the disorder-free CuO2 planes. Since no reports
of Fermi pocket formation have been made in three-layer (n = 3)23–25

and four-layer (n = 4)26 cuprates so far, the multilayer cuprates with
n ≥ 5 provide an ideal platform to serve the purpose because the inner
CuO2 planes are protected from disorders. However, the multilayer
cuprates (n ≥ 5) with single crystals available are scarce, and the hole
doping range of the inner CuO2 planes is rather limited (<0.05)21,22.

In this paper, we report our high-resolution angle-resolved pho-
toemission spectroscopy (ARPES) measurements of the multilayer Bi-
based cuprates Bi2Sr2Can−1CunO2n+4+δwith n = 5, 6, 7, and 8. We clearly
observed Fermi pockets from the innermost and the second innermost
CuO2 planes in all the Bi-based cuprates with different numbers of
CuO2 planes (n = 5–8). The hole doping level of the observed Fermi
pockets spans a wide range of 0.007–0.088. The Fermi pocket from
the innermost CuO2 plane(s) is gapless, while the Fermi pocket from
the second innermost CuO2 plane(s) opens an energy gap which can
reach over 30 meV. These observations provide crucial insights for
establishing an intrinsic electronic phase diagram of doping the CuO2

planes in cuprate superconductors.

Results
It has been shown that the Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ (Bi2223) single crystals
may contain intergrowth phases with different numbers of CuO2

planes27. We successfully measured these intergrowth phases by car-
rying out spatially-resolved ARPES measurements on the Bi2223 sam-
ple surface (see “Methods”). This achievement is possible thanks toour
recent advances in a laser ARPES system, which features a small laser
spot and the capability to simultaneously cover two-dimensional
momentum space for real-time visualization of the Fermi surface (see
“Methods” andSupplementaryFig. 1)28. By scanning the sample surface
of Bi2223with different doping levels, we have identified the regions of
multilayer Bi-based cuprates with n = 5, 6, 7, and 8 (see Fig. 1a for their
crystal structures) with various doping levels.

Figure 1b–g displays typical Fermi surface mappings with clear
Fermi pockets measured in different regions of various Bi2223 samples
with different dopings and Tcs. Three distinct Fermi surface sheets are
observed in Fig. 1b–e, labeled as IP0, IP1, and OP, as illustrated in Fig. 1d,
whereas fourFermi surface sheets areobserved inFig. 1f, g, labeledas IP0,
IP1, IP2, andOP, as shown in Fig. 1g. In all these cases, the IP0 and IP1 Fermi
surface sheets are clearly Fermi pockets centered around (π/2,π/2). As
shown from the previous ARPES measurements on multilayer
cuprates21,22,25, thenumberof observedFermi surface sheets corresponds
mainly to the number of types of the CuO2 planes in the unit cell.
Therefore, three Fermi surface sheets (Fig. 1b–e)may correspond to five-
or six-layer cuprates (Fig. 1a), which have three types of CuO2 planes (IP0,
IP1, andOP),while four Fermi surface sheets (Fig. 1f, g)maycorrespond to
seven- or eight-layer cuprates (Fig. 1a), which have four types of CuO2

planes (IP0, IP1, IP2, and OP). It is also known from previous

measurements that the hole doping level varies among CuO2 planes; it is
the highest in the outer planes (OP), gradually decreases in the inner
planes (IP2 and IP1), and is the lowest in the innermost plane(s)
(IP0)

21,22,27,29. This enables the attribution of the observed Fermi surface
sheets to the specific CuO2 planes. The IP0 Fermi pockets in Fig. 1b–g
originate from the innermost CuO2 planes, while the IP1 Fermi pockets
originate from the second innermost CuO2 planes. It has been further
shown that the relative size of the IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets can be used
todistinguish between an evenor oddnumber ofCuO2planes.When the
number of CuO2 planes changes fromfive to six, it was found that the IP0
pocket in the six-layer cuprate shrinks to half of the IP0 size in the five-
layer cuprate because the same hole doping on the innermost plane in
the five-layer cuprate is divided into the two innermost planes in the six-
layer cuprate21,22. Based on these observations, we can attribute the
results in Fig. 1b–d to the five-layer cuprates Bi2245 and the result in
Fig. 1e to the six-layer cuprate Bi2256 because, as seen in Fig. 1c, e,
although OP and IP1 Fermi surface sheets are similar, the size of the IP0
Fermipocket in Fig. 1e is nearly half of that in Fig. 1c. For the same reason,
the result in Fig. 1f is attributed to the seven-layer cuprate Bi2267 while
the result in Fig. 1g is attributed to the eight-layer cuprate Bi2278.

By extensively scanning over many Bi2223 samples, we have suc-
cessfully measured the electronic structures of multilayer cuprates with
n = 5, 6, 7, and 8. Also, by measuring Bi2223 samples with different
dopings, we can vary the doping levels of the measured multilayer
cuprates (see Fig. 1b–d). Invariably, the IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets are
always observed, as shown in Fig. 1b–g and listed in Supplementary
Table 1. Theholedoping level of the Fermi pocket is determined from its
enclosed area. The smallest IP0 Fermi pocket with the hole doping level
of0.007 isobserved in thefive-layer regionof theUD30K-Bi2223 sample
(Fig. 1b). The largest IP1 Fermi pocket with the doping level of 0.088 is
observed in the six-layer regionof theOP111K-Bi2223 sample. Figure 1h–j
summarizes the electronic characteristics of the observed Fermi pock-
ets. The Fermi momentum decreases monotonically with increasing
hole doping level of the Fermi pockets (Fig. 1h). All the observed Fermi
pockets assume an elliptical shape with their major and minor axes
depicted in Fig. 1i. Interestingly, although the Fermi pockets size varies
in a large range, they keep a similar shape with a slight increase of the
ratio between the major axis u and the minor axis v from u/v = 1.6–2.0
over the measured doping range (p = 0.007–0.088) (Fig. 1j).

Figure 2 shows typical band structures of the Fermi pockets mea-
sured in region 1 (six-layer) of the UD95K-Bi2223 sample at 15 K. The IP0,
IP1, and OP bands are clearly observed asmarked by the colored arrows
in Fig. 2a–d. The correspondingmomentumdistribution curves (MDCs)
at the Fermi level are shown in the upper panels of Fig. 2a–d. These
MDCs are fitted using multiple Lorentzian functions, enabling a quan-
titative analysis of the spectral weight of the observed bands from the
MDC peak area. The IP0 band exhibits a parabolic dispersion, as high-
lighted by the dashed black lines, with the band top located at ~11meV
(lower panels of Fig. 2a–d). The IP1 band (left side of the (π,0)-(0,π) line)
is strong andwell-definednear the nodal direction (Cut 1 andCut 2), but
rapidly loses intensity as the momentum cut moves away from the
nodal direction (Cut 3) and becomes very weak along the (π,0)-(0,π)
direction (Cut 4). The OP band (also on the left side of the (π,0)-(0,π)
line) is relatively strong along the nodal direction (Cut 1) and similarly
exhibits a loss of intensity as the momentum cut moves away from the
nodal direction (Cut 2 andCut 3), accompanied by a shift of the band to
higher binding energy due to the energy gap opening.

Nowwe choose the IP0 Fermi pocket to quantitatively analyze the
spectral weight distribution along the entire pocket. To this end, we
employ twomethods to represent the spectral weight: one is the peak
area of the MDCs at the Fermi level, and the other is the peak area of
the energy distribution curves (EDCs) along the Fermi pocket. Fig-
ure 2e shows MDCs at the Fermi level along different momentum cuts
(defined by the Fermi pocket angle θ in the inset of Fig. 2g) centered
around (π/2,π/2) from θ = 0° to θ = 180° (left side of Fig. 2e) and from
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θ = 180° to θ = 360° (right side of Fig. 2e). The MDC peaks corre-
sponding to the IP0 band are marked by ticks in Fig. 2e and their areas
are plotted in Fig. 2g (pink squares) as a function of the Fermi pocket
angle θ. Figure 2f presents EDCs along the IP0 Fermi pocket at various
Fermi pocket angles (θ = 0–360°).Well-defined quasiparticle peaks are
observed along the entire IP0 pocket. The EDC peak areas, extracted
from EDCs in Fig. 2f after the background subtraction as highlighted in
thebottomEDC, are alsoplotted in Fig. 2g (purple circles) as a function
of θ. As shown in Fig. 2g, the EDC spectral weight decreases from the
leftminor axis vertex (L0, θ = 0° or 360°) to the rightminor axis vertex
(R0, θ = 180°), indicatingmaximal spectral intensity at L0 andminimal
intensity at R0. The EDC spectral weight distribution basically follows
thea+b cos θ relationwitha =0.79 and b =0.39 (purple line in Fig. 2g).

Further analysis of all the observed Fermi pockets reveals that the
spectral weight distribution is also strongly dependent on their cor-
responding doping levels. Figure 2h shows the spectral weight ratio
between the right and left minor axis vertices for the IP0 and IP1 Fermi
pockets (see Supplementary Fig. 2 for details). The spectral intensity at
the rightminor axis vertices (R0 andR1 for IP0 and IP1, respectively; see
inset of Fig. 2h) relative to that at the leftminor axis vertices (L0 and L1
for IP0 and IP1, respectively) decreases rapidly with increasing Fermi
pocket size. For the tiny IP0 pocket with a doping level of ~0.01, the R/L
intensity ratio reaches ~36%, whereas it approaches zero as the doping

level increases to ~0.08. We note that our ARPES system, equipped
with an angle-resolved time-of-flight (ARToF) electron energy analyzer,
offers significant advantages in detecting Fermi pockets compared to
the hemispherical analyzer, particularly because the spectral intensity
on the right side of the pockets is substantially weaker than that on the
left. As shown in Fig. 2h and Supplementary Fig. 2, for Fermi pockets
with similar doping levels, the spectral weight at the right minor axis
vertices relative to the left is consistently higher when measured with
the ARToF-ARPES system (filled circles) than with the system with the
hemispherical analyzer (open circles). This is attributed to the higher
signal-to-noise ratio and the absence of nonlinear effects in the ARToF
analyzer, in contrast to the hemispherical analyzer. Therefore, the
spectral weight distribution acquired using the ARToF analyzer is
considered more intrinsic than that obtained using the hemispherical
analyzer.

We now turn to the investigation of gap opening along the Fermi
pockets. Figure 3a–e shows EDCs measured along two representative
IP0 Fermi pockets (lower panels of Fig. 3a, b) and three representative
IP1 Fermi pockets (lower panels of Fig. 3c–e). The corresponding
symmetrized EDCs are presented in Fig. 3f–j. Well-defined peaks are
observed in EDCs measured on the left side of the IP0 pockets
(θ = 0°–90° in Fig. 3a, b), whereas the peaks are significantlyweaker on
the right side (θ=90°–180°) due to the low spectral weight on the right
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Fig. 1 | Observation of Fermi pockets in multilayer Bi-based cuprates and their
electronic characteristics. a Schematic crystal structures of Bi2245, Bi2256,
Bi2267 and Bi2278. The innermost CuO2 plane(s) is labeled as IP0, while the out-
ermost planes are labeled asOP. The second and third innerplanes are labeledas IP1
and IP2, respectively. b–g Fermi surface mappings measured at 15 K. Hole-like IP0
and IP1 Fermi pockets are clearly observed in region 2 of the UD30K-Bi2223 sample
(b, 5-layer), region 2 of the UD95K-Bi2223 sample (c, 5-layer), region 4 of the
OP111K-Bi2223 sample (d, 5-layer), region 1 of the UD95K-Bi2223 sample (e, 6-layer),

region 3 of the OP111K-Bi2223 sample (f, 7-layer) and region 1 of the OP111K-Bi2223
sample (g, 8-layer). The doping level of each pocket is determined by its enclosed
area. h–j Electronic characteristics of the observed IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets.
h shows the doping dependence of the nodal Fermi momentum kF of the Fermi
pockets as defined in the upper-right inset. i presents the doping dependence of
the major axis length u and the minor axis length v of the elliptical Fermi pockets.
The doping dependence of the axial ratio u/v is shown in (j).
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side (see Fig. 2h). The EDCs along the IP1 pockets (lower panels of
Fig. 3c–e) exhibit two features: the component near the Fermi level
(markedby ticks) corresponds to the IP1 band,while thehigher binding
energy component originates from the overlapping IP0 band. Overall,
the EDC peaks of the IP1 band in Fig. 3c–e appear broader and weaker
in intensity compared to those of the IP0 band in Fig. 3a, b.

The energy gap along the Fermi pocket is extracted from the
symmetrized EDCs (Fig. 3f–j). For both IP0 pockets with doping levels
of 0.007 (Fig. 3f) and 0.037 (Fig. 3g), all symmetrized EDCs show a
peak at the Fermi level, indicating the absence of gap opening along
thesepockets. For the IP1 pockets with doping levels of 0.020 (Fig. 3h),
0.051 (Fig. 3i), and 0.088 (Fig. 3j), the symmetrized EDCs along the
nodal direction (θ = 0°) also show a peak at the Fermi level, indicating
zero gap. However, with increasing Fermi pocket angle θ from 0° to
90°, the symmetrized EDCs progressively develop a dip at the Fermi
level, and the quasiparticle peaks shift away from EF, reflecting a
growing energy gap (Fig. 3h–j). The gap amplitudes obtained from
Fig. 3f–j are summarized as a function of θ in Fig. 3k. The IP1 pockets
exhibit a highly anisotropic gap, with a minimum (zero) at the minor
axis vertices (θ = 0°) and a maximum at the major axis vertices
(θ = ± 90°), whereas no gap is detected on any of the observed IP0
pockets. This gap distribution is schematically illustrated in the three-
dimensional rendering in Fig. 3l. To check whether the momentum
dependence of the energy gap follows a d-wave form, we plot the gap
values along the IP1 Fermi pockets as a function of ∣cos(kxa)-cos(kya)∣/2
in Fig. 3m. The energy gaps of the three IP1 pockets (with doping levels
0.020, 0.051, and 0.088) all conform to a d-wave form, with extra-
polated maximum gaps Δ0 of 46, 30, and 60meV, respectively.

Figure 3n summarizes the maximum energy gap for all observed
IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets. Our observed IP0 pockets cover a doping
range of 0.007–0.037, and there is no gap opening on the IP0 pockets.

This is consistent with the previous observation of zero gap on the IP0
pockets in the five-layer and six-layer cuprates21,22. In contrast, the IP1
pockets observed here span 0.020–0.088 in doping, and all exhibit a
finite energy gap. Notably, gap opening is already evident even on the
smallest IP1 pocket at doping 0.020 (Fig. 3n and Supplementary Fig. 3).
This is different from the earlier report that there is no gap opening on
the IP1 pocket when the doping level is less than 0.0422. Our mea-
surements further reveal that the maximum gap on the IP1 pockets
reaches up to 33 meV (Fig. 3n). This is substantially larger than 5 meV
gaps previously reported on the IP1 pockets in the five-layer and six-
layer cuprates21,22. These contrasting behaviors between IP0 and IP1
pockets, aswell as among IP1 pockets indifferent systems, indicate that
gap opening and magnitude are not governed solely by the doping
level. Many additional factors need to be considered, including the
antiferromagnetic order and interlayer interactions.

It has been found that the antiferromagnetic order is strongly
enhanced inmultilayer cuprates; the strength of the antiferromagnetic
order increases with the number of CuO2 layers in a structural unit
(n)29. The formation of the Fermi pockets in our Bi-based multilayer
cuprates (n = 5 ~ 8) arises from the coexistenceof pronounced electron
correlations and strong antiferromagnetic order in the lightly doped
regime. In principle, the electronic structure of the system can be
described by considering the in-plane electron dynamics of each CuO2

layer and the interlayer coupling. This interlayer coupling is highly
sensitive to the doping levels of adjacent layers and is known to
increase with doping30. Since the inner layers in our multilayer cup-
rates are underdoped or heavily underdoped, the interlayer hopping
between the inner layers is rather weak. It has been shown that, when
interlayer hopping is small, the Fermi surface topology and associated
band structures of the IP0 and IP1 Fermipockets are primarily governed
by the innermost and second innermostCuO2 layers, respectively, with
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areas from (f), obtained after background subtraction (as exemplified by the bot-
tom curve), plotted as purple circles. The EDC-derived spectral weight follows an
a+b cosθ dependence, with a = 0.79 and b = 0.39 (purple curve). Inset: definition
of the Fermi pocket angle θ, with the two minor-axis vertices of the IP0 pocket
labeled as L0 (θ = 0°, 360°) and R0 (θ = 180°). h Spectral weight ratio between the
right and left sides of the Fermi pockets for various doping levels. Along the nodal
direction, where the energy gap vanishes, the left (L0/L1) and right (R0/R1) vertices
of the IP0 and IP1 pockets are compared. The spectral weight ratios R0/L0 (blue
circles) and R1/L1 (red circles) are derived from the MDC peak intensities at the
Fermi level, as shown in Supplementary Fig. 2. The error bars reflect the uncertainty
in determining the spectral weight.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y

Nature Communications |         (2026) 17:6195 4

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


minimal influence from interlayer coupling22. Therefore, to understand
the formation of the IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets, it suffices to treat the
electronic structure of each CuO2 layer independently.

We find that the measured IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets and the
associated band structures can be well described by themean-field t-U
model31–35. This model involves in-plane hopping integrals t, t0, and t″,
as well as a mean-field energy gap ΔMF, as detailed in the Supplemen-
tary Information. We fitted the Fermi surface and associated band
structures along three representativemomentumcuts (θ = 0°, 45°, and
90°) of all observed IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets using the same set of
parameters {t, t0, t″,ΔMF} = {0.32 eV,−0.063 eV,0.031 eV, 0.68 eV}, while
varying only the chemical potential μ. The fitted values of μ exhibit an
approximately linear dependence on the doping level of the Fermi
pockets (Fig. 4f). This result suggests that a single parameter set {t, t0,
t″, ΔMF}, together with different values of μ, is sufficient to capture the
electronic structure of all observed IP0 and IP1 pockets. Figure 4a, b
presents the simulated band structures along high-symmetry direc-
tions based on these parameters. By adjusting only the chemical
potential, the band structures in Fig. 4a, b reproduce the formation
and characteristics of all observed IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets. As
exemplified in Supplementary Fig. 4, the simulated Fermi pockets and
band structures obtained from these fitted parameters are in good
agreement with the experimental data. The spectral weight distribu-
tion along the simulated pocket (Supplementary Fig. 5) also closely
resembles that of the experimental measurements (Fig. 2g). As shown
in Fig. 4a, b, by setting the chemical potential to different values
(μ1 = −0.556 eV, μ2 = −0.609 eV, μ3 = −0.643 eV), Fermi pockets of
various sizes can be obtained, as displayed in Fig. 4c–e, corresponding
to hole doping levels of 0.007, 0.051, and 0.088, respectively. The size
and shape of these simulated pockets show excellent agreement with
those observed in the experimental data (Fig. 1b–g).

Discussion
Our present study offers critical insights into the intrinsic nature of the
lightly doped CuO2 plane. The fundamental question is whether the

CuO2 plane remains insulating or becomes metallic upon slight hole
doping. In the general electronic phase diagram established so far, in-
plane insulating behaviors have been reported in various slightly hole-
doped cuprates with doping levels p < 0.03 4,6–10. ARPESmeasurements
detect little spectral weight at the Fermi level in such lightly doped
systems13,15,20. These results point to the insulating nature of the CuO2

plane with a slight hole doping. In contrast, our results demonstrate
that well-defined Fermi pockets (IP0) form with sharp EDC peaks even
at doping levels as low as 0.01 (Figs. 1e and 2f) or 0.007 (Figs. 1b and
3a). This clearly indicates a metallic ground state emerges in the CuO2

plane with minimal hole doping. This discrepancy between previous
reports and our findings can be attributed to disorder effects. In
conventional single-layer and bilayer cuprates, the CuO2 planes lie
adjacent to charge reservoir layers, and the doped holes tend to be
localized by disorder fromnearby layers36,37. In ourmultilayer cuprates
(n = 5–8), the innermost CuO2 plane (IP0) and second innermost plane
(IP1) are well separated from the charge reservoir layers and thus
effectively shielded from disorder. In this disorder-free environment,
doped holes are not pinned and can propagate freely. Therefore, the
emergence of a metallic state in multilayer cuprates reflects the
intrinsic nature of the lightly doped CuO2 plane. Observations of
insulating behavior in single-layer and bilayer cuprates must be re-
evaluated in light of strong disorder effects. The undoped CuO2 plane
is a well-establishedMott insulator with an energy gap of ~1 eV38,39. Our
data reveal that even infinitesimal hole doping triggers the formation
of a Fermi pocket, indicating a metallic transition. This suggests an
abrupt transformation from a large-gap insulating state to a metallic
state upon doping.

Our findings establish a new intrinsic framework for under-
standing the doping evolution of electronic structures in disorder-free
CuO2 planes. In previous studies on single-layer and bilayer cuprates, a
new in-gap state emerges near the Fermi level upon slight hole doping
of the parent compound. With further doping, this state gradually
intensifies and becomes increasingly coherent, eventually evolving
into a sharp quasiparticle peak once the doping level surpasses a
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Fig. 3 | Momentum-dependent photoemission spectra and energy gaps along
the Fermi pocketsmeasured at 15 K. EDCsmeasured along the IP0 Fermi pockets
in region 2 of the UD30K-Bi2223 sample (a, 5-layer) and region 4 of the OP111K-
Bi2223 sample (b, 5-layer). The Fermi momenta are indicated by open circles in the
upper panels and represented by the angle θ, as defined in the inset of (k). EDCs
measured along the IP1 Fermi pockets in region 2 of theUD30K-Bi2223 sample (c, 5-
layer), region 1 of theUD95K-Bi2223 sample (d, 6-layer), and region 2 of theOP111K-
Bi2223 sample (e, 6-layer). Fermi momentum positions are marked by open circles
and represented by the angle θ. f–j Symmetrized EDCs from (a–e). k Momentum-

dependent energy gaps along the IP0 and IP1 Fermi pockets plotted as a function of
the angle θ. Gap values are extracted from the symmetrized EDCs in (f–j).
l Schematic three-dimensional representation of energy gaps along the IP0 and IP1
Fermi pockets (top layer), with the corresponding Fermi pocket contours displayed
in the bottom layer. m Energy gaps from (k) replotted as a function of
j cosðkxaÞ � cosðkyaÞj=2. n Maximum energy gaps for all observed Fermi pockets.
Data from previously reported Fermi pockets are included for comparison
(asterisks)21,22. The error bars reflect the uncertainty in determining the gap size.
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critical threshold, ~0.07 for Bi220113 and Bi221220, and ~0.10 for
Ca2−xNaxCuO2Cl2

15. In contrast, our results reveal that even at an
ultralowdoping level of 0.007, the chemical potential shifts downward
immediately, and a well-defined quasiparticle band with strong
coherence—labeled as the Zhang-Rice singlet (ZRS) state—emerges
directly at the Fermi level (Fig. 4g). The doping evolution of the Fermi
pockets and the associated band structures in the doping range of
0.007–0.088 can be understood by maintaining the same band
structures (Fig. 4a, b) but only shifting the chemical potential (Fig. 4f).
This observation underscores a qualitatively distinct doping evolution
in the electronic structure of an intrinsically doped CuO2 plane.

Furthermore, our findings provide critical insights into the
mechanism of electron pairing in cuprate superconductors. It is gen-
erally believed that superconductivity emerges only when the long-
range antiferromagnetic order is suppressed to residual spin
fluctuations4. Spin fluctuations have been widely considered a leading
candidate for mediating electron pairing in cuprate
superconductors40–45. However, our proposed intrinsic phase diagram
demonstrates that electron pairing can occur across a broad doping
range (0.02–0.088), where strong antiferromagnetic order still per-
sists in the multilayer cuprates (Figs. 3n and 4h). Remarkably, the

electron pairing can occur in the IP1 CuO2 plane with a doping level as
low as0.02 and the energy gaps as large as ~33meV canopen along the
IP1 pockets at low doping levels where the antiferromagnetic order
remains strong (Fig. 3n). These results indicate that electron pairing
can coexist with, or even be facilitated by, strong antiferromagnetic
correlations. This observation aligns with earlier proposals suggesting
that the dominant interaction that gives rise to the electron pairing is
the same superexchange spin coupling, which causes the undoped
cuprates to be antiferromagneticMott insulators46,47. Nonetheless, this
framework does not fully account for why no energy gap opens on the
IP0 Fermi pockets, even under similarly strong antiferromagnetic
conditions and low doping levels (Fig. 3n). Nor does it explain why the
gap on the IP1 pockets decreases as the doping level approaches 0.02
(Fig. 3n). As shown in Fig. 4h, the IP0 (upper panel) and IP1 (lower panel)
Fermi pockets exhibit distinct doping evolutions. This suggests that
electron pairing and superconductivity in the CuO2 planes are not
governed solely by the doping level; additional factors such as inter-
layer coupling, spin interaction strength, and local structural envir-
onments must also be considered.

In conclusion, a series of Fermi pockets and their doping- and
layer-dependent evolution in multilayer Bi-based cuprates
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dashed lines in (a, b). These simulated pockets correspond to doping levels of
0.007 (c), 0.051 (d), and 0.088 (e), respectively. f Doping dependence of the
extracted chemical potential μ, obtained by fitting the experimentally observed
Fermi pockets and band structures using the mean-field t-U model. The hopping
integrals t, t0, t″, and ΔMF are fixed as listed in the figure. g Schematic illustration of

the electronic structure for undoped (upper panel) and lightly hole-doped (lower
panel) CuO2 planes. In the undoped case, the charge transfer band (CTB) and upper
Hubbard band (UHB) are separated by a charge transfer gap ΔCT. With slight hole
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reported Fermi pocket data are shown as green open triangles (IP0) and green filled
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21,22.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y

Nature Communications |         (2026) 17:6195 6

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


(Bi2Sr2Can−1CunO2n+4+δ, n = 5–8) were observed using high-
resolution spatially-resolved laser ARPES. These multilayer cup-
rates offer a rare and invaluable platform for probing the intrinsic
electronic phase diagram and superconductivity mechanism. Fermi
pockets of varying sizes were detected, with the hole doping level
reaching as low as 0.007. This suggests that the undoped insulating
CuO2 plane transitions into a metallic state with the introduction of
even a tiny amount of holes. The formation of these Fermi pockets
can be attributed to the strong electron correlation and the asso-
ciated antiferromagnetic order in the disorder-free CuO2 planes.
The innermost CuO2 planes (IP0) exhibit gapless Fermi pockets,
whereas the second innermost planes (IP1) display anisotropic
energy gaps as large as 33 meV. These observations suggest that
electron pairing can occur at very low doping levels in the presence
of strong antiferromagnetic order. Our findings offer crucial
insights into the nature of doped Mott insulators and the pairing
mechanism in cuprate superconductors.

Methods
Sample preparation
Single crystals of Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ (Bi2223) were grown by the
traveling-solvent floating-zonemethod48,49. The scanning transmission
electronmicroscopy analyses reveal that these Bi2223 samples contain
intergrowth phases with different numbers of CuO2 planes (n = 1–9)27.
The as-grown Bi2223 single crystals are underdoped with a Tc at 95 K
(named as UD95K-Bi2223 in the paper). These Bi2223 single crystals
were post-annealed in a flowing oxygen atmosphere to obtain
optimally-doped samples with a Tc at 111 K (named asOP111K-Bi2223 in
the paper). The as-grown Bi2223 single crystals were also annealed in
vacuum at 450 °C for 3 days to obtain heavily underdoped samples
with a Tc at 30K (named as UD30K-Bi2223 in the paper). The super-
conducting transition temperatures (Tc) were determined via mag-
netic susceptibility measurements. As the doping level of the host
Bi2223 crystal is tuned, the doping levels of the intergrowth phases are
expected to change accordingly.

ARPES measurements
High-resolution ARPES measurements were carried out using our lab-
based ARPES system equipped with a 6.994 eV vacuum ultraviolet
(VUV) laser and an ARToF electron energy analyzer, as well as another
laser-based ARPES setup utilizing a 6.994 eV VUV laser and a DA30L
hemispherical electron energy analyzer (Scienta-Omicron)28,50. The
ARToF-ARPES system enables simultaneous acquisition of photoelec-
trons across two-dimensional momentum space (kx, ky), allowing real-
time visualization of the Fermi surface, which is critical for identifying
multilayer phases in Bi2223 samples. The energy resolution was set at
~1meV, and the angular resolution was approximately 0.3°, corre-
sponding to a momentum resolution of 0.004Å−1. The laser spot size
used in both ARPES systemswas set at ~10μm.All Bi2223 samples were
cleaved in situ at low temperature and measured in ultrahigh vacuum
with a base pressure better than 5 × 10−11 Torr. The Fermi level is
referenced by measuring a clean polycrystalline gold, which is elec-
trically well-connected to the sample, and cross-referenced using
nodal electronic states that remain gapless in the
superconducting state.

Spatially-resolved ARPES measurements
It has been shown that Bi2223 single crystal samples contain inter-
growth phases with varying numbers of CuO2 planes (n = 1–9)27. To
distinguish these phases within the Bi2223 samples, we performed
spatially-resolved ARPES measurements across the sample surface.
Taking advantage of the two-dimensional momentum coverage of the
ARToF-ARPES system, we conducted a full spatial scan by acquiring
Fermi surface mappings at each point, as illustrated in Supplementary
Fig. 1a. Different regions of the surface exhibited distinct Fermi surface

topologies. In some regions, one Fermi surface sheet (Supplementary
Fig. 1e) or two Fermi surface sheets (Supplementary Fig. 1f) can be
observed. In some other regions, well-defined Fermi pockets were
clearly visible (Supplementary Fig. 1g, h). The assignment of each
Fermi surface pattern to a specific intergrowth phase was made by
analyzing the number of Fermi surface sheets, their momentum-space
distribution, and corresponding doping levels, as detailed in the main
text. This study primarily focuses on the regions exhibiting well-
resolved Fermi pockets. The typical size of these regions is ~50μm in
the sample surface. We successfully observed Fermi pockets in two
regions of the UD30K-Bi2223 sample (denoted as UD30K-R1 and
UD30K-R2), two regions of the UD95K-Bi2223 sample (UD95K-R1 and
UD95K-R2), and four regions of the OP111K-Bi2223 sample (OP111K-R1,
OP111K-R2, OP111K-R3, and OP111K-R4), as listed in Supplementary
Table 1. The measurement on region 2 of the UD30K-Bi2223 sample
was carried out by using the ARPES system with the hemispherical
electron energy analyzer (Fig. 1b), while all the other measurements
were carried out by using the ARPES system with the ARToF electron
energy analyzer.

Data availability
All data are processed by Igor Pro 8.0.2 software. All data needed to
evaluate the conclusions in the paper are available within the article
and its Supplementary Information files. All data generated during the
current study are available from the corresponding authors upon
request.

References
1. Dagotto, E. Correlated electrons in high-temperature super-

conductors. Rev. Mod. Phys. 66, 763 (1994).
2. Damascelli, A., Hussain, Z. & Shen, Z. X. Angle-resolved photo-

emission studies of the cuprate superconductors. Rev. Mod. Phys.
75, 473 (2003).

3. Lee, P. A., Nagaosa, N. &Wen, X. G. Doping aMott insulator: physics
of high-temperature superconductivity. Rev. Mod. Phys. 78,
17 (2006).

4. Keimer, B., Kivelson, S. A., Norman, M. R., Uchida, S. & Zaanen, J.
From quantum matter to high-temperature superconductivity in
copper oxides. Nature 518, 179 (2015).

5. Sobota, J. A., He, Y. & Shen, Z. X. Angle-resolved photoemission
studies of quantum materials. Rev. Mod. Phys. 93, 025006 (2021).

6. Ando, Y., Lavrov, A. N., Komiya, S., Segawa, K. & Sun, X. F. Mobility
of the doped holes and the antiferromagnetic correlations in
underdoped high-Tc cuprates. Phys. Rev. Lett. 87, 017001 (2001).

7. Kohsaka, Y. et al. Growth of Na-doped Ca2CuO2Cl2 single crystals
under high pressures of several GPa. J. Am. Chem. Soc. 124,
12275 (2002).

8. Ono, S. & Ando, Y. Evolution of the resistivity anisotropy in
Bi2Sr2−xLaxCuO6+δ single crystals for a wide range of hole doping.
Phys. Rev. B 67, 104512 (2003).

9. Ando, Y., Komiya, S., Segawa, K.,Ono, S. &Kurita, Y. Electronicphase
diagram of high-Tc cuprate superconductors from amapping of the
in-plane resistivity curvature. Phys. Rev. Lett. 93, 267001 (2004).

10. Yu, Y. J. et al. High-temperature superconductivity in monolayer
Bi2Sr2CaCu2O8+δ. Nature 575, 156 (2019).

11. Shen, K. M. et al. Fully gapped single-particle excitations in lightly
doped cuprates. Phys. Rev. B 69, 054503 (2004).

12. Vishik, I. M. et al. Phase competition in trisected superconducting
dome. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 109, 18332 (2012).

13. Peng, Y. Y. et al. Disappearance of nodal gap across the insulator-
superconductor transition in a copper-oxide superconductor. Nat.
Commun. 4, 2459 (2013).

14. Ronning, F. et al. Evolution of a metal to insulator transition in
Ca2−xNaxCuO2Cl2 as seen by angle-resolved photoemission. Phys.
Rev. B 67, 165101 (2003).

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y

Nature Communications |         (2026) 17:6195 7

www.nature.com/naturecommunications


15. Shen, K. M. et al. Missing quasiparticles and the chemical potential
puzzle in the doping evolution of the cuprate superconductors.
Phys. Rev. Lett. 93, 267002 (2004).

16. Shen, K. M. et al. Nodal quasiparticles and antinodal charge
ordering in Ca2−xNaxCuO2Cl2. Science 307, 901 (2005).

17. Yoshida, T. et al. Systematic doping evolution of the underlying
Fermi surface of La2−xSrxCuO4. Phys. Rev. B 74, 224510 (2006).

18. Hashimoto, M. et al. Doping evolution of the electronic structure in
the single-layer cuprate Bi2Sr2−xLaxCuO6+δ: Comparison with other
single-layer cuprates. Phys. Rev. B 77, 094516 (2008).

19. Tanaka, K. et al. Evolution of electronic structure from insulator to
superconductor in Bi2Sr2−xLax(Ca,Y)Cu2O8+δ. Phys. Rev. B 81,
125115 (2010).

20. Gao, Q. et al. Electronic evolution from the parent Mott insulator to
a superconductor in lightly hole-doped Bi2Sr2CaCu2O8+δ. Chin.
Phys. Lett. 37, 087402 (2020).

21. Kunisada, S. et al. Observation of small Fermi pockets protected by
clean CuO2 sheets of a high-Tc superconductor. Science 369,
833 (2020).

22. Kurokawa, K. et al. Unveiling phase diagram of the lightly doped
high-Tc cuprate superconductors with disorder removed. Nat.
Commun. 14, 4064 (2023).

23. Feng, D. L. et al. Electronic structure of the trilayer cuprate
superconductor Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ. Phys. Rev. Lett. 88, 107001
(2002).

24. Ideta, S. et al. Enhanced superconducting gaps in the trilayer high-
temperature Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ cuprate superconductor. Phys.
Rev. Lett. 104, 227001 (2010).

25. Luo, X. Y. et al. Electronic origin of high superconducting critical
temperature in trilayer cuprates. Nat. Phys. 19, 1841 (2023).

26. Chen, Y. L. et al. Anomalous Fermi-surface dependent pairing in a
self-doped high-Tc superconductor. Phys. Rev. Lett. 97, 236401
(2006).

27. Wang, Z. C. et al. Correlating the charge-transfer gap to the max-
imum transition temperature in Bi2Sr2Can−1CunO2n+4+δ. Science 381,
227 (2023).

28. Zhou, X. J. et al. New developments in laser-based photoemission
spectroscopy and its scientific applications: a key issues review.
Rep. Prog. Phys. 81, 062101 (2018).

29. Mukuda, H., Shimizu, S., Iyo, A. & Kitaoka, Y. High-Tc super-
conductivity and antiferromagnetism inmultilayered copper oxides
-a newparadigmof superconductingmechanism-. J. Phys. Soc. Jpn.
81, 011008 (2012).

30. Mori, M., Tohyama, T. & Maekawa, S. Fermi surface splittings in
multilayered high-Tc cuprates. Phys. C Supercond. Appl. 445,
23 (2006).

31. Schrieffer, J. R.,Wen, X. G. & Zhang, S. C. Dynamic spinfluctuations
and the bag mechanism of high-Tc superconductivity. Phys. Rev. B
39, 11663 (1989).

32. Chubukov, A. V. & Frenkel, D. M. Renormalized perturbation theory
of magnetic instabilities in the two-dimensional Hubbard model at
small doping. Phys. Rev. B 46, 11884 (1992).

33. Bulut, N., Scalapino, D. J. & White, S. R. Electronic properties of the
insulating half-filledHubbardmodel. Phys. Rev. Lett. 73, 748 (1994).

34. Xiang, T. &Wheatley, J.M.Quasiparticle energydispersion in doped
two-dimensional quantum antiferromagnets. Phys. Rev. B 54,
R12653 (1996).

35. Kusko, C., Markiewicz, R. S., Lindroos, M. & Bansil, A. Fermi surface
evolution and collapse of the Mott pseudogap in Nd2−xCexCuO4±δ.
Phys. Rev. B 66, 140513 (2002).

36. McElroy, K. et al. Atomic-scale sources and mechanism of nanos-
cale electronic disorder in Bi2Sr2CaCu2O8+δ. Science 309, 1048
(2005).

37. Ye, S. S. et al. Visualizing the Zhang-Rice singlet, molecular orbitals
and pair formation in cuprate. Preprint at https://doi.org/10.48550/
arXiv.2309.09260 (2023).

38. Uchida, S. et al. Optical spectra of La2−xSrxCuO4: effect of carrier
doping on the electronic structure of the CuO2 plane. Phys. Rev. B
43, 7942 (1991).

39. Ye, C. et al. Visualizing the atomic-scale electronic structure of the
Ca2CuO2Cl2 Mott insulator. Nat. Commun. 4, 1365 (2013).

40. Scalapino, D. J., Loh, E. & Hirsch, J. E. d-wave pairing near a spin-
density-wave instability. Phys. Rev. B 34, 8190 (1986).

41. Monthoux, P., Balatsky, A. V. & Pines, D. Toward a theory of high-
temperature superconductivity in the antiferromagnetically corre-
lated cuprate oxides. Phys. Rev. Lett. 67, 3448 (1991).

42. Scalapino, D. J. The case for dx2�y2 pairing in the cuprate super-
conductors. Phys. Rep. 250, 329 (1995).

43. Moriya, T. & Ueda, K. Spin fluctuations and high temperature
superconductivity. Adv. Phys. 49, 555 (2000).

44. Abanov, A. R., Chubukov, A. V. & Norman, M. R. Gap anisotropy and
universal pairing scale in a spin-fluctuation model of cuprate
superconductors. Phys. Rev. B 78, 220507 (2008).

45. Dahm, T. et al. Strength of the spin-fluctuation-mediated pairing
interaction in a high-temperature superconductor. Nat. Phys. 5,
217 (2009).

46. Anderson, P. W. The resonating valence bond state in La2CuO4 and
superconductivity. Science 235, 1196 (1987).

47. Anderson, P. W. Last words on the cuprates. Preprint at https://doi.
org/10.48550/arXiv.1612.03919 (2016).

48. Lin, C. T. & Liang, B. Growth of a hard-grown single crystal—
Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ. inNew Trends in Superconductivity (eds Annett,
J. F. & Kruchinin, S.) 19–28 (Springer Netherlands, 2002).

49. Liang, B., Lin, C. T., Shang, P. & Yang, G. Single crystals of triple-
layered cuprates Bi2Sr2Ca2Cu3O10+δ: growth, annealing and char-
acterization. Phys. C Supercond. 383, 75 (2002).

50. Liu, G. D. et al. Development of a vacuum ultraviolet laser-based
angle-resolved photoemission system with a superhigh energy
resolution better than 1meV. Rev. Sci. Instrum. 79, 023105 (2008).

Acknowledgements
This work is supported by the National Natural Science Foundation of
China (Grant Nos. 12488201 by X.J.Z., 12374066 by L.Z. and 12374154 by
X.T.L.), the National Key Research and Development Program of China
(Grant Nos. 2021YFA1401800 by X.J.Z., 2022YFA1604200 by L.Z.,
2022YFA1403900 by G.D.L. and 2023YFA1406000 by X.T.L.), the Stra-
tegic Priority Research Program (B) of the Chinese Academy of Sciences
(Grant No. XDB25000000 by X.J.Z.), Innovation Program for Quantum
Science and Technology (Grant No. 2021ZD0301800 by X.J.Z.), the
Youth Innovation Promotion Association of CAS (Grant No. Y2021006 by
L.Z.) and the Synergetic Extreme Condition User Facility (SECUF).

Author contributions
X.J.Z., L.Z., H.C. and J.M.S. proposed and designed the research. H.C.
and J.M.S. carried out the ARPES experiments. C.T.L grew the Bi2223
single crystals. H.C. and J.M.S. contributed to sample preparation.
X.Y.L., Y.W.C., C.H.Y, Y.J.S., J.X.Z., T.M.M, B.L., W.P.Z, N.C., X.L.R., S.J.Z,
Z.M.W, F.F.Z., F.Y., Q.J.P., Z.Y.X., G.D.L., X.T.L., H.Q.M., L.Z. and X.J.Z.
contributed to the development andmaintenance of the ARPES systems
and related software development. Y.H.L., H.C., J.M.S., X.Y.L. and T.X.
contributed to theoretical analysis and discussions. H.C., J.M.S., L.Z. and
X.J.Z. analyzed the data. X.J.Z., L.Z., H.C. and J.M.S. wrote the paper. All
authors participated in discussions and comments on the paper.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y

Nature Communications |         (2026) 17:6195 8

https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2309.09260
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.2309.09260
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.1612.03919
https://doi.org/10.48550/arXiv.1612.03919
www.nature.com/naturecommunications


Additional information
Supplementary information The online version contains
supplementary material available at
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y.

Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to
Lin Zhao or X. J. Zhou.

Peer review information Nature Communications thanks the anon-
ymous reviewers for their contribution to the peer review of this work. A
peer review file is available.

Reprints and permissions information is available at
http://www.nature.com/reprints

Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jur-
isdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License,
which permits any non-commercial use, sharing, distribution and
reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if you modified the licensed
material. Youdonot havepermissionunder this licence toshare adapted
material derived from this article or parts of it. The images or other third
party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative
Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons
licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or
exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

© The Author(s) 2026

Article https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y

Nature Communications |         (2026) 17:6195 9

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-026-73765-y
http://www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
www.nature.com/naturecommunications

	Persistent Fermi pockets and robust electron pairing in lightly doped CuO2 planes of cuprate superconductors
	Results
	Discussion
	Methods
	Sample preparation
	ARPES measurements
	Spatially-resolved ARPES measurements

	Data availability
	References
	Acknowledgements
	Author contributions
	Competing interests
	Additional information




