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ABSTRACT: 

Motivated by the structural color generation in the plumage of some species of birds, which in their 
barbs combine a quasi-regular arrangement of air voids in a keratin matrix (spongy matrix) backed 
by melanin granules, in this work we study the influence of basal melanin on the optical response of 
regular and weakly disordered photonic crystals. By applying two rigorous electromagnetic methods, 
we investigate the effect produced by a basal layer of melanin granules on the reflected response of 
regular and slightly irregular photonic crystals comprising infinite cylinders (2D) or spheres (3D). 
The results show that even for a few layers of scatterers, the reflected response is governed by the 
geometry, distribution and materials comprising the spongy matrix, and is only weakly dependent on 
the presence of melanin. This result is found for both 2D and 3D structures, and for finite and infinite 
systems, indicating a general trend. 

Key words: color, photonic crystals, melanin 

RESUMEN: 

Motivados por la generación de color estructural en el plumaje de algunas especies de aves, que en 
sus barbas combinan una disposición cuasi regular de huecos de aire en una matriz de queratina 
(matriz esponjosa) con una capa de gránulos de melanina en su base, en este trabajo estudiamos la 
influencia de la base de melanina en la respuesta óptica de cristales fotónicos regulares y débilmente 
desordenados. Mediante la aplicación de dos métodos electromagnéticos rigurosos, investigamos el 
efecto producido por una capa basal de gránulos de melanina sobre la respuesta reflejada de cristales 
fotónicos regulares y ligeramente irregulares que comprenden infinitos cilindros (2D) o esferas (3D). 
Los resultados muestran que incluso para unas pocas capas de dispersores, la respuesta reflejada se 
rige por la geometría, la distribución y los materiales que componen la matriz esponjosa, y solo 
depende débilmente de la presencia de melanina. Este resultado se verifica tanto para estructuras 2D 
como 3D, y para sistemas finitos e infinitos, indicando una tendencia general. 

Palabras clave: color, cristales fotónicos, melanina 
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1. Introduction 
In some species of birds, the color appearance is produced by a three-dimensional quasi-ordered 
nanostructure formed by keratin and air, which is found in their feather barbs and is usually called spongy 
matrix (SM) [1–6]. The SM can be either of channel type –a disordered channel-like network of spongy β-
keratin bars– or sphere type, which comprises a quasi-regular arrangement of spheroidal air cavities 
immersed in keratin [2]. The feather barbs’ microstructure of certain species also include melanin 
granules. This is the case of the Steller’s jay [7], the rosy-faced lovebird [8], the Eurasian jay [6], and 
several species of the Turdidae [9], the Maluridae [10] and the Thraupidae families [11, 12], to name a few 
examples. In many cases, these melanin granules appear as a substrate for the SM, although their specific 
role in the color generation remains only partly understood [6, 7, 9, 10]. 

Inspired by the large variety of biological examples of microstructures comprising melanin, attention has 
been recently paid to the use of synthetic melanin in artificial structures, as a means to improve the color 
saturation and enlarge the color palette. For instance, synthetic melanin nanoparticles were fabricated to 
generate structural colors [13], to which silica shells were later added in order to tune the brightness and 
hue of the resulting colors [14]. Also, the importance of the background material and color has been 
recently assessed by several authors in order to enhance the structural color properties of colloidal arrays 
of spherical nanoparticles [15, 16] 

The objective of this work is to study the influence of basal melanin on the optical response of perfectly 
regular and weakly disordered photonic crystals, in order to contribute to the design of the color 
appearance of bioinspired artificial materials. In particular, we focus on the response of nanostructures 
with inclusions of sizes and separations typically found in avian feather barbs. To calculate the optical 
response of the structures we use the integral method (IM), a rigorous method based on the second 
Green´s identity [17]. The IM was widely used to deal with a large variety of 2D scatterers [18–21] and has 
the advantage of being very versatile regarding the geometry and distribution of the scattering objects 
and the constitutive parameters of the materials involved. In particular, it has been recently applied to 
model the reflectance spectra of avian feathers [12]. In order to extend our study and investigate the role 
of basal melanin not only for 2D photonic crystals but also for 3D structures, we employ the Korringa-
Kohn-Rostoker formalism (KKR), which allows calculating the reflectance of finite systems that may 
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combine layers of periodically arranged spheres with layers of homogeneous materials [22, 23]. By 
comparing the results obtained by both methods, we are able to arrive to a more general conclusion about 
the importance of basal melanin in the reflectance response. 

In Section 2, we describe the analyzed structures and briefly explain the electromagnetic methods 
employed to compute the reflected response. The results obtained are shown in Section 3, where we 
present calculated reflectance spectra for structures comprising regular and weakly irregular 
distributions of scatterers, with and without basal melanin. To complete the study, we also show near field 
distributions at particular wavelengths. Finally, a discussion and concluding remarks are given in Section 
4. 

 

2. Electromagnetic Modelling 
Taking into account the motivation of this study, the materials involved in the investigated structures are 
keratin, melanin and air. For the refractive index of keratin, we used 𝑛𝑘 = 1.58 [2, 5]. The absorption and 
dispersion by melanin is taken into account through its complex refractive index 𝑛𝑚 = 𝜂𝑚 + 𝑖𝜅𝑚. For its 
real part we used the Cauchy formula 𝜂𝑚 = 𝐴 + 𝐵/𝜆2, with 𝐴 = 1.648 and 𝐵 = 23700 nm2, and for the 
imaginary part we considered 𝜅𝑚 = 𝐶𝑒−𝜆/𝐷, with 𝐶 = 0.56 and 𝐷 = 270 nm [24, 25]. 

 

2.a. Analysis of Structures Formed by Cylinders: Integral Method 

The IM is a very versatile rigorous approach to simulate scattering processes from objects of complex 
shapes [17]. It is particularly suitable to compute the electromagnetic response of systems comprising 
bodies of arbitrary geometry, distribution and constitutive parameters of the materials involved. In this 
work we employ a generalization of the method presented in [17] for systems with translation symmetry, 
usually called 2D problems [18], in which the scattering objects are infinite cylinders. Apart from some 
depolarization effects, this calculation reproduces the same phenomena as the full 3D calculation; hence, it 
allows an understanding of the basic physical processes involved in the near-field optical interaction, with 
a lower computational cost and without loss of generality [20, 21, 26, 27]. For the 2D case, the general 
scattering problem can be separated into two polarization modes: S polarization (electric field parallel to 
the cylinders’ axes) and P polarization (magnetic field parallel to the cylinders’ axes). 

 

 
 
 

Fig. 1. Scheme of the 2D cylinders’ structure investigated with the IM. A finite number of air and melanin cylinders, all of radius r, 
located at arbitrary positions and immersed in keratin are illuminated by a Gaussian beam. dij represents the distance between the  

i-th and j-th cylinder. 
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Therefore, the vectorial problem is reduced to two scalar problems [19]. Using Green’s second integral 
theorem and the extinction theorem for multiply connected scattering domains [17, 18], we obtain exact 
expressions for the scattered electromagnetic field produced by a S- or a P-polarized beam of finite width, 
incident onto an inhomogeneous dielectric medium that contains the scatterers. As a result, the problem is 
reduced to the solution of a 2𝑁 × 2𝑁 system of coupled equations (𝑁 is the number of spatial points 
employed to sample the scattering objects), whose unknowns are the electric and the magnetic fields and 
their normal derivatives at each of the scatterers’ boundaries. In this way, it is possible to reconstruct the 
electromagnetic fields in every point of space and, in particular, the intensity of the reflected and 
transmitted far field, from which the reflectance and the transmittance can be obtained. 

The modelled scattering system comprises a finite set of parallel infinitely long cylinders immersed in an 
isotropic, linear and homogeneous dielectric medium (see Fig. 1). Therefore, the spatial domains are 
delimited by circles (cylinders’ cross section) at each interface that separates the cylinder from the host 
medium. The structure is normally illuminated from air (y < 0) by a finite linearly polarized Gaussian 
beam of wavelength λ and half-width 𝑊 = 5 m, as shown in Fig. 1. For a structure of finite size, the total 
reflectance includes the contributions of the light scattered in all directions. 

2.b. Analysis of Structures Formed by Spheres: KKR Method 

Among the methods available for the calculation of the electromagnetic response of composite periodic 
structures made of spheres, the KKR appears to be numerically efficient. Within its framework, the 
electromagnetic interactions between the inclusions arranged in the periodic lattice are calculated by 
means of the layer-multiple scattering method for spherical scatterers [22, 23, 28, 29]. The crystal can be 
considered as a stack of parallel layers of spheres periodically arranged in a 2D Bravais lattice. 

 

 
 
 

Fig. 2. (a) Scheme of the 3D spheres’ structure investigated with the KKR. A hexagonal arrangement of air spheres immersed in 
keratin is illuminated by a linearly polarized plane wave. In the scheme, two layers of melanin spheres are shown at the top of the air 

spheres. (b) A cross-section view of the structure at the x − y plane. The geometrical parameters are indicated. 

 

To solve the electromagnetic problem, the multiple scattering between spheres of each single layer is 
calculated first. Then, the scattered response of multiple layers is determined by using a procedure similar 
to the one used to calculate the reflection and transmission properties of stratified media with planar 
interfaces. The computer program MULTEM [22, 23] is the numerical implementation of the KKR 
employed in this work.  

We consider a hexagonal array composed of 𝑀 identical parallel layers of spherical air cavities (radius 𝑅) 
immersed in a keratin matrix (Fig. 2). The lattice constant is 𝑎, the parallel layers are separated a 
distance ℎ = (√3/2) 𝑎, and the distance from the centers of the air spheres of the bottom layer to the 
interface is 𝑑 = 0.5 𝑎. To analyze the effect of basal melanin on the optical response, we compare the 
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results of this structure with those of the same structure but with two additional layers of melanin 
spheres of radius 𝑅𝑚 . These spheres are periodically distributed within the keratin medium and also 
located at the sites of a hexagonal Bravais lattice with the same lattice constant and the same distance 
between layers as for the air voids arrangement. All the spheres’ structures considered are illuminated by 
a linearly polarized normally plane wave from air. 

 

3. Results 

3.a. Structures Formed by Cylinders 

Fig. 3 shows the reflectance curves obtained with the IM for a structure comprising 5 layers of air 
cylinders and also for the same structure with additional two layers of melanin cylinders, located forming 
a hexagonal array. We consider air cylinders of radius 𝑟 = 82.7 nm, melanin cylinders of radius 𝑅𝑚 =
110 nm, and the distance between centers of adjacent cylinders within the same layer is 𝑑 = 225 nm, 
which are typical values found in the spongy matrix of avian barbs [12]. In each panel we show the results 
for the cases with (hole circles) and without (solid black dots) basal melanin. Panel (a) corresponds to S 
polarization and (b) to P polarization. 

 

Fig. 3. Reflectance of a regular hexagonal system of 5 layers of air cylinders immersed in keratin, with (hole circles) and without 
(solid black dots) basal melanin, for S (a) and P (b) polarization. (c)-(d) NF for the hexagonal structure with basal melanin at 𝜆 =
500 nm: (c) S-polarization and (d) P-polarization. Red (blue) indicates highest (lowest) field intensity. The cross-section of the 

analyzed structure (hexagonal arrangement) is shown as black hole circles within the near field plots. 

 

It is observed that the curves corresponding to both systems, i.e., with and without basal melanin, are 
almost identical throughout the entire wavelength range investigated. For both structures, an 
intensification of the reflectance is observed between 450 and 600 nm, associated with a photonic band 
gap, within which the reflectance reaches a maximum of ≈ 45% for S polarization and almost 60% for P 
polarization. Clearly, the presence of basal melanin in a perfectly regular structure of cylinders does not 
alter the reflected response. This behavior is consistent with the near field intensity distribution (NF), 
defined as |E|2/|E0|2 for S polarization and |H|2/|H0|2 for P polarization (E0 and H0 are the amplitudes of 
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the incident electric and magnetic field, respectively). In Figures 3(c) and (d) we show NF at λ = 500 nm 
for S and P polarization, respectively. It can be noticed that the electromagnetic field penetrates only a few 
layers within the structure and hardly reaches the melanin layers, producing negligible effect in the 
reflected response. Similar behavior of the near field is found for other wavelengths outside the band gap 
(not shown). 

Fig. 4. Reflectance of a weakly disordered arrangement of cylinders immersed in keratin, with (hole circles) and without (sol id black 
dots) basal melanin, for S (a) and P (b) polarization. (c)-(d) NF for the structure with basal melanin at 𝜆 = 500 nm. (c) S-polarization 
and (d) P-polarization. Red (blue) indicates highest (lowest) field intensity. The cross-section of the analyzed structure is shown as 

black hole circles within the near field plots. 

To investigate whether this behavior is related to the type of arrangement of cylinders, i.e., to the fact that 
the structure is perfectly regular, in Fig. 4 we show results for a system comprising a weakly disordered 
distribution of cylinders, and compare the reflectance obtained in the cases with and without basal 
melanin, for both polarization modes. The cylinders’ radii are the same as in Fig. 3, and the positions of the 
cylinders’ centers have been generated starting from the ordered system and adding a perturbation using 
a random distribution function. The cylinders’ distributions considered in this case are shown as black 
hole circles within the near-field maps (Fig. 4(c)-(d)). 

The reflectance curves for the weakly disordered structure differ from those of the regular structure. The 
reflectance varies approximately between 10 and 15% for S polarization and between 10 and 22% for P 
polarization. It is interesting to note that even though the structure is no longer regular, the reflectance 
exhibits maxima of bandwidths comparable to the photonic band gap of the perfectly regular structure 
(Fig. 3). By comparing the results for the case with (hole circles) and without (solid black dots) basal 
melanin for each polarization mode, it can be noticed that the addition of basal melanin does not modify 
significantly the reflected response, as already shown in Fig. 3 for the hexagonal arrays of cylinders. This 
indicates that the optical response is governed by the spongy matrix, mainly by its distribution and typical 
size of the scatterers, and it is not very sensitive to the presence of basal melanin. To better understand 
this result, Figs. 4(c)-(d) show the near field distribution for the cylinders’ structure with basal melanin 
for 𝜆 = 500 nm, for S and P polarization, respectively. Noticeably, the near field patterns in the case of 
weakly disordered systems of cylinders is more complex than that of the regular system. In this case, the 
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electromagnetic field penetrates slightly more deeply within the structure, although it seems to be 
insufficient to produce a significant change in the reflected response. Therefore, we conclude that the 
presence of basal melanin in weakly disordered arrangements of cylinders does not alter significantly the 
near field distribution, which, in turn, produces very similar far field responses.  

This characteristic is also revealed by the total near field evaluated at a fixed distance from the structure, 
as shown in Fig. 5. In this Figure we show the near field intensity distribution (NF) at 𝜆 = 650 nm for the 
systems with and without basal melanin considered in Fig. 4, evaluated at two different y-levels: 𝑦 =
2200 nm (transmitted field) and 𝑦 =  −1000 nm (incident and reflected field), for S and P polarizations. It 
can be noticed that the presence of basal melanin hardly influences the reflected response of the structure 
(Figs. 5(b) and 5(d)). However, in the transmission region of space (Figs. 5(a) and 5(c)) the differences 
become more appreciable. Moreover, the integral over all the 𝑥 −range considered is smaller for the 
structure containing melanin, indicating that absorption by melanin plays a role. 

 
 
Fig. 5. Intensity distribution of the total near field (NF) at 𝜆 = 650 nm for the systems with and without basal melanin considered in 

Fig. 4, evaluated at two different y-levels: 𝑦 = 2200 nm (transmitted field, (a) and (c)) and 𝑦 = −1000 nm  (incident and reflected 
field, (b) and (d)). Panels (a)-(b) correspond to S polarization and (c)-(d) to P polarization. 

 
In order to investigate if the negligible effect of basal melanin is a general trend, in Fig. 6 we show the 
reflectance curves for another system comprising cylinders of the same size as in Fig. 4, but distributed in 
a different way. In this case, the positions of the melanin cylinders were chosen so as to partly surround 
the air ones (see Fig. 6(c)). Although there are slight differences between the reflectance of the system 
with and without basal melanin for short wavelengths for both polarization modes, they are not 
significant.  
 To find a relationship between the reflected response of the regular and the weakly disordered 
structures, a fast Fourier transform of the cross-section images of both systems were performed, and the 
results are shown in Fig. 7. Basically, the Fourier transform reveals three characteristics of the analyzed 
structure: the shape and extent of the whole system, the shape and size of the individual elements, and the 
nature of the arrangement. For the hexagonal arrangement (Fig. 7(a)), the Fourier transform exhibits a 
pattern of regularly distributed high intensity peaks, which reveals the perfect periodicity, modulated by 
the diffraction pattern of an individual circle, i.e, a central disk surrounded by concentric rings. As 
expected, these rings are also found in the Fourier spectrum for the disordered system (Fig. 7(b)), 
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indicating that the scattering objects are of equal size and shape. The radius of the central circle in the 
(𝑘𝑥,𝑘𝑦)-space (highlighted in yellow), is approximately 2𝜋 /𝑟, 𝑟 being the circles' radius. 
However, the Fourier transform of the weakly disordered system shows a uniform intensity distribution 
in the (𝑘𝑥,𝑘𝑦)-space, indicating that the system presents a certain degree of isotropic disorder. Similar 
Fourier spectra were obtained from the spongy structures found in the barbs of some birds’ feathers [30]. 

 

Fig. 6. Reflectance of another realization of a weakly disordered arrangement of cylinders immersed in keratin, with (hole circles) 
and without (solid black dots) basal melanin, for S (a) and P (b) polarization. (c) Scheme of the cross-section of the analyzed struc-

ture (the colored circles indicate melanin). 

 

Fig. 7. (a) Hexagonal system of 5 layers of cylinders considered in Fig. 3 and its Fourier transform. (b) Weakly disordered arrange-
ment of cylinders considered in Fig. 4 and its Fourier transform. 
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The optical response of this type of disordered structure can also be estimated by studying its structural 
correlation, together with the scattering mean free path 𝑙𝑠 or the transport mean free path 𝑙𝑡 =  𝑙𝑠/(1 −
𝑔), with 𝑔 being the scattering anisotropy factor ( |𝑔| < 1, 𝑔 > 0 indicates forward scattering and 𝑔 < 0 
denotes backscattering). lt describes the average distance required for light to become diffusive (for 
example, for constant 𝑙𝑠 and forward scattering, 𝑙𝑡 increases). For propagation distances much greater 
than 𝑙𝑡, a lightbeam becomes almost isotropic [31]. 

From this information, it can be determined if the propagation of electromagnetic waves in the medium is 
dispersive, highly dispersive (as the weakly disordered structure studied in this work), or diffusive. The 
transition from a dispersive to a diffusive medium is determined solely by lt and the total thickness of the 
composite medium. For the example considered in Fig. 7(b), some characteristics of the periodic 
hexagonal structure (which serves as starting point of this arrangement) can be observed. The optical 
response of the system contains the information provided by the quasi-ordered clusters that comprise it, 
such as a pseudo-band gap [32, 33]. Ultimately, the total thickness of the dispersive medium will govern 
the optical response, as recently noticed in the feather barbs of the Eurasian jay [6]. 

 

3.b. Structures Formed by Spheres 

To extend our study and investigate the effect of basal melanin in 3D structures, in this Section we 
consider a hexagonal matrix of air spheres with 𝑅 = 82.7 nm, 𝑎 = 225 nm and 𝑀 = 5, as schematized in 
Fig. 2. In Fig. 8 we show the reflectance curves for the structure with and without two additional layers of 
melanin spheres of radius 𝑅𝑚 = 110 nm also distributed in a hexagonal arrangement with the same lattice 
constant. The spectra shown correspond to both polarization modes, which coincide for normal incidence. 
As expected for a regular structure, an intensification of the reflectance is observed within the band gap 
spectral region, with a maximum of approximately 55% at 𝜆 = 550 nm. As in the case of the cylinders’ 
structure (Fig. 3), it is observed that the basal melanin does not significantly affect the reflected response 
of the structure within the band gap; both curves slightly deviate from each other only outside the band 
gap. It is important to remark that similar results were obtained by adding more layers of melanin (not 
shown): the reflectance response remains almost unchanged and only slight changes are observed for 
wavelengths larger than those of the band gap. 
 

Fig. 8. Reflectance of a hexagonal matrix comprising 5 layers of air spheres immersed in keratin, with (hole circles) and without 
(black solid dots) two additional layers of melanin spheres. The insets schematize the structures considered. 

 

4.Discussion and Conclusions 

The effect of basal melanin in the optical response of perfectly regular and weakly disordered photonic 
crystals comprising air scatterers in a keratin matrix was investigated. Two extensively used rigorous 
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electromagnetic methods have been employed in order to embrace a larger variety of structures. To 
analyze 2D systems comprising infinite cylinders we used the integral method, whereas the KKR method 
was employed to deal with 3D spheres´ photonic crystals. 
 
The simulations presented show that, regardless of the characteristics of the air elements comprising the 
system, such as spherical or cylindrical inclusions, perfectly regular or weakly disordered distribution, the 
effect of melanin on the reflectance spectra is practically null for the studied structures, which comprise 
inclusions of typical sizes and separations as those found in the nanostructures of avian feather barbs. 
This result is in agreement with the results of Ref. [6] for the Eurasian jay plumage, in which the authors 
found that although the SM present in the feather barbs is backed by melanin granules, the variations in 
thickness of the SM is the only responsible for the color change. 
 
The weak influence of basal melanin in the optical response holds for both, finite arrays of cylinders and 
infinite systems of spheres. This confirms that, in many cases, electromagnetic methods designed for 
infinite periodic structures, which are usually less computationally demanding, can adequately describe 
the optical properties of systems with a finite number of scattering elements. 
 
It is worth mentioning that there are previous studies on the color of bird feathers that combine a spongy 
matrix and melanin granules in their barbs, in which melanin is given an essential role in color generation. 
This study is not intended to rule out this possibility. Avian feathers are very complex systems that 
comprise different materials, varied geometries, etc., features that were only partially accounted for by the 
proposed models. For example, the degree of disorder present in the spongy matrix could have a 
significant impact on the reflected response, and therefore, it would be interesting to consider a higher 
degree of disorder in the location as well as in the size of the scatterers. Another element that has not been 
taken into account in this study is the keratin cortex that surrounds the barb, its thickness, curvature and 
irregularities, which most likely affect the observed color. Therefore, more research is needed to give a 
more determinant conclusion.  
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