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In this Letter, we present a cosmic Bell experiment with polarization-entangled photons, in which
measurement settings were determined based on real-time measurements of the wavelength of photons
from high-redshift quasars, whose light was emitted billions of years ago; the experiment simultaneously
ensures locality. Assuming fair sampling for all detected photons and that the wavelength of the quasar
photons had not been selectively altered or previewed between emission and detection, we observe
statistically significant violation of Bell’s inequality by 9.3 standard deviations, corresponding to an
estimated p value of ≲7.4 × 10−21 . This experiment pushes back to at least ∼7.8 Gyr ago the most recent
time by which any local-realist influences could have exploited the “freedom-of-choice” loophole to
engineer the observed Bell violation, excluding any such mechanism from 96% of the space-time volume
of the past light cone of our experiment, extending from the big bang to today.
DOI: 10.1103/PhysRevLett.121.080403

Background.—To Erwin Schrödinger, entanglement was
“the characteristic trait of quantum mechanics, the one that
enforces its entire departure from classical lines of thought”
[1]. He referred to an analysis by Einstein, Podolsky, and
Rosen (EPR) [2], regarding the quantum-mechanical predictions for perfect correlations in certain quantum systems.
EPR made two assumptions explicit. Regarding locality,
they wrote: “Since at the time of measurement the two
systems no longer interact, no real change can take place in
the second system in consequence of anything that may be
done to the first system.” They also articulated a “reality
criterion”: “If, without in any way disturbing a system, we
can predict with certainty (i.e., with probability equal to
unity) the value of a physical quantity, there exists an
element of physical reality corresponding to this physical
quantity.” In the light of these two assumptions and their
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analysis of a particular two-particle state, EPR concluded
that quantum mechanics is incomplete. While the EPR
reasoning is logically unassailable, Niels Bohr pointed out
that the EPR assumptions need not hold for quantum
observations [3].
This discussion had laid dormant for several decades, but
in 1964, John Stewart Bell demonstrated that a complete
theory based on the EPR premises makes predictions that
are in conflict with those of quantum mechanics [4,5]. In
such local-realist theories, it is assumed that every individual system carries its own set of properties prior to
measurement, which are presumed to be independent of
any possible influence from outside its past light cone. Bell
concluded that in a local-realist theory the strength of
correlations among measurements on different particles’
properties is limited and smaller than the predictions of
quantum physics. This is expressed by Bell’s inequality.
With Bell’s result, a question that previously had been
dismissed as “merely philosophical” became experimentally testable. In 1969, Clauser, Horne, Shimony, and
Holt (CHSH) published their inequality as an experimentally accessible variant of Bell’s version [6]. The idea
was to measure the four probabilities pðA; Bjai ; bj Þ of
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measurement results A; B ∈ fþ1; −1g, in which Alice
chooses between two measurement bases a1 and a2 , and
likewise Bob chooses between the two measurement bases
b1 and b2 . For systems in particular states subject to
judicious choices of measurement bases, the predictions
for correlations among the measurement outcomes A, B
under various combinations of settings ai , bj differ markedly between quantum mechanics and models that satisfy
EPR’s assumptions of locality and realism.
Subsequently, entangled-particle states have been shown
to violate Bell’s inequality in numerous situations, consistent with the predictions of quantum theory [7–9]. Yet
experiments always require sets of assumptions for their
interpretation [10,11]. In tests of local realism, these
assumptions can be seen as loopholes, by which, in
principle, it could be argued that local realism has not
been completely ruled out [8,12]. Closing the locality
loophole [13,14], for example, requires that the measurement settings are changed by Alice shortly before the
arrival of an entangled particle at her detector, such that
no signal could inform Bob about Alice’s measurement
setting or outcome before Bob completes a measurement at
his own detector (and vice versa). The fair sampling
assumption, on the other hand, states that the measured
subset of particles is representative of the complete set.
This loophole is closed if a sufficiently high fraction of
the entangled pairs is detected [15–17]. Recently, several
experiments have observed significant violations of Bell’s
inequality while simultaneously closing both the locality
and fair-sampling loopholes [18–21].
Arguably the most interesting assumption is that the
choice of measurement settings is “free and random,” and
independent of any physical process that could affect the
measurement outcomes [5,22–25]. As Bell himself noted,
his inequality was derived under the assumption “that the
settings of instruments are in some sense free variables—
say at the whim of experimenters—or in any case not
determined in the overlap of the backward light cones”
[22]. In recent years, this “freedom-of-choice” loophole has
garnered significant theoretical interest [26–35], as well as
growing experimental attention [36–41].
The freedom-of-choice loophole, as usually understood,
concerns events that might have transpired within the
causal past of a given experiment, which a local-realist
mechanism could have exploited in order to mimic the
predictions from quantum mechanics [42]. In a recent pilot
test [38], measurement settings for a test of Bell’s inequality were determined by real-time observation of light from
Milky Way stars, thereby constraining any such localrealist mechanism to have acted no more recently than
∼600 years ago, rather than microseconds before a given
experimental run (as in previous tests [36]). The magnitude
of that leap reflected how comparatively little attention had
been devoted previously to experimentally addressing this
loophole. Given the expansion history of the Universe since

the big bang, however, the pilot test [38] excluded only about
one hundred-thousandth of one percent of the relevant spacetime volume within the past light cone of the experiment.
In this Letter, we describe a cosmic Bell experiment that
pushes the origin of the measurement settings considerably
deeper into cosmic history, constraining any local-realist
mechanism to have acted no more recently than 7.78 Gyr
ago. Based on the arrangement of high-redshift quasars
used in our experiment, these results exclude any localrealist mechanism that might have exploited the freedomof-choice loophole from 96.0% of the space-time volume of
the past light cone of the experiment, extending from the
big bang to today.
Experimental implementation.—Figure 1 shows a schematic of the experimental setup at the Observatorio del
Roque de los Muchachos on the Canary Island of La Palma.
A central entangled photon source was located in a
container next to the Nordic Optical Telescope. One
entangled-photon observer, Alice, was situated in another
container next to the Telescopio Nazionale Galileo (TNG),
and Bob was stationed at the ground floor of the William
Herschel Telescope (WHT). The quasar photons were
collected by the TNG [46] and the WHT [47]. The random
numbers extracted from these signals were transmitted to
the observers using BNC cables. The polarizationentangled photons were distributed from the source to
the receivers via free-space optical links. A more detailed
schematic of the setup can be seen in Fig. 2.
The entangled photon source (see Supplemental Material
[48]) was based on type 0 spontaneous parametric downconversion (SPDC) in a Sagnac loop configuration [73,74]. It
generated fiber-coupled photon pairs at center wavelengths
λA ¼ 850 nm and λB ¼ 773.6 nm in a state
pﬃﬃﬃ close to the

maximally entangled Bell state jΦ i ¼ ð1= 2ÞðjHA H B i
jV A V B iÞ, where subscripts A and B label the respective
single-mode fiber for Alice and Bob. Each photon was
guided to a transmitting telescope (Tx) and distributed via
free-space optical channels to the receiving stations of Alice
and Bob. Each station consisted of a receiving telescope for
entangled photons (Rx), a polarization analyzer (POL), a
control and data acquisition unit (CaDa) locked to a rubidium
frequency standard, and a cosmic random number generator
(CRNG). The entangled photons were guided from the Rx to
the polarization analyzer, where an electro-optical modulator
(EOM) performed the fast switching between the complementary measurement bases accordingly. The polarization
was measured using a polarizing beam splitter followed by a
single-photon avalanche diode (SPAD) in each output port.
The CRNGs at TNG (Alice) and WHT (Bob) were
essentially identical. The optical path for each CRNG
featured a magnified intermediate image, which enabled
one to adjust the field of view with an iris in order to
minimize background light. A dichroic mirror with a cutoff
wavelength of 630 nm split the incoming light in a
transmitted “red” and a reflected “blue” arm. Additional
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FIG. 1. The experimental stations for our cosmic Bell test. Alice’s station received cosmic photons with the Telescopio Nazionale
Galileo (TNG), whose primary mirror diameter is 3.58 m, while Bob’s station received cosmic photons with the William Herschel
Telescope (WHT), whose primary mirror diameter is 4.20 m. Polarization entangled photons were sent from the source to Alice and Bob.
Diameters and focal lengths of the quantum channel telescopes were Tx: d ¼ 70 mm, f ¼ 280 mm; Rx: d ¼ 140 mm,
feff ¼ 1470 mm. Latitude, longitude, and elevation for the experimental sites were Alice (A: 28.75410°, −17.88915°, 2375 m),
Bob (B: 28.760636°, −17.8816861°, 2352 m), and the Source (S: 28.757189°, −17.884961°, 2385 m). The distances from Source to
Bob and Alice were 500 and 534 m, respectively.

filters (shortpass at 620 nm in the blue arm and longpass at
637 nm in the red arm) efficiently filtered out misdirected
photons whose wavelengths were near the cutoff wavelength of the dichroic mirror. Incorporating these additional
filters yielded much smaller fractions of misdirected

astronomical photons than in our previous experiment
[38], with f w < 2 × 10−5 (see the Supplemental Material
[48]). Light from each arm was fed to a SPAD. Electric
signals from the SPADs were processed by the CaDa,
which triggered the EOM to apply the corresponding

FIG. 2. A photon pair source located in the middle produced polarization-entangled photons at center wavelengths of 773.6 and
850 nm. The photons were separated into two spatial modes via a dichroic mirror and sent via free-space channels to the quantum
receivers at Bob (773.6 nm) and Alice (850 nm). Fast steering mirrors guided the photons to the receivers using a green LED as a
reference. Electro-optical modulators (EOM) rotate the measurement basis according to the input signals from the CRNGs. Polarization
measurements are performed using a polarizing beam splitter (PBS) with avalanche photodiodes in each output path. Detection events
are time stamped by the control and data acquisition unit (CaDa) and stored locally. Quasar light is collected by the astronomical
telescopes and fed into an optical system that creates a magnified image with an iris to restrict the field of view. The quasar light is then
split according to its wavelength into a “blue” and a “red” channel, whereby each channel contains additional filters to remove
misdirected photons. The detector signals are used to trigger the implementation of the corresponding measurement basis at the EOM.
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measurement settings. Alice measured linear polarization
along 22.5°=112.5° (red) and 67.5°=157.5° (blue), while
Bob measured linear polarization along 0°=90° (red) and
45°=135° (blue). All SPAD events, from the CRNGs and
the polarization analyzers, were time stamped in the CaDa
and recorded by a computer.
Using the wavelength of cosmic photons to implement
the measurement settings requires the assumption that the
wavelength of each photon was set at emission and has not
been selectively altered or previewed between emission and
detection. (Well-known processes, such as cosmological
redshift and gravitational lensing, treat all photons from a
given astronomical source in a uniform way, independent
of the photons’ wavelength at emission [75–77]).
Within an optically linear medium, there does not exist
any known physical process that can absorb and reradiate a
given photon at a different wavelength along the same line
of sight, without violating the local conservation of energy
and momentum. We further assume that the detected
cosmic photons represent a fair sample, despite significant
losses in the intergalactic and interstellar media, the Earth’s
atmosphere, and the experimental setup.
Various scenarios could (in principle) lead to corrupt
choices of measurement settings within our experiment.
For example, local sources of photons (“noise”) rather than
genuine astronomical photons could trigger the CRNGs.
The most significant sources of local noise include sky
glow, light pollution, and detector dark counts. The overall
background was measured by pointing each telescope to a
dark sky patch 10 arcseconds away from its target quasar
before and after each observing period.
Space-time arrangement.—Ensuring locality requires
that any information leaving Alice’s quasar at the speed
of light along with her setting-determining cosmic photon
could not have reached Bob before his measurement of the
entangled photon is completed and vice versa.
The projected space-time diagram in Fig. 3 illustrates the
situation for the first observed quasar pair (pair 1) of our
experiment. The entangled photons are generated at point S
and travel through 12 m of optical fiber, resulting in a delay
of τfiber ≈ 50 ns. The distance over the free-space channels
is xA ¼ 534 m to A and xB ¼ 500 m to B.
To ensure the locality conditions, measurements of
entangled photons must only be accepted within a certain
valid time window τkvalid, which has to be chosen such that
the selection and implementation of the corresponding
settings on one side remain spacelike separated from the
measurements on the other side. Here, τkvalid is constrained
to within a certain time window τkgeom, which depends on
the time-dependent directions of the quasars relative to A
and B. Given the moderate time dependence of τkgeom over
the relatively brief observing periods (≤ 17 min), we use
the shortest value per side within the observing period:
τ̄kgeom ¼ mint ðτkgeom Þ, where τ̄A
geom ¼ 2.81 μs (2.67 μs) and
B
τ̄geom ¼ 1.48 μs (1.11 μs) for pair 1 (2). Various delays

FIG. 3. ð1 þ 1ÞD space-time diagram for pair 1, with the origin
at the source S of entangled pair creation (black dot) and a spatial
projection axis chosen to minimize its distance to Alice and Bob.
After a short fiber delay (too small to see), entangled photons are
sent via free-space channels (black lines) to be measured by Alice
and Bob at events A and B. Galaxy symbols indicate examples of
measurements of valid settings from quasar photons emitted far
away at space-time events QA and QB . Ensuring locality limits
settings to the shaded regions. Delays to implement each setting
and an added safety buffer shorten the validity time windows that
were actually used to the darker shaded regions.

from signal transmission through fibers and BNC cables,
and to implement a given setting with the EOM, have to be
subtracted from τkgeom to compute the correct validity time
τkvalid . The delay until a certain setting was implemented τkset
was measured to be 325 and 430 ns for Alice and Bob,
respectively. An additional buffer was used on both sides
with τbuffer ¼ 150 ns to account for small inaccuracies in
timing and distance measurements (for details please refer
to the Supplemental Material [48]). The final validity time
we used is then τkvalid ¼ τ̄kgeom − τkset − τbuffer .
For pairs 1 and 2, measurement settings at Bob’s station
were determined based on observations of a quasar with
redshift zB ¼ 3.911 [78], corresponding to a lookback time
to the emission of that light tBlb ¼ 12.21 Gyr ago.
Measurement settings at Alice’s station were determined
based on observations of quasars with zA ¼ 0.964 [79]
(pair 1) and zA ¼ 0.268 [80] (pair 2), corresponding to
tA
lb ¼ 7.78 and 3.22 Gyr ago, respectively (see Table I).
These times may be compared with the age of our
observable Universe since the big bang, tlb ¼ 13.80 Gyr
[81]. We consider possible implications of inhomogeneities
along the lines of sight to these objects, such as gravitational lensing effects, in the Supplemental Material [48].
Figure 4 depicts the past light cone of our experiment
(gray) together with the past light cones of quasar emission
events QA (blue) and QB (red) for the quasars of pair 1. The
past light cones from QA and QB for this pair last
intersected tAB
lb ¼ 13.15 Gyr ago, less than 650 million
years after the big bang. (For pair 2, the past light cones
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TABLE I. For Alice and Bob’s side (k ¼ fA; Bg), we list the QSO Simbad identifiers, azimuth (azk ) (clockwise from due North) and
altitude (altk ) above horizon at the start of the observing periods, and redshift (z) and lookback time to emission ðtlb Þ for quasars
observed in pairs 1 and 2, beginning at UTC 2018-01-11 00∶20:00 (pair 1) and 2018-01-11 01∶21:00 (pair 2). Pair 1 was observed for a
total of 17 min, pair 2 for 12 min. Here, τkvalid is the time the detector setting was valid, taking into account delays and safety margins (see
Fig. 3). The last three columns show the measured CHSH parameter, as well as the p value and the number of standard deviations ν by
which our local-realist model can be rejected (see the Supplemental Material [48]).
Pair
1
2

Side
A
B
A
B

ID
QSO
QSO
QSO
QSO

B0350 − 073
J0831 þ 5245
B0422 þ 004
J0831 þ 5245

az∘k
233
35
246
21

alt∘k
38
57
38
64

z

tlb [Gyr]

0.964
3.911
0.268
3.911

most recently intersected tAB
lb ¼ 12.47 Gyr ago.) This is the
most recent time by which a correlation between the two
quasars could have occurred or been orchestrated. The
space-time 4-volume contained within the union of the past
light cones from QA and QB constitutes just 4.0% (pair 1)
and 36.5% (pair 2) of the 4-volume within the past light
cone of our experiment, respectively (see Supplemental
Material [48]). Events associated with any local-realist
mechanism that could have affected detector settings and
measurement outcomes of our experiment would need to lie
within the past light cones of QA and/or QB and hence are

7.78
12.21
3.22
12.21

τkvalid [μs]
2.34
0.90
2.20
0.53

Sexp

p value

2.65

7.4 ×

9.3

2.63

7.0 × 10−13

7.1

restricted to have acted no more recently than tA
lb ¼ 7.78 or
3.22 Gyr ago for pairs 1 and 2, respectively.
Analysis and results.—We performed two cosmic Bell
tests with the quasars listed in Table I, for a total
measurement time of 17 min (pair 1) and 12 min (pair
2). In the analysis of our acquired data, we follow the
assumption of fair sampling and fair coincidences [12].
Thus, our data can be postselected for coincidence events at
Alice’s and Bob’s stations. We correct for the clock drift as
in Ref. [82] and identify coincidences within a time
window of 2.66 ns. We then check for correlations between
measurement outcomes A; B ∈ fþ1; −1g for particular
settings choices ðai ; bj Þ; i; j ∈ f1; 2g using the ClauserHorne-Shimony-Holt (CHSH) inequality [6]:
S ≡ jE11 þ E12 þ E21 − E22 j ≤ 2;

FIG. 4. ð2 þ 1ÞD space-time diagram for pair 1, showing the
past light cone of our experiment (gray) and of the quasar
emission events QA (blue) and QB (red), extending back to the
big bang, 13.80 Gyr ago. The quasars in pair 1 emitted the light
B
that we observed during our experiment tA
lb ¼ 7.78 Gyr and tlb ¼
12.21 Gyr ago. The past light cones from QA and QB last
intersected tAB
lb ¼ 13.15 Gyr ago. The shapes of the light cones
reflect the changing rate of cosmic expansion since the big bang.
To be consistent with our data, any local-realist mechanism
would need to have affected detector settings and measurement
outcomes of our experiment from within the past light cones of
events QA , QB , or their overlap, a space-time region that consists
of only 4.0% of the physical space-time volume contained within
the past light cone of our experiment. Such a local-realist scenario
would need to have been set in motion at least 7.78 Gyr ago.

ν

10−21

ð1Þ

where Eij ¼ 2pðA ¼ Bjai bj Þ − 1 and pðA ¼ Bjai bj Þ is the
probability of Alice and Bob obtaining the same measurement outcome for the joint settings ðai ; bj Þ. While four
probabilities can arithmetically add up to 4, local-realistic
correlations cannot exceed anpﬃﬃS
ﬃ value of 2, and the
quantum-mechanical limit is 2 2 [83].
As can be seen from Table I, the measured Sexp values are
2.65 and 2.63 for pairs 1 and 2, respectively, which clearly
exceed the local-realist bound of 2. However, not all of our
settings were determined by genuine cosmic photons. A
certain fraction of settings ϵk on each side (k ∈ fA; Bg)
was produced by some kind of local process, including sky
glow, ambient light, and detector dark counts. We therefore
consider such settings to be “corrupt” and assume that a
local-realist mechanism could have exploited them to produce maximal CHSH correlations, with S ¼ 4. Such a
(hypothetical) mechanism could produce CHSH correlations
as large as S ¼ 2ð1 − ϵA − ϵB Þ þ 4ðϵA þ ϵB Þ [38,40,84].
In our analysis, we account for such “corrupt” settings as
well as unequal (biased) frequencies for various combinations of detector settings ðai ; bj Þ and possible “memory
effects” by which a local-realist mechanism could exploit
knowledge of settings and outcomes of previous trials
(see the Supplemental Material [48]). From this detailed
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treatment, we find that correlations at least as large as
observed in our data could have been produced by a localrealist mechanism only with probabilities p ≤ 7.4 × 10−21
for pair 1 and p ≤ 7.0 × 10−13 for pair 2, corresponding to
experimental violations of the Bell-CHSH bound by at least
9.3 and 7.1 standard deviations, respectively.
Conclusions.—For each cosmic Bell test reported here,
we assume fair sampling and close the locality loophole.
We also constrain the freedom-of-choice loophole with
detector settings determined by extragalactic events, such
that any local-realist mechanism would need to have acted
no more recently than 7.78 or 3.22 Gyr ago for pairs 1 and
2, respectively—more than six orders of magnitude deeper
into cosmic history than the experiments reported in
Ref. [38]. This corresponds to excluding such local-realist
mechanisms from 96.0% (pair 1) and 63.5% (pair 2) of
the relevant space-time regions, compared to ∼10−5 % of
the relevant space-time region as in Ref. [38] (see the
Supplemental Material [48]).
We have therefore dramatically limited the space-time
regions from which local-realist mechanisms could have
affected the outcome of our experiment to early in the
history of our Universe. To constrain such models further,
one could use other physical signals to set detector settings,
such as patches of the cosmic microwave background
radiation (CMB) or even primordial neutrinos or gravitational waves, thereby constraining such models all the way
back to the big bang—or perhaps even earlier, into a phase
of early-Universe inflation [31,38]. Such extreme tests
might ultimately prove relevant to the question of whether
quantum entanglement undergirds the emergence of spacetime itself (for a recent review, see Ref. [85]).
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