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Thurston’s asymmetric metric on the space of
singular flat metrics with a fixed quadrangulation

İsmail Sağlam and Athanase Papadopoulos

Abstract. Consider a compact surface equipped with a fixed quadrangulation. One may identify
each quadrangle on the surface with a Euclidean rectangle to obtain a singular flat metric on the
surface with conical singularities. We call such a singular flat metric a rectangular structure. We
study a metric on the space of unit area rectangular structures which is analogous to Thurston’s
asymmetric metric on the Teichmüller space of a surface of finite type. We prove that the distance
between two rectangular structures is equal to the logarithm of the maximum of ratios of edges
of these rectangular structures. We give a sufficient condition for a path between two points of
the this Teichmüller space to be geodesic and we prove that any two points of this space can
be joined by a geodesic. We also prove that this metric is Finsler and give a formula for the
infinitesimal weak norm on the tangent space of each point. We identify the space of unit area
rectangular structures with a submanifold of a Euclidean space and we show that the subspace
topology and the topology induced by the metric we introduced coincide. We show that the
space of unit area rectangular structures on a surface with a fixed quadrangulation is in general
not complete.
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1. Introduction

The Teichmüller metric on the space of marked Riemann surfaces was introduced
in 1940 by Teichmüller in his paper [16] (cf. the English translation [19]). In this
metric, the distance between two surfaces is the logarithm of the least quasiconformal
dilatation of quasiconformal mappings between them. In 1985, Thurston introduced an
asymmetric metric on Teichmüller space, seen as a space of marked hyperbolic surfaces,
defined in a way that is analogous to the Teichmüller metric but where the stress is on
the hyperbolic geometry of the surfaces instead of its conformal geometry. According
to Thurston’s definition, the distance between two marked hyperbolic surfaces is the
logarithm of the Lipschitz constant of the best Lipschitz map between them, that
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is, the map realizing the least Lipschitz dilatation (see [20]). Thurston’s metric, like
Teichmüller’s metric, has been studied from different points of view during the last
decades; see, e.g., the papers [4,7,8,11], see also the recent survey [10] and the problem
set [15].

It turns out that the theory of Thurston’s metric is also interesting for Teichmüller
spaces of surfaces equipped with flat structures and singular flat structures. One of the
first published papers in this setting is [2] in which the authors gave explicit formulae
for two different versions of the analogue of Thurston’s asymmetric metric on the
Teichmüller space of marked flat tori (identified with the upper half-space). Several
properties of this asymmetric metric are proved, and in particular, its symmetrization
is shown to be the hyperbolic metric, that is, the Teichmüller metric on the Teichmüller
space of flat tori (a fact which does not hold for Thurston’s metric on higher-dimensional
Teichmüller spaces). In the recent paper [9], the authors show that this metric is weak
Finsler and they prove several results on its unit ball at each point in the tangent space
to Teichmüller space. The results are analogues of Thurston’s results on the Finsler
structure of the metric he introduced in his paper [20].

It turns out that the analogue of Thurston’s metric between marked Euclidean
triangles leads to a variety of questions with interesting developments. In the paper [13],
the author gives a model of the hyperbolic plane based on the notion of stretch maps
between triangles. In the paper [14], the authors study an analogue of Thurston’s metric
on the Teichmüller space of marked acute Euclidean triangles with fixed area, showing
that it is a symmetric Finsler metric, giving a necessary and sufficient condition for a
path in this metric space to be geodesic and determining the isometry group of this
metric space. Finally, we mention the work [21] in which the author studies analogues
of Thurston’s metric on Teichmüller spaces of certain semi-translation surfaces.

Working out analogues of Thurston’s theory in a new setting is always a rewarding
activity. As it often happens in mathematics, considering elementary cases reveals the
essence of a theory.

In the present paper, we study the Euclidean analogue of Thurston’s metric on
the moduli space of singular flat metrics on a surface having a fixed combinatorial
quadrangulation. The L-shaped Euclidean polygons (see Figure 3) are examples of such
metrics. It is interesting to recall in this respect that Teichmüller, after he developed
his general theory of extremal quasiconformal mappings between surfaces, dedicated a
paper on the special case of L-shaped surfaces, see [17]. It turned out that the theory he
developed in this special case is very rich and leads to results which do not show up in
the general case, see the recent English translation in [18] and the commentary in [1].

We now present more precisely the main results of the present paper.
Let S be a compact surface equipped with a quadrangulation Q, that is, a cellular

decomposition into quadrangles, i.e., topological discs with 4 distinguished points on
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their boundary. A distinguished point of a quadrangle is called a vertex. A rectangular
structure on .S; Q/ is a singular flat metric with conical singularities obtained by
identifying each quadrangle of Q with a Euclidean rectangle. Two such rectangular
structures are said to be equivalent if they are related by an isotopy which preserves the
vertices and which sends each rectangle isometrically to itself. We denote by R.Q/

the set of rectangular structures on .S;Q/.
Let f WS ! S be a homeomorphism which fixes the vertices of Q and which is

isotopic to the identity map relative to the vertices.
Given two elements � and �0 of R.Q/, we define

L.f / D sup
x¤y2S

d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

and L.�;�0/ D inf
f'id

logL.f /;

where the infimum is taken over all homeomorphisms which are isotopic to the identity
and which preserve the vertices.

We also define another functionK on R.Q/�R.Q/, by settingK.�;�0/ to be the
logarithm of the maximum of ratios of lengths of edges connecting the same vertices,
with respect to the rectangular structures � and �0. Here are the main results that we
obtain:

(1) We prove that L D K.

(2) We prove that L is an asymmetric metric when it is restricted to the space of unit
area rectangular structures on .S;Q/. We denote this space by R.Q/1.

(3) We identify R.Q/1 with a subset of some Euclidean space and show that the
subspace topology and the topology induced by L coincide.

(4) We give a sufficient condition for a path in R.Q/1 to be a geodesic. We prove that
any two points on R.Q/1 can be a joined by a geodesic.

(5) We prove that the restriction of the metric L to R.Q/1 is Finsler and we give a
formula for the associated the infinitesimal weak norm on the tangent space of
each point in R.Q/1.

(6) We prove that the space R.Q/1 is not complete when its dimension is greater
than 1.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Section 2 we deal with the case
of rectangles. In Section 3 we introduce quadrangulations and rectangular structures
on a surface. We identify the space of rectangular structures with a subset of some
Euclidean space. The analogues of Thurston’s asymmetric metric and the metric K
are introduced in Section 4. In Section 5 we give a family of geodesics in the space of
unit area rectangular structures. In Section 6, we prove that the metric L is Finsler. In
Section 7, we discuss the topology of R.Q/1 and some metric properties of L.



İ. Sağlam and A. Papadopoulos 4

a a

b

b

v1 v2

v3v4

a0 a0

b0

b0

v0
1

v0
2

v0
3

v0
4

Figure 1
The affine map between the two rectangles is a best Lipschitz map.

2. The case of rectangles

Let R and R0 be two rectangles in the Euclidean plane. Label their vertices by v1,
v2, v3, v4 and v01, v

0
2, v
0
3, v
0
4, respectively. Let a; b and a0; b0 be the lengths of the edges

of R and R0, respectively; see Figure 1.
A homeomorphism from R to R0 is said to be label-preserving if, for every i D

1; : : : ; 4, we have f .vi / D v0i . For such a homeomorphism we define

L.f / D sup
x;y2R;x¤y

deuc
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
deuc.x; y/

:

We then define L.R; R0/ WD inf log.L.f //, where the infimum is taken over the
set of label-preserving homeomorphisms. If for some homeomorphism g we have
L.g/ D exp.L.R;R0//, then we call g a best Lipschitz map.

Proposition 1. We have L.R;R0/ D log.max¹a
0

a
; b
0

b
º/, and the affine map between R

and R0 is a best Lipschitz map.

Proof. Any label-preserving homeomorphism sends vi to v0i , therefore it is evident
that

exp.L.R;R0// � max
°a0
a
;
b0

b

±
:

Now we prove that for the affine map A, we have L.A/ � max¹a
0

a
; b
0

b
º. This will imply

both statements of the proposition.
By performing some isometries of the Euclidean plane R2 we may suppose that v1

and v01 are at the origin, v2; v02 are on the x-axis and v4; v04 are on the y-axis. Consider
the following affine map AWR! R0:

A.x; y/ D
�b0
b
x;
a0

a
y
�
:
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Let q1 D .x1; y1/ and q2 D .x2; y2/. We have

deuc
�
A.q1/;A.q2/

�
D deuc

��b0
b
x1;

a0

a
y1

�
;
�b0
b
x2;

a0

a
y2

��
D

r�b0
b

�2
.x2 � x1/

2
C

�a0
a

�2
.y2 � y1/

2

� max
°a0
a
;
b0

b

±p
.x2 � x1/2 C .y2 � y1/2

D max
°a0
a
;
b0

b

±
deuc.q1; q2/:

Hence, we obtain L.A/ � max¹a
0

a
; b
0

b
º.

Let us denote by Ra a rectangle having unit area. This means that the edge lengths
ofRa are a and 1=a. In this way, we may naturally identify the set of unit area rectangles
with the set of positive real numbers R�C, using the map sending Ra to a. In this case,
we have

L.Ra; Ra0/ D L.a; a
0/ D log

�
max

°a0
a
;
a

a0

±�
D jlog a0 � log aj:

Remarks 1. (1) The metric L on the space of rectangles comes from the infinitesimal
metric jdaj=a on R�C and it is Finsler. (We shall discuss more thoroughly Finsler
structure on manifolds and Finsler metrics in Section 6.)

(2) The case of best Lipschitz maps between rectangles considered here is the
analogue of the case of best quasiconformal maps between rectangles considered by
Grötzsch in the paper [5] (English translation in [6]).

3. Quadrangulations and rectangular structures

Let S be a compact surface, possibly with boundary. Note that we do not exclude
the case where S is not orientable.

Definition 2. A quadrangulationQ of S is a collection of maps ei W Œ0; 1�! S , i 2 I ,
where I is a finite set, such that

(1) each ei is continuous;

(2) ei j.0;1/ is a homeomorphism onto its image for all i 2 I ;

(3) ei .Œ0; 1�/ \ ej .Œ0; 1�/ � ei .¹0; 1º/ \ ej .¹0; 1º/ for all i ¤ j ;

(4) when we cut the surface S along the images of the ei s, we get quadrangles whose
vertices are at the images of the endpoints of the ei s.
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Figure 2
A quadrangulation of a sphere and a quadrangulation of a disc.

Given a quadrangulation as above, a quadrangle is called a face of it; the set of
faces of the quadrangulation Q will be denoted by F.Q/. The eis (or their images)
form the edges of the quadrangulation and their union will be denoted by E.Q/. Each
element in ei .¹0; 1º/ is called an endpoint of ei . The union of the endpoints is called
the vertex set of the quadrangulation and will be denoted by V.Q/.

Fix a quadrangulation Q of S . For each face of Q, we say that opposite edges are
parallel. This generates an equivalence relation on E.Q/ where we say that ei � ej
if i D j or there are edges ei1 ; : : : ; eik such that

i1 D i; ik D j and eil and eilC1 are parallel for all 1 � l � k � 1:

By abuse of language, we say that ei and ej are parallel if ei � ej .

Example 3. In Figure 2 we have two examples of quadrangulations of surfaces. On
the left of this figure, we have a quadrangulation of the sphere. We see that ei � ej if
1 � i; j � 4, 5 � i; j � 8 or 9 � i; j � 12. On the right of Figure 2, after identifying
the two edges having label e1, we obtain a quadrangulation of a disc with three edges.
In this case all edges e1; e2 and e3 are parallel.

Fix a surface S with a quadrangulation Q. In this paper we study rectangular
structures on quadrangulated surfaces. A rectangular structure can be obtained by
filling the quadrangulation with Euclidean rectangles. Here is the precise definition.

Definition 4. A rectangular structure on .S;Q/ is a singular flat metric with conical
singularities whose set of singular points is a subset of V.Q/ such that if we cut the
surface along the edges ei of .S;Q/ we get Euclidean rectangles.

In other words, a rectangular structure is obtained by filling in the surface with
Euclidean rectangles according to the combinatorics specified by the quadrangulation.
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A rectangular structure � on .S;Q/ comes equipped with several additional struc-
tures since it is a singular flat metric. First of all, there is a well-defined area measure
which coincides with the 2-dimensional Lebesgue measure on each rectangle. We
can also define the length l�.c/ of a piecewise smooth curve cW Œa; b�! S using the
following rules:

(1) If c is contained in a face of Q, then l�.c/ is its Euclidean length.

(2) If c is a concatenation of curves c1 and c2, then

l�.c/ D l�.c1/C l�.c2/:

We can then define a metric d� for each rectangular structure on a surface where
the distance between two points is given by the infimum of lengths of piecewise smooth
paths joining these two points. Observe that by compactness, this infimum is attained
for any two distinct points on S .

We say that two rectangular structures � and �0 are equivalent if by cutting the
surface through the edges, we get the same Euclidean rectangles. We denote the edge
length of ei with respect to � by l�.ei /. It follows that two rectangular structures �
and �0 on S are equivalent if and only if l�.ei / D l�0.ei / for all i . We denote an
equivalence class of � by Œ��.

We may also define this equivalence relation in terms of d�. By a homeomorphism
of .S;Q/we mean a homeomorphism hWS! S which leaves each edge ofQ invariant.
It follows that � and �0 are equivalent if and only if there is a homeomorphism of h
of .S;Q/ such that h�.d�0/ D d�.

We denote the set of equivalence classes of rectangular structures by R.Q/. For a
given A > 0, the set R.Q/ has a subset R.Q/A which consists of equivalence classes
of rectangular structures having fixed area A.

From now on we fix a set of representatives ei1 ; : : : ; eik for the equivalence relation
of parallelism on E.Q/ defined on the set of edges after Definition 3.

Proposition 2. The map ‰WR.Q/! .R�C/
k , sending Œ�� to .l�.eil // is a bijection.

Proof. Injectivity follows from the fact that the rectangular structure is determined by
the lengths of the ei s and that parallel edges have the same length. Let .a1; : : : ; ak/ 2
.R�C/

k . To prove surjectivity we define a function f W E.Q/ ! R�C by declaring
f .ei / D al if ei � eil . Cut the surface S through the eis. We have a finite num-
ber of quadrangles whose edges are labeled with the ei s. Identify each such quadrangle
with a Euclidean rectangle so that if an edge is labeled by ei the corresponding edge of
the rectangle has length f .ei /. Glue back these rectangles along their edges appropri-
ately to obtain a rectangular structure on the surface. In this way we get a rectangular
structure � such that ‰.�/ D .a1; : : : ; ak/.
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An L-shaped polygon.

Identifying R.Q/with .R�C/k D¹.a1 : : : ;ak/º, we see that the area of a rectangular
structure gives us a quadratic form with variables a1; : : : ; ak ,

q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D
X
i�j

cijaiaj ;

so that each cij is non-negative. We also see that for each l there exists l 0 such that cl;l 0
is positive.

Example 5. An L-shaped polygon consists of three rectangles glued as in Figure 3.
Note that such a polygon is determined by the edge lengths a1, a2, a3, a4. There is a
corresponding area quadratic form

q.a1; a2; a3; a4/ D a1a4 C a3a4 C a2a3:

4. Thurston’s asymmetric metric on the space of rectangular structures

In this section, the surface S is equipped with a fixed quadrangulation Q. We are
interested in maps S ! S which fix the vertices of Q. Therefore when we say that a
homeomorphism f WS ! S is isotopic to the identity, f � id, it should be understood
that the vertices of Q are fixed during the isotopy. Keeping this in mind, we introduce
two ways of providing the space of rectangular structures with a metric.

Assume that � and �0 are two rectangular structures on .S;Q/. Let f WS ! S be
a homeomorphism. We define

L.f / D sup
x¤y2S

d�0.f .x/; f .y//

d�.x; y/
and L.�;�0/ D inf

f�id
logL.f /:
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In the last formula, the infimum is taken over all homeomorphisms isotopic to the
identity. Note that the value L.�; �0/ depends only on the equivalence classes Œ��
and Œ�0�, of � and �0. Thus, L.Œ��; Œ�0�/ is well defined. For � 2 R�C, let us denote
by �� the rectangular structure on .S;Q/ such that l��.ei /D �l�.ei / for all i 2 I . This
gives an action of R�C on the set of equivalence classes of rectangular structures R.Q/:

�Œ�� D Œ���:

The following formula is clear:

(1) exp
�
L.��; �0�0/

�
D
�0

�
exp

�
L.�;�0/

�
:

Now we define another function on R.Q/ �R.Q/.

Definition 6. Let Œ�� and Œ�0� be two elements in R.Q/. We define

K
�
Œ��; Œ�0�

�
D K.�;�0/ WD log

�
sup
i2I

l�0.ei /

l�.ei /

�
:

Note that since ei � ej implies that l�.ei / D l�.ej /, it follows that the supremum
can be taken on the set of representatives eil of equivalence classes of edges, that is,

K
�
Œ��; Œ�0�

�
D log

�
sup
l

l�0.eil /

l�.eil /

�
:

We also have the following formula:

exp
�
K.��; �0�0/

�
D
�0

�
exp

�
K.�;�0/

�
:

Since any homeomorphism f W S ! S that we consider fixes Q, we have the
following inequality:

K � L:

Now we fix two rectangular structures � and �0. Let ¹R˛º˛2A be the set of rectan-
gles of S with respect to the rectangular structure �. Let us define

L.f jR˛ / WD sup
x¤y2R˛

d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

:

Proposition 3. We have L.f / D max˛¹L.f jR˛ /º.
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Proof. It is clear that L.f / � max˛¹L.f jR˛ /º. We prove the reverse inequality. Let
x; y 2 S and let g be a length minimizing geodesic joining these two points. It suffices
to prove that there exists ˛ 2 A and x0; y0 2 R˛ such that

d�0
�
f .x0/; f .y0/

�
d�.x0; y0/

�
d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

:

Assume that this is not true. Choose a finite set of points x1 D x; x2; : : : ; xm D y
on the geodesic g such that for each i D 1; : : : ; m � 1, xi and xiC1 lie on the same
rectangle. Thus for each i , we have

d�0
�
f .xiC1/; f .xi /

�
d�.xiC1; xi /

<
d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

;

d�0
�
f .xiC1/; f .xi /

�
< d�.xiC1; xi /

d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

:

Hence,

m�1X
iD1

d�0
�
f .xiC1/; f .xi /

�
<
d�0
�
f .x/; f .y/

�
d�.x; y/

m�1X
iD1

d�.xiC1; xi /:

Note that

d�.x; y/ D

m�1X
iD1

d�.xiC1; xi /:

Therefore, we have

m�1X
iD1

d�0
�
f .xiC1/; f .xi /

�
< d�

�
f .x/; f .y/

�
:

Clearly, this contradicts the triangle inequality.

Now we define a homeomorphism ��;�0 WS ! S which is isotopic to the identity.
For each rectangle R˛ of the rectangular structure �, let R0˛ be the corresponding
rectangle in the rectangular structure�0. We know that there is an affine map sendingR˛
toR0˛; see Section 2. Gluing these affine maps, we get a homeomorphism ��;�0 isotopic
to identity.

Now we can prove the following result.

Theorem 7. For every two rectangular structures � and �0 on .S;Q/, we have

K.�;�0/ D L.�;�0/:

Moreover, the map ��;�0 is a best Lipschitz map.
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Proof. We know that

log
�

sup
i2I

l�0.ei /

l�.ei /

�
D K.�;�0/ � L.�;�0/:

On the other hand, by Proposition 1 and Proposition 3, we get

log
�
L.��;�0/

�
D log

�
sup
i2I

l�0.ei /

l�.ei /

�
:

This observation implies both statements of the theorem.

We will show that the restriction of L to R.Q/1 �R.Q/1 is a metric. First we
define the notion of metric that we use. This definition is different from the usual one
since we drop the symmetry axiom.

Definition 8. A metric on a set X is a function �WX �X ! R such that
� �.x; x/ D 0 for all x 2 X ;
� �.x; y/ > 0 if x ¤ y;
� �.x; y/C �.y; z/ � �.x; z/ for all x; y; z 2 X .

The pair .X; d/ or the set X is called a metric space. If �.x; y/ D �.y; x/ for all
x; y 2 X , then the metric is said to be symmetric. Otherwise, and if we want to
emphasize the asymmetry, the metric is said to be asymmetric.

Lemma 1. Let �;�0 and �00 be three rectangular structures on .S;Q/. Then

L.�;�00/ � L.�;�0/C L.�0; �00/:

Proof. Let f and g be homeomorphisms S ! S which are isotopic to the identity.
The statement follows from the fact that

L.f ı g/ � L.f /L.g/:

Lemma 2. Let � and �0 be two rectangular structures of equal area. If L.�;�0/ � 0,
then L.�;�0/ D 0 and � � �0.

Proof. To prove the statement we use the identification of R.Q/ with .R�C/k . In this
identification � and �0 correspond to two elements .a1; : : : ; ak/ and .b1; : : : ; bk/ such
that

q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D q.b1; : : : ; bk/ D A > 0:

Note that L D K implies that

exp
�
L.�;�0/

�
D max

°b1
a1
; : : : ;

bk

ak

±
� 1:
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If exp.L.�;�0// < 1, then it follows that

q.a1; : : : ; ak/ > q.b1; : : : ; bk/;

which is a contradiction.
If L.�;�0/ D 0, then it follows that ai � bi for all 1 � i � k. If there is a j such

that aj < bj , then
q.a1; : : : ; ak/ < q.b1; : : : ; bk/;

which is a contradiction. Hence, ai D bi for all i . This means that � � �0.

Theorem 9. The restriction of L to R.Q/A �R.Q/A gives a metric.

Proof. The statement follows from Lemma 1 and Lemma 2.

5. Geodesics on the spaces of rectangular structures

Let .X; d/ be a metric space where d is not necessarily symmetric. Let I be an
interval of R. We say that a map hW I ! X is geodesic if for every ordered triple
t1 � t2 � t3 in I , we have

d
�
h.x1/; h.x3/

�
D d

�
h.x1/; h.x2/

�
C d

�
h.x2/; h.x3/

�
:

Note that if the metric is not symmetric, then the map obtained from h by reversing
the direction of a geodesic is not necessarily a geodesic.

In this section, we show that any two elements in R.Q/1 can be joined by a
geodesic. Recall that we identified R.Q/ and .R�C/k . We saw that there is a quadratic
form q on Rk such that under this identification, R.Q/1 corresponds to the set

.R�C/
k
1 D ¹.a1; : : : ; ak/; ai > 0; q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D 1º:

Let a0 D .a01; : : : ; a
0
k
/ and a00 D .a001; : : : ; a

00
k
/ be two elements in .R�C/

k
1 . We saw that

L.a0; a00/ D log max
i

°a00i
a0i

±
:

Assume that L.a0; a00/ D log.a00j =a
0
j / for some j 2 ¹1; 2; : : : ; kº.

Lemma 3. Let ˛.t/ D .a1.t/; : : : ; ak.t// be a family of rectangular structures (of not
necessarily unit area) such that ˛.0/ D a0 and ˛.1/ D a00. Furthermore, assume that
each ai is C 1 and

(2)
Pai .s/

ai .s/
�
Paj .s/

aj .s/

for all i D 1; : : : ; k and for all s 2 Œ0; 1�.
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Let �.t/ be the unique positive real number such that �.t/˛.t/ 2 .R�C/k1 . Then

˛0.t/ D �.t/˛.t/ D
�
�.t/a1.t/; : : : ; �.t/ak.t/

�
is a geodesic in .R�C/k1 and it joins a0 and a00.

Proof. It is clear that the image of ˛0 lies in .R�C/
k
1 and that ˛0 joins a0 and a00. We

will show that ˛0 is a geodesic. Before this, we need to make some calculations.
First of all, we have

L.˛.t/; ˛.t 0// D max
i

log
�
ai .t

0/

ai .t/

�
D max

i

Z t 0

t

Pai .s/

ai .s/
ds

D

Z t 0

t

Paj .s/

aj .s/
ds D log aj .t 0/ � log aj .t/:

By combining the above equation with equation (1), we get

L
�
�.t/˛.t/; �.t 0/˛.t 0/

�
D log�.t 0/ � log�.t/C L

�
˛.t 0/; ˛.t/

�
(3)

D log�.t 0/ � log�.t/C log aj .t 0/ � log aj .t/:(4)

Now we prove that ˛0 is a geodesic, that is, we show that if t1 � t2 � t3 in Œ0; 1�,
then

L
�
˛0.t1/; ˛

0.t3/
�
D L

�
˛0.t1/; ˛

0.t2/
�
C L

�
˛0.t2/; ˛

0.t3/
�
:

Equations (3) and (4) imply that

L
�
˛0.t1/; ˛

0.t3/
�
D log�.t3/ � log

�
�.t1/

�
C log aj .t3/ � log aj .t1/

D log�.t3/ � log�.t2/C log�.t2/ � log�.t1/
C log aj .t3/ � log aj .t2/C log aj .t2/ � log aj .t1/

D L
�
˛0.t1/; ˛

0.t2/
�
C L

�
˛0.t2/; ˛

0.t3/
�
:

Example 10. We note that ˛.t/ D ..a01/
1�t .a001/

t ; : : : ; .a0
k
/1�t .a00

k
/t / satisfies inequal-

ity (2) (this follows from the fact that the logarithmic derivative of each component
of ˛.t/ is constant).

The following corollary is immediate.

Corollary 1. For any two points in R.Q/1, there exists a geodesic joining them.
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6. Finsler structure on spaces of rectangular structures

In this section we show that the metric L on R.Q/1 is Finsler. Before doing this,
we need to show that R.Q/1 is a differentiable manifold. Recall that we identified
R.Q/ with .R�C/k and that there is a quadratic form q on Rk such that there is a
one-to-one correspondence between R.Q/1 and the following set:

.R�C/
k
1 D ¹.a1; : : : ; ak/; ai > 0; q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D 1º:

Thus, we will show that this set is a differentiable manifold.

Proposition 4. .R�C/k1 is an embedded differential submanifold of .R�C/k .

Proof. We have
q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D

X
i�j

cijaiaj :

Note that each cij is non-negative and for each i there is a j such that cij is positive.
Consider q as a function .R�C/k ! R. It follows that

dq D
X
i<j

cij .aidaj C ajdai /C
X
i

2ci iaidai

does not vanish anywhere. Thus, .R�C/
k
1 is an embedded submanifold of .R�C/k .

Now we introduce our setting of Finsler structures. We follow [12], in particular §6,
where we define the notion of weak Finsler structure. We start by recalling the definition
of a weak norm.

Definition 11. Let V be a real vector space. A weak norm on V is a function V !
Œ0;1/, v ! kvk such that for every v 2 V the following properties hold for every v
and w in V :

(1) kvk D 0 if v D 0;

(2) ktvk D tkvk for every t > 0;

(3) ktv C .1 � t /wk � tkvk C .1 � t /kwk for every t 2 Œ0; 1�.

Now let M be a differentiable manifold and let TM be the tangent bundle of M .

Definition 12. A Finsler structure on M is a function F WTM ! Œ0;1/ such that

(1) F is continuous;

(2) for each x 2M , F jTxM is a weak norm.
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Let F be a Finsler structure on a manifold M . For each C 1 curve cW Œa; b�!M ,
we define its length by

l.c/ D lF .c/ D

Z b

a

F. Pc.t// dt:

Definition 13. A metric d on a differentiable manifold M is said to be Finsler if it
is the length metric associated with a Finsler structure, that is, if there exist a Finsler
structure F on M such that for every x; y 2M , we have

d.x; y/ D inf¹lF .c/º;

where c ranges over all piecewise C 1 curves such that c.0/ D x and c.1/ D y.

Now we start the proof of the fact that the metric L on R.Q/1 is Finsler. Instead
of R.Q/1, we will consider .R�C/

k
1 . We will consider the following function F on the

tangent space T .R�C/
k
1 of .R�C/

k
1 :

F W .a1; : : : ; ak; v1; : : : ; vk/ 7! max
i

°vi
ai

±
:

Here, a D .a1; : : : ; ak/ is a point in .R�C/
k
1 and .v1; : : : ; vk/ are coordinates of tangent

vectors at the point a D .a1; : : : ; ak/. Note that it is not evident that F jTa.R�C/k1 is
non-negative. The other properties of a weak norm are clearly satisfied. We will show
that for any a0 D .a01; : : : ; a

0
k
/ and a00 D .a001; : : : ; a

00
k
/ in .R�C/

k
1 , we have

L.a0; a00/ D inf¹lF .c/º;

where c ranges over all C 1 curves such that c.0/ D a0, c.1/ D a00 and

lF .c/ D

Z 1

0

F
�
Pc.t/

�
dt:

Then we will use this to prove that F jTa.R�C/k1 is non-negative.

Proposition 5. Let a0 D .a01; : : : ; a0k/ and a00 D .a001; : : : ; a00k/ be in .R�C/k1 . Then

L.a0; a00/ D inf¹lF .c/º;

where c ranges over all C 1 curves such that c.0/ D a0, c.1/ D a00.

Proof. Let c.t/ D .a1.t/; : : : ; ak.t// be a C 1 curve in .R�C/
k
1 such that c.0/ D a0 and

c.1/ D a00. Then

lF .c/ D

Z 1

0

max
i

°
Pai .t/

ai .t/

±
dt � max

i

°Z 1

0

Pai .t/

ai .t/

±
D max

i

°
log
�a00i
a0i

�±
D L.a0; a00/:
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Now we prove thatLF .c/DL.a0; a00/ for the geodesics we determined in Section 5.
Assume that

max
i

°a00i
a0i

±
D
a00j

a0j
:

Let d W Œ0; 1�! .R�C/
k be such that d.t/ D .a1.t/; : : : ; ak.t// and

Pai .t/

ai .t/
�
Paj .t/

aj .t/

for all i . Let �.t/ be the unique real number such that c.t/ D �.t/d.t/ 2 .R�C/
k
1 . We

have
d
dt

�
�.t/ai .t/

�
�.t/ai .t/

D

P�.t/

�.t/
C
Pai .t/

ai .t/
�

d
dt

�
�.t/aj .t/

�
�.t/aj .t/

:

It follows that

lF .c/ D

Z 1

0

max
i

² d
dt

�
�.t/ai .t/

�
�.t/ai .t/

³
dt

D

Z 1

0

d
dt

�
�.t/aj .t/

�
�.t/aj .t/

dt D log a00j � log a0j D L.a
0; a00/:

Proposition 6. F jTa.R�C/k1 is a weak norm for each a 2 .R�C/k1 .

Proof. We only need to prove that F jTa.R�C/k1 is non-negative. If it were negative for
some vector in Ta.R�C/

k
1 , then there would be another point a0 such that L.a; a0/ < 0,

since L.a; a0/ is given by inf¹lF .c/º, where c joins a to a0, which contradicts to
Lemma 2 .

The following theorem follows easily from Proposition 5 and Proposition 6.

Theorem 14. Let F be the following function on the tangent space T .R�C/k1 of .R�C/k1:

.a1; : : : ; ak; v1; : : : ; vk/ 7! max
i

°vi
ai

±
:

The metric L is induced by the Finsler structure on .R�C/k1 given by F .

7. The topology of R.Q/1 and the metric properties of L D K

H. Busemann [3] developed extensively a theory of non-symmetric metric spaces
.X; ı/ which satisfy additionally the following property:

ı.xn; x/! 0 if and only if ı.x; xn/! 0.
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In this section, we prove that this property is satisfied for .R.Q/1; L/. Note that
we identified R.Q/1 with the set

.R�C/
k
1 D ¹.a1; : : : ; ak/ W ai > 0; q.a1; : : : ; ak/ D 1º;

where q.a1; : : : ; ak/D
P
i�j cijaiaj such that for each i there is a j such that cij > 0.

Also, by Theorem 7, we have

L
�
.a1; : : : ; ak/; .a

0
1; : : : ; a

0
k/
�
D K

�
.a1; : : : ; ak/; .a

0
1; : : : ; a

0
k/
�

D log
�
max
i

°a0i
ai

±�
:

Proposition 7. Let aD .a1; : : : ; ak/ 2 .R�C/k1 and anD .a1;n; : : : ; ak;n/ be a sequence
in .R�C/k1 . Then the following properties hold:
(1) K.an; a/! 0 if and only if ai;n ! ai for each 1 � i � k;
(2) K.a; an/! 0 if and only if ai;n ! ai for each 1 � i � k.

Proof. We will prove only the first part of the proposition. The proof of the other part
is similar to the proof of the first part.

One implication is obvious, that is, it is clear that if for each i , ai;n ! ai , then

max
i

° ai
ai;n

±
! 1;

and henceK.an;a/! 0 as n!1. For the other implication assume thatK.an; a/!0.
It follows that

max
i

° ai
ai;n

±
! 1 as n!1:

Assume that there exists i 0 such that

lim
n!1

ai 0

ai 0;n
¤ 1:

It is clear that each ai;n is bounded. Passing to some subsequences we may suppose
that

(1) limn!1 ai;n exists;

(2) limn!1 ai 0;n < ai .

Note that it is also true that limn!1 ai;n � ai . Hence, we have

1 D q.a1; : : : ; ak/ > q
�

lim
n!1

a1;n; : : : ; lim
n!1

ak;n
�
D 1;

which is a contradiction.



İ. Sağlam and A. Papadopoulos 18

The following corollary is immediate.

Corollary 2. L.xn; x/! 0 if and only if L.x; xn/! 0.

Note that it means that .R.Q/1; L/ satisfies Busemann’s axioms for metric spaces.
There are at least two usual ways in which a non-symmetric metric d can be

symmetrized, namely,

(1) darith.x; y/ D
1
2
.d.x; y/C d.y; x//;

(2) dmax.x; y/ D max¹d.x; y/; d.y; x/º.

These two metrics, darith and dmax, are equivalent, that is, there exist constantsC andC 0

such that for all x and y, we have
1

C
darith.x; y/ � dmax.x; y/ � C

0darith.x; y/:

Indeed, we can take the constants as C D 1 and C 0 D 2. It follows that these two
metrics induce the same topology on the space on which they are defined. By the
topology induced by an asymmetric metric, we mean the topology induced by one of
its symmetrizations (following again Busemann [3]).

Remark 15. Let aD .a1; : : : ;ak/ and anD .a1;n; : : : ;ak;n/ be in .R�C/
k
1 . Proposition 7

states that the following are equivalent:

(1) ai;n ! ai for all 1 � i � k;

(2) K.an; a/! 0;

(3) K.a; an/! 0.

It follows that ai;n ! ai for each i if and only if Kmax.an; a/ ! 0 if and only if
Karith.an; a/! 0. This implies that the usual topology on .R�C/

k
1 as a subspace of Rk

and the topology induced by Kmax (or equivalently, Karith) are the same.

We will prove that .R.Q/1; L/ is not complete in general. Let us first define
completeness in the case of asymmetric metrics.

Definition 16. A spaceX equipped with an asymmetric metric ı satisfying Busemann’s
axioms is complete if for any sequence xn the following property holds:

if ı.xn; xm/! 0 as n and m!1, then xn converges to a point in X . This
means that ı.xn; x/! 0, or equivalently, ı.x; xn/! 0, as n!1, for some
x 2 X .

Proposition 8. If k > 2, then ..R�C/k1 ; K/ is not complete.

Proof. There exists a D .a1; : : : ; ak/ such that ai D 0 for some 1 � i � k and aj > 0
when j ¤ i . Now the point a can be chosen so that q.a/D 1. Let an D .a1;n; : : : ; ak;n/
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so that ai;n D 1=2n and aj;n D aj when j ¤ i . Let bn D an=
p
q.an/. Then,

K.bn; bm/! 0

as n and m!1, and bn does not converge to any point in .R�C/
k
1 .

Funding. The first named author is financially supported by TÜBİTAK. Both authors
are supported by CNRS-TÜBİTAK joint project Teichmüller Theory of Hyperbolic
and Flat Surfaces with Conical Singularities No. 221N171.

References

[1] V. Alberge and A. Papadopoulos, A commentary on Teichmüller’s paper “Vollständige
Lösung einer Extremalaufgabe der quasikonformen Abbildung”. In Handbook of Teich-
müller theory. Vol. VI, pp. 561–567, IRMA Lect. Math. Theor. Phys. 27, European
Mathematical Society, Zürich, 2016. Zbl 1345.30055 MR 3618202

[2] A. Belkhirat, A. Papadopoulos and M. Troyanov, Thurston’s weak metric on the
Teichmüller space of the torus. Trans. Amer. Math. Soc. 357 (2005), no. 8, 3311–3324.
Zbl 1088.30047 MR 2135749

[3] H. Busemann, Recent synthetic differential geometry. Ergeb. Math. Grenzgeb. 54,
Springer, New York-Berlin, 1970. Zbl 0194.53701 MR 0296877

[4] D. Dumas, A. Lenzhen, K. Rafi and J. Tao, Coarse and fine geometry of the Thurston
metric. Forum Math. Sigma 8 (2020), article no. e28. Zbl 1475.30107 MR 4108919

[5] H. Grötzsch, Über möglichst konforme Abbildungen von schlichten Bereichen. Leipz.
Ber. 84 (1932), 114–120. Zbl 0005.06901

[6] — On closest-to-conformal mappings. In Handbook of Teichmüller theory. Vol. VII, pp.
387–392, IRMA Lect. Math. Theor. Phys. 30, European Mathematical Society, Zürich,
2020. Zbl 1446.30037 MR 4321184

[7] F. Guéritaud and F. Kassel, Maximally stretched laminations on geometrically finite
hyperbolic manifolds. Geom. Topol. 21 (2017), no. 2, 693–840. Zbl 1472.30017
MR 3626591

[8] Y. Huang and A. Papadopoulos, Optimal Lipschitz maps on one-holed tori and the
Thurston metric theory of Teichmüller space. Geom. Dedicata 214 (2021), 465–488.
Zbl 1478.32037 MR 4308288

[9] H. Miyachi, K. Ohshika and A. Papadopoulos, Tangent spaces of the Teichmüller
space of the torus with Thurston’s weak metric. Ann. Fenn. Math. 47 (2022), no. 1, 325–
334. Zbl 1489.30047 MR 4373661

[10] A. Papadopoulos, Ideal triangles, hyperbolic surfaces and the Thurston metric on Teich-
müller space. In Moduli spaces and locally symmetric spaces, pp. 135–181, Surv. Mod.
Math., Higher Education Press, Beijng; International Press, Boston, 2021.
Zbl 1482.30114

https://doi.org/10.4171/161-1/20
https://doi.org/10.4171/161-1/20
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1345.30055
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3618202
https://doi.org/10.1090/S0002-9947-05-03735-9
https://doi.org/10.1090/S0002-9947-05-03735-9
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1088.30047
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=2135749
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-88057-5
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:0194.53701
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0296877
https://doi.org/10.1017/fms.2020.3
https://doi.org/10.1017/fms.2020.3
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1475.30107
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4108919
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:0005.06901
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1446.30037
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4321184
https://doi.org/10.2140/gt.2017.21.693
https://doi.org/10.2140/gt.2017.21.693
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1472.30017
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3626591
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10711-021-00624-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10711-021-00624-z
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1478.32037
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4308288
https://doi.org/10.54330/afm.113702
https://doi.org/10.54330/afm.113702
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1489.30047
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4373661
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1482.30114


İ. Sağlam and A. Papadopoulos 20

[11] A. Papadopoulos and W. Su, On the Finsler structure of Teichmüller’s metric and
Thurston’s metric. Expo. Math. 33 (2015), no. 1, 30–47. Zbl 1308.32017 MR 3310926

[12] A. Papadopoulos and M. Troyanov, Weak Finsler structures and the Funk weak metric.
Math. Proc. Cambridge Philos. Soc. 147 (2009), no. 2, 419–437. Zbl 1198.53084
MR 2525935

[13] İ. Sağlam, From Euclidean triangles to the hyperbolic plane. Expo. Math. 40 (2022),
no. 2, 249–253. Zbl 1490.51016 MR 4432218

[14] İ. Sağlam and A. Papadopoulos, Minimal stretch maps between Euclidean triangle.
2021, arXiv:2107.00937v1.

[15] W. Su, Problems on the Thurston metric. In Handbook of Teichmüller theory. Vol. V,
pp. 55–72, IRMA Lect. Math. Theor. Phys. 26, European Mathematical Society, Zürich,
2016. Zbl 1344.30043 MR 3497293

[16] O. Teichmüller, Extremale quasikonforme Abbildungen und quadratische Differentiale.
Abh. Preuss. Akad. Wiss. Math.-Nat. Kl. 1939 (1940), no. 22. Zbl 0024.33304
MR 0003242

[17] — Vollständige Lösung einer Extremalaufgabe der quasikonformen Abbildung. Abh.
Preuss. Akad. Wiss. Math.-Nat. Kl. 1941 (1941), no. 5. Zbl 0026.01402 MR 0017802

[18] — Complete solution of an extremal problem of the quasiconformal mapping. In Handbook
of Teichmüller theory. Vol. VI, pp. 547–560, IRMA Lect. Math. Theor. Phys. 27, European
Mathematical Society, Zürich, 2016. MR 3618201

[19] — Extremal quasiconformal mappings and quadratic differentials. In Handbook of Teich-
müller theory. Vol. V, pp. 321–483, IRMA Lect. Math. Theor. Phys. 26, European
Mathematical Society, Zürich, 2016. Zbl 1344.30044 MR 3497300

[20] W. P. Thurston, Minimal stretch maps between hyperbolic surfaces. In Collected works
of William P. Thurston with commentary. Vol. I. Foliations, surfaces and differential
geometry, pp. 533–585, American Mathematical Society, Providence, RI, 2022.
Zbl 1527.57001 MR 4554454

[21] F. Wolenski, Thurston’s metric on Teichmüller space of semi-translation surfaces. 2018,
arXiv:1808.09734v1.

(Reçu le 10 décembre 2021)

İsmail Sağlam, Department of Aerospace Engineering, Adana Alparslan Turkes Science and
Technology University, Balcalı Mah. Güney Kampüs 10 Sokak No:1U, Sarıçam, Adana,
Turkey; Institut de Recherche Mathematique Avancée, CNRS, Université de Strasbourg, 4 rue
Blaise Pascal, 67081 Strasbourg, France; e-mail: isaglam@atu.edu.tr

Athanase Papadopoulos, Institut de Recherche Mathematique Avancée, CNRS, Université de
Strasbourg, 4 rue Blaise Pascal, 67081 Strasbourg, France; e-mail: papadop@math.unistra.fr

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exmath.2013.12.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exmath.2013.12.007
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1308.32017
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3310926
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0305004109002461
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1198.53084
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=2525935
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.exmath.2021.10.003
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1490.51016
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4432218
https://arxiv.org/abs/2107.00937v1
https://doi.org/10.4171/160-1/3
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1344.30043
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3497293
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:0024.33304
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0003242
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:0026.01402
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0017802
https://doi.org/10.4171/161-1/19
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3618201
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1344.30044
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3497300
https://zbmath.org/?q=an:1527.57001
https://mathscinet.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=4554454
https://arxiv.org/abs/1808.09734v1
mailto:isaglam@atu.edu.tr
mailto:papadop@math.unistra.fr

	1. Introduction
	2. The case of rectangles
	3. Quadrangulations and rectangular structures
	4. Thurston's asymmetric metric on the space of rectangular structures
	5. Geodesics on the spaces of rectangular structures
	6. Finsler structure on spaces of rectangular structures
	7. The topology of \mathcal{R}(Q)_{1} and the metric properties of L=K
	References

