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Abstract

This thesis explores the existence of higher-derivative theories beyond the Lanczos-Lovelock
models of gravity which are ghost-free in arbitrary backgrounds by having a second-order
equation of motion (which we shall refer to as ‘Lovelockian’). First, we review the instabilities
associated with generic higher-derivative theories of gravity and show that the Lanczos-
Lovelock models constitute the unique class of theories with polynomial contractions of the
curvature tensor with a second-order equation of motion. Next, we investigate the case of
Abelian gauge fields non-minimally coupled to gravity and demonstrate that there exists
theories at arbitrary order in derivatives (and arbitrary form degree of the Abelian gauge
field) which are Lovelockian. Furthermore, we analyze the flat-space expansion of theories
involving covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor, thereby providing justification for
a key assumption underlying an important result in the field. We conclude with a brief
overview of the recently proposed Generalized Quasi-Topological theories of gravity – which
propagate just the graviton mode in maximally symmetric backgrounds and discuss some of
the remarkable properties of these theories.
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Introduction

The Einstein-Hilbert action leads to second-order coupled differential equations famously
known as the Einstein’s field equations. Although it has been successfully verified in wide
contexts, it is non-renormalizable – it takes an infinite number of counter-terms to absorb
ultraviolet divergences. This suggests that the Einstein–Hilbert action is likely only an ef-
fective description of gravity valid at low energies. To alleviate this problem, early works
[1–3] explored the scope of ‘higher-derivative theories of gravity’ in improving the ultraviolet
behaviour of gravitational interactions. These theories extend the Einstein–Hilbert action by
including additional terms involving higher powers of curvature invariants – such as RµνRµν ,
R2 – and higher derivatives of the metric. Furthermore, higher-derivative terms arise from
quantum corrections in any ultraviolet complete theory of quantum gravity such as string
theory. Thus, the study of higher-derivative theories of gravity offers a promising avenue for
bridging the gap between classical and quantum descriptions of gravity.

Since these theories have a higher-derivative equation of motion, they generically suffer
from a number of instabilities and pathologies. These include the presence of ghost modes
– additional modes whose kinetic terms have the wrong sign, Ostrogradsky instability [4] ,
ill-defined initial value problem and possible violations of causality [5, 6]. Hence, it becomes
pertinent to investigate if there exists any ‘consistent’ theories which can avoid these prob-
lems.

As early as 1971, Lovelock [7] demonstrated that there exists a class of higher-derivative
theories at each curvature order – which subsequently came to known as the Lanczos-Lovelock
models of gravity – which have a second-order equation of motion, and hence they do not
suffer from the issues of having ghost modes or the Ostrogradsky instability. These theories
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have a topological origin, related to the Euler characteristic of the manifold. Subsequently,
in 1976, Horndeski [8] put forward a model in four dimensions with the electromagnetic
field strength non-minimally coupled to gravity which also have a second-order equation of
motion. Recently, these theories have served as an interesting playground to understand the
role of higher-derivative terms in black hole thermodynamics, cosmology and astrophysical
phenomena. More recent works aim at finding new theories by requiring ghost-free behaviour
in certain specific backgrounds or by imposing that they admit specific spherically symmet-
ric solutions. This include the Einsteinian cubic gravity which is the unique theory in four
dimensions which is ghost-free in maximally symmetric backgrounds. Subsequently, a new
class of theories known as Generalized Quasi-Topological theories [9–12] was proposed – en-
capsulating the Lanczos-Lovelock theories as a special subset of this broader class.

The outline of the thesis is as follows: In Chapter 1, we study in detail the presence of
ghost modes in higher-derivative theories and demonstrate it with some examples. Subse-
quently, we shall discuss the Ostrogradsky instability which plagues such theories. Further,
we will look into the freedom of field redefinitions in an effective field theory of gravity.
In Chapter 2, we will discuss the structure of generic Lagrangians composed of contractions
of curvature tensor with the metric. With this insight, we shall construct the Lanczos-
Lovelock theories and provide a proof for the uniqueness of these models along with some
key observations which are omitted in the literature.
In Chapter 3, we aim to investigate if theories with an Abelian gauge field coupled to gravity
could be Lovelockian. We put forward a novel class of Lovelockian theories – at arbitrary or-
der in derivatives – for any form degree of the Abelian gauge field and recover the well-known
‘Horndeski gravity’ as a special case. Subsequently, we turn our attention to theories with
covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor and highlight the problems associated in the
effort to see whether such theories can have a second-order equation of motion. We provide
strong support to a previous work by analyzing the leading contribution of the flat-space
expansion of these theories.
In Chapter 4, we provide an overview of the recently proposed Generalized Quasi-Topological
theories of gravity and look into some of their interesting properties which calls for further
investigation of these models.
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Chapter 1

Stability of higher-derivative theories

In this chapter, we will formally introduce higher-derivative theories of gravity and underline
the motivation behind studying such theories. Next, we will perform a detailed review of the
instabilities and pathologies associated with generic higher-derivative theories as commonly
mentioned in the literature. This chapter forms the foundation for all of the subsequent
discussion in the thesis.

1.1 Ostrogradsky Instability

Ostrogradsky instability ([4]) is the statement that there is a linear instability in the Hamil-
tonian associated with a Lagrangian which depend upon more than one time derivative such
that the higher derivatives cannot be eliminated by partial integration.

First, let us analyze a more familiar class of theories which just depend on a single time
derivative of a dynamical variable, i.e, it has the form L ≡ L(q, q̇). Hence, the variation of
the action is given by,

δS =

∫
dt
∂L

∂q
δq +

∂L

∂q̇
δq̇

=

∫
dt
∂L

∂q
δq − ∂t

(
∂L

∂q̇

)
δq + ∂t

(
∂L

∂q̇
δq

) (1.1)
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Since at the end-points, δq = 0, the total derivative term vanishes. Now let us look at the
coefficient of δq in the second term,

∂t

(
∂L

∂q̇

)
=

∂2L

∂q̇ ∂q̇
q̈ +

∂2L

∂q ∂q̇
q̇ (1.2)

Note that, only if the first term is non-zero, we would have a second-order equation of motion.
This is known as the ‘non-degeneracy condition’,

∂2L

∂q̇ ∂q̇
̸= 0 (1.3)

Hence, if this condition is satisfied, we would have an equation of motion of the form,

q̈ = f(q, q̇) (1.4)

which we can solve by providing two initial conditions, q0, q̇0.

Now, consider a Lagrangian which also depends on the second derivatives of the metric
and hence has the form L ≡ L(q, q̇, q̈). Using this Lagrangian, the variation of the action is
given as,

δS =

∫
dt
∂L

∂q
δq − ∂t

(
∂L

∂q̇

)
δq + ∂2t

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
δq + total derivatives (1.5)

Now let us look at the coefficient of δq in the last term in the above expression,

∂2t

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
=

∂2L

∂q̈ ∂q̈

....
q + terms with ...

q , q̈ and q̇ (1.6)

Clearly, the equation of motion for such a Lagrangian will have four time derivatives when
this Lagrangian is ‘non-degenerate’ in the sense,

∂2L

∂q̈ ∂q̈
̸= 0 (1.7)

In this case, we can solve the equation of motion, to get q by providing 4 initial conditions,

q(t) ≡ q(t, q0, q̇0, q̈0,
...
q0 ) (1.8)
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Now, we want to construct the Hamiltonian corresponding to such a Lagrangian. Call the
canonical coordinates as X1, X2 and the canonical momenta as P1, P2. Then the Legendre
transformation which takes us to the Hamiltonian is given as,

H =
∑
i

PiẊi − L(q, q̇, q̈) (1.9)

The most intuitive choice for the first canonical coordinate X1 is q. Since the other canonical
coordinate X2 couldn’t be a function of X1, the obvious choice is to take X2 = q̇. With these
choices, we must next decide what should be the corresponding canonical momenta such
that the Hamilton’s equations are satisfied, i.e,

∂H

∂Xi

= −Ṗi

∂H

∂Pi

= Ẋi

(1.10)

From 1.9, we have,

dH =
∑
i

(Pi dẊi + Ẋi dPi)− dL

= P1 dq̇ + P2 dq̈ + Ẋ1 dP1 + Ẋ2 dP2 − dL

= P1 dq̇ + P2 dq̈ + Ẋ1 dP1 + Ẋ2 dP2 −
(
∂L

∂q

)
dq −

(
∂L

∂q̇

)
dq̇ −

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
dq̈

= Ẋ1 dP1 + Ẋ2 dP2 −
(
∂L

∂q

)
dX1 +

[
P1 −

(
∂L

∂q̇

)]
dX2 +

[
P2 −

(
∂L

∂q̈

)]
dq̈

(1.11)

In the second line, we have expressed dXi in terms of the dynamical variable. In the fourth
line, we have re-expressed q and q̇ as the canonical coordinates. Imposing that the Hamilton’s
equations of motion given by 1.10 are satisfied, we have the following:

P2 =

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
−Ṗ2 = P1 −

(
∂L

∂q̇

) (1.12)
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which implies that,

P1 =
∂L

∂q̇
− d

dt

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
P2 =

∂L

∂q̈

(1.13)

To summarize the above discussion,

X1 = q P1 =
∂L

∂q̇
− d

dt

(
∂L

∂q̈

)
(1.14)

X2 = q̇ P2 =
∂L

∂q̈
(1.15)

Now, we see that the non-degeneracy condition 1.7 implies that the equation

∂L

∂q̈
= P2 (1.16)

can be inverted to find q̈ as function of q = X1, q̇ = X2 and P2, so we can write q̈ ≡
q̈ (X1, X2, P2).

Expressing the Hamiltonian of the theory by explicitly showing the dependence on the
canonical variables as,

H = P1 q̇(X2) + P2 q̈(X1, X2, P2)− L(q(X1), q̇(X2), q̈(X1, X2, P2)) (1.17)

From the above, we see that the Hamiltonian is linear in P1 and hence it is unbounded
below, which leads to the ‘instability’. Note that our only assumption in the above discus-
sion is the non-degeneracy of the Lagrangian. Hence, any non-degenerate Lagrangian which
contains second-order time derivatives and above is prone to the Ostrogradsky Instability.

(Note: The Legendre transformation in the familiar form, is used to eliminate q̇ and
write the Hamiltonian in terms of the canonical momenta p. In such a case, the relation
p = ∂L/∂q̇ should be satisfied. However, the transformation derived above does not satisfy
this relation as we still retain q = Q1 and q̇ = Q2 in the Hamiltonian.)
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Hence, we conclude that any Lagrangian which leads to higher order equation of motion
and is non-degenerate leads to the ‘Ostrogradsky’ instability.

1.2 Counting derivatives

In the subsequent discussions, we will need a particular scheme of counting the number of
derivatives in an action or in the corresponding equation of motion, based on its relevance:

• In the equation of motion, the number of derivatives refers to the order of the differential
equation. E.g. Eµν = RµαR

α
ν is still second-order in derivatives.

• In the action, it refers to the total number of derivatives appearing on any term. For
example, both RµνRµν and 2R terms are considered at the four derivative order in an
action. This approach is justified because terms with different numbers of derivatives,
in this particular sense, are associated with distinct energy scales.

1.3 Ghost modes

When the equation of motion of a theory is higher-derivative, there arises some additional
modes which are massive. Further, one can show that some of these modes have the wrong
sign of the propagator, which leads to the Hamiltonian being unbounded below 1. As a
simple example, consider a scalar field theory with the Lagrangian,

L = −∂µϕ ∂µϕ+ c ϕ22ϕ

= ϕ
(
2+ c22

)
ϕ

(1.18)

where c is an arbitrary constant. From the above Lagrangian, we can read off the momentum
space propagator as,

1

−p2 + c p4
= − 1

p2
+

1

p2 − 1
c

(1.19)

1However, this is not an issue for first-order theories, like Dirac’s
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The contribution from the second pole comes with the wrong sign irrespective of the sign of
c – this is known as a ‘ghost’ mode in the theory. The mass of this ghost mode is given by
m =

√
1/c. This can be equivalently interpreted in the following way: Consider the same

scalar field theory example but now by expressing c in terms of the mass m of the ghost
mode:

L = −1

2
(∂µϕ)

2 − 1

2m2
ϕ22ϕ (1.20)

Now, take another scalar field χ and consider a new Lagrangian,

L = −1

2
(∂µϕ)

2 + (∂µχ)(∂
µϕ) +

1

2
m2χ2 (1.21)

This is equivalent to our original Lagrangian when χ is integrated out using its equation of
motion,

χ =
1

m2
2ϕ (1.22)

Next, we diagonalize the new Lagrangian by defining a new scalar field ψ = ϕ− χ,

L = −1

2
(∂µψ)

2 +
1

2
(∂µχ)

2 +
1

2
m2χ2 (1.23)

In the above, we see that kinetic term in the of the field χ has the wrong sign. This is the
characteristic property of ghost modes. It is also clear that χ is the same massive mode from
our analysis of the momentum-space propagator of the theory. The only way to remove the
this ghost mode would be to take c → 0, which makes the mass of the ghost mode (which
goes as

√
1/c) infinite. Observe that the mass of a ghost is a function of the couplings in the

theory, which will help us constrain them later, by choosing these couplings to be such that
the masses of the ghost modes are infinite. In summary, higher derivative terms introduce
massive modes in our theory, some of which are ghost-like.

Having understood this problem of ghost modes in simple scalar field theories, we turn
to demonstrating it in gravity with the help of some simple higher-derivative terms. Before
adding any higher-derivative corrections, let us look at the structure of the propagator of
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the Einstein-Hilbert action which gives rise to the massless spin-2 graviton.

S =

∫
d4x

√
−g R (1.24)

To find the free propagator and analyze the kinetic term of the graviton, we expand the
Lagrangian at quadratic order in perturbation around flat space with gµν = ηµν + hµν .
We denote the trace of the peturbation as h = gµνhµν . After explicitly calculating the
above Lagrangian at O(h2), one obtains (excluding boundary terms produced by partial
integration),

S =

∫
d4x

(
1

2
hαγ,σγh

σ
α − 1

2
hhαγ,αγ −

1

4
hασ2hασ +

1

4
h2h

)
(1.25)

Note that we still haven’t exploited the gauge freedom in our theory, which might help
us simplify terms in the above expression. Besides that, fixing the gauge is essential in path
integrals because they contain an integration over field configurations. Without gauge fixing,
we might integrate over multiple field configurations which corresponds to the same physical
configuration.

The linearized gauge transformation generated by an infinitesimal diffeomorphism parametrized
by a vector field ξ can be expressed as,

hµ′ν′ = hµν − ξµ,ν − ξν,µ (1.26)

There exists a gauge choice known as the ‘de-Donder’ gauge which will be useful to simplify
1.25. This gauge condition is given by,

hµν,ν =
1

2
h,µ (1.27)

It resembles the ‘Lorenz’ gauge in electromagnetism and is also referred to by the same name
in the literature.
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Imposing the de-Donder gauge, the action 1.25 becomes quite simple,

S = −1

4

∫
d4x

(
hασ2hασ −

1

2
h2h

)
(1.28)

Now we can use the action in this form to find the free propagator for the theory. In field
theory, if the action for the free theory is given as,

S =

∫
dDx η(x)O(x, x′) η(x′) (1.29)

Then we know that the propagator for the theory is given by the inverse of O. In our case,
if we can write the action 1.28 as,

S =

∫
d4x

∫
d4x′ hαβ(x)Oαβµν(x− x′)hµν(x

′) (1.30)

Following [13], we can now show that O can be written as,

Oµναβ = −
(
Iµναβ − 1

2
ηµνηαβ

)
2 δ4(x− x′) (1.31)

where,

Iµναβ =
1

2

(
ηµαηνβ + ηµβηνα

)
(1.32)

is known as the ‘Identity tensor’.

To verify the above statement,

hµν

(
Iµναβ − 1

2
ηµνηαβ

)
2hαβ

=
1

2

(
ηµαηνβ + ηµβηνα − ηµνηαβ

)
hµν2hαβ

=
1

2
(hαβ + hβα)2hαβ −

1

2
h2h

= hαβ2hαβ −
1

2
h2h

(1.33)

as expected.
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We know that in field theory, the inverse of O should satisfy the following relation by
definition, ∫

d4x′′ O(x− x′′)O−1(x′′ − x′) = δD(x− x′) (1.34)

So for the O given by 1.31, we can write 1.34 as,

−
(
Iµναβ − 1

2
ηµνηαβ

)
2O−1

αβρσ(x− x′) = Iµνρσ δ
4(x− x′) (1.35)

If we assume an ansatz for O−1 as,

O−1
αβρσ(x− x′) = Qαβρσ δ

4(x− x′) (1.36)

where Qαβρσ is a tensor independent of the space-time coordinates (hence constructed from
the flat space metric). We can write 1.35 in Fourier space as,

−(−k2)
(
Iµναβ − 1

2
ηµνηαβ

)
Qαβρσ = Iµνρσ (1.37)

We can verify that,

Qαβρσ =
1

k2

(
Iαβρσ −

1

2
ηαβηρσ

)
(1.38)

satisfies 1.37, and hence O−1
αβρσ, i.e, the propagator for the Lagrangian 1.28 when x0 > x′0 is

given as,

O−1
αβρσ(x− x′) =

∫
d4k

(2π)4
1

2
(ηαρηβσ + ηασηβρ − ηαβηρσ)

e−ik·(x−x′)

k2
(1.39)

where we have expanded Qαβρσ. From the above, we see that the propagator has a pole
at k = 0. This demonstrates that the Einstein-Hilbert action propagates just the massless
spin-2 graviton mode in flat space. Later in our notes, we will argue that any theory (whose
Lagrangian is a scalar density comprising solely of the metric and its derivatives) propagates
just the graviton mode in any arbitrary background if it has a second-order equation of
motion.
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Now, consider the addition of the following higher-derivative term to the Einstein-Hilbert
action.

S =

∫
dDx

√
−g (R + aR2) (1.40)

where a is an arbitrary constant. This is the simplest case of a class of theories known as
‘f(R)’ theories, which comprises of polynomial in Ricci scalar corrections to the gravitational
action. First, we expand this Lagrangian at quadratic order in perturbation around a flat
background and then impose the de-Donder gauge,

S = −1

4

∫
dDx

(
hασ2hασ −

1

2
h2h+ a (hαγ,αγ)

2

)
≡ −1

4

∫
dDx

(
hασ2hασ −

1

2
h2h+ a h22h

)
= −1

4

∫
d4x

(
h<ασ>2h<ασ> +

(
1

D
− 1

2

)
h2h+ a h22h

) (1.41)

where h<αβ> denotes the traceless part of the metric perturbation, and we have decomposed
it as,

hαβ = h<αβ> +
1

D
ηαβh (1.42)

Focusing just on the trace part of the action, we realize that it is identical to the higher
derivative scalar field theory example which we studied before, and hence one might hastily
conclude that this theory leads to massive ghost modes. However, we still have residual gauge
freedom of the metric which we can utilize. Here, one can choose the transverse-traceless
(TT) gauge (See Appendix A), where h = 0 and h0i = 0. Having completely fixed the gauge,
which removes the trace degree of freedom, we see that – at order O(h2) – the contribution
of the higher-derivative correction vanishes, and the only contribution is from the Einstein-
Hilbert term. Hence, the theory is devoid of any ghost modes around flat space, even though
it has a higher-derivative equation of motion which come at O(h3). Note that this argument
easily extends to any theory with higher-derivative corrections as scalar polynomials of the
Ricci scalar – which are formally known as f(R) theories.
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To emphasize, f(R) theories have the remarkable property that they do not propagate
any ghost modes in flat space even though they seem to have a higher-derivative equation
of motion. All the higher-derivatives are carried by the trace degree of freedom, which can
be removed utilizing the gauge freedom of the theory.

But what if we had a R + RµνR
µν theory instead? First, we expand this Lagrangian at

quadratic order in perturbation around a flat background and then impose the de-Donder
gauge:

S = −1

4

∫
dDx

(
hασ2hασ −

1

2
h2h+ a hµν22hµν

)
= −1

4

∫
dDx

(
h<ασ>2h<ασ> + a h<ασ>22h<ασ>

−1

2
h2h+

a

D
h22h

) (1.43)

Here, even if we remove the trace mode by residual gauge freedom, the traceless components
still carry higher derivatives and we do not have sufficient gauge freedom in our theory to
eliminate them. Hence, such a theory has ghosts on a flat background.

In the discussions above, we have always taken a flat background and analysed the lin-
earized spectrum around that. A crucial observation is that the presence of absence of ghost
modes relies on the background around which we are linearising the theory. As an example,
if the higher-derivative corrections are of order Riem3 (without any covariant derivatives of
the curvature tensor) and higher, around a flat background, they never contribute to the lin-
earized equations of motion. This is because, when we expand the Lagrangian to quadratic
order around a flat background, any of the curvature tensors (besides the two which are
linearized) evaluated on the background is zero. We can investigate the presence of ghost
modes only when a background is specified. Furthermore, the above examples also demon-
strate that even if the the full theory has a higher-order equation of motion, the linearized
equation of motion might be second-order, but the converse doesn’t hold.

One might ask if there’s a relation between the presence of ghost modes and Ostro-
gradsky instability. As we have emphasized before, the presence of ghosts depends on the
linearized action (at O(h2)), while the Ostrogradsky instability pertains to the entire theory.
However, one must first ask the question if it is possible to uniquely reconstruct the full
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higher-derivative theory from the linearized action of that theory. A recent paper [14] argues
that this is not possible in flat space and the full reconstruction can only be made for just
the Einstein-Hilbert action. This suggests that one cannot comment on the Ostrogradsky
stability of the theory from the linearized action in some background.

A related point is that while a second-order linearized action does not guarantee that the
full equations of motion remain second-order on a generic background, the converse is true.
The discussions in this section provides us a physically motivated criterion based on which
we can classify theories. In the next section, we will discuss the subtleties associated with
such a classification scheme.

1.4 Equation of motion vs. Linearized equation of mo-

tion

The previous section elucidated the crucial point that the presence or absence of ghosts in
a theory depends on the background on which the modes propagate. Now, we will proceed
by proposing two criterion based on which we can classify models of gravity.

1.4.1 Order of equation of motion

If the equation of motion of a given theory is second order in derivatives, the linearized
equation of motion will be second order too around any arbitrary background. As we shall
prove soon in the next section, if the linearized equation of motion is second-order around
some background, then the theory only propagates the massless graviton (spin-2) around
that background. The unique class of theories with this property is the ‘Lanczos-Lovelock’
models, which we will study in the next chapter.

On the other hand, any Lagrangian which leads to a higher-order equation of motion,
may or may not propagate ghost modes, depending on the background around which it is
linearized.
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1.4.2 Order of linearized equation of motion

For a generic Lagrangian comprised of the metric and its derivatives, if the linearized equation
of motion is second-order in derivatives in some specific background, it implies necessarily
that our theory propagates a single massless spin-2 mode – the graviton – on the background,
i.e, the theory is ‘Einsteinian’ on that specific background. To see this, consider the following
argument:

The linearized equation of motion, by definition, contains only a single metric pertur-
bation hµν in each term, which is contributed by a single linearized Riemann tensor, two
of whose indices are contracted by either (two) covariant derivatives or using (once) the
background metric. If we use covariant derivatives, the equation of motion will no longer
be second order. So going by the only option left – to contract indices with the background
metric – the only two covariant tensors we are left with are: R(1)

µν and ḡµνR(1), where ḡ refers
to the background metric and the superscript (1) denotes linearization in the perturbation
hµν . Hence, the most general expression of a second-order linearized equation of motion –
which is equated to zero – is given by,

Eµν = c1R
(1)
µν + c2 ḡµνR

(1) (1.44)

where c1 and c2 are constants. Since the Lagrangian is a diffeomorphsim invariant scalar, this
quantity must be divergence-free, i.e, ∇µEµν = 0 which relates the two coefficients. Using the
contracted Bianchi identity, we get c1 = −2c2 and hence the linearized equation of motion
reads,

Eµν = c1G
(1)
µν (1.45)

which propagates only a single massless spin-2 mode - as can be seen after fixing the gauge
– which we have already discussed before. Hence, there is an equivalence between having
second order linearized equation of motion and the spectrum being Einsteinian.

. 2nd order linearized equation of motion ⇐⇒ Einsteinian spectrum
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In the presence of higher derivative terms in the equation of motion, the linearized equa-
tion of motion will (after suitable gauge choices and redefinitions of hµν) take the form,

κ (2−m1) (2−m2) (2−m3) ... (2−mn) t<µν> = 0 (1.46)

for massive or massless spin-2 modes – where t<µν> represents the traceless degrees of freedom
and,

κ (2−m′
1) (2−m′

2) (2−m′
3) ... (2−m′

n)h = 0 (1.47)

for the scalar modes which represent the trace degree of freedom. κ represents the effective
gravitational constant of the theory, mi and m′

i are the masses of the modes such that atleast
one of the mi’s is zero if the theory has an Einstein gravity limit when the higher derivative
couplings vanish. The momentum space propagator for such a theory will necessarily have
multiple poles with the wrong sign, which represents ghost degrees of freedom. Hence, we
see that their exists another correspondence as,

. Higher order linearized equation of motion ⇐⇒ Ghost modes
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1.5 Further discussion on f (R) theories

In the previous section, we have seen that we can utilize the gauge freedom in GR to remove
the scalar degree of freedom which carries higher-derivatives in the equation of motion of
f(R) theories, and hence these theories do not propagate any ghost modes. An alternative
way to see this is by performing a conformal transformation which maps the theory to the
Einstein-Hilbert action with a minimally coupled scalar field. Let us proceed by first deriving
the equation of motion of these theories:

1.5.1 Equation of motion

The action for a general f(R) theory is given as,

S =

∫
d4x

√
−g f(R) (1.48)

Taking an arbitrary infinitesimal variation of the action with respect to the metric:

δS =

∫
d4x (δ

√
−g)f(R) +

√
−g δf(R) (1.49)

We focus our attention on the second term in the above expression. Using the chain rule:

δf(R) =

(
∂f

∂R

)
δR

= f ′(R) δR

(1.50)

where we have defined ∂f/∂R = f ′(R). Taking an infinitesimal variation of the Ricci scalar,

δR = δ(gβνRβν)

= (δgβν)Rβν + gβνδRβν

= (δgβν)Rβν + gβν
(
δΓα

βν;α − δΓα
βα;ν

) (1.51)

An infinitesimal variation of the Christoffel symbol is given as:

δΓα
βν =

1

2
gασ(δgσβ;ν + δgσν;β − δgβν;σ) (1.52)
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Substituting the above expression in 1.51 after contracting the indices as required, we have,

gβν
(
δΓα

βν;α − δΓα
βα;ν

)
= −δgαβ;αβ + gασ2(δg

ασ) (1.53)

Finally, using the expressions 1.53, 1.51 and 1.50, we can write the variation of the action
1.49 as,

δS =

∫
d4x (δ

√
−g)f(R) +

√
−g f ′(R)Rβνδg

βν − f ′(R)∇α∇βδg
αβ + f ′(R)gασ∇µ∇µ(δgασ)

(1.54)

On using the relation δ
√
−g = −(1/2)

√
−ggβνδgβν , performing integration by parts twice

on the last two terms and ignoring the boundary terms:

δS =

∫
d4x

√
−g
(
−1

2
gβνf(R) + f ′(R)Rβν −∇β∇νf

′(R) + gβν∇µ∇µf
′(R)

)
δgβν (1.55)

From the above, we can finally write the equation of motion of a general f(R) theory as,

{f ′(R)Rβν −
1

2
gβνf(R)− (∇β∇ν − gβν2)f

′(R) = 0 (1.56)

The last two terms have two covariant derivatives of f ′(R) and hence contain terms with
four derivatives of the metric.

In the simple case of the Einstein-Hilbert action, where f(R) is linear in R, f ′(R) is a
constant, so the last two terms vanishes and we get back the Einstein’s equations.

Having derived the equation of motion of generic f(R) theories, we proceed to investigate
whether they propagate any additional modes by making a conformal transformation to map
the action to that of Einstein-Hilbert with a minimally coupled scalar.

1.5.2 Conformal transformation to Einstein frame

The goal of the section will be to show that f(R) theories do not suffer from the Ostrograd-
sky instability by making a conformal transformation which demonstrates that the higher
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derivatives are carried by a single scalar degree of freedom. We shall show that on performing
the field redefinition, we can write the action as the Einstein-Hilbert action with a minimally
coupled scalar field. Let us perform this conformal transformation step-by-step [15] [16] [17].

We write the action for a general f(R) theory as,

S =

∫
d4x

√
−g f(R) (1.57)

Let us introduce a scalar field χ and write a new action as,

S =

∫
d4x

√
−g (f(χ) + f ′(χ)(R− χ)) (1.58)

This action is ‘dynamically equivalent’ to the action 1.57 for general f(R) theories in the
sense that it leads to the same equation of motion. To see this, consider the variation of the
action with respect to the scalar field χ:

δχS =

∫
d4x

√
−g (f ′(χ)− f ′′(χ)(R− χ)− f ′(χ)) δχ = 0 (1.59)

which leads to the equation of motion by varying χ,

f ′′(χ)(R− χ) = 0 (1.60)

Let us now assume that f ′′(χ) ̸= 0 for any χ. This is an important condition which we shall
discuss below. This assumption leads to χ = R. Now, if we vary the action 1.58 with respect
to the metric gµν , we get back the equation of motion 1.56 but in terms of f(χ) and f ′(χ).
Using the constraint χ = R as we got above, it reproduces the equation of motion 1.56.

(Note: It might be tempting to substitute χ = R back into the action in any of the proceed-
ing calculation, but it is an on-shell relation, and we will take care to not do so.)

Now let us define a scalar ϕ which depends on χ as,

ϕ = f ′(χ) (1.61)

The condition f ′′ ̸= 0 implies that the above relation can be inverted to give χ as a function
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of ϕ. To see this:

dϕ

dχ
= f ′′(χ) ̸= 0 (1.62)

The above equation implies that f ′ is injective if f ′ is a smooth function, and in such a case,
we can invert 1.61 to obtain χ ≡ χ(ϕ).

Let us use this scalar ϕ to rewrite the action 1.58 as,

S =

∫
d4x

√
−g (ϕR− V (ϕ)) (1.63)

where we have defined,

V (ϕ) = χ(ϕ)ϕ− f(χ(ϕ)) (1.64)

(The above action is known as the ‘Jordan’ frame representation of f(R) theories).
Next, we perform a ‘conformal transformation’ (gµν → g̃µν) on our spacetime, which is given
by,

g̃µν = Ω2gµν (1.65)

where Ω is known as the conformal factor.

Under such a conformal transformation, the Ricci scalar (in 4D) transforms as,

R = Ω−2(R̃ + 62(lnΩ)− 6g̃µν∇µ(lnΩ)(∇ν lnΩ)) (1.66)

and the metric determinant transforms as,

√
−g = Ω−4

√
−g̃ (1.67)

Substituting the above two relation in 1.63, we have,

S =

∫
d4x
√

−g̃
(
ϕΩ−2

(
R̃ + 62(lnΩ)− 6g̃µν∇µ(lnΩ)∇ν(lnΩ)

)
− Ω−4V (ϕ)

)
(1.68)
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We make the choice of the conformal factor as,

ϕ = Ω2 (1.69)

and drop the second term in the above action as it is a total derivative term, which leads to
the action of the f(R) theory in the ‘Einstein frame’ as,

S =

∫
d4x
√

−g̃
((

R̃− 6

4
g̃µν∇µ(lnϕ)∇ν(lnϕ)

)
− V (ϕ)

ϕ2

)
(1.70)

Let us re-define the scalar ϕ as ϕ̃ in the following way:

ϕ̃ =
√
3 lnϕ (1.71)

Substituting the above definition in 1.70, we can write the action as:

S =

∫
d4x
√

−g̃
(
R̃− 1

2
g̃αβ∇αϕ̃∇βϕ̃− U(ϕ̃)

)
(1.72)

where we defined U to be a function of ϕ̃ as given below, by using 1.71 to express ϕ in terms
of ϕ̃,

U(ϕ̃) =
V (e

ϕ̃√
3 )

e
2ϕ̃√
3

(1.73)

Note that the above is the Einstein-Hilbert action with a minimally coupled scalar ϕ̃. Hence,
the field equations corresponding to the above action is given as,

R̃αβ −
1

2
gαβR̃ =

1

2
∇αϕ̃∇βϕ̃− 1

4
g̃αβ∇µϕ̃∇µϕ̃− 1

2
gαβ U(ϕ̃) (1.74)

Taking the trace above to find R and then substituting the result back, we have,

R̃µν =
1

2
∇µϕ̃∇νϕ̃+

1

2
g̃µνU(ϕ̃) (1.75)

We can verify that the right hand side of 1.74 is indeed divergence-free with the help of the
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equation of motion obtained by varying ϕ, given as,

∇µ∇µϕ̃ =
∂U(ϕ̃)

∂ϕ̃
(1.76)

Hence, we see that the redefined field-equation 1.75 contains atmost two derivatives of
the metric g̃µν . The scalar ϕ̃ provides the source terms, and its evolution is governed by 1.76.
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1.6 Field Redefinitions

In an effective field theory (EFT), one always has the freedom to redefine the metric to
achieve a desired change at a certain order in the perturbative expansion, and ignore the
effect of such a redefinition at all higher orders by truncation. We want to understand what
sort of terms one can add or remove from the theory by such field redefinitions. As we shall
see below, field redefinitions might introduce or eliminate additional poles in the theory. We
will investigate these ambiguities in this section and discuss whether this freedom bears any
physical significance for an EFT.

As a start, consider a metric redefinition of the form,

gµν → gµν + η (aRµν + bR gµν) (1.77)

where we have defined η = κ
2

D−2 ∼ [L]2 and κ = 8πG/c4. We will consider the above
redefinition as a perturbation of the metric and hence only keep terms which are linear in
a and b. The factors of η in the perturbative terms are introduced to maintain the correct
dimensionality of the action.

Consider the Einstein-Hilbert action as,

S =
1

2κ

∫
dDx

√
−g R (1.78)

and hence the Lagrangian is given as,

LEH =
1

2κ
(
√
−g R) (1.79)

We want to find the change at linear order in perturbation of this Lagrangian due to the
redefinition 1.77. In 1.77, we have only considered perturbative terms with 2-derivatives of
the metric. Hence, the first-order changes in the curvature tensor will be at 4-derivative order.
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For a small perturbation of the metric (δgµν), the Lagrangian changes upto linear order
in perturbation as,

δ(
√
−g R) = (δ

√
−g)R +

√
−g δgµν Rµν +

√
−g gµν δRµν (1.80)

Now, we notice that the last term can be written as a total derivative, as shown below, and
hence we can ignore it.

gαβδRαβ =
(
gαβδΓµ

αβ − gαµ δΓβ
αβ

)
;µ

(1.81)

Next, on using the relation δ
√
−g = (1/2)

√
−g gµνδgµν , we have:∫

dDx δ(
√
−gR) =

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
1

2
Rgµν +Rµν

)
δgµν (1.82)

On replacing 1.77 for δgµν , we can write the integrand in the RHS of 1.82 as:(
1

2
Rgµν +Rµν

)
δgµν =

(
η
a+ (D + 2)b

2

)
R2 + (η a)RµνRµν (1.83)

where D is the dimension of the spacetime. Let us assume that we start with an initial EFT
action given by,

S =
1

2κ

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
R + η d1R

2 + η d2R
µνRµν + η d3RµνρσR

µνρσ
)
+O(η2a2, η2b2) (1.84)

where d1, d2 and d3 are constants. After performing the above-discussed field redefinition,
the EFT action will become:

S =
1

2κ

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
R + η

(
a+ b(D + 2)

2
+ d1

)
R2 + η (a+ d2)R

µνRµν + d3RµνρσR
µνρσ

)
+O(η2a2, η2b2)

(1.85)

If we want to map this theory to GR, assuming d3 = 0 initially, we choose the coefficients
a and b such that the RµνRµν and R2 terms vanish from the above action. Notice that
if d3 ̸= 0 in the initial theory, we cannot use field redefinitions to map the theory to the
Einstein-Hilbert action.
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In 1.77, we have only considered terms in the perturbation which contain second-order
in derivatives of the metric. Now, if we would like to see what terms we can remove with
field redefinitions at order Riem3, we should consider the most general redefinition with four
derivatives:

gµν → gµν + η2
(
a1R

2 gµν + a2R
ρσRρσgµν + a3RµρσηR

ρση
ν + a42Rµν

+a5R
β

µ Rβν + a6RRµν + a7 gµν2R + a8 gµνRαβγσR
αβγσ

) (1.86)

With the above metric redefinition, we have,(
1

2
Rgµν +Rµν

)
δgµν =

+ η2
((

a1(D + 2) + a6
2

)
R3 +

(
a2(D + 2) + a5 + 2a6

2

)
RRµν Rµν

)
+

(
a3 + a8(D + 2)

2

)
RRαβσγR

αβσγ +

(
a7(D + 2) + a4

2

)
R2R

+a3R
µνRµρσηR

ρση
ν + a4R

µν2Rµν + a5R
µνR β

µ Rβν

)
(1.87)

As an example, starting from R + d1R
2 + d2R

3, theory, if we want to map it to the
Einstein-Hilbert action + corrections at order Riem4 and higher, we perform field redefin-
tions order-by-order. First, we remove the R2 term using the redefinition 1.77, However, this
produces corrections at order Riem3 and higher. Then, we use the redefinition 1.86, to set
all the terms at order Riem3 (this includes new contributions from the previous redefinition
besides the R3 term originally present) to zero. This can always be done as each scalar
invariant in the Lagrangian (containing a Ricci tensor or scalar), is accompanied by one
parameter from the redefinition, which is free, i.e, it doesn’t accompany any other scalar
invariant, as can be inferred from 1.82. In the above example, a1 for R3, a2 for RRµνRµν

and so on, are the free parameters referred to in the previous line.

25



From the above discussion, we make the following observations:

1. No terms where the indices of the curvature tensors are contracted such that it does
not involve a Ricci tensor or scalar – can ever be introduced by field redefinitions. For
example, scalars such as RµνρσR

µνρσ, RµνρσR
µνγδRρσ

γδ are unaffected by field redefini-
tions.

2. One can always remove any term which includes a Ricci tensor or a Ricci scalar. For
example, RµνRµν , RRµνρσR

µνρσ can be removed by field redefinitions

One particular reason why the field redefinitions we studied above are useful is as follows:
if a certain theory does not admit particular black hole solutions (say spherically symmetric
solutions like the Schwarzschild), one can try to use field redefinitions to arrive at a La-
grangian which does admit the particular solution.

However, consider the following thought. Suppose an EFT truncated at some energy
scale has a higher-derivative equation of motion and hence it has ghost-modes. Now one
performs appropriate field redefinitions to introduce or remove terms such that the theory
now has a second-order equation of motion. Does this mean that simply by making field
redefinitions one is able to fix the issue of ghosts in an EFT Lagrangian?

As we saw in the previous sections, the mass of a ghost mode depends inversely on the
coefficients of the higher-derivative terms present in the theory. Hence, in an EFT, this mass
lies beyond the regime of validity of the EFT and hence the presence or absence of ghosts
is not an issue one should be concerned with. An early argument in favour of string theory,
as first put forward in [18], suggested that the fact that the gravitational effective action of
bosonic string theory at fourth order in derivatives can be completed to the Gauss-Bonnet
Lagrangian, is a hint towards the theories’ consistency. However, later works pointed out
that the theory only predicts that the gravitational effective action must have the RαβγδR

αβγδ

term, while keeping the coefficients of the RµνR
µν and R2 terms ambiguous, which one can

manipulate through field redefinitions. However, as we discussed above, ghost modes do not
have any physical significance in an EFT and this is hence not an insightful analysis.
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Chapter 2

Lanczos-Lovelock models

In the previous chapter, we saw how higher-derivative extensions to GR generically lead to
the presence of ghost-like massive modes in the theory. This encourages us to investigate
if there exists theories with higher-derivative corrections which still have a second-order
equation of motion. In this chapter, we will show that this is indeed possible and this unique
class of theories is known as the ‘Lanczos-Lovelock models’ [19], [7] (henceforth referred to
as – the Lovelock models – as is common in the literature). But before that, we shall explore
some properties of Lagrangians composed of contractions of the curvature tensor with the
metric, as has been developed in [20], [21] and [22]. This insight into their structure will
enable us to construct the Lovelock models of gravity.

2.1 Relations on general Lagrangians

Consider a Lagrangian which is composed of the curvature tensor and its contractions with
the metric:

L ≡ L(Rαβ
σγ , g

αβ) (2.1)
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where we have taken (Rαβ
σγ , g

αβ) (with the given index placement) as the independent
quantities. Let us define two quantities which we will use extensively below,

P γσ
αβ =

(
∂L

∂Rαβ
γσ

)
gµν

Pαβ =

(
∂L

∂gαβ

)
Rµν

σγ

(2.2)

From the above definitions, we notice that P γσ
αβ has all the symmetries of the curvature

tensor and Pαβ is symmetric just like the metric.

Now, we proceed to prove an identity which will be quite significant in all of our subse-
quent discussion, especially in the construction of Lovelock theories. The identity is given
as,

Pαβ = 0 (2.3)

Note that the above relation does not represent the equation of motion with respect to the
metric, as from 2.2, one can see that the curvature tensor is held fixed while evaluating Pαβ.

For the proof, consider an infinitesimal change in the Lagrangian with (Rαβ
γσ, g

µν) as
the independent variables which, by the chain rule, involves both the quantities in 2.2,

dL =

(
∂L

∂Rαβ
σγ

)
gµν

dRαβ
σγ +

(
∂L

∂gαβ

)
Rµν

ρσ

dgαβ

= P σγ
αβ dRαβ

σγ + Pαβ dg
αβ

(2.4)

We would like to evaluate both sides of the above equation for 1-parameter class of diffeo-
morphisms which is given by: xβ → xβ + ξβ(x), where ξβ is an arbitrary vector field. We
evaluate the left hand side of 2.4 as,

LξL = ξβ∇βL

= ξµ(P σγ
αβ ∇µR

αβ
σγ + Pαβ∇µg

αβ)

= ξµP σγ
αβ ∇µR

αβ
σγ

(2.5)

In the first line, we have used the fact that L is a scalar. In the second line, we have used
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the chain rule. Finally, in the third line, we have used the covariant constancy of the metric.

Next we express the right hand side of 2.4 in terms of the Lie derivative as,

LξL = P σγ
αβ LξR

αβ
σγ + PαβLξg

αβ (2.6)

The Lie derivative on the metric is given as,

Lξg
αβ = −∇αξβ −∇βξα (2.7)

Evaluating the Lie derivative on the curvature tensor,

LξR
αβ

σγ = ξµ∇µR
αβ

σγ − (∇αξµ)R
µβ

σγ − (∇βξµ)R
αµ

σγ + (∇σξ
µ)Rαβ

µγ + (∇γξ
µ)Rαβ

σµ

(2.8)

When contracted with Pαβσγ (and using its symmetries), the last four terms cancel each
other. So, we are left with,

P σγ
αβ LξR

αβ
σγ = P σγ

αβ ξµ∇µR
αβ

σγ (2.9)

Combining the results 2.7 and 2.9,

LξL = 2Pαβ∇αξβ + P σγ
αβ ξµ∇µR

αβ
σγ (2.10)

Comparing the two equations 2.5 and 2.10, we finally get the relation:

Pαβ∇αξβ = 0 (2.11)

Since ξβ is an arbitrary vector field and the above relation holds at every point on the
manifold, we reach to the conclusion that,

Pαβ = 0 (2.12)
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2.2 Equation of motion and Lovelock condition

Now, we finally proceed to study the equation of motion for our theory, utilizing all the
machinery we have developed above. With the Lagrangian 2.1, we have the following action,

S =

∫
dDx

√
−g L(gαβ, Rαβ

σγ) (2.13)

To find the equation of motion, let us take a variation of this action as,

δS =

∫
dDx δ(

√
−g)L+

√
−g δL

=

∫
dDx

√
−g

(
∂L

∂gαβ

)
δgαβ +

√
−g

(
∂L

∂Rαβ
γδ

)
(δRαβ

γδ)−
1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

=

∫
dDx

√
−g Pαβ δg

αβ +
√
−g P γδ

αβ δ(g
βθRα

θγδ)−
1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

=

∫
dDx

√
−g Pαβ δg

αβ +
√
−g P γδ

αβR
α
θγδ(δg

βθ) + P γδ
αβ g

βθ(δRα
θγδ)−

1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

(2.14)

We will need the following relation:

δRα
βσγ = ∇σ(δΓ

α
βγ)−∇γ(δΓ

α
βσ)

=
1

2
∇σ(g

αµ(∇γδgβµ +∇βδgγµ −∇µδgγβ))− (σ ↔ γ)
(2.15)

Now,

P βσγ
α δRα

βσγ = P βσγ
α

(
1

2
∇σ(g

αµ(∇γδgβµ +∇βδgγµ −∇µδgγβ))

)
− (σ ↔ γ)

=
1

2
P µβσγ (∇σ(∇γδgβµ +∇βδgγµ −∇µδgγβ))− (σ ↔ γ)

(2.16)

The first term drops out since P µβσγ is antisymmetric in β and µ, leaving,

P βσγ
α δRα

βσγ =
1

2
P µβσγ (∇σ(∇βδgγµ −∇µδgγβ))− (σ ↔ γ) (2.17)

The two terms above are equal along with the corresponding antisymmetrised σ ↔ γ, so we
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find:

P βσγ
α δRα

βσγ = 2P µβσγ∇σ∇β(δgγµ) (2.18)

We use the chain rule to free the δgγµ term from the derivatives,

2P µβσγ∇σ∇β(δgγµ) = 2∇σ(P
µβσγ∇βδgγµ)− 2(∇σP

µβσγ)(∇βδgγµ)

= 2∇σ(P
µβσγ∇βδgγµ)− 2∇β(∇σP

µβσγδgγµ) + 2(∇β∇σP
µβσγ) δgγµ

(2.19)

We notice that the first two terms are total derivatives while the last term is a double
derivative of Pαβσγ. Using the relation δgαβ = −gαµgβνδgµν to raise the indices on δgαβ and
substituting the result 2.19 in 2.14, we finally obtain the equation of motion as:

P µνρ
α Rβµνρ −

1

2
gαβ L− 2∇σ∇γPασγβ =

1

2
Tαβ (2.20)

In the above equation of motion, only the last term contributes higher-derivatives of the
metric. Hence, if we want a theory with a second-order equation of motion, the last term
should either be second-order or zero. Choosing the latter constraint, we have the ‘Lovelock
condition’:

∇αP
αβσγ = 0 (2.21)

Note that the above condition implies that Pαβσγ is divergence-free in all of its indices. The
Lanczos-Lovelock theories constitute the unique solutions which satisfies the above relation
– which we shall show in the next section. Another question which remains to be addressed
is whether there exists any theories which satisfies the more general condition:

∇σ∇γPασγβ = all second order terms (2.22)

However, as we shall see in the subsequent sections, the above condition can never be satified
by any theory composed solely of the metric and its derivatives.

As a sanity check, we need to show that left hand side of 2.20, in the case of Lovelock
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theories, i.e, in the absence of the last term, is divergence-free. We need,

∇α

(
PαµνρRβ

µνρ −
1

2
gαβL

)
= 0

=⇒ ∇α(P
αµνρRβ

µνρ)−
1

2
gαβ∇αL = 0

(2.23)

Evaluating the left hand side of this expression, we have,

∇α(P
αµνρRβ

µνρ)−
1

2
gαβ∇αL = Pασγµ∇αR

β
σγµ −

1

2

(
∂L

∂Rασγµ

)
∇βRασγµ

= Pασγµ∇αR
β
σγµ −

1

2
Pασγµ∇βRασγµ

(2.24)

In the first line, we have used the fact that Pαγσµ and gαβ are divergence-free.

Lowering the β index, and taking Pασγµ common from both terms: (We also switch to
semi-colons for covariant derivatives for a short while to clearly express a few steps)

Pασγµ

(
Rβσγµ;α − 1

2
Rασγµ;β

)
= Pασγµ

(
Rβσγµ;α +

1

2
Rασβγ;µ +

1

2
Rασµβ;γ

)
= Pασγµ

(
Rβσγµ;α −Rβµασ;γ

)
= 0

(2.25)

In the first line we have used the cyclic identity and in the second line, we used the symme-
tries of Pασγµ. Hence, we have explicitly verified that the left-hand side of 2.20, is indeed
divergence-free, in the case of Lovelock Lagrangians. This is expected due to the diffeomor-
phism invariance of the action 2.13.

2.3 Construction of Lovelock theories

In this section, we will see how Lovelock theories can be constructed based on intuition gained
from the previous discussions. First, let us start with the simple case, i.e, for a Lagrangian
linear in the curvature tensor, where we trivially know the Einstein-Hilbert action to be
a second-order theory. If we construct it using the index placement Rαβ

γδ, the result 2.3
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implies that all the indices must be contracted with Kronecker deltas only. The unique way
to do this is given by,

L1 =
1

2
δµνρσ R

ρσ
µν (2.26)

where,

δµνρσ = δµρ δ
ν
σ − δνρδ

µ
σ (2.27)

Now, we come to case when the Lagrangian is quadratic in the curvature tensor. Let us
start with the most general such Lagrangian:

L = aRαβγδR
αβγδ + bRµνR

µν + cR2 (2.28)

where a, b and c are arbitrary coefficients. Starting from the above Lagrangian and differen-
tiating with respect to the curvature tensor, we have:

Pαβγδ =2aRαβγδ +
1

2
b
(
gαγRβδ − gβγRαδ − gαδRβγ + gβδRαγ

)
+ c

(
gαγgβδ − gαδgβγ

) (2.29)

On rearranging the above terms, we have,

Pαβγδ =− gβγ(
1

2
bRαδ + c gαδR) + gβδ(

1

2
bRαγ + c gαγR)

+
1

2
b gαγRβδ − 1

2
b gαδRβγ + 2aRαβγδ

(2.30)

Now, implementing the Lovelock condition 2.21:

∇Pαβγδ =− gβγ∇α(
1

2
bRαδ + a gαδR) + gβδ∇α(

1

2
bRαγ + a gαγR)+

1

2
b gαγ∇αR

βδ − 1

2
b gαδ∇αRβγ + 2c∇αR

αβγδ
(2.31)

From the Bianchi identity, we have the following relation,

∇αR
αβγδ = ∇γRβδ −∇δRβγ (2.32)
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Using this to simplify 2.30,

∇αP
αβγδ =− gβγ∇α(

1

2
bRαδ + a gαδR) + gβδ∇α(

1

2
bRαγ + a gαγR)

+

(
1

2
b+ 2c

)
∇γRβδ −

(
1

2
b+ 2c

)
∇δRβγ

(2.33)

Notice that when b/2 = −2a, the first two terms vanish as ∇αG
αδ = 0, where Gαδ is the

Einstein tensor. The last two terms vanish when −b/2 = 2c. This represents the unique
solution which satisfies the Lovelock condition.

The above leads to the famous ‘Gauss-Bonnet’ Lagrangian (upto an overall constant
factor):

LGB = RαβσγRαβσγ − 4RασRασ +R2 (2.34)

The above discussion is valid in arbitrary dimensions. However, in 4D, the Gauss-Bonnet
term does not contribute to the equations of motion as it is a total-derivative in 4D. This
is given by the Chern-Gauss-Bonnet theorem [23], which shows that upon integration, the
Gauss-Bonnnet term leads to the Euler characteristic of the manifold.

Notice that the Gauss-Bonnet Lagrangian above can we written in the form,

L2 =
1

22
δαβγδµνρσ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
αβ (2.35)

The ‘determinant tensor’ δα1β1...αn

β1β2...βn
is defined as follows,

δα1β1...αn

β1β2...βn
= det

δ
α1
β1

δα1
β2

δα1
β3

...

δα2
β1

δα2
β2

δα2
β3

...

... ... ... ...

 (2.36)

It can be shown that this tensor is completely antisymmetric in the upper or lower row of
indices.

The two cases discussed above suggests the following generalization to Lovelock La-
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grangians which are higher-order in curvature:

Ln =
1

2n
δα1β1α2β2 ... αnβn

σ1δ1σ2δ2 ... σnδn
Rσ1δ1

α1β1
Rσ2δ2

α2β2
... Rσnδn

αnβn
(2.37)

such that a general Lovelock Lagrangian upto nth order in the curvature tensor is given by,

L =
n∑

i=1

ci Li (2.38)

To verify that this is a correct generalization, we must verify that any Lagrangian given
by 2.37 satisfies the Lovelock condition 2.21. We have:

Pαβ
σδ = n δαβα2β2 ... αnβn

σδσ2δ2 ... σnδn
Rσ2δ2

α2β2
Rσ3δ3

α3β3
... Rσnδn

αnβn
(2.39)

where we have defined, The Lovelock condition 2.21 implies that ∇aP
αβ

σδ = 0. To verify
this statement, proceed as:

∇αP
αβ

σδ = ∇αδ
αβ ... αiβi

σδ ... σiδi
Rσ2δ2

σ2δ2
Rσ3δ3

α3β3
... Rσnδn

αnβn

= n δαβ ... αiβi

σδ ... σiδi
∇[αR

σ2δ2
α2β2]

... Rσiδi
αiβi

= 0

(2.40)

In the second line, we used the fact that the determinant tensor is completely antisymmetric
in both rows of indices. In the third line, we used the Bianchi identity ∇[µR

αβ
γδ] = 0. This

completes the above result.

At a given order in curvature, the Lanczos-Lovelock Lagrangian given by 2.37 is trivial
below a certain dimension. If the dimension D is lower than the curvature order n, a certain
index value (out of 2n in either of the upper or lower row of indices) has to be repeated on
the determinant tensor, which gives zero.

Also, the nth curvature order Lovelock theory is topological (related to the Euler char-
acteristic of the manifold) for D = 2n – we will soon demonstrate this fact by analyzing the
equation of motion of the Lovelock theories.
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Hence, in terms of affecting the local dynamics of a given theory, the Lovelock theories are
only active for D > 2n. For example, the Gauss Bonnet Lagrangian is zero for D < 4. In 4D,
it is a total-derivative, hence it does not contribute to the equation of motion. However, it
can still evaluate to non-zero values and affect the global dynamics in non-trivial manifolds.

2.3.1 Equation of motion of Lovelock theories

The equation of motion of the Lovelock theories as given by 2.37 can be easily found from
the generic equation of motion 2.20 since the last term becomes zero. First, we calculate
Pαβ

γδ from 2.20:

Pαβ
σδ =

n

2n
δαβα2β2 ... αnβn

σδσ2δ2 ... σnδn
Rσ2δ2

α2β2
... Rσnδn

αnβn
(2.41)

Using this in the equation of motion 2.37:

n

2n
δαβα2β2 ... αnβn

σδσ2δ2 ... σnδn
Rσδ

γβR
σ2δ2

α2β2
... Rσnδn

αnβn
− 1

2
δαγLn = 0 (2.42)

On expanding the determinant tensor in the first term, it can be shown after a tedious
calculation that the above expression is equivalent to:

− 1

2n+1
δαα1β1 ... αnβn

γσ1δ1 ... σnδn
Rσ1δ1

α2β1
... Rσnδn

αnβn
= 0 (2.43)

Notice that now each row of the determinant tensor has 2n+1 indices. Hence, the expression
vanishes for D ≤ 2n. Since, the Lovelock Lagrangian given by 2.20 are zero for D < 2n, we
conclude that Ln is a total derivative at D = 2n.
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2.4 Uniqueness of Lanczos-Lovelock Lagrangians

In the previous sections, we have shown that the Lovelock theories indeed have a second-
order equation of motion and satisfy the Lovelock condition. But we had raised two question
during our discussion of the Lovelock condition 2.21: Are the Lovelock theories unique in
having a second-order equation of motion? This question was first tackled by Lovelock [7]
in his seminal paper. In this section, we propose an alternative argument for the uniqueness
of Lovelock theories, which is more transparent and intuitive.

Consider a Lagrangian L composed of polynomial contractions of the Riemann tensor
and the metric, i.e, L ≡ L(gαβ, Rαβ

γδ),

L = Aγ1δ1γ2δ2···γnδn
α1β1α2β2···αnβn

Rα1β1

γ1δ1
Rα2β2

γ2δ2
. . . R

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
Rαnβn

γnδn
(2.44)

where the indices of A inherits all the symmetries of the curvature tensors. In addition, it
is symmetric under the collective exchange of indices (αi, βi, γi, δi) ↔ (αj, βj, γj, δj) for any
i, j. As we derived earlier, the equation of motion of such a theory is given by,

PαµνρR
µνρ

β − 1

2
gαβL− 2∇γ∇βP γδ

αβ = 0 (2.45)

The condition that the equation of motion should be second-order is equivalent to requiring
that the last term is either second-order or zero. This leads to two important questions
which we raised:

1. Can ∇γ∇βP γδ
αβ ever be non-zero and second-order?

2. What is the complete set of solutions of ∇γ∇βP γδ
αβ = 0? Are they all exhausted by

the stronger condition ∇βP γδ
αβ = 0?

On computing P γδ
αβ for the Lagrangian 2.44, we obtain

P γδ
αβ = nAγδγ2δ2···γnδn

αβα2β2···αnβn
Rα2β2

γ2δ2
. . . R

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
Rαnβn

γnδn
(2.46)

37



For the Lovelock condition, taking the covariant divergence of the above expression, we
arrive at,

∇βP γδ
αβ = n(n− 1)Aγδγ2δ2···γnδn

αβα2β2···αnβn
∇βRα2β2

γ2δ2
. . . R

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
Rαnβn

γnδn
(2.47)

Consider the leading order non-trivial term in the flat-space expansion (gµν = ηµν + hµν) of
the above expression, which occurs at order hn−1:

∂βP
(n−1) γδ

αβ = n(n− 1)Aγδγ2δ2···γnδn
αβα2β2···αnβn

∂βR̂α2β2

γ2δ2
. . . R̂

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
R̂αnβn

γnδn
(2.48)

where (̂hat) refers to the corresponding linearized quantity. Notice that ∂βP (n−1) γδ
αβ is

either third order in derivatives or zero. If 2.46 is non-trivial or not a total derivative, it
implies that 2.48 does not vanish unless some identity satisfied by the Riemann tensor is
utilized. Let us clarify this statement. Any choice of the tensor A possesses symmetries,
beyond the symmetries imposed by contracting with the curvature tensors (it must have the
additional symmetries since such a choice picks out one of out of multiple distinct way to
contract n Riemann tensors to form a scalar). These additional symmetries must also be
obeyed by the part consisting of the curvature tensors in 2.48 as all of the indices of the
curvature tensors are contracted with A. We want to choose the additional symmetries of A
such that they lead to a vanishing identity on the curvature tensors in 2.48, without making
the Lagrangian 2.44 trivial.

Since 2.48 has a derivative of a curvature tensor, we must utilize it in the identity we seek
to use, as otherwise any identities involving only indices on the curvature tensor will make
even 2.44 trivial. Immediately, one can see that by making β antisymmetric with the indices
α2 and β2, the Bianchi identity can be utilized, and the expression vanishes. However, since
β could be any one of the βi positions of the A tensor in 2.44 and the choice of having
∇β on Rα2β2γ2δ2

was also arbitrary, antisymmetrizing β with α2 and β2 (and that αi, βi are
antisymmetric for any i) implies that βi, αk, βk is completely antisymmetrized for any i, k.
Hence, the entire lower row of indices of A is antisymmetrised by imposing β, α2 and β2 to
be antisymmetrized. Since the condition ∂βP (n−1) γδ

αβ = 0 is equivalent to ∂γP
(n−1) γδ

αβ = 0

due to the symmetries of P , the above arguments similarly requires the entire upper row of
indices being antisymmetrised. In any dimension, the unique tensor which has the above
properties is the determinant tensor, which leads us to the Lanczos-Lovelock Lagrangians
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given as,

L = δγ1δ1γ2δ2···γnδnα1β1α2β2···αnβn
Rα1β1

γ1δ1
Rα2β2

γ2δ2
. . . Rαnβn

γnδn
(2.49)

Whenever the cyclic identity is utilized on a curvature tensor to make 2.48 vanish, the
Lagrangian 2.44 also becomes trivial. This is expected as the cyclic identity does not involve
any derivatives of the curvature tensors. Hence the symmetries which act on the curvature
tensors in 2.48 to make the expression vanish using the cyclic identity on one or multiple
curvature tensors, will similarly act in 2.44, making it vanish too.

Since the cyclic and the Bianchi identity are the only two properties of the Riemann
tensor which were left to be considered (remember that we had already considered the sym-
metry/antisymmetries of the indices of the curvature tensor while defining the A tensor),
from the above arguments, we conclude that 2.49 is the unique solution to ∇βP γδ

αβ = 0.

Now, we are interested in whether the more general condition ∇γ∇βP γδ
αβ = 0 leads to

solutions distinct from the above class. We claim that the answer is no, and demonstrate
it by showing that ∇βP γδ

αβ ̸= 0 implies that ∇γ∇βP γδ
αβ ̸= 0. To see this, let us explicitly

compute the latter quantity,

∇γ∇βP γδ
αβ =n(n− 1)Aγδγ2δ2···γnδn

αβα2β2···αnβn

(
(∇γ∇βRα2β2

γ2δ2
) . . . R

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
Rαnβn

γnδn

+(n− 2)(∇βR̂α2β2

γ2δ2
)(∇γR

α3β3

γ3δ3
) . . . R

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
Rαnβn

γnδn

)
(2.50)

Again, consider the leading order non-trivial term in the flat-space expansion of the above
expression, which occurs at order hn−1

∂γ∂
βP

(n−1) γδ
αβ =n(n− 1)Aγδγ2δ2···γnδn

αβα2β2···αnβn

(
(∂γ∂

βR̂α2β2

γ2δ2
) . . . R̂

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
R̂αnβn

γnδn

+(n− 2) (∂βR̂α2β2

γ2δ2
)(∂γR̂

α3β3

γ3δ3
) . . . R̂

αn−1βn−1

γn−1δn−1
R̂αnβn

γnδn

)
(2.51)

The first line contains four-derivative terms in the metric while the second line has three.
The assumption ∇βP γδ

αβ ̸= 0 (which leads to ∂βP (n−1) γδ
αβ ̸= 0 in flat space) implies that

39



the above expression cannot vanish. This is because, as before, the only way both the lines
above can vanish is through the Bianchi identity. Based closely on our previous arguments,
this leads to the Lovelock solution 2.49, which satisfies ∇βP γδ

αβ = 0, hence violating the
assumption.

From the above analysis and 2.51, we readily see that ∂γ∂βP
(n−1) γδ

αβ can never be second-
order, as unless its trivial, it necessarily contains third and fourth derivative terms. In general
spacetimes, this translates to the fact that ∇γ∇βP γδ

αβ is always either a higher-derivative
term or zero, which answers the first question we raised.
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Chapter 3

Beyond Lovelock theories

Till now, we have studied theories which are purely composed of the metric and its derivatives
– or equivalently those formed by contractions of the curvature tensor and the metric. In
nature, gravity is coupled to various matter fields, including Abelian and non-Abelian gauge
fields which may have arbitrary form degree and spins. Such couplings are not just theo-
retical possibilities but are known to arise in complete frameworks like string theory. These
theories generically contain higher-derivative corrections to gravity coupled to gauge fields,
often originating from integrating out additional modes from the underlying quantum theory.

However, the questions remains, analogous to the pure gravity case, as to which of these
theories are natural – one of the criterion being the absence of ghost modes. As we saw
in the previous chapters, this is ensured if the theory has second-order equation of mo-
tions. In this chapter, we will explore how Abelian gauge fields of arbitrary form degree
can non-minimally couple to gravity to have second-order equations of motion in arbitrary
backgrounds. Further, we will investigate if there exists Lovelockian theories which involve
covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor or Abelian gauge fields.

We will start by investigating the case with an Abelian gauge field strength of form degree
2 – which we shall take as the electromagnetic (EM) field strength Fµν = ∂µAν −∂νAµ (with
Aµ as the vector potential) – at fourth order in derivatives.
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3.1 1-form gauge field

3.1.1 At fourth order in derivatives

At fourth order in derivatives, the most general Lagrangian (barring terms with covariant
derivatives of the field strengths, which we shall study in a later section) with the EM field
strength non-minimally coupled to gravity can be written as,

S =

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
a1RαβγδR

αβγδ + a2RαβR
αβ + a3R

2

+ a4 F
αβF γδRαβγδ + a5 F

µ
α FανRµν + a6 F

αβFαβR + L(F,∇F )
) (3.1)

where L(F,∇F ) represents terms purely composed of contractions of the field strength and
its covariant derivatives with the metric. We will set aside such terms for now and analyze
their contribution of such terms in a later section.

The electromagnetic field tensor Fµν satisfies a Bianchi identity,

∇[αFβγ] = 0 (3.2)

The equation of motion with respect to the vector potential Aµ can be written as,

∇µKµν = 0 (3.3)

where

Kαµ =

(
∂L

∂Fαµ

)
(3.4)

Let us calculate this quantity for each of the three coupling terms in the above Lagrangian
and look specifically at the higher derivative contributions.

Kµσ = 2∇µ
(
a1 δ

αβ
µσ F

γδ Rαβγδ + a3 δ
αβ
µσFαβR + a2 δ

αν
µσF

ρ
αRνρ

)
(3.5)

Therefore, the higher-derivative terms in the above occurs when ∇ acts on the curvature
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tensors. We procced by evaluating just the higher-derivative contributions:

∇µKµσ → 4a4 F
γδ∇µRµσγδ + 4a6 Fµσ∇µR + 2a5 δ

αν
µσF

ρ
α∇µRνρ

→ 4a4 F
γδ(∇γRδσ −∇δRγδ) + 4a6 Fµσ∇µR + 2a5

(
F ρ
µ (∇µRσρ)− F ρ

σ (∇µRµρ)
)

→ 4a4 F
γδ(∇γRδσ −∇δRγδ) + 4a6 Fµσ∇µR + 2a5 F

ρ]
[µ (∇[µ|Rσ|ρ])− a5 F

ρ
σ (∇ρR)

→ 4a4 F
γδ(∇γRδσ −∇δRγδ) + 4a6 Fµσ∇µR + a5

{
Fµρ (∇µRρσ −∇ρR

µ
σ)
}
+ F ρ

σ (∇ρR)

(3.6)

In the second line and third lines, we have used the Bianchi identity and the contracted
Bianchi identity. Comparing the first and third term, and the second and fourth term, we
get the relations

4a4 + a5 = 0

4a6 + a5 = 0
(3.7)

or equivalently.

a4 = a6 = −1

4
a5 (3.8)

Finally, with the constraint 3.8, we conclude that the following Lagrangian has a second-order
equation of motion with respect to the EM vector potential,

L = FαβF γδRαβγδ − 4F µ
α FανRµν + FαβFαβR (3.9)

Now, let us look into the equation of motion with respect to the metric and analyze the
higher-derivative contribution, so that we can verify that 3.8 is indeed the correct constraint.
To begin with, remember the identity from the previous section,

δRαβγδ = Rµ
βγδ δgµα +

1

2
(δgαδ;βγ − δgβδ;αγ − δgαγ;βδ + δgβγ;αδ −Rη

αγδδgηβ −Rη
βγδδgση)

(3.10)

The first four terms in brackets with two derivatives of δgµν are the only ones which may
lead to the higher derivative terms in the equation of motion (from here onwards we shall
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use → to denote exclusively the higher derivative contribution):

F βδFαγδRαβγδ →
1

2
F βδFαγ(δgαδ;βγ − δgβδ;αγ − δgαγ;βδ + δgβγ;αδ) (3.11)

The covariant derivatives in the second and third terms are antisymmetrised by contraction
with the F indices, and hence do not lead to any higher derivative term. Using integration
by parts on the first and fourth terms, we have,

F βδFαγδRαβγδ → 2(−F γµ∇β∇γF
βσ − F βσ∇β∇γF

γµ) δgµσ (3.12)

Notice that the term in the brackets is symmetric in µ and σ as expected.

Now let us look at the FαγF β
γRαβ term. We will use the following identity which we

derived in the previous section,

δRαγ = δgβδ Rαβγδ +
1

2
(δg δ

αδ; γ − gβδδgβδ;αγ −2(δgαγ) + δg β
βγ;α −Rη β

αγ δgηβ −Rη
γ δgαη)

(3.13)

In the above expression, only the first four terms, after integration by parts, lead to higher
derivative contribution. On grouping them based on similar contractions, we have,

FαθF γ
θ δRαγ

→1

2

[{
(∇σ∇γF

µθ)F γ
θ + Fαθ(∇α∇µF σ

θ )
}
+
{
(∇σ∇γF

γ
θ )F

µθ + (∇α∇µFαθ)F σ
θ

}
− 2gµσ(∇α∇γF

αθ)F γ
θ +

{
−(2F µθ)F σ

θ − F σθ2F µ
θ

}]
δgµσ

(3.14)

Note that in the above expression, one is free to exchange the order of covariant derivatives
in any of the terms, as such a change only requires an extra term with a Riemann tensor
and no covariant derivatives. The grouped terms in parenthesis are similar upto such an
exchange. Also, each group of terms is symmetric in µ and σ as expected.
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Let us use the Bianchi identity in the first term in the second curly brackets,

(∇γ∇σF γ
θ )F

µθ

=
(
−2F σ

θ −∇γ∇θF
σγ
)
F µθ

=F µθ2F σθ − (∇γ∇θF
σγ)F µθ

(3.15)

Similarly, by exchanging indices µ and σ, we can write the other term in the second curly
brackets as,

(∇γ∇µF γ
θ )F

σθ = F σθ2F µ
θ − (∇γ∇θF

µγ)F σθ (3.16)

The 2 terms in 3.15 and 3.16 are the same as those in the third curly brackets in 3.14 but
with opposite sign, hence they cancel out. Hence we arrive at,

FαθF γ
θ δRαγ

→ 1

2

[{
(∇σ∇γF

µθ)F γ
θ + Fαθ(∇α∇µF σ

θ )
}
−
{
(∇γ∇θF

σγ)F µθ + (∇γ∇θF
µγ)F σθ

}
− 2gµσ(∇α∇γF

αθ)F γ
θ

]
δgµσ

(3.17)

Finally, we see that the second curly brackets in 3.17 is the same as 3.12 upto some overall
factor. This gives us our first constraint,

4a4 + a5 = 0 (3.18)

To eliminate the rest of the terms in 3.17, let us turn our attention to FαβFαβR. Repeating
the same steps as we have done earlier, the terms from δR which may lead to higher-derivative
contributions are,

δR → ∇δ∇αδgαδ − gαβ2(δgαβ) (3.19)

So,

FαβFαβδR (3.20)

→
(
∇(µ∇σ)(FαβFαβ)− gµσ2(FαβFαβ)

)
δgµσ (3.21)

→2
(
∇(µ∇σ)(Fαβ)Fαβ − gµσ2(Fαβ)Fαβ

)
δgµσ (3.22)
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Now, using the Bianchi identity, we try to simplify both the terms to express them similar
to the remaining terms from 3.17. We see that,

Fαβ(∇(µ∇σ)Fαβ) = 2(∇α∇(µF σ)β)Fαβ (3.23)

and,

Fαη2Fαη = 2Fαη(∇θ∇αFηθ) (3.24)

Substituting the above relations back in 3.22, we have,

FαβFαβ(δR) (3.25)

→
[
2
{
(∇α∇µF σβ)Fαβ + (∇α∇σF µβ)Fαβ

}
− 4 gµσ Fαη(∇θ∇αFηθ)

]
δgµσ (3.26)

Remarkably, the curly bracket above is the same as the first curly bracket of 3.17 and the
terms having gµσ are also identical. We can cancel both of them by having the constraint,

a5 + 4a6 = 0 (3.27)

Hence, combining 3.18 and 3.27, we again arrive at the same conclusion as we had from the
equation of motion with respect to Aµ. Now let us explicitly write this coupling terms (upto
an overall constant) as,

LRFF = RαβγδF
αβF γδ − 4F ρ

αFρβR
αβ + FαβFαβR (3.28)

In d dimensions, the above can be equivalently written as,

δαβγδµνρσR
µν
αβ F

ρσFγδ = 4(d− 4)!(−4Fα
µFανR

µν + F µνFµν R + F µνFαβRµναβ) (3.29)

The Lagrangian above was first presented in by Horndeski [8] in 1976, along with a proof
of its uniqueness in four dimnensions. Hence, it is known as the ‘Horndeski theory’ in the
literature.

The structure of the Lagrangian 3.29 suggests the following generalization to arbitrary
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order in curvature and EM field strength,

L = δµ1ν1 ... µmνm η1δ1 ... ηnδn
α1β1 ... αmβm θ1σ1 ... θnσn

Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1

η1δ1
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

We will soon show that indeed the above class of theories has a second-order equation of
motion, but before that we need to develop some formalism to demonstrate the same.

3.1.2 Equation of motion

In this section, we will derive the equation of motion of a Lagrangian composed of polyno-
mial contractions of the curvature tensor, the field strength tensor and the metric. Such a
Lagrangian can be schematically represented as,

L ≡ L(Rαβ
γδ, g

αβ, Fαβ) (3.30)

Taking a variation of the action with respect to the metric, we have,

δS =

∫
dDx δ(

√
−g)L+

√
−g δL

=

∫
dDx

√
−g ∂L

∂gαβ
δgαβ +

√
−g ∂L

∂Rαβ
γδ

(δRαβ
γδ)−

1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

=

∫
dDx

√
−g Pαβ δg

αβ +
√
−g P γδ

αβ δ(g
βθRα

θγδ)−
1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

=

∫
dDx

√
−g Pαβ δg

αβ +
√
−g P γδ

αβR
α
θγδ(δg

βθ) + P γδ
αβ g

βθ(δRα
θγδ)−

1

2

√
−g gαβ δgαβ

(3.31)

Let us now evaluate how Pαβ is related to Pαβγδ and Kµν . Using the method of evaluating
Lie derivatives in two ways for an arbitrary infinitesimal diffeomorphism xµ → xµ + ξµ (as
we have discussed in the second chapter), we have:

LξL = ξµ∂µL = P γδ
αβ ξµ∇µR

αβ
γδ +Kµνξα∇αFµν (3.32)

where we have used the chain rule to evaluate the covariant derivative on the Lagrangian.
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Next, we evaluate the Lie derivative in the second way:

LξL = PαβLξg
αβ + P γδ

αβ LξR
αβ

γδ +KµνLξFµν

= P γδ
αβ ξµ∇µR

αβ
γδ +Kµνξα∇αFµν − 2Pαβ(∇αξβ) + 2Kµν(∇µξ

α)Fαν

(3.33)

Note that in the last equation, we have used the fact that P γδ
αβ LξR

αβ
γδ = P γδ

αβ ξµ∇µR
αβ

γδ

2.8. On equating 3.32 and 3.33, since the equality holds for arbitrary diffeomorphisms and
points on the manifold, we have:

Pαβ = K ν
α Fνβ (3.34)

Contrast the above to the case when (Rα
βγσ, g

αβ) were the independent variables. In that
case, we had an extra P νρσ

α Rβνρσ factor. However, in our case, this factor enters the equation
of motion as the second term in 3.31. Hence, assembling all the pieces together in the same
way as before, we finally arrive at the equation of motion:

PαµνρR
µνρ

β +KαµF
µ

β − 1

2
gαβL− 2∇(µ∇ν)Pαµνβ = 0 (3.35)

where,

P αβ
γδ =

(
∂L

∂Rγδ
αβ

)
(gαβ ,Fµν)

(3.36)

For the equation of motion with respect to Aµ,

δAS =

∫
dDx

(
∂L

∂Fµν

)(
∂Fµν

∂(∇[µAν])

)
δ(∇[µAν])

=

∫
dDx 2 (Kµν) δ(∇[µAν])

(3.37)

On integration by parts, this leads to the equation of motion ∇µK
µν = 0.
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3.1.3 At arbitrary order in derivatives

Having realized that it is indeed possible to construct a Lagrangian at fourth order in deriva-
tives, in which the curvature tensor is contracted with the EM field strength, we proceed
to generalize this result at arbitrary order in derivatives. It will be soon apparent that the
determinant tensor 2.36 continues to play a key role in constructing Lovelockian theories.

Claim: A scalar L composed of 2m antisymmetric EM field strength tensors Fµν , the
metric and n curvature tensor Rαβγδ, which can be written in the following way,

L = δµ1ν1 ... µmνm η1δ1 ... ηnδn
α1β1 ... αmβm θ1σ1 ... θnσn

Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1

η1δ1
... Rθnσn

ηnδn
(3.38)

is such that the corresponding equation of motions with respect to gµν and Aµ are second-
order in derivatives. In the above, δαβγ ...

µνρ ... is the determinant tensor given as,

δα1α2...αn

β1β2...βn
= det

δ
α1
β1

δα1
β2

δα1
β3

...

δα2
β1

δα2
β2

δα2
β3

...

... ... ... ...

 (3.39)

We will refer to the above class as ‘LA(1)’ – (L)ovelockian theories with (A)belian gauge
field of form degree (1) non-minimally coupled to gravity.

Proof: First, consider the equation of motion with respect to Aµ which is given by
∇αK

αµ = 0 3.4. For the given Lagrangian, this quantity can be written in two parts as,

Kαβ = mδµ1ν1 ... µmνm η1δ1 ... ηnδn
α1β1 ... αmβm θ1σ1 ... θnσn

[
(δαµ1

δβν1 − δαν1δ
β
µ1
)Fµ2ν2 ... Fµmνm F

α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1
η1δ1

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+ (gα1αgβ1β − gα1βgβ1α)Fµ1ν1Fµ2ν2 ... Fµmνm F
α2β2 ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1

η1δ1
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

]
(3.40)

The first line comes from taking out an Fµν for the partial derivative while the second line
comes from taking out an F µν . Lets call the first line as Kαβ

1 and the second as Kαβ
2 so that

Kαβ = Kαβ
1 +Kαβ

2 . Now let us focus on the contribution to the equation of motion from Kαβ
1 .
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Schematically, we can write it as,

∇αK
αβ
1 =mδµ1ν1 ... µmνm η1δ1 ... ηnδn

α1β1 ... αmβm θ1σ1 ... θnσn

[
(m− 1)(δαµ1

δβν1 − δαν1δ
β
µ1
)∇α(Fµ2ν2)Fµ3ν3 .. Fµnνn F

α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1
η1δ1

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+mFµ2ν2 Fµ3ν3 .. Fµnνn (δ
α
µ1
δβν1 − δαν1δ

β
µ1
)∇α(F

α1β1) ... Fαmβm Rθ1σ1
η1δ1

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+ nFµ2ν2 Fµ3ν3 .. Fµnνn F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm(δαµ1

δβν1 − δαν1δ
β
µ1
)∇α(R

θ1σ1
η1δ1

) ... Rθnσn
ηnδn

]
(3.41)

Notice that in each line, the covariant derivative is contracted with one of the Kronecker
delta functions to become either ∇α1 or ∇β1 . In the first two lines, this acts on F and hence
leads to second order terms. In the third line, when it acts on the curvature tensor, the
term vanishes due to the Bianchi identity, enabled by the antisymmetrization of the indices
α1, η1, δ1 or β1, η1, δ1 by the determinant tensor.

It is clear that the above argument also holds in a similar way for ∇αK
αβ
2 and hence, we

conclude that the equation of motion with respect to Aµ is second-order.

Now, we shall look at the equation of motion with respect to to the metric. Consider the
Lagrangian composed of the following independent variables,

L ≡ L(Rαβ
γδ, g

αβ, Fαβ) (3.42)

As we have derived before, the equation of motion corresponding to this Lagrangian is given
by 3.35 which we restate here for convenience:

PαµνρR
µνρ

β +KαµF
µ

β − 1

2
gαβL− 2∇(µ∇ν)Pαµνβ = 0 (3.43)

where,

P αβ
γδ =

(
∂L

∂Rγδ
αβ

)
(gαβ ,Fµν)

(3.44)
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Note that Pαβγδ = gαθgβηP
θη
γδ . Notice that, just like theories with just the Riemann tensor

and its contractions, only the last term ∇µ∇νPαµνβ contributes higher derivative terms. So
let’s first calculate Pαµ

νβ upto an overall constant factor,

P αµ
νβ = n δµ1ν1 ... µmνm αµη2δ2 ... ηnδn

α1β1 ... αmβm νβ θ2σ2 ... θnσn
Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm F

α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ2σ2
η2δ2

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

(3.45)

Taking the covariant derivatives, we can express the result schematically as,

∇(µ∇ν)P αµ
νβ =

n δµ1ν1 ... µmνm αµη2δ2 ... ηnδn
α1β1 ... αmβm νβ θ2σ2 ... θnσn

[
m (∇(µ∇ν)Fµ1ν1) ... Fµmνm F

α1β1 ... Fαmβm Rθ2σ2
η2δ2

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+mFµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm (∇(µ∇ν)Fα1β1) ... Fαmβm Rθ2σ2
η2δ2

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+ (n− 1)Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm (∇(µ∇ν)Rθ2σ2

η2δ2
) ... Rθnσn

ηnδn

+ (n− 1)m (∇(νFµ1ν1) ... Fµmνm F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm (∇µ)R

θ2σ2
η2δ2

) ... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+ (n− 1)mFµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm (∇(νFα1β1) ... Fαmβm (∇µ)R
θ2σ2

η2δ2
) ... Rθnσn

ηnδn

+ (n− 1)(n− 2)Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm F
α1β1 ... Fαmβm(∇(µR

θ2σ2
η2δ2

)(∇ν)Rθ3σ3
η3δ3

)Rθnσn
ηnδn

+m2 (∇(νFµ1ν1) ... Fµmνm (∇µ)F
α1β1) ... Fαmβm Rθ2σ2

η2δ2
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

+m(m− 1)Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm(∇(µF
α1β1)(∇ν)Fα2β2) ... FαmβmRθ2σ2

η2δ2
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

+m(m− 1) (∇(µFµ1ν1)(∇ν)Fµ2ν2) ... Fµmνm F
α1β1Fα2β2 ... FαmβmRθ2σ2

η2δ2
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

]
(3.46)

Let us analyze each of the contributions in the above equation. We see that the last three
terms are second-order in derivatives as they have a single covariant derivative of the EM
field strength. All the remaining terms contain higher-derivatives of either the metric –
through covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor – or the EM vector potential – through
two covariant derivatives of the EM field strength. However, due to the antisymmetrization
of indices by the determinant tensor, all of the higher-derivative contributions vanish by the
use of Bianchi identities: ∇[µFαβ] = 0 and ∇[µR

αβ
γδ] = 0. Hence, the above equation of
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motion simplifies to,

∇(µ∇ν)P αµ
νβ =

n δµ1ν1 ... µmνm αµη2δ2 ... ηnδn
α1β1 ... αmβm νβ θ2σ2 ... θnσn

[
m2 (∇(νFµ1ν1) ... Fµmνm (∇µ)F

α1β1) ... Fαmβm Rθ2σ2
η2δ2

... Rθnσn
ηnδn

+m(m− 1)Fµ1ν1 ... Fµmνm(∇(µF
α1β1)(∇ν)Fα2β2) ... FαmβmRθ2σ2

η2δ2
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

+m(m− 1) (∇(µFµ1ν1)(∇ν)Fµ2ν2) ... Fµmνm F
α1β1Fα2β2 ... FαmβmRθ2σ2

η2δ2
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

]
(3.47)

Hence, we see that the contribution from the last term in 3.35 is second-order for the La-
grangian given by 3.38. This concludes the proof of our claim.

In the above discussion, we have leveraged the fact that only the last term in the the
equation of motion 3.43 – ∇(µ∇ν)Pαµνβ – contributes higher-derivatives. In the case of
theories with just contractions of the curvature tensor with the metric, we have seen that
this term can never be second-order (see discussion below 2.51) – it is either higher-derivative
or zero. The latter condition leads to the Lovelock class of theories. On the contrary, from the
above discussion we see that in the presence of EM field strength contracted with curvature
tensor, some of the terms become second-order 3.47 rather than being zero.

3.2 2-form gauge field

Now, as an extension of the last section, we will investigate if there exists theories with
Abelian gauge field strength of form degree 3 non-minimally coupled to gravity such that
the equation of motion is second-order in arbitrary backgrounds. This is an interesting case
to consider, since in string theory, the gravitational effective action contains an Abelian field
of form degree 2 known as the Kalb-Ramond field, which is coupled to the curvature tensor
and to a scalar field known as the dilaton.

Consider a form degree 2 Abelian gauge field Bµν , which appears through the field
strength Hαµν = 3∇[αBµν] (of form degree 3). The field strength Hαµν satisfies a Bianchi
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identity,

∇[βHαµν] = 0

=⇒ ∇βHαµν −∇αHµνβ +∇µHνβα −∇νHβαµ = 0
(3.48)

We will try to construct a Lagrangian at fourth order in derivatives with the fields mentioned
above, such that the equation of motion is second-order.

The most general action at fourth order in derivatives with a Lagrangian of the form
L ≡ L(Rαβ

γδ, g
αβ, Hαβγ) can be written as,

S = α

∫
dDx

√
−g e−2Φ

[
a1R

µνρσRµνρσ + a2R
µνRµν + a3R

2 + a4H
βδ

η HηαγRαβγδ

+ a5H
αγδHβ

γδRαβ + a6H
αβγHαβγR + L(1)(H,∇H) ]

(3.49)

In the above action, L(1)(H,∇H) denotes the terms which only contains contractions of the
H field, and its covariant derivatives – we will analyze such terms in the subsequent sections.
Note that terms of the form Hn aren’t of concern, since they always have a second-order
contribution to the equation of motion.

Our requirement of having a second-order equation of motion leads to the purely metric
terms to assume the Gauss-Bonnet form with a1 = −4a2 = a3, as it is the unique theory
with four derivatives with the above property. Now, let us turn our attention to the coupling
terms between the metric and the B field. First, we will derive the equation of motion by
varying gµν and choose the coefficients ai such that all higher derivative terms in the equation
of motion cancel each other.

Starting with the H βδ
η HηαγRαβγδ term, from the identity 3.10, the first four terms in

brackets with two derivatives of δgµν are the only ones which may lead to the higher derivative
terms in the equation of motion,

H βδ
η HηαγδRαβγδ →

1

2
H βδ

η Hηαγ(δgαδ;βγ − δgβδ;αγ − δgαγ;βδ + δgβγ;αδ) (3.50)

The covariant derivatives in the second and third terms are antisymmetrised by contraction
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with the H indices, and hence do not lead to any higher derivative term. Using integration
by parts on the first and fourth terms, we have,

H βδ
η HηαγδRαβγδ → (−Hγηµ∇β∇γH

β σ
η −Hβ σ

η ∇β∇γH
γηµ) δgµσ (3.51)

Notice that the term in the brackets is symmetric in µ and σ as expected.

Now let us look at the HαγδHβ
γδRαβ term. We will use the identity 3.13, where only the

first two terms lead to higher derivatives. Grouping terms with similar contractions to get,

HαηθHγ
ηθ δRαγ

→1

2

[{
(∇σ∇γH

µηθ)Hγ
ηθ +Hαηθ(∇α∇µHσ

ηθ )
}
+
{
(∇σ∇γH

γ
ηθ )H

µηθ + (∇α∇µHαηθ)Hσ
ηθ

}
− 2gµσ(∇α∇γH

αηθ)Hγ
ηθ +

{
−(2Hµηθ)Hσ

ηθ −Hµηθ2Hσ
ηθ

}]
δgµσ

(3.52)

Note that in the above expression, one is free to exchange the order of covariant derivatives
in any of the terms, as such a change only requires an extra term with a Riemann tensor and
no covariant derivatives. The grouped terms in parenthesis are equal upto such an exchange.
Also, each group of terms is symmetric in µ and σ as expected.

Let us use the identity 3.48 in Eq. 3.52, in the first term in the second curly brackets,

(∇γ∇σHγ
ηθ )H

µηθ

=
(
2H σ

ηθ −∇γ∇ηH
σγ

θ +∇γ∇θH
σγ

η

)
Hµηθ

=Hµηθ2H σ
ηθ − 2(∇γ∇ηH

σγ
θ )Hµηθ

(3.53)

So, by exchanging indices µ and σ, we can write the other term in the second curly brackets
as,

(∇µ∇γH
γ
ηθ )H

σηθ = Hσηθ2H µ
ηθ − 2(∇γ∇ηH

µγ
θ )Hσηθ (3.54)

The 2 terms in 3.53 and 3.54 are the same as those in the third curly brackets in 3.52 but
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with opposite sign, hence they cancel out. Hence we arrive at,

HαηθHγ
ηθ δRαγ

→ 1

2

[{
(∇σ∇γH

µηθ)Hγ
ηθ +Hαηθ(∇α∇µHσ

ηθ )
}
− 2
{
(∇γ∇ηH

γθσ)Hη µ
θ + (∇γ∇ηH

γθµ)Hη σ
θ

}
− 2gµσ(∇α∇γH

αηθ)Hγ
ηθ

]
δgµσ

(3.55)

Finally, we see that the second curly brackets in 3.55 is the same as 3.51 (even upto the
sign). This gives us our first constraint,

a4 + a5 = 0 (3.56)

To eliminate the rest of the terms in 3.55, let us turn our attention to HαβγHαβγR.
Repeating the same steps as we have done earlier, we come to the identity 3.19 So,

HαβγHαβγδR (3.57)

→
(
∇(µ∇σ)(HαβγHαβγ)− gµσ2(HαβσHαβσ)

)
δgµσ (3.58)

Now, using 3.48 we try to simplify both the terms to express them as the terms familiar with
us from above. We see that,

Hαβγ(∇(µ∇σ)Hαβγ) = 3(∇α∇(µHσ)βγ)Hαβγ (3.59)

and,

Hαηγ2Hαηγ = 3Hαηγ(∇θ∇αHηγθ) (3.60)
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Substituting the above relations back in 3.58, we have,

HαβγHαβγ(δR) (3.61)

→
[
3
{
(∇α∇µHσβγ)Hαβγ + (∇α∇σHµβγ)Hαβγ

}
− 6 gµσHαηγ(∇θ∇αHηγθ)

]
δgµσ (3.62)

Remarkably, the curly bracket above is the same as the first curly bracket of 3.55 and the
terms having gµσ are also identical. We can cancel both of them by having the constraint,

a5 + 6a6 = 0 (3.63)

Finally, with the constraints 3.56 and 3.63, the action 3.49 takes the form,

S(1) = α

∫
dDx

√
−g

[
a1

{
RµνρσRµνρσ − 4RµνRµν +R2

}
+ a4

{
H βδ

η HηαγRαβγσ

− HαγδHβ
γδRαβ +

1

6
HαβγHαβγR

}] (3.64)

We still haven’t looked at the equation of motion when varying with respect to Bµσ and
whether it is second order too with such a choice of coefficients. This equation of motion is
given by,

∇αP
αµσ = 0

where, Pαµσ =

(
∂L

∂Hαµσ

)
(Rρµ

σν , gµσ)

(3.65)

Let us calculate the higher order terms in 3.65 contributed by each of the three terms with
coefficients a4, a5 and a6.

For H βδ
η HηθγRθβγδ,

Pαµσ = 2 δαµσηβδ H
ηθγR β δ

θ γ (3.66)

Note that in 3.65, the covariant derivative acting on the H will only produce a second
derivative term, while that acting on R will give a third derivative term. Focusing on only
terms of the latter kind, we have,

∇αP
αµσ → 4

{
Hµθγ∇γR

σ
θ −Hσθγ∇γR

µ
θ

}
+ 2Hαθγ

[
∇αRθµγσ −∇αRθσγµ

]
(3.67)
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Note that all the terms above are antisymmetric in µ and σ as expected. We will later show
that the terms with the square brackets do not lead to any higher derivatives of the metric,
so let us ignore them in the meanwhile.

For HηγδH
γδ

ρ Rηρ,

∇αP
αµσ =∇α

(
2 δαµσηγδ H

γδ
ρ Rηρ

)
→ 2Hαµσ(∇αR) + 4

{
H αµ

ρ (∇αR
σρ)−H ασ

ρ (∇αR
µρ)
} (3.68)

Again, notice that the terms in the curly brackets in 3.67 and 3.68 are identical. This
again leads to the constraint a4 + a5 = 0.

For HηβγH
ηβγR,

∇αP
αµσ = ∇α

(
2 δαµσηβγH

ηβγR
)

(3.69)

→ 12Hαµσ∇αR (3.70)

This is identical to the first term in 3.68, and gives us the constraint a5 + 6a6 = 0, as we
have already seen. From the above analysis, we conclude that the Lagrangian 3.64 indeed
leads to second order equation of motion under the variation of both gµσ and Bµσ.

Now, we just need to prove the claim that the terms with the square bracket in 3.67 do
not contribute any higher derivatives. To see this, consider them linearized on an arbitrary
background H̄αβγ and ḡµν and let us focus only on the terms which could potentially lead to
higher derivatives (below, δ refers to the the linearized quantity),

H̄αθγ∇α(δRµθγσ)− (µ↔ σ)

→ 1

2
H̄αθγ∇α

(
∇γ∇µδgσθ −∇γ∇θδgσµ −∇σ∇µδgγθ +∇σ∇θδgγµ

)
− (µ↔ σ)

(3.71)

Due to the antisymmetrisation with µ and σ, the second term drops out while the third term
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becomes second order in derivatives. Now, just consider the remaining terms,

Hαθγ∇α∇γ∇µδgσθ +Hαθγ∇α∇θ∇σδgγµ − (µ↔ σ)

= −H [αγ]θ∇[α∇γ]∇µδgσθ +H [αθ]γ∇[α∇θ]∇σδgγµ − (µ↔ σ)
(3.72)

Hence, this antisymmetrisation of the covariant derivatives removes all higher than two
derivative terms. This concludes the proof.

Analogous to the last section, one can check that the interaction terms involving the the
B field and curvature tensors in 3.64 can be equivalently expressed (upto overall constant
factors) as,

L = δµ1ν1ρ1 η1δ1
α1β1γ1 θ1σ1

Hµ1ν1ρ1H
α1β1γ1 Rθ1σ1

η1δ1
(3.73)

The above result suggest the following generalization to arbitrary order in curvature and the
field strength as follows – just like the LA(1) case,

L = δµ1ν1ρ1 ... µmνmρm η1δ1 ... ηnδn
α1β1γ1 ... αmβmγm θ1σ1 ... θnσn

Hµ1ν1ρ1 ... Hµmνmρm H
α1β1γ1 ... Hαmβmγm Rθ1σ1

η1δ1
... Rθnσn

ηnδn

(3.74)

Following closely the analysis in Section 3.1, one can easily check that the above theory
represent the LA(2) class.

3.3 n-form gauge field

The above results reveal a clear pattern through which we can obtain the LA(n) class of
theories for any n ≥ 0. Consider an Abelian gauge field of form degree n given by A[µ1µ2 ... µn].
The field strength corresponding to this field is given as C[µ1µ2 ... µn+1] = ∇[µ1Aµ2µ3 ... µn+1] which
has form degree n+ 1. This field strength satisfies a Bianchi identity given by,

∇[µn+2Cµ1µ2 ... µn+1] = 0 (3.75)

Then, the class of theories with the Abelian gauge field A[µ1µ2 ... µn] non-minimally coupled
to gravity such that the equations of motion of the theory is second-order in arbitrary
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backgrounds – LA(n) – can be given as,

L = δ
µ
(1)
1 ... µ

(1)
n+1 ... ... µ

(m)
1 ... µ

(m)
n+1 α1β1 ...αsβs

ν
(1)
1 ... ν

(1)
n+1 ... ... ν

(m)
1 ... ν

(m)
n+1 γ1δ1 ...γsδs

C
µ
(1)
1 µ

(1)
2 ... µ

(1)
n+1

... C
µ
(m)
1 µ

(m)
2 ... µ

(m)
n+1

Cν
(1)
1 ν

(1)
2 ... ν

(1)
n+1 ... Cν

(m)
1 ν

(m)
2 ... ν

(m)
n+1

Rγ1δ1
α1β1

... Rγsδs
αsβs

(3.76)

We have successfully found the most general way to construct Lovelockian theories with an
Abelian gauge field contracted with the curvature tensor and the metric.

Scalar field (LA(0))

Following from the above discussion, we find that the class of Lovelockian theories – LA(0)

– constructed from contractions of the curvature tensor with the field strength of a scalar
field can be expressed as:

L = δµ1ν1 ... µnνn η1η2 ... ηm
α1β1 ... αnβn θ1θ2 ... θm

(∇η1ϕ) (∇η2ϕ) ... (∇ηmϕ) (∇θ1ϕ) (∇θ2ϕ) ... (∇θmϕ)Rα1β1
µ1ν1

... Rαnβn
µnνn

(3.77)

3.4 Lovelockian theories as differential forms

3.4.1 Notation

We shall denote forms using bold typsetting for clarity. The curvature two form is given as,

Rab = eµa e
ν
b Rµναβ dx

α ∧ dxβ (3.78)

The electromagnetic field strength is a two form which is given as the exterior derivative of
a one form A,

F = dA ≡ 2∂[µAν] dx
µ ∧ dxν = Fµν dx

µ ∧ dxν (3.79)
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where Fµν is the antisymmetric field strength tensor given as,

Fµν = 2 ∂[µAν] (3.80)

We can write the field strength tensor with two frame indices as,

Fab = eµa e
ν
b Fµν (3.81)

Alternatively, the field strength can be expressed as a one-form as,

Fa = eµa Fµν dx
ν (3.82)

3.4.2 Lovelock theories in differential forms

Claim: In d dimensions, any top form which can be written as below, is equivalent to a
Lanczos-Lovelock Lagrangian 2.37.

L =Ra1b1 ∧ Ra2b2 ∧ ... ∧Ranbn ∧ eg1 ∧ eg2 ∧ ... ∧ egp ϵ
a1b1 ... anbn g1 ... gp (3.83)

with d = 2n+ p and n, p ≥ 0. ϵ denotes the Levi-Civita tensor.

Evaluating the wedges, we write the scalar Lagrangian corresponding to the above top
form as,

L =ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn γ1 ... γnRa1b1µ1ν1 Ra2b2µ2ν2 ... Ranbnµnνneg1 γ1eg2 γ2 ... egp γp

ϵa1b1 ... anbn c1d1 ... cmdm g1 ... gp
(3.84)

Note that here any contractions between frame (Latin) indices can be replaced by co-ordinate
indices. As an example, for an arbitrary tensor Aab in 2D, Aabϵ

ab = eθae
η
bAθηϵ

ab = Aθηϵ
θη.

Hence, from 3.84, we find,

L = ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn
γ1 ... γp

Rα1β1µ1ν1 Rα2β2µ2ν2 ... Rαnβnµnνn

= ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn γ1 ... γp
Rα1β1

µ1ν1
Rα2β2

µ2ν2
... Rαnβn

µnνn

(3.85)
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Now, we use the identity that in d dimensions,

ϵi1 ... is js+1 ... jdϵi1 ... is ks+1 ... kd = s! δ
js+1 ... jd
ks+1 ... kd

(3.86)

Hence, we can finally write the Lagrangian as,

L = p! δµ1ν1 ... µnνn
α1β1 ... αnβn

Rα1β1
µ1ν1

Rα2β2
µ2ν2

... Rαnβn
µnνn

(3.87)

This concludes the proof of our claim.

3.4.3 LA(1) Lagrangians in differential forms

Claim: In d dimensions, any top form which can be written as below, is equivalent to a
LA(1) Lagrangian (3.38).

L =Ra1b1 ∧ Ra2b2 ∧ ... ∧Ranbn (Fc1d1F) ∧ (Fc2d2F) ∧ ... ∧ (FcmdmF)

∧ eg1 ∧ eg2 ∧ ... ∧ egpϵ
a1b1 ... anbn c1d1 ... cmdm g1 ... g2p

(3.88)

with d = 2n+ 2m+ p and n,m, p ≥ 0.

Evaluating the wedges, we write the scalar Lagrangian corresponding to the above top
form as,

L = ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1σ1 ... ρmσm γ1 ... γn

Ra1b1µ1ν1 Ra2b2µ2ν2 ... Ranbnµnνn (Fc1d1Fρ1σ1)(Fc2d2Fρ2σ2) ... (FcmdmFρmσm)

eg1 γ1eg2 γ2 ... egp γpϵ
a1b1 ... anbn c1d1 ... cmdm g1 ... g2p

(3.89)

On further simplifying 3.89 by replacing contraction of frame indices with that of space-time
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indices, we find,

L = ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1σ1 ... ρmσm γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn η1δ1 ... ηmδm
γ1 ... γp

Rα1β1µ1ν1 ... Rαnβnµnνn (Fη1δ1Fρ1σ1) ... (FηmδmFρmσm)

= ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1σ1 ... ρmσm γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn η1δ1 ... ηmδmγ1 ... γp

Rα1β1
µ1ν1

... Rαnβn
µnνn (F

η1δ1Fρ1σ1) ... (F
ηmδmFρmσm)

(3.90)

On using the identity 3.86, we can finally write the Lagrangian as,

L = p! δµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1σ1 ... ρmσm

α1β1 ... αnβn η1δ1 ... ηnδn
Rα1β1

µ1ν1
... Rαnβn

µnνn (F
η1δ1Fρ1σ1) ... (F

ηmδmFρmσm) (3.91)

This concludes the proof of our claim.

3.4.4 LA(n) Lagrangians in differential forms

From the above discussion, we can infer that a general LA(n) class of theories can be ex-
pressed as the following differential form in d dimensions:

L =Ra1b1 ∧ Ra2b2 ∧ ... ∧Rajbj (Ck
(1)
1 k

(1)
2 ... k

(1)
n+1

C) ∧ ... ∧ (C
k
(m)
1 k

(m)
2 ... k

(m)
n+1

C)

∧ eg1 ∧ eg2 ∧ ... ∧ egp ϵ
a1b1 ... ajbj k

(1)
1 k

(1)
2 ... k

(1)
n+1 ...... k

(m)
1 k

(m)
2 ... k

(m)
n+1 g1 ... g2p

(3.92)

where C = Cµ1µ2 ... µn+1 dx
µ1 ∧ dxµ2 ∧ . . . ∧ dxµn+1 and d = 2j +m(n+ 1) + p.

3.4.5 List of Lovelock and LA(1) top-forms upto 6D

In this section, we will list all non-zero Lovelock and LA(1) top-forms upto 6D, which are
composed of the wedge product of the following quantities contracted with the ϵ tensor: Rab,
F and Fab. Note that F and Fab are always added in a pair as the latter requires two indices
to contract with the Levi-Civita tensor (hence requiring 2 additional dimensions), while the
former increases the form number by two, to maintain being the top form. Note that for the
prefactors, we utilize the identity 3.86.
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In 2D

1. ea ebϵ
ab ≡ ϵµνϵµν = 2

2. Rab ϵ
ab ≡ δµναβR

αβ
µν = 2R : Topological and total-derivative in 2D

3. FabF ϵ
ab ≡ δµναβF

αβFµν = 2FµνF
µν : EM kinetic term

In 3D

1. ea eb ec ϵ
abc ≡ ϵµνρϵµνρ = 6 : Constant

2. Rab ec ϵ
abc ≡ δαβµνR

µν
αβ = 2R : Einstein-Hilbert

3. FFab ec ϵ
abc ≡ δαβµν FαβF

µν = 2F µνFµν : EM kinetic term

In 4D

1. ea eb ec ed ϵ
abcd ≡ ϵµνρσϵµνρσ = 24 : Constant

2. Rab ec edϵ
abcd ≡ 2 δµναβR

αβ
µν = 4R : Einstein-Hilbert

3. RabRcdϵ
abcd ≡ δαβγδµνρσ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
γδ = 4 (RαβγδRαβγδ − 4RαβR

αβ +R2)

: Gauss-Bonnet, topological and total-derivative

4. FabFec ed ϵ
abcd ≡ 2 δαβµν FαβF

µν = 4FµνF
µν : EM kinetic term

5. FabFFcdF ϵ
abcd ≡ δαβγδµνρσFαβF

µνFγδF
ρσ = −16F µνFρσF

ρ
µ F σ

ν + 8FµνFρσF
µνF ρσ

: EM self-interaction term

6. Rab Fcd F ϵ
abcd ≡ δαβγδµνρσR

µν
αβ F

ρσFγδ = 4(−4Fα
µFανR

µν + F µνFµν R + F µνFαβRµναβ)

: LA(1) term with 4 derivatives

In 5D

1. ea eb ec ed ef ϵ
abcdf ≡ ϵµνρσδϵµνρσδ = 120 : Constant
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2. Rab ec ed ef ϵ
abcdf ≡ 6 δµναβR

αβ
µν = 12R : Einstein-Hilbert

3. RabRcd ef ϵ
abcdf ≡ δαβγδµνρσ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
γδ = 4 (RαβγδRαβγδ − 4RαβR

αβ +R2)

: Gauss-Bonnet

4. FabFec ed ef ϵ
abcdf ≡ 6 δαβµν FαβF

µν = 12F µνFµν : EM kinetic term

5. FabFFcdFef ϵ
abcdf ≡ δαβγδµνρσFαβF

µνFγδF
ρσ = −16F µνFρσF

ρ
µ F σ

ν + 8FµνFρσF
µνF ρσ

: EM self-interaction term

6. Rab FcdFef ϵ
abcdf ≡ δαβγδµνρσR

µν
αβ F

ρσFγδ = 4(−4Fα
µFανR

µν+F µνFµν R+F µνFαβRµναβ)

: LA(1) term with 4 derivatives

In 6D

1. ea eb ec ed ef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ ϵµνρσδηϵµνρσδη = 720 : Constant

2. Rab ec ed ef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ 24 δµναβR

αβ
µν = 48R : Einstein-Hilbert

3. RabRcd ef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ 2 δαβγδµνρσ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
γδ = 8 (RαβγδRαβγδ −4RαβR

αβ +R2) : Gauss-
Bonnet

4. RabRcd Rfg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ δαβγδθηµνρσλτ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
γδ R

λτ
θη

: Cubic-Lovelock, topological and total-derivative

5. FabFec ed ef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ 24 δαβµν FαβF

µν = 48F µνFµν : EM kinetic term

6. FabFFcd Fef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ 2 δαβγδµνρσFαβF

µνFγδF
ρσ

: EM quartic self-interaction term

7. FabFFcd FFfgF ϵ
abcdfg ≡ δαβγδθηµνρσλτFαβF

µνFγδF
ρσFθηF

λτ

: EM hex self-interaction term

8. Rab Fcd Fef eg ϵ
abcdfg ≡ 2 δαβγδµνρσR

µν
αβ F

ρσFγδ = 8 (−4Fα
µFανR

µν+F µνFµν R+F
µνFαβRµναβ)

: LA(1) term with 4 derivatives

9. RabRcd Ffg F ϵ
abcdfg ≡ δαβγδθηµνρσλτ R

µν
αβ R

ρσ
γδF

λτFθη

: LA(1) term with 6 derivatives
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10. Rab Fcd FFfg F ϵ
abcdfg ≡ δαβγδθηµνρσλτ R

µν
αβ F

ρσFγδ F
λτFθη

: LA(1) term with 6 derivatives

From the above list, note two observations: First, we do not have any ‘new’ term in the
odd dimensions apart from the ones already introduced in lower dimensions which are then
extended to the odd dimension using e (However, note that even though Lovelock terms of
curvature order n can be first written in dimension 2n, they start affecting the equation of
motion from dimension 2n+1). Second, we have omitted writing terms with an odd number
of F . This is because any such term vanishes due to antisymmetrization by the Levi-Civita
symbol. To demonstrate this using an example, consider,

RabFcFd Ffϵ
abcdf (3.93)

On evaluating the wedge products and writing the scalar corresponding to the above La-
grangian, we have,

ϵµνη1η2η3 Rλτµν Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
λτθ1θ2θ3 (3.94)

On exchanging (λ, τ) and (µ, ν) we have,

ϵλτθ1θ2θ3 Rµνλτ Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
µνη1η2η3 (3.95)

Note that in the above, we have’t yet relabelled any indices, we have just done two things:
i) performed the said interchange of indices on the curvature tensor and, ii) exchanged the
positions of the two epsilons. We now relabel indices to have,

ϵµνθ1θ2θ3 Rλτµν Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
λτη1η2η3 (3.96)

Next, we perform the interchange of indices (θi ↔ ηi) for i = (1, 2, 3), which leads to a net
negative sign as there is an odd number of F . To summarise,

ϵµνη1η2η3 Rλτµν Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
λτθ1θ2θ3

= ϵµνθ1θ2θ3 Rλτµν Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
λτη1η2η3 = −ϵµνθ1θ2θ3 Rλτµν Fη1θ1 Fη2θ2 Fη3θ3 ϵ

λτη1η2η3
(3.97)

Now, relabelling (θi ↔ ηi) in the last expression, we find:

ϵµνη1η2η3 Rλτµν Fθ1η1 Fθ2η2 Fθ3η3 ϵ
λτθ1θ2θ3 = 0 (3.98)
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As we saw, this result only relies on the no. of F being odd, and the particular contraction
method we are investigating, and hence can be easily extended to any such form.

Also, to introduce additional F ’s when increasing dimensions, we could have opted to
insert Fa Fb instead of FFab. Hence, we must try to see if both the approaches are equivalent.
To start with, consider a very simple example,

FabFϵ
ab = ϵαβϵµν Fαβ Fµν (3.99)

and

FaFbϵ
ab = ϵαβϵµν Fαµ Fβν = ϵαµϵβνFαβFµν (3.100)

Hence, we must see if ϵαβϵµν ∼ ϵαµϵβν (∼ denotes equality upto overall constant factors) with
α, β and µ, ν antisymmetric.

Evaluating the former, we find:

ϵ[αβ]ϵ[µν] = gµαgνβ − gµβgνα (3.101)

while the latter gives,

ϵαµϵβν = gβαgνµ − gµβgνα with [α, β] and [µ, ν] antisymmetrized

= −g[µ|βg|ν]α

=
1

2

(
gµαgνβ − gµβgνα

)
=

1

2
ϵαβϵµν (3.102)

Following a similar analysis, it can be shown that the following LA(2) forms are also

66



equivalent (upto overall constants):

ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1 ... ρ2m γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn η1 ... η2m
γ1 ... γp

Rα1β1µ1ν1 ... Rαnβnµnνn (Fρ1η1Fρ2η2) ... (Fρ2m−1η2m−1Fρ2mη2m)

≡ Ra1a2 ...Ra2n−1a2nFb1 ...Fb2m ec1 ... ecp ϵ
a1 ... a2n b1 ... b2m c1 ... cp

(3.103)

and

ϵµ1ν1 ... µnνn ρ1 ... ρ2m γ1 ... γp ϵα1β1 ... αnβn η1 ... η2m
γ1 ... γp

Rα1β1µ1ν1 ... Rαnβnµnνn (Fρ1ρ2Fη1η2) ... (Fρ2n−1ρ2nFη2n−1η2n)

≡ Ra1a2 ...Ra2n−1a2n(FFb1b2) ... (FFb2m−1b2m) ec1 ... ecp ϵ
a1 ... a2n b1 ... b2m c1 ... cp

(3.104)

In this sectiom, we have thus shown that there exists a systematic scheme which not only
reproduces known invariants (like the Einstein-Hilbert and Gauss-Bonnet terms) but also
higher derivative couplings between gravity and gauge fields - such as LA(n) interactions.
It also sheds light on the fact that combinatorial constraints dictate the structure of such
top-forms at each dimension.
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3.5 Theories with covariant derivatives

Till now, we have only studied theories which do not involve any covariant derivatives of the
curvature tensor or field strengths in the Lagrangian. This naturally leads to the question
whether there exists any such Lovelockian theories, which we shall investigate in this section.

3.5.1 Theories with a single covariant derivative of curvature ten-

sor

Consider a Lagrangian which is composed of the metric, the curvature tensor and its covariant
derivative, with the following index placement,

L ≡ L(gαβ, R
α
βγδ,∇ηR

α
βγδ) (3.105)

(For now, we work with a single covariant derivative, but later we shall generalize our dis-
cussion to theories with an arbitrary no. of derivatives on a curvature tensor). We can
decompose this Lagrangian into two parts: the terms which do not have any covariant
derivatives of the curvature tensor and those which do,

L = LR + L∇ (3.106)

Since we already have performed the analysis of the equation of motion of the former part,
we will now focus only on the latter and take steps motivated by the former analysis. First,
we should establish the relation among the dependence of the metric to that on the curvature
tensor and its covariant derivative.

Taking (gαβ, Rα
βγδ,∇ηR

α
βγδ) as the independent variables, we evaluate the Lie derivative

of the the Lagrangian under an arbitrary infinitesimal diffeomorphism xµ → xµ + ξµ in two
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different ways (just like we did in Section 2.1). First,

LξL = ξµ∇µL

= ξµ
(
∂L

∂gαβ

)∣∣∣
(Rα

βγδ ,∇ηRα
βγδ)

∇µg
αβ + ξµ

(
∂L

∂Rα
βγδ

)∣∣∣
(gαβ ,∇ηRα

βγδ)
∇µR

α
βγδ

+ ξµ

(
∂L

∂∇ηRα
βγδ

)∣∣∣
(gαβ ,∇ηRα

βγδ)
∇µ∇ηR

α
βγδ

=P βγδ
α ∇µR

α
βγδ + P η βγδ

α ∇µ∇ηR
α
βγδ

(3.107)

where we have defined,

Pαβ =

(
∂L

∂gαβ

)∣∣∣
(Rα

βγδ ,∇ηRα
βγδ)

Pαβγδ =

(
∂L

∂Rα
βγδ

)∣∣∣
(gαβ ,∇ηRα

βγδ)

P η βγδ
α =

(
∂L

∂∇ηRα
βγδ

)∣∣∣
(gαβ ,Rα

βγδ)

(3.108)

In the second line, we used the chain rule. From brevity, here onwards we are goning to drop
the subscripts denoting which quantities are held constant, unless explicitly required. Next,
we can also evaluate the Lie derivative of the Lagrangian as,

LξL = PαβLξg
αβ + P βγδ

α LξR
α
βγδ + P η βγδ

α Lξ∇ηR
α
βγδ (3.109)

Evaluating the first two Lie derivatives as before,

Pαβ Lξg
αβ = Pαβ ξ

µ∇µg
αβ − 2Pαβ ∇αξβ

P βγδ
α LξR

α
βγδ = P βγδ

α ξµ∇µR
α
βγδ + 2P βγδ

α (∇ρξ
α)Rρ

βγδ

(3.110)

Now,

P η βγδ
α Lξ∇ηR

α
βγδ =P η βγδ

α ξµ∇µ∇ηR
α
βγδ

+ P η βγδ
α (∇ρξη)∇ρRαβγδ + 2P η βγδ

α (∇ρξ
α)∇ηR

ρ
βγδ

(3.111)
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Substituting 3.111 and 3.110 in 3.109 and equating it to 3.107, we have,

(
−2Pµσ + 2P βγδ

σ Rµβγδ + P βγδ
σα ∇µRαβγδ + 2P η βγδ

σ ∇ηR
µ
βγδ

)
(∇µξσ) = 0 (3.112)

Since the above equation holds for arbitrary ξ and at arbitrary points on the manifold, the
term in the brackets vanishes and we finally arrive at the desired relation,

Pµσ − P βγδ
σ Rµβγδ −

1

2
P αβγδ
σ ∇µRαβγδ − P η βγδ

σ ∇ηRµβγδ = 0 (3.113)

Let us proceed further to find the equation of motion of the theory. The action can be
expressed as (suppressing all dimensional factors),

S =

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
LR(g

αβ, Rα
βγδ) + L∇(g

αβ, Rα
βγδ,∇ηR

α
βγδ)

)
(3.114)

Since we have already analyzed the contribution from the LR part in the previous sections,
we shall only focus on the L∇ part. Therefore,

δS∇ =

∫
dDx

√
−g δL∇

=

∫
dDx (δ

√
−g)L∇ +

√
−g

(
∂L∇

∂gαβ

)
δgαβ +

√
−g

(
∂L∇

∂Rα
βγδ

)
δRα

βγδ

+
√
−g

(
∂L∇

∂∇ηRα
βγδ

)
δ∇ηR

α
βγδ

(3.115)

On performing integration by parts, we can write the above as,

δS∇ =

∫
dDx

√
−g
(
−1

2
gµσL∇

)
δgµσ +

√
−g

(
∂L∇

∂gαβ

)
δgαβ

+
√
−g

(
∂L∇

∂Rα
βγδ

−∇η
∂L∇

∂(∇ηRα
βγδ)

)
δRα

βγδ

(3.116)

Next, we can express the above more compactly as,∫
dDx

√
−g
(
−1

2
gµσL∇

)
δgµσ +

√
−g Pαβδg

αβ +
√
−g

(
P βγδ
α −∇ηP

η βγδ
α

)
δRα

βγδ

(3.117)
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On evaluating δRα
βγδ and utilizing the symmetries of the P tensors, we have,

(
P βγδ
α −∇ηP

η βγδ
α

)
δRα

βγδ = 2
(
Pαβγδ −∇ηP

ηαβγδ
)
∇γ∇βδgαδ

= −2
(
Pαβγδ −∇ηPηαβγδ

)
∇γ∇βδgαδ

= −2Eαβγδ ∇γ∇βδgαδ

(3.118)

where we have defined a new quantity E βγδ
α as,

E βγδ
α =

∂L∇

∂Rα
βγδ

−∇η
∂L∇

∂(∇ηRα
βγδ)

(3.119)

Finally, on using 3.118 (to replace Pαβ) and 3.113 in the action 3.117, we arrive at the
equation of motion of the theory,

P βγδ
σ Rµβγδ +

1

2
P αβγδ
σ ∇µRαβγδ + P η βγδ

σ ∇ηRµβγδ −
1

2
gµσL∇ − 2∇α∇βEµαβσ = 0 (3.120)

Notice that if we take P αβγδ
σ = 0 the above equation of motion becomes equivalent to 2.20

as expected. Unlike 2.20 – where only the last term contributed higher-derivative terms in
the equation of motion – all the terms above have higher derivative contributions in the
equation of motion. This is because the Lagrangian itself now includes higher-derivative
terms. Hence, we realize that one cannot repeat our previous analysis which had lead us to
the Lovelock terms. This calls for more sophisticated approach to answering the question
whether there exists theories with covariant derivatives which have second-order equation of
motion. The question whether there exists any Lovelockian theories with covariant deriva-
tives of the curvature tensor was tackled in [24] using the framework of BRST cohomology.
One of the key assumptions made in this work was inspired from a special property of the
flat space expansion of Lovelock theories, which we will refer to as – Zumino’s property [25].
In the next section, we will study in detail Zumino’s property and later, we will demonstrate
this this property should also hold for Lovelockian theories with covariant derivatives – if
they exist. The conclusion of [24] was that given this property holds, there exists no Love-
lockian theories with covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor.

Before concluding this section, we can easily see that if we started with a Lagrangian with
an arbitrary number of covariant derivatives on any curvature tensor, 3.120 will have some
additional terms – all of which will again contribute higher-derivative terms in the equation
of motion.
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3.5.2 Zumino property

As we saw previously, any Lovelock term can be written in terms of the curvature two-form
as,

L = Ra1 b1 Ra2 b2 ...Ran bn ec1 ec2 ... ecm ϵa1 a2 ...an b1 b2 ... bn c1 c2 ... cm (3.121)

The curvature two form in terms of the spin connection ωab ≡ ωµab dx
µ, which is a one-form,

can be written as,

Rab = (dω)ab + ωc
a ∧ ωc b (3.122)

From the above it follows that the infitesimal variation of the curvature two-form can be
represented as the covariant derivative of the variation of the spin connection,

δRab = D(δωab) (3.123)

where we have denoted the covariant derivative as D. From 3.122, it also follows that,

DRab = 0 (3.124)

We want to investigate the perturbative expansion of 3.121 in flat space. Consider the
linearized metric perturbation as,

gµν = ηµν + hµν (3.125)

First, let us find the variation of the vierbeins at linear order in h:

δgµν = δ(eaµeb νη
ab)

=⇒ hµν = 2 eaν (δeaµ)

=⇒ 1

2
eνa hµν = δeaµ

(3.126)

Hence, δeaµ at linear order in h is generally a non-zero function of h.

Going forward, we will consider a torsion-free manifold with D ea = 0.
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From 3.121, notice that if we consider its perturbative expansion around flat space, the first
non-zero contribution will be at order hn. This is because any curvature two-form evaluated
on flat background vanishes, hence at the leading non-zero order, one needs to account for
all of them. Hence, expanding around flat space, we find:

L = (R̂a1 b1) (R̂a2b2) ... (R̂anbn) ec1 ec2 ... ecm ϵa1 a2 ...an b1 b2 ... bn c1 c2 ... cm +O(hn+1) (3.127)

where ˆ represents the corresponding linearized quantity. Next, using 3.123 on the first
curvature two-form we have,

L = D(ω̂ab) (R̂a2b2) ... (R̂anbn) ec1 ec2 ... ecm ϵa1 a2 ...an b1 b2 ... bn c1 c2 ... cm +O(hn+1) (3.128)

On using the chain rule, the Bianchi identity 3.124, and the torsionless condition, we can
write the above as,

L = d((ω̂ab) (R̂a2b2) ... (R̂anbn) ec1 ec2 ... ecm ϵa1 a2 ...an b1 b2 ... bn c1 c2 ... cm) +O(hn+1) (3.129)

Hence, we see that the leading order term in the expansion about flat space for any Love-
lock Lagrangian in arbitrary dimensions is a total derivative. This is the result by Zumino
[25], which we have reformulated in a way familiar to us with the previous discussions in
this note. This naturally leads to the question whether any theory (which has the form
L ≡ L(Rαβ

γδ, g
αβ), with a second-order equation of motion about flat-space has the above

property. Since the question now concerns an arbitray theory with a second-order equation
of motion, we will use a slightly different approach to answer this question.

Consider an arbitrary Lagrangian L ≡ L(Rαβ
γδ) at nth order in curvature (unlike the

previous discussion, we are not restricting our analysis to the Lovelock theories now). We
can represent its perturbative expansion in flat space, with gµν = ηµν + hµν as,

L = Ln + Ln+1 + Ln+2 ... (3.130)

where Lk denotes the term of order hk. In the above expansion, Ln denotes the leading order
non-trivial term in the expansion, which can be expressed in a compact way as,

Aα1α2 ... µ1µ2 ...ν1ν2 (∂α1∂α2 hµ1ν1) (∂α3∂α4 hµ2ν2) ... (∂α2n−1∂α2n hµnνn) (3.131)
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Here, Aα1α2 ... µ1µ2 ...ν1ν2 encodes all the information about the symmetries of the curvature
tensor and how they were contracted with each other. Let us understand how we got the
above expression. First, note that the linearized curvature tensor is given as,

R̂µνρσ = ∂σ∂[µhν]ρ − ∂ρ∂[µhν]σ (3.132)

Hence, it exclusively contains second derivatives of the linearized metric as expected. Now,
for any non-zero contribution to the perturbative expansion around flat space, we should
consider atleast the linear order contribution from each curvature tensor, else when evaluated
on the background, they vanish. So, the leading non-zero order term Ln is formed by taking
just the linear contribution from each curvature tensor (given by 3.132) which leads to 3.131.
Now, the contribution to the equation of motion from 3.131 is obtained as,

Eαβ
n−1 =

(
δLn

δhαβ

)
= ∂µ∂ν

(
∂L

∂µ∂νhαβ

)
(3.133)

This is of order n − 1 in h as is denoted by the subscript of E . The above leads to higher
derivatives terms of the form

Eαβ
n−1 = Aαβ ... (∂3 h)(∂3 h) (∂2h) ... (∂2h) + Aαβ ... (∂4 h)(∂2 h) (∂2h) ... (∂2h) (3.134)

Since these contributions are of the order n − 1, they cannot be cancelled by other contri-
butions to the equations coming from Ln+1, Ln+2 etc. as they will be atleast of the order n.
Thus if we impose that the equation of motion is second-order, then Ek−1 must vanish. This
requires that Lk should be a total derivative. Hence, we have shown that the second-order
equation of motion implies that the leading order non-zero term in the perturbative expan-
sion around flat space should be non-zero.
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3.5.3 Generalized Zumino property

Consider a Lagrangian composed of the curvature tensor, its first covariant derivative and
their contractions with the metric, i.e, L ≡ L(Rαβσδ,∇γRαβσδ, g

αβ). It can be schematically
written as follows,

L = Aγ1γ2···γ2pα1β1σ1δ1α2β2σ2δ2···αnβnσnδn ∇γ1Rα1β1σ1δ1
∇γ2Rα2β2σ2δ2

. . .∇nRαnβnσnδ2n
(3.135)

where the A tensor inherits the symmetries of the curvature tensor. Additionally it is sym-
metric under the collective exchange of indices (γi, αi, βi, σi, δi) ↔ (γj, αj, βj, σj, δj). The
equation of motion of this theory is given by,

P βγδ
σ Rµβγδ +

1

2
P αβγδ
σ ∇µRαβγδ + P η βγδ

σ ∇ηRµβγδ −
1

2
gµσL∇ − 2∇α∇βEµαβσ = 0 (3.136)

where,

E βγδ
α =

∂L

∂Rα
βγδ

−∇η
∂L

∂(∇ηRα
βγδ)

(3.137)

First, let us establish several important observation for the equation of motion of such
Lagrangians. To start with, we state a trivial fact:

Observation 1. Any contribution to the equation of motion which has the following form,

A······
······ R . . .∇(1)R . . .∇(2)R . . .∇(3)R . . .∇(l)R, l ∈ Z (3.138)

which has atleast one curvature tensor with a single covariant derivative acting on it,
can never be second-order. In ∇(n), n denotes the number of covariant derivatives on the
curvature tensor

Since only a single covariant derivative acts on the curvature tensor, it must necessarily
contain three derivatives of the metric unless it vanishes. It can’t ever be second-order –
there are only two identities on the curvature tensor we can utilize to further simplify the ex-
pression: the Bianchi and the cyclic identity. However, both of them will make the term zero.
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Now, consider a contribution to the equation of motion of the form,

A······
······ R . . .∇(2)R . . .∇(4)R . . .∇(2p)R, p ∈ Z (3.139)

Such contributions are particularly important for us as they have even number of covariant
derivatives on each curvature tensor and can potentially lead to a second-order contribution
to the equation of motion by antisymmetrizing covariant derivatives.

Observation 2. For a Lovelockian theory, the leading order non-trivial term in the flat
space expansion of any contribution of the form 3.139 is either zero or higher derivative.

To see this, first consider that in flat space, the leading order non-trivial term is obtained
by replacing ∇ in 3.139 with partial derivatives, and replacing the curvature tensors with
the linearized curvature tensor. This can be schematically written as,

A······
······ R̂ . . . ∂

(2)R̂ . . . ∂(4)R̂ . . . ∂(2p)R̂, p ∈ Z (3.140)

where R̂ denotes the linearized curvature tensor. Since partial derivatives commute, any an-
tisymmetrizations of covariant derivatives in 3.139 makes 3.140 zero. This shows that 3.140
can never be made second-order in derivatives.

Now, let us look at the contribution to the equation of motion 3.136 coming from the
last term, i.e, −2∇α∇βEµαβσ. They are either of the form 3.138 (with atleast one curva-
ture tensor having a single covariant derivative) or 3.139 (with curvature tensors having an
even number of derivatives). Consider the flat space-expansion of these contributions with
gµν = ηµν + hµν . With the definition of the E tensor in 3.137, we see that it is the only
term which contributes at order hn−1 in the flat space expansion (since obtaining E involves
differentiating with respect to to the curvature tensor and its derivatives) while all other
terms in the equation of motion 3.120 contributes at order hn.

Assume that there exists a Lagrangian of the form 3.135 which is Lovelockian. In that
case, the hn−1 contribution in the flat space expansion which have the form 3.138 must be
zero, as we have argued in the first observation. Next, the hn−1 order contribution arising
from terms of the form 3.139 will have the form 3.140. By our second observation, this
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is never second-order and hence must vanish for a Lovelockian theory. What we have just
showed is that the contribution at order hn−1 in the equation of motion for such a Love-
lockian theory must be zero. From this, we can conclude that the leading order non-trivial
contribution in the flat space expansion of such Lagrangians must be a total-derivative.

Now, with the above discussions in mind, we generalize our results as follows,

Observation 3. Consider any contribution to the equation of motion which has the following
form,

A······
······ R . . .∇(1)R . . .∇(2)R . . .∇(3)R . . .∇(l)R, l ∈ Z (3.141)

with atleast one curvature tensor having atleast one covariant derivative. Then, the leading
order non-trivial term in the flat space expansion of the above contribution is either higher-
derivative or zero.

If such a contribution has non-zero number of ∇R’s, then by our first claim, we see
that it must be zero for a Lovelockian theory. In the other case, by our assumption, it
has atleast one curvature tensor with greater than one covariant derivatives acting on it.
In general spacetimes, these covariant derivatives must be antisymmetrized to make the
contribution second-order. At the leading order non-trivial contribution in flat space, the
covariant derivatives are replaced by partial derivatives which commute and hence vanish
under antisymmetrization.

The contributions schematically written in 3.141 completely characterize terms in the
equation of motion from a general Lagrangian which has arbitrary derivatives of the curvature
tensor, i.e,

L ≡ L(gµν , Rαβγδ,∇Rαβγδ,∇(2)Rαβγδ . . .∇(n)Rαβγδ) (3.142)

Hence, we conclude that if a general Lagrangian with covariant derivatives of the curvature
tensor is Lovelockian, then the leading order non-trivial term in the flat space expansion
of the Lagrangian must be a total-derivative, so that its corresponding contribution to the
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equation of motion is zero, as we have argued above.

Hence, we have successfully demonstrated that Zumino’s property indeed holds for Love-
lockian theories with covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor – if they exist. However,
[24] showed that there exists no theories with covariant derivatives which satisfies the above
property – which demonstrates that there does not exist any such Lovelockian theories.

3.5.4 Analysis of (∇F )n theories

In this section, we would like to investigate if there exists any theory of the form (∇F )n which
can be Lovelockian. This is a particularly interesting since at first sight it seems analogous
to the Riemn theories – being composed of contraction of tensors with 2 derivatives. As we
have studied in detail, the latter admits a class of theories with a second-order equation of
motion – the Lovelock theories.

Consider such Lagrangians which are composed of contractions of the EM field strength
tensor F and its first covariant derivatives, i.e, L ≡ L(Fαβ,∇γFαβ). They can be expressed
as:

L = Aγ1γ2···γ2p α1β1α2β2···αnβn∇γ1Fα1β1∇γ2Fα2β2 · · · ∇γ2nFα2nβ2n (3.143)

where A is a constant tensor, which inherits the [αi, βi] (for all i) antisymmetry of F . It is
also symmetric under the collective exchange of indices (γi, αi, βi) ↔ (γj, αj, βj) for i, j ≤ 2p

and (αi, βi) ↔ (αj, βj) for i, j > 2p. Any theory which has a second-order equation of
motion in flat space is a possible candidate for being a Lovelockian theory, i.e, having a
second-order equation of motion in arbitrary backgrounds. Hence, we shall analyze if the
above Lagrangian can ever have a second-order equation of motion around a flat background.
In this case, the above Lagrangian simplifies to:

L = Aγ1γ2···γ2p α1β1α2β2···αnβn∂γ1Fα1β1∂γ2Fα2β2 · · · ∂2nFα2nβ2n (3.144)
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The equation of motion of a general theory of this form is given by,

∂β∂γ

(
∂L

∂(∂γFαβ)

)
= 0 (3.145)

Hence, the equation of motion of the Lagrangian in 3.144 is given by:

n(n− 1)Aγγ2···γ2p αβα2β2···αnβn(∂β∂γ∂γ2Fα2β2) · · · ∂2nFα2nβ2n

+
n(n− 1)(n− 2)

2
Aγγ2···γ2p αβα2β2···αnβn(∂β∂γ2Fα2β2)(∂γ∂γ3Fα3β3)∂γ4Fα4β4 · · · ∂2nFα2nβ2n = 0

(3.146)

which follows from:(
∂L

∂(∂γFαβ)

)
= nAγγ2···γ2p αβα2β2···αnβn∂γ2Fα2β2 · · · ∂2nFα2nβ2n (3.147)

In the equation of motion 3.146, the first line leads to terms with four derivatives of the
vector potential while the second line contributes terms with three derivatives of the vector
potential. There exists no second-order contribution to the equation of motion. Hence, any
such Lagrangian in flat space can never be Lovelockian. Notice that this is completely anal-
ogous to our analysis in the Generalized Zumino’s property section – this theory behaves like
the leading order non-trivial contribution in the flat space expansion of theories which are
composed exclusively of the contraction of curvature tensors and their covariant derivatives.

Now, consider the following trivial observation:

Observation. Any contribution to the equation of motion which has the following form,

A······
······ ∂

(1)F . . . ∂(2)F . . . ∂(3)F . . . ∂(l)F, l ∈ Z (3.148)

with atleast one field strength having atleast one partial derivative – is either higher-
derivative or zero.

Next, consider any theory composed of arbitrary contractions of the field strength tensor
and its covariant derivatives, i.e,

L ≡ L(∇γ1Fαβ,∇γ1∇γ2Fαβ, . . .) (3.149)
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In flat space – with all the ∇ replaced by ∂ – all the terms in the equation of motion are of
the form 3.148. Hence, we come to conclusion that no generic theory of the form 3.149 can
ever be Lovelockian in flat space.

A straightforward corollary of the above discussion would be Lagrangians which are
composed of arbitrary contractions of higher than two covariant derivatives of a scalar field:

L ≡ L(∇α1∇α2ϕ,∇α3∇α4∇α5ϕ, . . .) (3.150)

Following the analysis we have done in this section, we can easily check that such theories
can also never be Lovelockian around flat space.
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Chapter 4

Generalized Quasi-Topological gravities
– A Brief Overview

In the previous chapters, we have mainly focused on theories whose equation of motion is
second-order, implying that the linearized equation of motion is second-order on any ar-
bitrary background – the theory never propagates any ghost-modes. What if we do not
want to be so restrictive, and try to identify theories which are ‘Einsteinian’ – just having
the spin-2 graviton mode – only around specific backgrounds. Assuming that the universe
is homogeneous and isotropic at large scales, one might be interested to construct theories
which are ghost-free around maximally symmetric backgrounds which includes de Sitter (dS)
and anti-de Sitter (AdS) spacetimes, besides flat space. In this chapter, we will study the
procedure to construct such theories and look into some of their remarkable properties. We
will review most results which are already known in the literature and try to create a map of
theories which are constructed with the motivation of being ghost-free in arbitrary or specific
backgrounds.

4.1 Einsteinian cubic gravity

First, we will review how one can construct theories at a certain order in derivatives which
are Einsteinian around maximally symmetric backgrounds:
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• Take the most general Lagrangian at a given order in curvature with arbitrary coeffi-
cients of each of the terms in the Lagrangian which we aim to fix.

• Linearize this theory around a maximally symmetric background with metric ḡµν and
curvature tensor R̄µνρσ = 2Λ(ḡµρḡνσ − ḡµσḡνρ), where Λ is related to the cosmological
constant.

• From the linearized equation of motion, identify the propagating modes of the theory.
Some of these modes will be massive and ghost-like. The mass of any mode will be a
function of the couplings present inside the Lagrangian and Λ

• Choose the coupling constants such that the mass of each mode – other than the spin-2
graviton – goes to infinity. This eliminates all ghost-like modes and gives us a class of
Lagrangians which is Einsteinian.

Going a step further, one can impose that the couplings are dimension-independent – which
implies that with the same couplings, the theory would be Einsteinian in any dimensions.
With this restriction, at cubic order in curvature, one attains the cubic Lovelock term along
with another term known as the ‘Einsteinian cubic gravity’ (ECG) ([26]) – which is non-
trivial in 4D – whose Lagrangian is given by,

LECG = RµνρσR
ρσγδRµν

γδ + 12RµνρσR
νγσδRγ δ

µ ρ − 12RµνρσR
µρRνσ + 8RµνR

νρRµ
ρ (4.1)

To emphasize, the above theory propagates only the spin-2 graviton in any dimensions (as en-
forced by its dimension-independent couplings) around maximally symmetric backgrounds.
We can extend the procedure described above to higher orders in curvature, but next we will
slightly digress from this discussion and look at a class of theories which are closely related
to the ECG we just studied.

4.2 Generalized Quasi-Topological gravities

In 2010, Myers et. al [9] first noted that in cubic order in curvature, a theory (without re-
quiring dimension independence of the couplings) which admits static, spherically symmetric
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solution satisfying gttgrr = −1 and characterized by a single function f(r), i.e,

ds2 = −f(r) dt2 + f(r)−1 dr2 + r2dΩ2 (4.2)

always has a second order linearized equation of motion, i.e, is Einsteinian around max-
imally symmetric backgrounds. These theories came to be known as ‘Quasi-topological’
(QT) gravity. The Lagrangian of the Quasi-topological theory is given by [9],

LQT =RαβγδRαβσρR
σρ

γδ +
1

(2D − 3)(D − 4))

(
3(3D − 8)

8
RαβγδR

αβγδR

− 3(D − 2)RαβγδR
αβγ
ρ R

δρ + 3DRαβγδR
αγRβδ

+6(D − 2)R β
α Rγ

βR
α
γ −

3(3D − 4)

2
Rβ

αR
α
βR +

3D

8
R3

) (4.3)

However, the above Lagrangian is zero for D ≤ 4. It turns out that this is not the unique La-
grangian (allowing dimension-dependent couplings) which is Einsteinian around maximally
symmetric backgrounds. There exists a broad class of theories known as ‘Generalized Quasi-
Topological theories’ or GQTs, which have the same property. Hence, let us look into the
precise definition of these theories [11]:

Consider a higher-derivative Lagrangian density of the form L ≡ L(Rαβγδ, g
αβ) (composed

of the curvature tensor and its contractions with the metric), such that taking all the higher-
derivative couplings to zero reduces it to the Einstein-Hilbert action. In other words, it must
admit an Einstein gravity limit. Evaluate it on the following metric:

ds2 = −N2(r)f(r) dt2 + f(r)−1 dr2 + r2dΩ2 (4.4)

and define the Lagrangian LN,f as,

LN,f (r, {f(r), f ′(r), f ′′(r), ...}, {N(r), N ′(r), N ′′(r), ...}) = N(r) rD−2 L|ḡµν (4.5)

Call the expression obtained by evaluating L on 4.4 with N = 1 as Lf . If the variation of
Lf with respect to f(r) vanishes ‘identically’, i.e,

δLf

δf
=
∂L

∂f
− d

dr

(
∂Lf

∂f ′(r)

)
+

d2

dr2

(
∂Lf

∂f ′′(r)

)
− .... = 0 (4.6)
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Then, the following always holds,

• The theory admits solutions of the form 4.4. If L has a maximum of n derivatives of
the metric, then f(r) satisfies a differential equation of order ≤ 2n+ 2

• Such solutions coincide with the exterior field of a spherically symmetric mass distri-
bution, which is fully characterised by the mass of the body M .

• The theory only propagates the spin-2 graviton in maximally symmetric backgrounds.

Theories for which the solution of f(r) is given by an algebraic equation are known as
‘Quasi-topological’ (QT), gravities. Those theories which lead to a differential equation for
f(r) are known as ‘Generalized’ Quasi-Topological gravities (GQT).

Let us look into the proof of the first claim since it is quite illuminating for constructing
GQTs. First, consider the action with the Lagrangian evaluated on the ansatz 4.4,

S[N, f ] = Ω(D−2)

∫
dt

∫
drLN,f (4.7)

The equations of motion of this theory are given by the variation of this action with respect
to to the metric as,

Eαβ =
1√
−g

δL

δgαβ
(4.8)

Using the chain rule, one can write the tt and the rr component of the equation of motion
as,

1

ΩD−2 rD−2

δS

δN
=

2 Ett
fN2

1

ΩD−2 rD−2

δS

δf
=

Ett
Nf 2

+NErr
(4.9)

From the ansatz 4.4, notice that if we scale N → αN , it is equivalent to scaling t the same
way. Hence, the action 4.7 also scales as S → αS,

S[αN, f ] = ΩD−2

∫
(αdt)

∫
dr LN,f = αS[N, f ] (4.10)

84



This implies that we can write the Lagrangian as a homogeneous function in N of degree
one. The Lagrangian is composed of the functions f , N and their derivatives. As we defined
previously, setting N = 1 gives us Lf . Accounting for these properties, we can express the
Lagrangian in the following form:

LN,f = NLf +
∑
i

N (i)Fi +
∑
i

∑
j

N (i)N (j)

N2
Fij + ... (4.11)

In the above expression, N (i) refers to the ith derivative of N with respect to r. We require
this Lagrangian to be such that the corresponding equations of motion admits solution with
N = 1 or some constant. Since all the terms except the first one contains derivatives of
N , their contribution to the equation of motion would also have these derivatives of N and
hence would vanish when we put N = 1. However, this is not the case for the first term –
unless Lf is a total derivative. This requirement is equivalent to the hypothesis 4.6. Say Lf

can be expressed as total derivative as Lf = F ′
D, where FD is some function of N and f .

Then,

S[N, f ] = ΩD−2

∫
dt

∫
dr N

(
FD +

∑
i

N i−1Fi

)′

+O(N ′2/N2) (4.12)

From the above action notice that the condition δS/δf = 0 is satisfied for N = 1 as all
terms in the corresponding equation of motion will have derivatives of N . Moving on to the
equation of motion with respect to N , we see that the only contribution – on setting N = 1

– comes from the bracket in the first term above:

δS

δN
= 0 ≡

(
FD +

∑
i

(−1)iF
(i−1)
i

)′

= 0 (4.13)

Integrating this equation once, we have,

FD +
∑
i

(−1)iF
(i−1)
i =M (4.14)

where M is some constant. Now, let us look into the differential order of the above equation.
It must be atmost 2n+4−1 = 2n+3 if we started with a Lagrangian which has 2n covariant
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derivatives. However, let us inspect the r component of the Bianchi identity ∇αEαβ = 0:

dErr

dr
+

(
2

r
− 1

2
f−1f ′

)
Err +

1

2
ff ′E tt − rfEθθ − sin2(θ)rfEϕϕ = 0 (4.15)

Since each term besides the first would generally have 2n+ 4 derivatives, we infer from the
first term that Err must contain at most 2n+3 derivatives, which gives us a (2n+3)th order
differential equation for f . However, we reached 4.14 by already integrating the entire equa-
tion of motion once – so it must have atmost 2n+2 derivatives of the metric. This concludes
the proof of the first claim. The next two claims involve elaborate analytical proofs which
do not contribute conceptually, hence we shall not discuss them here.

All the discussion, we have had until now is enough to lay down the procedure of how
one can assemble a GQT at any curvature order,

• Take a general Lagrangian (admitting an Einstein gravity limit) with all possible scalar
contractions of the curvature tensor at some curvature order.

• Evaluate the Lagrangian on the metric 4.2

• Adjust the couplings of the Lagrangian such that it satisfies δLf/δf = 0

Then to find f(r) after obtaining the couplings from the above steps:

• Find LN,f using 4.5 and then identify FD and Fi by grouping terms having N , N (1)

and so on.

• Assemble 4.14 and solve the differential equation for f(r)

This concludes the discussion on the procedure to construct a GQT at any curvature order
and find the corresponding spherically symmetric vacuum solution to the same.

One remarkable property of GQTs [27] is that in the effective field theory regime, any
theory (without covariant derivatives of the curvature tensor) can be mapped to a GQT by
appropriate field redefinitions. As we saw before, any curvature scalar containing a Ricci
tensor or a Ricci scalar can be introduced or removed by a field redefinition. Call such terms
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as ‘reducible’. Call any curvature invariant which does not contain either the Ricci tensor
or scalar as ’irreducible’. Assume there for a given curvature order, there exists atleast one
GQT in any dimension. If one can show that all irreducible invariants when evaluated on the
metric 4.2 are identical to each other upto the evaluation of reducible terms on the same [27],
it implies that any theory can be mapped to a GQT, by our assumption that there exists
atleast a single GQT at each curvature order. This relies on the fact is that the evaluation
of a Lagrangian on 4.2, which we call Lf in the discussions above, is what solely decides if
a theory is GQT or not.

At every curvature order n and D ≥ 5, there exists n − 2 GQT densities and 1 unique
QT density [12]. In 4D, there exists no QT and a single GQT at each order in curvature,
which in cubic order is the Einsteinian cubic gravity.

4.3 Classifying theories

Having discussed a wide range of theories so far, each with their own requirements and
properties, let us create a map (of theories composed solely of the curvature tensor and its
contractions with the metric) to see how they are related to each other. We shall classify
theories in two broad categories, i) those which are Einsteinian on maximally symmetric
backgrounds, ii) those which admit vacuum spherically symmetric (VSSS) solutions.

4.3.1 Einsteinian on maximally symmetric backgrounds

• 1. GR

– Admits Schwarzschild black holes in all dimensions

2. Lanczos-Lovelock models

– Lovelock theories always satisfy the condition 2.5 [28] and have dimension
independent couplings.

3. Einsteinian cubic gravity (ECG) [26] and same class of theories at higher order
in curvature [29].

– Have dimension independent couplings
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– ECG only admits solutions of the form 2.10 in D=4 [29].

– Higher curvature theories of the same class (dimension independent couplings
and Einsteinian in maximally symmetric backgrounds) admits VSSS solutions
only in specific dimensions where they coincide with GQTs.

4. GQTs

– By construction they satisfy 2.5 and have dimension-dependent couplings.

4.3.2 Non-Einsteinian on maximally symmetric backgrounds

• They might admit VSSS solutions of the form 2.10

– E.g. f(R) gravity: But the solution does not correspond to the exterior gravita-
tional field of a static spherically symmetric (SSS) source [11].

4.3.3 Admits VSSS solutions

• If they satisfy 2.5, they are always Einsteinian [11] [12].

• f(R) gravity violates 2.5, but admits a solution of the form 2.10, which as stated above,
is unnatural.

If we neglect the fact that Lovelock theories have a topological origin unlike (G)QTs,
Lovelock is actually subset of (G)QTs. Hence, we have the following relations,

Satisfies (δLf/δf = 0) ≡ GQT

Lovelock ⊂ QT ⊂ GQT

ECG in 4D ⊂ GQT;

GQT ⊂ Admits VSSS solutions

(4.16)
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Chapter 5

Appendix

A: Transverse-traceless gauge

In linearized gravity, the transverse-traceless (TT) gauge corresponds to having h0i = 0 and
h = 0. Let us see in details the steps required to arrive at this gauge. The linearized gauge
transformations is given as,

hµν → hµν − ∂µξν − ∂νξµ (5.1)

First, we impose the ‘de-Donder’ gauge, which is given as,

∂νhµν =
1

2
∂µh (5.2)

This requires one to choose ξ such that,

2ξµ = ∂νhµν −
1

2
∂µh (5.3)

where hµν is the metric perturbation before the gauge transformation. This utilises 4 out
of the 8 gauge degrees of freedom available. Now, any further gauge transformations of the
form 5.1 must satisfy 5.3, which implies that 2ξµ = 0. We can use this residual freedom to
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set the trace of the metric to be zero,

h′ = h− 2 ∂αξα = 0

=⇒ h+ 2∂0ξ0 − 2 ∂iξi = 0

=⇒ h+ 2∂0ξ0 − 2 ∂i

∫
dt(h0i − ∂iξ0) = 0

=⇒ h+ 2∂0ξ0 − 2

∫
dt(∂ih0i − ∂i∂iξ0) = 0

(5.4)

From 2ξµ = 0, we have,

∂i∂iξ0 = ∂0∂0ξ0 (5.5)

Using the de-Donder gauge, we can write,

∂νhν0 =
1

2
∂0h

=⇒ −∂0h00 + ∂ihi0 =
1

2
∂0h

=⇒ ∂ihi0 = ∂0h00 +
1

2
∂0h

(5.6)

Putting the expressions 5.5 and 5.6 in 5.4, we have,

h+ 2∂0ξ0 − 2

∫
dt(∂0h00 +

1

2
∂0h− ∂0∂0ξ0) = 0

=⇒ h+ 2∂0ξ0 − 2h00 − h+ 2∂0ξ0 = 0

=⇒ ξ0 =
1

2

∫
dt h00

(5.7)

Hence, fixing ξ0 in the above way is sufficient to eliminate the trace h′.
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