
CONJUGATE POINTS ON LIE GROUPS WITH LEFT-INVARIANT METRICS

ALICE LE BRIGANT, LEANDRO LICHTENFELZ, AND STEPHEN C. PRESTON

Abstract. We prove sufficient conditions for the existence of conjugate points along geodesics
of a left-invariant metric on a Lie group, using a reformulation of the index form in terms of the
adjoint action. In the compact semisimple case, with an arbitrary left-invariant metric, we show
that all geodesics must have a conjugate point, and we give upper and lower bounds on conjugate
times. In particular this applies to the left-invariant metrics on SU(n) and SO(n) which are of
importance in fluid dynamics and rigid body motion, and yields estimates for the diameter and
injectivity radius. We also establish criteria in the noncompact case: we show that every closed
nonhomogeneous geodesic has a conjugate point, and determine explicit conditions for them in
the three-dimensional unimodular case. For homogeneous geodesics, we relate conjugate points to
Lagrangian stability, and Eulerian stability of the corresponding steady velocity. Finally, we obtain
as by-products criteria for conjugate points in general homogeneous spaces, by lifting the problem
to the total Lie group of the quotient and using a result of O’Neill. Through several examples, we
show that our theorems apply when well-known criteria relying on positive Ricci curvature or other
curvature bounds fail, and in some cases even when Ricci curvature is negative in all directions.
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1. Introduction

One of the most basic questions in Riemannian geometry concerns the length-minimization prop-
erties of geodesics. In particular, the presence of conjugate points indicates a geodesic’s failure to
minimize length past some time, and their location can yield a bound for the diameter or the
injectivity radius. When the manifold represents the configuration space of some physical object,
such as a rigid body or a fluid, the study of conjugate points sheds light on the way the trajec-
tories of these objects behave under perturbation of their initial conditions. Lie groups, and the
homogeneous spaces obtained as their quotients, provide convenient models for such configuration
spaces. Classical examples include the kinetic energy metric on SO(n) describing the motion of
a free rigid body in n-dimensional space [14], and Zeitlin’s finite-dimensional model of spherical
hydrodynamics on SU(n) [35].

A conjugate point occurs along a geodesic when there exists a Jacobi field that vanishes at both
end points. In certain special homogeneous spaces, such as symmetric, normal or naturally reductive
spaces, the Jacobi equation can be reduced to a constant coefficient equation and the problem
becomes tractable [5, 6, 7, 17, 36, 37]. However, the Jacobi equation is generally impossible to solve
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explicitly, due to the fact that along a nonhomogeneous geodesic the coefficients are nonconstant.
Another strategy is to prove the existence of a vanishing Jacobi field without actually having to find
it, by exhibiting a perturbation along the geodesic for which the index form is negative. This is the
strategy behind the Misio lek criterion, a sufficient condition for the existence of a perturbation that
makes the index form negative after some large enough time, initially introduced in the infinite-
dimensional setting of hydrodynamics [27]. Although it can be readily generalized to any Lie group,
this criterion is not exhaustive and has been shown to fail to detect conjugate points in some settings
[20].

It is easy to see from its definition that the index form cannot be made negative if the curvature
tensor is everywhere nonpositive, so that there needs to be at least some positive sectional curvature
for conjugate points to appear. A result of Gromoll and Meyer [15] states that if the sectional
curvatures are positive on average, meaning that the Ricci curvature is nonnegative along the
geodesic and positive on at least one point, then conjugate points necessarily occur. On a Lie
group, this makes the existence of conjugate points trivial for a bi-invariant metric, due to its
nonpositive sectional curvature. With only one-sided invariance on the other hand, as illustrated
in the well-known paper of Milnor [26], the curvature typically takes on both signs.

In this paper, we establish several new sufficient criteria for the existence of conjugate points in
a Lie group with a left-invariant metric. Using a result from O’Neill on Riemannian submersions,
we obtain as by-products criteria for conjugate points in general homogeneous spaces, without
assuming normality or natural reductiveness. Taking advantage of the natural splitting of the
geodesic equation–into the flow equation and the Euler-Arnold equation–as well as the splitting of
the Jacobi equation, we prove criteria that do not rely on standard curvature assumptions, and
detect conjugate points when other known criteria fail. In particular, we show that conjugate
points can appear even when the negative sectional curvature outweighs, in the sense of Ricci,
the positive sectional curvature along the geodesic, and even more surprisingly, when the Ricci
curvature is negative in all directions. When useful, we distinguish between homogeneous geodesics,
corresponding to steady solutions of the Euler-Arnold equation, and nonhomogeneous geodesics,
whose left-translated velocity at the origin is nonconstant in time.

1.1. Main results. Here we list the contributions of this paper.
The primary new tool we use in this paper is a reformulation of the index form in Lemma 3.1,

which involves not curvature but only the group adjoint Adγ(t) and the Lie bracket. This enables
us to reduce most questions about conjugate points to structural questions about the Lie group
itself. Thus, the simplest cases are the ones in which the group adjoint happens to be uniformly
bounded, for example on a compact group or along a homogeneous geodesic. Our main result gives
a condition for the existence of conjugate points under this assumption.

Theorem. Let G be a Lie group with left-invariant metric, u0 ∈ g and γ(t) be the geodesic in G
with initial conditions γ(0) = id and γ′(0) = u0. If u0 is not orthogonal to [g, g] and Adγ(t) is
uniformly bounded below as an operator on g, then there is a conjugate point along the geodesic γ.
Conversely, if u0 is orthogonal to [g, g], then there is no conjugate point along γ.

When the Lie group admits a bi-invariant metric, we obtain the following corollary.

Corollary. If the left-invariant metric is obtained from a bi-invariant metric κ(·, ·) and a positive-
definite symmetric inertia operator Λ: g → g as ⟨u, v⟩ = κ(u,Λv) for all u, v ∈ g, then the geodesic
γ starting at identity with initial velocity u0 has a conjugate point if and only if Λu0 is not in the
center of g. Furthermore, if γ has a conjugate point then the conjugate time τ satisfies

2πλm

∥adΛu0∥op
≤ τ ≤ 2πλM

∥adΛu0∥op
,

where λm and λM are the smallest and largest eigenvalues of Λ, respectively, and the operator norms
are computed using κ(·, ·).
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A consequence of the previous result is that in compact nonabelian Lie groups, conjugate points
occur for any left- or right-invariant metric, and for any geodesic as well if the Lie group is semisim-
ple. This applies in particular to SO(n), the configuration space of rigid bodies, and SU(n), Zeitlin’s
model space for spherical hydrodynamics. Through explicit examples, we show that our criterion
detects conjugate points even in cases where the Ricci curvature is negative along the entire ge-
odesic or the Misio lek criterion fails; and that it can be used to obtain bounds on the diameter
(see Section 3.2). On SU(n), we obtain that the conjugate locus of the Zeitlin model cannot re-
main uniformly bounded as n → ∞ (see Section 3.3). Using a result from O’Neill on Riemannian
submersions, we obtain an analogous result on homogeneous spaces.

Corollary. If G is a compact semisimple Lie group with any left-invariant metric and H is any
closed subgroup, then every geodesic in the homogeneous space G/H develops a conjugate point.

In the absence of bounded adjoint action, we distinguish between different types of geodesics
and different geometries to obtain our results. We first consider nonhomogeneous geodesics, i.e.
geodesics whose Eulerian velocity is a nonsteady solution of the Euler-Arnold equation, and prove
the following theorem in case the geodesic happens to be closed.

Theorem. Let G be a Lie group with a left-invariant metric, and H = Iso(G) the isotropy group of
G under this metric. Then in G and in the homogeneous space G/H, every closed nonhomogeneous
geodesic has a conjugate point. In particular, if G/H is nonpositively curved, then every closed
geodesic must lift to a homogeneous horizontal geodesic in G.

As a consequence, we derive the following corollary for Lie groups and homogeneous spaces with
dense closed geodesics. This result also gives an alternative proof of the known fact that the only
compact Lie group with nonpositive sectional curvature is the abelian flat torus (see Remark 4.5).

Corollary. If a Lie group G with left-invariant metric has dense closed geodesics, then either it
has positive curvature in some section at the identity, or it is abelian and flat. If H = Iso(G) is
the isotropy group of G under its left-invariant metric, and if the homogeneous space M = G/H
has dense closed geodesics, then it must be naturally reductive.

In the special case of a 3D unimodular Lie group, using the technique of Milnor [26], we find
a simple expression for the index form based on a natural orthogonal basis, and deduce a crite-
rion for conjugate points to appear along a nonhomegeneous geodesic. The same technique can
be generalized to any Lie group with a nondegenerate bilinear form in arbitrary dimension, but
the construction is still essentially three-dimensional and produces a sufficient but not necessary
condition for conjugate points.

Theorem. Let G be a three-dimensional unimodular Lie group G with a left-invariant metric, and
L : g → g a self-adjoint operator such that [u, v] = L(u × v) for all u, v ∈ g, where × is the usual
three-dimensional cross product on g ∼= R3. Let γ(t) be a geodesic in G starting at identity with
Eulerian velocity u(t) = γ−1(t)γ′(t), and denote

δ := |u′|2, ξ := δ−2⟨u× Lu, u× L2u− L(u× Lu)⟩.
If ξ(t) ≤ 0 for all t then there are no conjugate points along γ, while if both δ(t) and ξ(t) are
bounded below by positive constants δ0 and ξ0 respectively, then there is a conjugate point no later
than τ := 2π/

√
ℓξ0δ0.

For homogeneous geodesics, we discuss how to solve the constant-coefficient Jacobi equation
(Proposition 4.9), in particular in the case of semisimple Lie groups (Lemma 4.11). We then show
that for a steady solution u0, the corresponding homogeneous geodesic develops conjugate points if
adu0 has a nice eigenvalue decomposition. This relates conjugate points to linear stability, both in
the Eulerian and Lagrangian sense (see Section 2.1), which partially addresses a conjecture raised
in [10] and [33].
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Theorem. Let u0 be a regular semisimple element of a semisimple Lie algebra. Suppose that Λu0
is also a regular element that commutes with u0, and that ad2

u0
has a nonzero real eigenvalue with

eigenspace V . Suppose in addition that Λ maps V to itself. If adu0 has purely imaginary eigenvalues
on V , then there is a conjugate point along the homogeneous geodesic γ(t) = exp (tu0). If adu0 has
purely real eigenvalues on V , then there is a conjugate point along the geodesic if and only if u0 is
stable in the Eulerian sense under perturbations in V .

As an illustration, we give an example of a left-invariant metric on SL(3) for which Ricci is
strictly negative in all directions, but some geodesics still have conjugate points (Example 4.14).

1.2. Outline of the paper. In Section 2, we start by providing background material on left-
invariant metrics on Lie groups, homogeneous spaces, and conjugate points in these settings. Sec-
tion 3 contains our main result for Lie groups with bounded adjoint action, and its corollary on
compact Lie groups and homogeneous spaces. Section 4 is devoted to Lie groups where the adjoint
action may be unbounded.

G and H Lie groups with H ⊂ G
g and h Lie algebras of G and H

M Riemannian manifold, typically a homogeneous space G/H
⟨·, ·⟩ left-invariant positive-definite metric on g

κ(·, ·) nondegenerate bi-invariant form on g, not necessarily positive-definite
Λ and λ inertia operator giving ⟨·, ·⟩ in terms of κ, if κ exists, and its eigenvalues

Lg and Rg left- and right-translations by g ∈ G
adu and Adg standard adjoint actions on g
ad⋆

u and Ad⋆
g transposes of the actions under ⟨·, ·⟩

u(t) and u0 solution of the Euler-Arnold equation and its initial condition
γ(t) geodesic in G satisfying γ′(t) = DLγ(t)u(t)

Y (t) and y(t) vector field along a geodesic γ(t) and its left-translated version in g
I(Y, Y ) or I(y, y) index form of a vector field Y along a geodesic, or in terms of y

Eij square matrix with 1 in row i and column j, and 0 elsewhere
ei or eij basis vectors for Lie algebras in general, and in Section 3.2

L operator satisfying [u, v] = L(u× v) on a 3D Lie algebra in Section 4.2
δ, ξ, ℓ quantities relevant for 3D unimodular groups defined in Lemma 4.6

A adjoint operator adu0 for a fixed steady u0 in Section 4.3
B the operator adΛu0 , in case Λ generates the metric
F operator appearing in the linearized Euler equation around a steady u0
S solution of the Sylvester equation for studying homogeneous geodesics

Table 1. Summary of the main notations.

1.3. Acknowledgements: We thank Renato Ghini Bettiol and Wolfgang Ziller for very helpful
discussions during the preparation of this paper.

2. Background

2.1. General left-invariant metrics. We begin by recalling standard facts about left-invariant
metrics on Lie groups, and introduce conjugate points in this setting (for background material, see
[1], [18], [16]). Let G be a finite-dimensional Lie group. An inner product ⟨·, ·⟩ on its Lie algebra g
induces a left-invariant Riemannian metric on G by setting, for any g ∈ G and x, y ∈ TgG,

⟨x, y⟩g := ⟨u, v⟩, where x = DLgu, y = DLgv, u, v ∈ g,
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and Lg denotes left-translation by g ∈ G. A curve γ in G is a geodesic with respect to this metric
if and only if

(2.1) γ′(t) = DLγ(t)u(t), u′(t) = ad⋆
u(t)u(t),

where the first equation expresses u(t) as the left-translated Eulerian velocity of γ, and the second is
the Euler–Arnold equation. The operator ad⋆ is defined by ⟨ad⋆

uv, w⟩ = ⟨v, aduw⟩ for all u, v, w ∈ g.
The Euler-Arnold equation admits an equivalent formulation as a conservation law:

(2.2)
d

dt

(
Ad⋆

γ(t)−1u(t)
)

= 0,

where Ad⋆
g : g → g is defined by ⟨Ad⋆

gu, v⟩ = ⟨u,Adgv⟩ for all u, v ∈ g. If ad⋆
u0
u0 = 0, the unique

solution of (2.1) with u(0) = u0 is constant: u(t) = u0 for all t. In this case, u0 is called a steady
solution of the Euler–Arnold equation and the corresponding geodesic γ(t), which is a one-parameter
subgroup of G, is called a homogeneous geodesic. If instead ad⋆

u0
u0 ̸= 0, then u′(t) ̸= 0 for all t

by uniqueness of solutions to ODEs, and we call u(t) a nonsteady solution and the corresponding
geodesic is said to be nonhomogeneous.

A conjugate point along a geodesic γ occurs at time τ if there exists a nontrivial Jacobi field
along γ that vanishes at t = 0 and t = τ . Geometrically, this means that γ lies in a one-parameter
family of geodesics that all start at γ(0) and reconverge (to first order) at γ(τ). In a Lie group, the
Jacobi equation reduces to a pair of coupled equations in the Lie algebra obtained by differentiating
the geodesic equations 2.1 with respect to a variation parameter. Thus a Jacobi field along γ has
the form J(t) = DLγ(t)y(t), where y(t) satisfies

(2.3) y′(t) + adu(t)y(t) = z(t), z′(t) = ad⋆
u(t)z(t) + ad⋆

z(t)u(t).

The point γ(τ) is conjugate to γ(0) if and only if there exists a nontrivial solution y of (2.3) such
that y(0) = y(τ) = 0. Studying the solutions of the Jacobi equation also leads to a notion of
stability of the geodesics: the Eulerian velocity u(t) is called linearly stable if every solution z(t)
of the second equation of (2.3) remains bounded for all time. It is called linearly stable in the
Lagrangian sense if in addition all solutions y(t) of the system with y(0) = 0 remain bounded
for all time. The splitting implies that Lagrangian instability can arise either through Eulerian
instability or through a purely Lagrangian mechanism, corresponding to unboundedness of the
adjoint action Adγ(t). As we will see in Theorem 4.13, the existence of conjugate points along
steady flows is closely related to both notions of stability, as conjectured by Drivas et al. [10] and
Tauchi-Yoneda [33] in the infinite-dimensional case.

Conjugate points are also related to curvature: they can only appear in the presence of some
positive sectional curvature along the geodesic. This can easily be seen by considering the index
form, defined for vector fields Y (t) along γ(t) that vanish at t = 0 and t = τ by

(2.4) I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

〈DY

dt
,
DY

dt

〉
−
〈
R
(
Y, γ′

)
γ′, Y

〉
dt,

where R is the curvature tensor and D
dt is the covariant derivative. A standard fact in Riemannian

geometry [9] is that I(Y, Y ) < 0 for some Y vanishing at t = 0 and t = τ if and only if there exists
a Jacobi field J(t) which vanishes at time t = 0 and at some time t0 with 0 < t0 < τ . In particular,
if the sectional curvature is everywhere nonpositive, then the integrand in (2.4) is nonnegative and
no conjugate points can occur. In a Lie group with left-invariant metric, the index form can be
simplified significantly, as we will show in Lemma 3.1.

2.2. Homogeneous spaces. Given a Lie group G and a compact1 subgroup H, the quotient space
M = G/H is the set of left cosets. If G is equipped with a left-invariant metric, then we define h⊥

1One could start with a noncompact H, but the conditions below can only be satisfied by compact groups, by the
Myers-Steenrod Theorem.
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to be the orthogonal complement of the Lie subalgebra h ⊂ g, and h⊥ may be identified with the
tangent space T[H]M , where [H] denotes the coset of the identity element in M . We consider the
following notions of compatibility between this subgroup and the metric:

∀v ∈ h, adv maps h⊥ to itself and is antisymmetric on h⊥.(C1)

∀v ∈ h, adv is antisymmetric on g.(C2)

∀u ∈ g, adu is antisymmetric on g.(C3)

Condition (C1) is the necessary and sufficient condition for the left-invariant metric to descend
to a Riemannian metric on M , which makes the projection π : G → M a Riemannian submersion,
and the left action of the group H on M will consist of isometries. (Note that since M is the set
of left cosets, the right action of H on M is trivial, but the left action is not.) In this case we have
a Riemannian homogeneous space.

Condition (C2) implies Condition (C1), since adv maps h to itself, and antisymmetry of adv on
all of g implies it must also map h⊥ to itself. Condition (C2) is equivalent to saying that both left-
and right-translations by elements of H are isometries of the metric on G, and in particular the
inherited metric on H itself is actually bi-invariant. In most examples we have in mind, such as the
Zeitlin model on SU(N), this condition is satisfied. Note that if only the desired Riemannian metric
on M is known, with G acting on M by left-translations that are isometries, we may reconstruct
a left-invariant metric on G that gives this Riemannian submersion structure by specifying an
arbitrary left-invariant metric on H, and defining the inner product on g to be the direct sum of
the inner products on h and h⊥. Any such choice will lead to the same metric on M . Thus since H
is compact, we may as well use the bi-invariant metric to construct the metric on G. In particular
if we start with a homogeneous Riemannian metric on M and have freedom to choose the metric
on G, we can assume it satisfies (C2).

Condition (C3) is equivalent to saying the metric on G is bi-invariant, and implies the previous
two conditions. The resulting homogeneous space is called a normal homogeneous space or standard
homogeneous space. A Lie group which admits a bi-invariant metric must be the direct product of a
compact group and an abelian group (see [26]), and for a compact semisimple group, the bi-invariant
metric is unique up to a constant factor. Hence the Riemannian geometry of a normal Riemannian
homogeneous space arising from a compact semisimple group G is completely determined by G
and its subgroup H. This is too restrictive an assumption for us, since we are most interested in
geometries arising from physics, such as the Zeitlin model for ideal fluids and the motion of rigid
bodies in Rn with possibly unequal axes of inertia. See Chavel [6] for a description of the conjugate
points on normal homogeneous spaces.

In what follows, we assume only (C1), except in Corollary 4.3. The index form on a Riemannian
homogeneous space can be simplified using O’Neill’s formula (originally proved for any Riemannian
submersion). Note that any vector field along a curve in the group G can be viewed as the restriction
of a time-dependent left-invariant vector field on the entire group.

Theorem 2.1 (O’Neill [30]). Suppose M = G/H is a Riemannian homogeneous space and let
γ : [0, τ ] → G be a horizontal geodesic with time-dependent Eulerian velocity field u(t). Then for
any time-dependent left-invariant vector field Y = V Y + H Y along γ with horizontal part H Y
vanishing at the endpoints, let Y∗ = π∗(Y ) = π∗(H Y ) be the corresponding vector field along π ◦ γ
in M , noting that Y∗ vanishes at the endpoints. Then the index forms of G and M are related by

(2.4) IG(Y, Y ) = IM (Y∗, Y∗) +

∫ τ

0
|V Y ′ + V [u,H Y ]|2 dt.

The version of formula (2.4) given in [30] differs only in the squared term, which can be simplified
by checking that (C1) implies ad⋆

hh
⊥ ⊂ h⊥ and ad⋆

h⊥h ⊂ h⊥. We can use this theorem to show that

conjugate points along horizontal geodesics on the group G descend to the quotient space G/H.
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Corollary 2.2. Let M = G/H be a Riemannian homogeneous space and γ : [0, τ ] → G be a geodesic
with γ′(0) horizontal. Suppose there is a conjugate point along γ in G at time τ . Then the geodesic
π ◦ γ in M also has a conjugate point at some time τ ′ ≤ τ .

The proof follows by projecting a Jacobi field J along the lifted geodesic in G to the base space
M = G/H, and using the Jacobi equations 2.3 to see that if π∗J is vertical, then J must be trivial.

2.3. Known criteria for the existence of conjugate points. Since our goal in this paper is to
present new criteria for the existence of conjugate points, here we revisit two well-known methods:
the Gromoll–Meyer criterion and the Misio lek criterion.

The Gromoll-Meyer criterion states that if Ricci curvature is always nonnegative along a geodesic
γ(t) and strictly positive for at least some time t = t0, then γ eventually develops conjugate points
(see [15]). This is true on any (complete) Riemannian manifold M . In the sequel, we establish new
criteria that do not rely on curvature assumptions. In fact, in many of our examples, Ricci curvature
can take on negative values in some or even all directions (see Section 3.2 and Example 4.14).

The Misio lek criterion, which first arose in the context of geometric hydrodynamics [3, 10, 27, 31],
can be readily generalized to any Lie group G as follows [34].

Proposition 2.3 (Misio lek criterion). Let γ(t) be a homogeneous geodesic with initial velocity
u0 ∈ g. If

(2.5)
〈
advu0 + ad∗

vu0, advu0
〉
< 0 for some v ∈ g,

then γ(t) eventually develops conjugate points.

Notice that the Misio lek criterion (2.5) is also a condition to get positive curvature on a plane
containing u0. This can be seen from Arnold’s curvature formula (see [2]), reformulated as in [21],〈

R(u, v)v, u
〉

=
1

4
|ad⋆

uv + ad⋆
vu + advu|2 − ⟨advu + ad⋆

vu, advu⟩ − ⟨ad⋆
uu, ad⋆

vv⟩.

Using the fact that u0 is a steady solution of (2.1), so that ad⋆
u0
u0 = 0, we see that (2.5) directly

implies positive curvature on the 2-plane spanned by u0 and v. We shall later see that the cri-
teria developed here can detect conjugate points in cases where the Misio lek criterion fails (see
Remark 3.8).

3. Lie groups with bounded adjoint action

3.1. Main theorem. We begin this section with a lemma showing how the index form can be
simplified on a general Lie group. Following that, we present our main theorem and derive some
consequences for Lie groups that admit a bi-invariant metric. An important consequence is that
conjugate points occur for every left- or right-invariant metric on any nonabelian compact Lie
group, and along every geodesic if the group is semisimple as well. The special cases of SO(n) and
SU(n) are of particular interest, since these are configuration spaces for rigid bodies and fluids.

Lemma 3.1. Let γ(t) be a geodesic on a Lie group G with a left-invariant metric, and let Y (t)
be a vector field along γ(t) vanishing at t = 0 and t = τ . Let u(t) = DLγ(t)−1γ′(t) and y(t) =

DLγ(t)−1Y (t) be the left translations of γ′ and Y to the Lie algebra. Then the index form is given
by

(3.1) I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

〈
z(t), z(t)⟩ −

〈
[y(t), z(t)], u(t)

〉
dt, z(t) := y′(t) + [u(t), y(t)].

On the other hand if v(t) = DRγ(t)−1Y (t) is the right translation, the index form is given by

(3.2) I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

〈
Adγ(t)−1v′(t),Adγ(t)−1v′(t)

〉
−
〈
[v(t), v′(t)], u0

〉
dt.
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Proof. Working with local left-invariant extensions, we can write

DY

dt
= DLγ(t)

(
y′(t) + ∇u(t)y(t)

)
,

where ∇ denotes the Levi-Civita connection. Since the Riemann curvature tensor is also left-
invariant, we have ⟨R(Y, γ′)γ′, Y ⟩ = ⟨R(y, u)u, y⟩, so that the index form (2.4) becomes

I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0
⟨y′ + ∇uy, y

′ + ∇uy⟩ − ⟨∇y∇uu−∇u∇yu + ∇[u,y]u, y⟩ dt

=

∫ τ

0
⟨z + ∇yu, z + ∇yu⟩ − ⟨∇y∇uu, y⟩ − ⟨∇yu,∇uy⟩ − ⟨∇[u,y]u, y⟩ dt

=

∫ τ

0
|z|2 + 2⟨z,∇yu⟩ − ⟨∇yu, [u, y]⟩ − ⟨∇y∇uu, y⟩ − ⟨∇[u,y]u, y⟩ dt.

Since u(t) satisfies the Euler-Arnold equation (2.1), which is equivalent to u′ + ∇uu = 0, an
integration by parts gives

I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0
|z|2 + 2⟨z,∇yu⟩ − ⟨∇yu, [u, y]⟩ − ⟨∇y′u, y⟩ − ⟨∇yu, y

′⟩ − ⟨∇[u,y]u, y⟩ dt

=

∫ τ

0
|z|2 + ⟨z,∇yu⟩ − ⟨∇zu, y⟩ dt

=

∫ τ

0
|z|2 − ⟨[y, z], u⟩ dt,

as desired.
Now suppose v(t) is the right translated Jacobi field. Then v(t) = Adγ(t)y(t) and

v′(t) = Adγ(t)

(
y′(t) + adu(t)y(t)

)
= Adγ(t)z(t).

Thus the first term in (3.1) becomes

|z(t)|2 =
∣∣Adγ(t)−1v′(t)

∣∣2.
To simplify the other term, we use the conservation law (2.2) to obtain〈

[y(t), z(t)], u(t)
〉

=
〈
[Adγ(t)−1v(t),Adγ(t)−1v′(t)],Ad⋆

γ(t)u0
〉

=
〈
Adγ(t)−1 [v(t), v′(t)],Ad⋆

γ(t)u0
〉

=
〈
[v(t), v′(t)], u0

〉
.

Putting these together gives (3.2). □

Our main theorem is the following.

Theorem 3.2. Let G be a Lie group with left invariant metric, u0 ∈ g, and γ(t) be the geodesic in
G with initial conditions γ(0) = id and γ′(0) = u0. If u0 is not orthogonal to [g, g] and Adγ(t) is
uniformly bounded below as an operator on g, then there is a conjugate point along the geodesic γ.
Conversely, if u0 is orthogonal to [g, g], then there is no conjugate point along γ.

Proof. By Lemma 3.1, we can write the index form for Y (t) = dLγ(t)y(t) = dRγ(t)v(t) as

I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

∣∣Adγ(t)−1v′(t)
∣∣2 − ⟨u0, adv(t)v

′(t)⟩ dt.

If u0 is orthogonal to [g, g], then obviously the second term vanishes, and the index form is positive-
definite for any τ > 0. Hence there are no conjugate points.
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Now assume that Adγ(t) is bounded from below and u0 is not orthogonal to [g, g]. By assumption
there is a ρ > 0 such that ⟨Adγ(t)−1w,Adγ(t)−1w⟩ ≤ ρ⟨w,w⟩ for all t ∈ R and all w ∈ g. We then
obtain for any variation field that

I(Y, Y ) ≤
∫ τ

0
ρ⟨v′(t), v′(t)⟩ − ⟨u0, adv(t)v

′(t)⟩ dt.

Since u0 is not orthogonal to [g, g], there are vectors p, q ∈ g such that ϵ := ⟨[p, q], u0⟩ is positive;
we may assume without loss of generality that p and q are orthonormal. Define a variation field by

v(t) = f(t)p + g(t)q

where f(0) = f(τ) = g(0) = g(τ) = 0. Then

⟨u0, adv(t)v
′(t)⟩ = ϵ

(
f(t)g′(t) − g(t)f ′(t)

)
.

Thus the index form satisfies

I(Y, Y ) ≤
∫ τ

0
ρ
(
f ′(t)2 + g′(t)2

)
− ϵ

(
f(t)g′(t) − g(t)f ′(t)

)
dt.

Choosing τ = 2πρ/ϵ with

f(t) = sin

(
ϵt

2ρ

)
cos

(
ϵt

2ρ

)
and g(t) = sin2

(
ϵt

2ρ

)
,

we easily compute I(Y, Y ) ≤ 0. □

Remark 3.3. Note that the geodesics that are shown to be free of conjugate points in Theorem 3.2
are necessarily homogeneous, since u0 orthogonal to [g, g] implies ad⋆

vu0 = 0 for all v ∈ g, and
v = u0 in particular. Milnor proved in [26] that if u0 is orthogonal to the commutator ideal [g, g],
then Ric(u0, u0) ≤ 0. The second part of Theorem 3.2 provides an alternative proof of this fact, since
Ric(u0, u0) > 0 would imply the existence of conjugate points along the homogeneous geodesic by
Gromoll-Meyer’s criterion (see Section 2.3). Note that Herring [17] also proved that if u0 happens to
be steady, then this orthogonality condition guarantees no conjugate points along the homogeneous
geodesic, but our theorem holds also in the nonsteady case.

Example 3.4. To see that the assumption of a uniform lower bound for Adγ(t) is necessary in
Theorem 3.2, consider the closed subgroup of GL(4,R) given by matrices of the form

G =




1 a c + ab d
0 1 b −c
0 0 1 a
0 0 0 1

 : a, b, c, d ∈ R

 .

Its Lie algebra g is nilpotent and it is spanned by

e1 = E12 + E34, e2 = E23, e3 = E13 − E24, e4 = −2E14,

where Eij is the matrix having 1 in position (i, j) and zeros everywhere else. These satisfy [e1, e2] =
e3, [e1, e3] = e4 and all other brackets are zero. We consider the left-invariant metric that comes
from declaring the ei to be an orthonormal basis and let u0 = e2 − e4. One verifies that the unique
geodesic γ in this metric with γ(0) = Id and γ′(0) = u0 is homogeneous and satisfies adu0 = −E31

as an operator in the 4-dimensional Lie algebra, so that Adγ(t) = Id − tE31. It has no conjugate
points, as one can see from the index form, which in this case is

I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

(
v′1
)2

+
(
tv′1 + v′3

)2
+ 2v1v

′
3 +

(
v′2
)2

+
(
v′4
)2

dt

=

∫ τ

0

(
v′1
)2

+ (w′)2 +
(
v′2
)2

+
(
v′4
)2

dt,
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where v(t) = dR−1
γ(t)Y (t) =

4∑
i=1

vi(t)ei and w = tv1 + v3. This is clearly positive-definite, so we

cannot have conjugate points. At the same time, the smallest singular value of Adγ(t) = Id − tE31

goes to zero as t increases, so Adγ(t) is not bounded from below.

Corollary 3.5. Suppose G is a Lie group with a positive-definite bi-invariant metric κ(·, ·), and
that a left-invariant metric ⟨·, ·⟩ is defined in terms of a positive-definite symmetric inertia operator
Λ: g → g, with ⟨u, v⟩ = κ(u,Λv). Then for any initial velocity u0 ∈ g, the geodesic γ(t) of the
left-invariant metric ⟨·, ·⟩ with γ(0) = id and γ′(0) = u0 has a conjugate point if and only if Λu0 is
not in the center of g. Furthermore, if γ has a conjugate point then the conjugate time τ satisfies

2πλm

∥adΛu0∥op
≤ τ ≤ 2πλM

∥adΛu0∥op
,

where λm and λM are the smallest and largest eigenvalues of Λ, respectively, and the operator norms
are computed using κ(·, ·).

Proof. By Lemma 3.1, the index form for Y (t) = dRγ(t)v(t) can be written in terms of the bi-
invariant metric κ(·, ·) as

I(Y, Y ) =

∫ τ

0

〈
Adγ(t)−1v′(t),Adγ(t)−1v′(t)

〉
− κ

(
[v(t), v′(t)],Λu0

)
dt

=

∫ τ

0
κ
(
Adγ(t)−1v′(t),ΛAdγ(t)−1v′(t)

)
− κ

(
adΛu0v(t), v′(t)

)
dt

To estimate the first term in the index form, note that

λmκ(w,w) ≤ κ(w,Λw) ≤ λMκ(w,w), for all w ∈ g.

These imply that

λmκ
(
v′(t), v′(t)

)
≤ κ

(
Adγ(t)−1v′(t),ΛAdγ(t)−1v′(t)) ≤ λMκ

(
v′(t), v′(t)

)
since the metric κ(·, ·) is bi-invariant. Now, note that the operator B := adΛu0 is antisymmetric on
g in the bi-invariant metric, so we have a decomposition

(3.3) g = kerB ⊕ V1 ⊕ · · · ⊕ Vk

such that each subspace Vi is spanned by a pair of orthonormal (in the bi-invariant metric) vectors
pi, qi, with Bpi = αiqi and Bqi = −αipi for some αi > 0.

If Λu0 is a central element, then g = kerB. In this case u0 is orthogonal to [g, g], and by
Theorem 3.2 there are no conjugate points along γ.

If Λu0 is not a central element, then we can construct a nontrivial variation within each Vi as
follows: let ω := αi

2λM
, and define a variation field by

v(t) = sin (ωt)
(

cos (ωt)pi + sin (ωt)qi
)
,

which vanishes at t = 0 and t = π/ω. Then it is easy to compute that the index of v is

I(v, v) ≤
∫ π/ω

0
λMκ

(
v′(t), v′(t)

)
− κ

(
v′(t), adΛu0v(t)

)
dt

=

∫ π/ω

0

(
λMω2 − 2λMω2 sin2 (ωt)

)
dt = 0.

Hence there is a conjugate point along γ that happens no later than time π/ω = 2πλM/αi, and
the earliest such time is obtained by taking the largest αi, which equals ∥adΛu0∥op.
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Conversely, to obtain a lower bound on the injectivity radius, consider an arbitrary variation
field v(t) vanishing at t = 0 and t = τ . Decompose v according to (3.3) as v(t) = v0(t) + · · ·+ vk(t)
and write

vi(t) = fi(ℓt)pi + gi(ℓt)qi, i = 1, . . . , k,

for some functions fi and gi vanishing at t = 0 and t = ℓτ , for ℓ := max{αi}/λm. Then by
orthogonality the index form can be written

I(v, v) ≥
k∑

i=1

Ii(vi, vi),

where each index form on Vi satisfies

Ii(vi, vi) ≥
∫ ℓτ

0
ℓλm(f ′2

i + g′2i ) + 2αif
′
igi dt ≥ αi

∫ ℓτ

0
(f ′2

i + g′2i ) + 2f ′
igi dt.

This latter expression is precisely a multiple of the index form on SO(3) under the standard round
metric (corresponding to a rigid body with all moments of inertia equal), where we know the first
conjugate point happens at 2π. Hence for ℓτ ≤ 2π we see that every Ii(vi, vi) ≥ 0, and the first
conjugate point cannot happen before 2π/ℓ. □

Note that this reproduces the known result for conjugate points under the bi-invariant metric,
where Λ is the identity, so the result is sharp.

Remark 3.6. The decomposition of the Lie algebra into 2-planes which are invariant under adΛu0

suggests that conjugate points on compact Lie groups arise in pairs, and therefore have even mul-
tiplicity. We do not know if this is true in general, but it is certainly an interesting question with
potential implications for fluid dynamics (see [10]).

In the important special case where G is semisimple and compact, we get a conjugate point
along every geodesic in G and every homogeneous space M = G/H. We emphasize again that the
Riemannian metric on M need not arise from the bi-invariant metric on G.

Corollary 3.7. If G is a compact semisimple Lie group with any left-invariant metric and H is any
closed subgroup, then every geodesic in the homogeneous space G/H develops a conjugate point. In
particular if M is a compact Riemannian homogeneous space with π1(M) finite, then every geodesic
develops a conjugate point.

Proof. Since G is compact, it has a bi-invariant metric. Moreover, since G is semisimple, its center is
trivial, so every geodesic in G has a conjugate point by Corollary 3.5. O’Neill’s result (Corollary 2.2)
implies that every geodesic on the homogeneous space G/H has a conjugate point no later than
the corresponding horizontal geodesic on G.

A compact homogeneous space M can be written as the quotient of G/H where G is also
compact. The Lie algebra g can be written as a direct sum of an abelian group and a semisimple
part (Knapp [18] Chapter IV), and π1(M) is infinite if and only if this abelian part is nontrivial.
Thus if π1(M) is finite, then G is semisimple. □

In the following subsections, we present applications of Corollary 3.5 to Lie groups with invariant
metrics which are of interest from a physical standpoint, namely for rigid bodies and fluids.

3.2. Rotations of rigid bodies. Consider the group of rotations SO(n). Any left-invariant metric
on SO(n) can be obtained from the canonical bi-invariant metric κ(·, ·) and a symmetric positive
definite operator Λ : so(n) → so(n), i.e.

(3.4) ⟨u, v⟩ := κ(u,Λv), where κ(u, v) = 1
2Tr(uv⊤), u, v ∈ so(n),

and Tr denotes the trace. An important special case is the generalized rigid body metric obtained
by considering Λ(u) := 1

2(Mu + uM), where M is a symmetric matrix with positive eigenvalues
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µ1, . . . , µn (cf. [14], [32], [13], [24]). This is the kinetic energy metric describing the rotations of an
n-dimensional free rigid body with principal moments of inertia µ1, . . . , µn. For 1 ≤ i < j ≤ n, let
eij = Eji−Eij denote the matrix full of zeros except for −1 in position (i, j) and 1 in position (j, i).
Then eij is an eigenvector of Λ for the eigenvalue 1

2(µi + µj), and {eij}1≤i<j≤n is a so-called nice
basis (see [19]) of the Lie algebra so(n). In this basis, the Ricci tensor is diagonal, with diagonal
elements

Ric(eij , eij) =
∑
k ̸=i,j

2µiµj

(µi + µk)(µj + µk)
.

Thus the Ricci curvature of the generalized rigid body metric on SO(n) is everywhere positive,
generalizing a result of Milnor [26] when n = 3, and conjugate points exist along any geodesic by
the Gromoll-Meyer criterion [15].

Corollary 3.5 shows that conjugate points exist in fact for any left-invariant metric on SO(n)
and along any geodesic, even in directions of negative Ricci curvature. For example, relaxing
the positivity constraint on µ1, . . . , µn in the generalized rigid body metric and setting µ1 = −1,
µi = 2 for i = 1, . . . , n, one gets negative Ricci curvature in the direction of e12: Ric(e12, e12) < 0.
The geodesic γ with initial conditions γ(0) = id and γ′(0) = u0 := e12 is steady since ad⋆

u0
u0 =

Λ−1(adu0Λu0) = Λ−1(12adu0u0) = 0, and Ric(u(t), u(t)) < 0 for all t. Corollary 3.5 shows that
conjugate points exist along this geodesic despite the negative Ricci curvature. More generally, if
the operator Λ in (3.4) is chosen to have the eij ’s as eigenvectors for arbitrary positive eigenvalues
λij , then (setting λji = λij for convenience) the diagonal Ricci tensor is given by

Ric(eij , eij) =
∑
k ̸=i,j

(λij − λik + λjk)(λij + λik − λjk)

2λikλjk
.

which can obviously be negative for some choices of positive λij .

Remark 3.8. If u0 is a steady solution of the Euler equation corresponding to eigenvalue λ of Λ,
the Misio lek criterion (2.5) is written in terms of A = adu0 as

⟨advu0 + ad⋆
vu0, advu0⟩ = κ(Λadvu0 − λadvu0, advu0) = κ((Λ − λI)Av,Av).

Thus, we see that for the steady solution corresponding to, e.g., the smallest eigenvalue λ of Λ, the
Misio lek criterion fails to detect the existence of conjugate points on the corresponding homogeneous
geodesic, even though here we know every geodesic has them.

In addition, Corollary 3.5 provides an upper bound on the diameter of SO(n) under the left-
invariant metric (3.4). For any u0 ∈ so(n), denoting τ(u0) the first conjugate time along the geodesic
γ with initial conditions γ(0) = id and γ′(0) = u0, the diameter is given by Diam(SO(n),Λ) =
sup|u0|=1 τ(u0) where |u0|2 = (u0,Λu0), and verifies the following bound

(3.5) Diam(SO(n),Λ) ≤ 2πλM

inf |u0|=1 ∥adΛu0∥op

where λM is the largest eigenvalue of Λ. For n ≥ 3 and a fixed element u0 ∈ so(n), m0 := Λu0 ∈
so(n) is an antisymmetric real n × n matrix with a basis of n complex eigenvectors xk with pure
imaginary eigenvalues iαk for αk ≥ 0 and 1 ≤ k ≤ p := ⌊n/2⌋, together with x−k := xk having
eigenvalues iα−k := −iαk, with x0 and α0 = 0 in case n is odd. The eigenvectors of adm0 are given
by Xjk = xjx

⊤
k − xkx

⊤
j with corresponding eigenvalues i(αj + αk). Thus if the eigenvalues iαk are

ordered with αk ≤ αk+1, then we see that the operator norm is ∥adm0∥op = αp−1+αp. If λM and λm

are respectively the largest and the smallest eigenvalues of Λ, the unit-speed constraint κ(u0,Λu0) =
1 implies λ−1

M ≤ (m0,m0) ≤ λ−1
m . Thus, the upper bound in (3.5) is found by minimizing αp−1 +αp

subject to the constraints 0 ≤ α1 ≤ . . . ≤ αp−1 ≤ αp and λ−1
M ≤ α2

1 + . . . + α2
p ≤ λ−1

m . For p ≤ 3,
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the minimal value is 1/
√
λM , attained at (α1, . . . , αp) = (0, . . . , 0, 1/

√
λM ), while for p ≥ 4, the

minimal value is 2/
√
pλM , attained at (α1, . . . , αp) = 1/

√
pλM (1, . . . , 1). Finally we obtain

Diam(SO(n),Λ) ≤ πλ
3/2
M max(2, ⌊n/2⌋1/2)

A similar method could be used to obtain a bound on the injectivity radius.

3.3. The Zeitlin model. The incompressible Euler equations of hydrodynamics can be viewed as
the geodesic flow on the infinite-dimensional group of volume-preserving diffeomorphisms Diffµ(M),
where M is the fluid’s domain, with respect to the right-invariant L2 metric. For certain two-
dimensional manifolds, in particular M = S2 (the two-sphere), the Zeitlin model provides a finite-
dimensional approximation of the Lie algebra of divergence-free vector fields, TidDiffµ(S2), by a
sequence of matrix Lie algebras. This sequence consists of su(N) with a scaled Lie bracket and
right-invariant Riemannian metric defined as follows. Recall that the Lie algebra su(N) admits a
decomposition into irreducible so(3)-modules,

su(N) = V1 ⊕ V2 ⊕ · · · ⊕ VN−1,

where each Vℓ is (2ℓ+ 1)-dimensional and can be thought of as a finite-dimensional analogue of the
ℓth spherical harmonic mode. We can define a quantized Laplacian ∆N : su(N) → su(N) acting
diagonally on this decomposition, assigning eigenvalue −λℓ = −ℓ(ℓ+ 1) to each Vℓ by analogy with
the Laplace-Beltrami operator acting on spherical harmonics. The Zeitlin metric is then defined
as the right-invariant extension of

(3.6) ⟨u, v⟩ :=
1

N
Tr

(
u†(−∆N )v

)
, u, v ∈ su(N).

Note that this is no longer bi-invariant, but has the feature that its geometry is a finite-dimensional
approximation of Diffµ(S2). For convergence results in the N → ∞ limit, see [29].

The Ricci curvature of (3.6) is negative in many directions. In fact, the Ricci tensor is a scalar
multiple of the metric on each subspace Vℓ, and numerical evidence suggests that roughly one third
of these scalar values are negative [28]. Despite this, our main theorem shows that every geodesic of
(3.6) has a conjugate point, since su(N) has trivial center, so the conjugate locus entirely encloses
the origin. At the same time, it is known that Diffµ(S2) has infinite diameter ([12]). This rules
out the possibility that the conjugate locus in the Zeitlin model remains uniformly bounded as
N → ∞: if all conjugate points lay within a fixed distance δ, independent of N , then no geodesic
could minimize length beyond δ, and the diameter of SU(N) would be at most 2δ. This bound would
carry over to Diffµ(S2) by the convergence results of [29], contradicting the infinite diameter result.
Nevertheless, it is still possible that every nontrivial geodesic in Diffµ(S2) develops a conjugate point
eventually, without a uniform bound on the conjugate time. We leave this as an open question for
future work.

The quotient space SU(N)/SO(3) is the configuration space for fluid motion modulo rigid rota-
tions, which is also of interest due to the physical observations that large-scale flows tend towards
steady states up to global rotation. Note that geodesics have conjugate points after sufficiently
long time in this space by Corollary 3.7. On the other hand, Ricci curvature is negative for any
fixed vector in the successive approximations for sufficiently large N [28].

4. Techniques for other Lie groups

In this section we analyze three additional techniques that can be used to find conjugate points
even when the adjoint action is unbounded. In Section 4.1 we show that along any nonhomogeneous
closed geodesic in a Lie group G with a left-invariant metric, there is a conjugate point. The result
also shows that a closed nonhomogeneous geodesic in any homogeneous space G/H must have
a conjugate point. Then in Section 4.2, we show that for a nonhomogeneous geodesic in a 3D
unimodular Lie group, there is a simple expression for the index form found by using a natural
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orthogonal basis, through the technique of Milnor [26]. Finally in Section 4.3 we discuss how to
solve the constant-coefficient Jacobi equation in the steady case and obtain new examples.

4.1. Closed nonhomogeneous geodesics. The main difficulty in finding conjugate points is
choosing an effective direction of variation: one that generates a family of nearby geodesics which,
to first order, intersect the original geodesic again at some future time. Our key observation
here is that the geodesic itself suggests such a direction: we take the time derivative u′(t) of its
left-translated velocity vector, which is never zero for nonhomogeneous geodesics. This provides
a canonical solution of the linearized equations, and under a symmetry assumption (that right
multiplication by γ(τ)γ(0)−1 is an isometry), it leads directly to a nontrivial Jacobi field.

Note that this symmetry assumption is automatically satisfied by all closed geodesics. Of course,
every closed geodesic has a cut point, since it eventually ceases to minimize distance. However, the
presence of a conjugate point requires a family of nearby geodesics that are shorter.

Theorem 4.1. Suppose γ(t) is a solution of (2.1), with velocity u(t) nonconstant. If right mul-
tiplication by γ(τ)γ(0)−1 is an isometry of the left-invariant metric for some τ > 0, then γ(τ) is
conjugate to γ(0). In particular this applies if γ(τ) = γ(0).

Proof of Theorem 4.1. By left-invariance, we may assume without loss of generality that γ(0) is
the identity. Let u(t) be defined by the flow equation γ′(t) = γ(t)u(t). By (2.2), u(t) satisfies the
angular momentum conservation law

(4.1) u(t) = Ad⋆
γ(t)u0

in terms of the initial condition u(0) = u0. Differentiating the Euler equation (2.1) for u(t) with
respect to time gives

u′′(t) − ad⋆
u(t)u

′(t) − ad⋆
u′(t)u(t) = 0,

showing that zp(t) := u′(t) is a particular solution of the linearized Euler equation (2.3). Since u′(t)
is nowhere zero, this is a nontrivial solution. If we rewrite (2.3) in the form

d

dt

(
Adγ(t)y(t)

)
= Adγ(t)z(t),

we see that the general solution of the complementary homogeneous equation is yc(t) = Adγ(t)−1w0

for some vector w0 ∈ g. Thus the general solution is

y(t) = yp(t) + yc(t) = u(t) + Adγ(t)−1w0.

To have y(0) = 0 as desired, we choose w0 = −u0. Inserting (4.1) in this, we obtain

y(t) = Ad⋆
γ(t)u0 − Adγ(t)−1u0.

If right multiplication by γ(τ) is an isometry, then Ad⋆
γ(τ)Adγ(τ) = I, and we will obtain y(τ) = 0.

Clearly the corresponding Jacobi field y(t) is nontrivial on [0, τ ] since zp(t) is nontrivial. □

Remark 4.2. If we knew that every geodesic γ(t) such that Ad∗
γ(t)Adγ(t) met the identity at time

τ was actually periodic in time, this theorem would be a consequence of Theorem 3.2. But we do
not necessarily know that.

Corollary 4.3. In a homogeneous space M = G/H with left-invariant metric on G satisfying
(C2), every closed nonhomogeneous geodesic has a conjugate point. In particular in a nonpositively
curved homogeneous space, every closed geodesic must lift to a homogeneous horizontal geodesic in
G.

Proof. Consider a closed geodesic γ : [0, τ ] → M and its horizontal lift γ̃ : [0, τ ] → G. Since γ is
closed, we have γ(τ) = γ(0), and thus γ̃(τ)γ̃(0)−1 ∈ H. Since H acts on the left and right by
isometries on G by (C2), it satisfies the conditions of Theorem 4.1, and there is a conjugate point
along γ̃ in G. Thus by O’Neill’s Theorem 2.1, there is also a conjugate point along γ in M .
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For the second part, if there is a conjugate point then there must be at least some positive
curvature in the manifold. Hence if no geodesic has conjugate points, then every closed geodesic
must come from a homogeneous horizontal geodesic in G, i.e., a steady solution of the Euler-Arnold
equation. □

In order to state a corollary of Theorem 4.1, recall that a Riemannian manifold M is said to
have dense closed geodesics if for every p ∈ M and every unit v ∈ TpM and every ε > 0, there is
a w ∈ TpM such that |v − w| < ε and the geodesic γ(t) = expp(tw) is closed (i.e., γ(τ) = p for
some τ > 0). Examples of manifolds with dense closed geodesics include: compact manifolds with
negative curvature, by the Anosov theorem; certain quotients of nilpotent Lie groups, all of which
have curvatures of both signs (so long as they are not abelian) ([8], [11], [22], [25]); and of course
many examples with positive curvature, such as U(n) with the bi-invariant metric (see also [4]).
By left-invariance, it is enough to check this condition when p is the identity.

Corollary 4.4. If a Lie group G with left-invariant metric has dense closed geodesics, then either
it has positive curvature in some section at the identity, or it is abelian and flat.

If H = Iso(G) is the isotropy group of G under its left-invariant metric, and if the homogeneous
space M = G/H has dense closed geodesics, then it must be naturally reductive.

Proof. First consider the full Lie group G. For every v ∈ TidG there is a nearby vector w such that
the geodesic in the direction of w is closed. If any such geodesic is nonsteady, the previous theorem
gives a conjugate point along it, which implies there must be positive curvature somewhere along
the geodesic. Otherwise every closed geodesic is steady.

If the geodesic t 7→ expid(tw) is steady, then we must have ad⋆
ww = 0. Now the quadratic form

v 7→ A(v) := ad⋆
vv is continuous on a finite-dimensional Lie algebra, and density of closed geodesics

implies that for every v ∈ TidG and δ > 0 there is a w ∈ TidG such that |v−w| < δ and A(w) = 0.
Hence we must have A(v) = 0 for all v ∈ TidG.

Notice that ad⋆
vv = 0 for all v ∈ TidG implies that the metric is bi-invariant, and thus the

sectional curvature K(u, v) is given by the well-known formula K(u, v) = 1
4 |[u, v]|2. Thus either

[u, v] = 0 for all u, v ∈ TidG, so that G is abelian and flat, or we again get some positive curvature.
Now we consider the homogeneous space M = G/H, assuming the subgroup H is exactly the

isotropy group. In this case every geodesic on M arises from a horizontal geodesic on G. If such
a geodesic is closed in M and nonhomogeneous, then by Corollary 4.3, it must have a conjugate
point, and thus positive curvature in some section along it. Otherwise every closed geodesic in
M comes from a homogeneous geodesic in G, which by the same reasoning as before implies that
ad⋆

ww = 0 for all horizontal vectors w in g.
This condition implies that for any horizontal vectors w and x, we have

0 = ⟨ad⋆
ww, x⟩ = ⟨w, adwx⟩ = −⟨adxw,w⟩.

This is exactly the condition for M to be naturally reductive; see Section 2.2. Conjugate points
can then be analyzed using the technique of Ziller [37]. □

Remark 4.5. This result also gives an alternative proof of the known fact that the only compact
Lie group with nonpositive sectional curvature is the abelian flat torus. This arises from the fact
that nonpositive curvature requires solvability of the group, and the only compact solvable groups
are abelian – see, e.g., [18].

4.2. The 3D unimodular case. Consider a three-dimensional unimodular Lie group G with a
left-invariant metric. We will establish in Theorem 4.7 what the index form (3.1) looks like in
this case along a general nonhomogeneous geodesic, without using the adjoint action. We obtain
a criterion that can be computed in terms of the solution of the Euler-Arnold equation, which in
this situation would typically involve Jacobi elliptic functions, and for which the geodesic γ(t) and
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corresponding adjoint action Adγ(t) is impossible to compute explicitly. We apply it in Example
4.8 to show that no geodesic in SL(2,R) under the Berger-type metric has conjugate points.

By Milnor [26], there is a self-adjoint operator L : g → g such that [u, v] = L(u × v) for all
u, v ∈ g, where × is the usual three-dimensional cross product on g ∼= R3. Note that if L were
invertible, then κ(u, v) := ⟨u, L−1v⟩ would be a nondegenerate bi-invariant form and the group
would be quadratic, but we do not assume this. The Euler-Arnold equation is then given by

(4.2) u′ = −u× Lu

and we can easily compute that ⟨u, u⟩ and ⟨u, Lu⟩ are both constant in time. We assume ⟨u, u⟩ = 1
and define ℓ := ⟨u, Lu⟩. In the following lemma, we construct a basis which allows us to simplify
the index form and isolate the contributions from each component.

Lemma 4.6. For any nonsteady solution u(t) of the Euler-Arnold equation, we have that u′(t) is
nowhere zero, so the function δ(t) := |u′(t)|2 is always positive. The vector fields u(t) along with

v(t) := δ(t)−1u′(t), w(t) := Lu(t) − ℓu(t)

form an orthogonal (but generally not orthonormal) basis of g. In addition we have the formulas

u′ + aduu = δv(4.3)

v′ + aduv = ξw(4.4)

w′ + aduw = −ℓδv,(4.5)

where ξ := δ−2⟨u× Lu, u× L2u− L(u× Lu)⟩.

Proof. If u′(t0) were ever zero, then u(t0) × Lu(t0) would be zero, and u(t0) would be a steady
solution of the Euler-Arnold equation, which contradicts uniqueness of solutions since u is assumed
nonsteady. Orthogonality of the basis is obvious from the definitions and the conservation laws.
Note that |v|2 = δ−1 and |w|2 = δ from the definitions and standard cross product formulas.

Equation (4.3) is obvious from the definitions. Formula (4.5) follows from

w′ + aduw = Lu′ − ℓu′ + L(u× (Lu− ℓu)

= −L(u× Lu) − ℓu′ + L(u× Lu) = −ℓδv.

Finally to prove (4.4), we first show that the left side is orthogonal to both u and v. Since
⟨u, v⟩ = 0, we have

⟨v′ + aduv, u⟩ = −⟨v, u′⟩ + ⟨aduv, u⟩ = ⟨v, u× Lu⟩ + ⟨L(u× v), u⟩ = 0,

by symmetry of L. Furthermore we have

⟨v′ + aduv, v⟩ =
1

2

d

dt
|v|2 + δ−2⟨L(u× u′), u′⟩

= −δ−2⟨u′, u′′⟩ + δ−2⟨L(u× u′), u′⟩
= δ−2⟨u′, u× Lu′ + u′ × Lu⟩ + δ−2⟨u× u′, Lu′⟩ = 0.

This shows that v′ + aduv = ξw for some function ξ. To compute it, we have

δ2ξ = δ⟨v′ + aduv, w⟩ = −δ⟨v, w′⟩ + δ⟨L(u× v), w⟩
= −⟨u′, Lu′ − ℓu′⟩ + ⟨u× u′, Lw⟩
= −⟨u′, Lu′⟩ + ℓδ + ⟨w,Lw⟩
= −⟨u′, Lu′⟩ + ℓ(|Lu|2 − ℓ2) + ⟨Lu,L2u⟩ − 2ℓ|Lu|2 + ℓ3

= −⟨u× Lu,L(u× Lu)⟩ + ⟨Lu,L2u⟩ − ℓ|Lu|2

= −⟨u× Lu,L(u× Lu)⟩ + ⟨u× Lu, u× L2u⟩,
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using δ = |u× Lu|2 = |Lu|2 − ℓ2 and a cross product identity. The desired formula follows. □

With this Lemma, the index form simplifies greatly.

Theorem 4.7. Suppose u(t) is a solution of the Euler-Arnold equation (4.2), with v and w defined
as in Lemma 4.6. Let y(t) = p(t)u(t) + q(t)v(t) + r(t)w(t) for functions p, q, r : [0, τ ] → R which
vanish at both t = 0 and t = τ . Then the index form along the corresponding geodesic is given by

(4.6) I(y, y) =

∫ τ

0
p′2 + δ(r′ + ξq)2 + δ−1q′2 − ℓξq2 dt.

In particular, if ξ(t) ≤ 0 for all t then there are no conjugate points along the geodesic, while if
both δ(t) and ξ(t) are bounded below by positive constants δ0 and ξ0 respectively, then there is a
conjugate point no later than τ := 2π/

√
ℓξ0δ0.

Proof. Defining z = y′ + aduy as usual, we compute using (4.3)–(4.5) that

z = p′u + q′v + r′w + p(u′ + aduu) + q(v′ + aduv) + r(w′ + aduw)

= p′u +
(
q′ + δ(p− ℓr)

)
v + (r′ + ξq)w.

On the other hand we have

Lu× y = pLu× u + qLu× v + rLu× w = pu′ + q(δ−1ℓw − u) − ℓru′,

so that

z − Lu× y = (p′ + q)u + q′v + (r′ + (ξ − ℓδ−1)q
)
w.

The index form (3.1) can be expressed in this context as

I(y, y) =

∫ τ

0
⟨z, z − Lu× y⟩ dt

=

∫ τ

0
p′(p′ + q) + δ−1q′

(
q′ + δ(p− ℓr)

)
+ δ(r′ + ξq)(r′ + ξq − δ−1ℓq) dt

=

∫ τ

0
p′2 + p′q + δ−1q′2 + q′(p− ℓr) + δ(r′ + ξq)2 − ℓqr′ − ℓξq2 dt.

Formula (4.6) follows after the obvious integration by parts, since the functions all vanish at the
endpoints.

Obviously ξ(t) ≤ 0 for all time makes the index form positive definite for any nontrivial variation,
so there are no conjugate points. If we assume δ(t) ≥ δ0 > 0 and ξ(t) ≥ ξ0 > 0, then defining
ω =

√
ℓδ0ξ0/2 and setting p(t) ≡ 0, the index form (4.6) becomes

I(y, y) ≤
∫ τ

0
δ(r′ + ξq)2 + δ−1

0 (q′2 − 4ω2q2) dt.

Take a variation of the form q(t) = c1 sin (ωt)+c2 sin (2ωt), which vanishes at τ = π/ω. Choose r(t)
so that r′(t) = −ξ(t)q(t); then r(τ) is some linear combination of c1 and c2, and those coefficients
can be chosen to make r(τ) vanish. We then get a variation for which

I(y, y) ≤ −3πc21ω

2δ0
≤ 0,

and there must be a conjugate point no later than τ . □

Example 4.8. Suppose L is diagonalized in an orthonormal basis {e1, e2, e3} with L = diag(λ1, λ2, λ2)
with the last two entries the same (corresponding to rotational symmetry in the e2-e3 plane, as in
the Berger sphere). Then the Euler-Arnold equation (4.2) for u =

∑
i uiei becomes

u′1(t) = 0, u′2(t) = −βu1(t)u3(t), u′3(t) = βu1(t)u2(t), β := λ1 − λ2.



CONJUGATE POINTS ON LIE GROUPS WITH LEFT-INVARIANT METRICS 18

By symmetry between e2 and e3 we may assume that u3(0) = 0, and the general solution is thus

u(t) = c1e1 + c2q(t), q(t) := cos (βc1t)e2 + sin (βc1t)e3.

For convenience, define

D := βc1c2, r(t) := − sin (βc1t)e2 + cos (βc1t)e3.

Note that u(t) is nonsteady if and only if D ̸= 0. We observe that

q′ = βc1r, r′ = −βc1q, ade1q = λ2r, ade1r = −λ2q, adqr = λ1e1.

The orthogonal basis from Lemma 4.6 then becomes

u = c1e1 + c2q, v = D−1r, w = D(c2e1 − c2q), c21 + c22 = 1,

and

δ = |u′|2 = |c2q′|2 = |c2βc1r|2 = |c2βc1|2|r|2 = D2, and

ξ =
1

δ2

(
λ1β

2u21
(
u22 + u23

))
=

λ1

D2

which are both constant in time.
Hence for example on SL(2,R) where we have λ2 > 0 and λ1 < 0, there are no conjugate points

along any geodesic.

The same technique can be used more generally on any Lie group with a nondegenerate bilinear
form in arbitrary dimension, but the construction is still essentially three-dimensional and produces
a sufficient but not necessary condition for conjugate points.

4.3. Homogeneous geodesics on general Lie groups. We now turn to homogeneous geodesics:
those for which the left-translated velocity vector γ−1(t)γ′(t) = u(t) is constant. In contrast to the
nonhomogeneous case, where we determined sufficient conditions for conjugacy, the first result in
this section gives a necessary and sufficient condition, provided that a certain Sylvester-type matrix
equation involving the adjoint operator ad⋆

u can be solved. This is often the case, especially on
semisimple groups, as we will see, but we also show in Example 4.10 that it can work in the non-
semisimple case. For such geodesics, this yields an explicit criterion for conjugacy, valid for general
left-invariant metrics.

Proposition 4.9. Suppose u0 is a steady solution of the Euler-Arnold equation (2.1), i.e., that
ad⋆

u0
u0 = 0. Let A and F be the linear operators on the Lie algebra g defined by

(4.7) A(v) := adu0v, F (v) = ad⋆
u0
v + ad⋆

vu0.

Suppose that there is some subspace Ω ⊂ g, such that A and F map Ω to itself and there is an
operator S : Ω → Ω satisfying the Sylvester equation

(4.8) SF + AS = I on Ω.

Then there is a conjugate point along the geodesic if for some τ > 0 we have

(4.9) det (eτASeτF − S) = 0.

Proof. Let u0 ∈ g be a steady solution of the Euler-Arnold equation (2.1), i.e. such that ad⋆
u0
u0 = 0.

There are conjugate points along the corresponding geodesic γ if there is a time τ > 0 and vector
fields y(t) and z(t) of the Lie algebra satisfying y(0) = y(τ) = 0 and the system of equations

(4.10) y′ + A(y) = z, z′ = F (z)

in terms of the linear operators A and F defined in (4.7). Now if there is an S satisfying (4.8),
then every solution of (4.10) with y(0) = 0 and z(0) = z0 ∈ Ω is obtained as

y(t) = SetF z0 − e−tASz0,
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since the first part solves the nonhomogeneous equation for y, while the second part solves the
homogeneous equation. A conjugate point thus occurs at τ > 0 for some initial condition y′(0) ∈ Ω
iff

y(τ) = e−τA(eτASeτF − S)z0 = 0

for some z0 ∈ Ω, which happens if and only if the determinant of this matrix vanishes as in (4.9). □

Example 4.10. Consider the Heisenberg group H3, whose Lie algebra is spanned by {e1, e2, e3},
having [e1, e2] = e3 as the only nontrivial bracket, and declare ei to be orthonormal. In this case, if
u0 = e3, then we can choose Ω = span{e1, e2} so that

A = ade3 = 0 and F |Ω =

(
0 −1
1 0

)
.

Therefore, we can take S = F |−1
Ω , and the criterion of Theorem 4.9 becomes

det
(
SeτF |Ω − S

)
= 2(1 − cos τ),

which means that there are conjugate points along the steady geodesic t 7→ exp(te3), with the first
conjugate point occurring at t = 2π.

Now we consider the special case of semisimple Lie groups, for which the Sylvester equation (4.8)
can be solved, as we will see. If G is a semisimple Lie group, then there is a nondegenerate
Killing form κ(·, ·) satisfying κ(aduv, w) + κ(v, aduw) = 0 for all u, v, w ∈ g, and any left-invariant
Riemannian metric ⟨·, ·⟩ is determined by an invertible symmetric operator Λ on g such that

(4.11) ⟨u, v⟩ = κ(u,Λv), for all u, v ∈ g.

In this case, the operator ad⋆ can be written in terms of Λ as ad⋆
uv = −Λ−1(aduΛv), and the

Euler-Arnold equation in (2.1) reduces to

Λu′(t) + adu(t)Λu(t) = 0.

Thus γ(t) is a homogeneous geodesic if and only if the velocity u(t) = u0 satisfies the steady
Euler-Arnold equation

[u0,Λu0] = 0.

In this case the operator F from (4.7) can be written

(4.12) F = Λ−1(adΛu0 − adu0Λ).

Lemma 4.11. Suppose G is a semisimple Lie group with Killing form κ(·, ·) and a left-invariant
metric ⟨·, ·⟩ generated by an invertible inertia operator Λ: g → g via (4.11). Suppose u0 is a
semisimple regular element of g and that Λ maps the centralizer C(u0) := ker(adu0) to itself. Then
u0 is a steady solution of the Euler equation. If Λu0 is also a semisimple regular element, then
Ω := C(u0)

⊥ satisfies the conditions of Proposition 4.9, the operator adΛu0 is invertible on Ω, and
the solution of the Sylvester equation (4.8) is given by

(4.13) S = (adΛu0)−1 Λ.

Hence there is a conjugate point if for some τ > 0 we have

(4.14) det
(
eτΛFΛ−1 − e−τA

)
= 0.

Proof. Since G is semisimple, the Killing form is bi-invariant and nondegenerate. Since Λ maps
C(u0) to itself, we know that Λu0 commutes with u0, so that u0 is a steady solution.

We claim that B := adΛu0 maps C(u0)
⊥ to itself, the complement being computed in either the

bi-invariant metric or the Riemannian metric since the symmetric operator Λ preserves C(u0) and
hence C(u0)

⊥. This follows from the fact that M is antisymmetric under the bi-invariant Killing
form, so its kernel is orthogonal to its image. Furthermore C(Λu0) = C(u0) since u0 and Λu0 are
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both regular elements of the same Cartan subalgebra. Thus the kernel of B is C(u0) and its image
is C(u0)

⊥. In particular M is invertible on C(u0)
⊥.

We have thus shown that A = adu0 and F given by (4.12) both map Ω := C(u0)
⊥ to itself, and

the solution of the Sylvester equation (4.8) can easily be verified to be (4.13) using the fact that A
commutes with B and thus also with B−1. The operator in (4.9) can be written in terms of

eτAB−1ΛeτF −B−1Λ = B−1eτA
(
ΛeτFΛ−1 − e−τA

)
Λ,

and its determinant vanishes if and only if (4.14) holds. □

In the steady case, the existence of conjugate points is determined by the eigenvalues of the
operator adu0 and the linearized Euler operator F from (4.12). The simplest case to analyze is
when u0 is regular and semisimple and adu0 has a pair of purely real or purely imaginary eigenvalues
(which must be negatives of each other). In either case the operators must be traceless in each
2 × 2 eigenvector block. Hence in each such block we are dealing with matrices in sl2(R), and the
following lemma tells us how the matrix exponential behaves on this subspace.

Lemma 4.12. Let κ(X1, X2) = 1
2 Tr(X1X2) denote the Killing form on sl2(R). Then for any

distinct matrices X1, X2 ∈ sl2(R), the equation

det (etX1 − etX2) = 0

has a solution for t > 0 if and only if at least one of κ(X1, X2) or κ(X2, X2) is negative or, if both
are nonnegative, we have

(4.15) 2
√

κ(X1, X2)κ(X2, X2) < 2κ(X1, X2) < κ(X1, X1) + κ(X2, X2).

We prove this in the Appendix.
Now we prove our main theorem about steady solutions, showing that if adu0 has a nice eigenvalue

decomposition with purely real or imaginary eigenvalues, then we can describe conjugate points in
terms of linear stability (see Section 2.1), either in the purely Lagrangian sense (the operator adu0

having purely imaginary eigenvalues) or in the Eulerian sense for the steady Euler solution u0. On
a compact semisimple Lie group, adu0 would always have purely imaginary eigenvalues even though
steady solutions of the Euler equation can be unstable (such as the middle axis of a nonsymmetric
rigid body), but Theorem 3.2 already handles this even for the nonsteady case. The theorem below
is therefore most useful on a noncompact Lie group, and shows that both Eulerian and Lagrangian
stability are closely related to existence of conjugate points.

Theorem 4.13. Let u0 be a regular semisimple element of a semisimple Lie algebra. Suppose that
Λu0 is also a regular element that commutes with u0, and that ad2

u0
has a nonzero real eigenvalue

with eigenspace V . Suppose in addition that Λ maps V to itself.
If adu0 has purely imaginary eigenvalues on V , then there is a conjugate point along the homoge-

neous geodesic γ(t) = exp (tu0). If adu0 has purely real eigenvalues on V , then there is a conjugate
point along the geodesic arising from a Jacobi field with J ′(0) ∈ V if and only if u0 is stable in the
Eulerian sense under perturbations in V .

Proof. Since u0 is regular, the centralizer C(u0) is a Cartan subalgebra of g. Since u0 is a semisimple
element, the operator adu0 is diagonalizable, and regularity implies that all its nonzero eigenvalues
are distinct from each other. By the general theory of Cartan subalgebras, the eigenvalues of
adu0 must occur in positive and negative pairs, so that V is a two-dimensional space on which
A0 := adu0 |V has either a pair of real nonzero eigenvalues or pure imaginary eigenvalues.

Since B0 := adΛu0 |V commutes with A0, it maps V to itself. Since Λu0 is also assumed regular,
its centralizer is the same Cartan subalgebra. Hence we know that B0 is invertible on V , so it has
real nonzero eigenvalues if A0 does, and imaginary nonzero eigenvalues if A0 does. We can therefore
restrict to Ω = V in Proposition 4.9, using the simplification in Lemma 4.11.
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Note that by assumption TrA0 = 0 on V , and in addition Tr(B0Λ
−1) = Tr(Λ−1B0) = 0 since

Λ−1B0 is antisymmetric in the Euclidean inner product ⟨·, ·⟩. Hence both B0Λ
−1 and A0 are in

sl2(R) as operators on the 2-dimensional space V , and Lemma 4.12 applies for X1 = ΛF |V Λ−1 =
B0Λ

−1 −A0 and X2 = −A0, where F is the linearized Euler operator (4.12).
If A0 has purely imaginary eigenvalues, then κ(X2, X2) = κ(A0, A0) < 0, and Lemma 4.12

immediately proves the existence of a conjugate point. This corresponds to purely Lagrangian
stability along V . On the other hand if F |V has purely imaginary eigenvalues, corresponding to
Eulerian stability in V , then κ(X1, X1) = κ(F |V , F |V ) < 0. Again Lemma 4.12 proves existence of
a conjugate point.

Meanwhile, if both A0 and F |V have purely real eigenvalues, then we can compute

κ(X1 −X2, X1 −X2) = 1
2 Tr (B0Λ

−1)2 < 0,

so that condition (4.15) cannot be satisfied, and there cannot be conjugate points. □

Example 4.14. As an application of Theorem 4.13, we give an example of a left-invariant metric
on SL(3) for which Ricci is strictly negative in all directions, but some geodesics still have conjugate
points. The construction of the metric itself is based on [23], which we briefly recall here.

The Lie algebra sl(3) has a natural decomposition as

(4.16) sl(3) = so(3) ⊕ sm(3) ⊕ t

with the Killing form being negative-definite on so(3) and positive-definite on the other two sub-
spaces; here t is the Cartan subalgebra, corresponding to traceless diagonal matrices, and sm(3)
consists of symmetric traceless matrices. The bracket structure is the following:

[t, t] = 0, [t, sm(3)] = so(3), [t, so(3)] = sm(3)

[sm(3), sm(3)] = so(3), [sm(3), so(3)] = sm(3) ⊕ t.

Define Λ : sl(3) → sl(3) by

Λ|so(3) = ρ · Idso(3), Λ|sm(3) = β · Idsm(3), Λ|t = α · Idt.

That is, Λ acts as a scalar multiple of the identity in each subspace of (4.16). If we choose ρ = 4
21 ,

β = 1 and α = 8
15 , then the main theorem of [23] shows that SL(3) equipped with the left-invariant

metric given at the Lie algebra by

⟨u, v⟩ = 1
2Tr

(
(Λu) · vT

)
, u, v ∈ sl(3)

has strictly negative Ricci curvature in every direction. Now let

u0 =

1 0 0
0 0 0
0 0 −1

 , v1 =

0 0 0
0 0 −1
0 1 0

 , v2 =

0 0 0
0 0 1
0 1 0

 .

Note that u0 is a regular element of the Lie algebra since it is diagonal, and that adu0 preserves the
subspace V := span{v1, v2}. We have

A0 = adu0 |V =

(
0 −1
−1 0

)
, X1 = B0Λ

−1 −A0 =

(
0 1 − α

1 − α
ρ 0

)
,

so that

κ(X1, X1) = 1
2Tr

(
X2

1

)
=

(α− 1)(α− ρ)

ρ
,

which is negative by our choice of α and ρ. Thus, the geodesic in direction u0 has conjugate points
by Theorem 4.13. This shows in particular that the Gromoll-Meyer condition is not necessary for
conjugate points.
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5. Conclusion & Outlook

For Lie groups where the adjoint action is uniformly bounded below in operator norm, we have
obtained a complete characterization of the initial velocities u0 ∈ g for which the corresponding
geodesic γ develops a conjugate point: this occurs if and only if u0 is not orthogonal to the
commutator subalgebra [g, g]. At the same time, as shown by Example 3.4, this criterion can
fail without the assumption of uniform boundedness of Adγ(t). A natural next step is to identify
precisely when this uniform boundedness holds, as this might yield a full description of the conjugate
locus on Lie groups in terms of purely algebraic data.

As illustrated in Example 3.2 for the case of rigid bodies, the explicit bounds on conjugate
times in Corollary 3.5 can be used to obtain bounds on the diameter for any left-invariant metric
on G, provided one can effectively calculate certain operator norms. It would be of interest to
obtain bounds for the injectivity radius as well, and to carry out similar analysis on other groups,
particularly SU(n) due to its connection to fluid dynamics via quantization.

Finally, one can likely weaken the assumptions of Theorem 4.13 regarding homogeneous geodesics
with steady Euler velocity u0. For example, if adu0 has a complex eigenvalue α+ iβ with α, β ̸= 0,
one could work in the four-dimensional subspace corresponding to the four eigenvalues ±α ± iβ
and obtain a similar, four-dimensional version of Lemma 4.12. In addition, if we use the index
form (3.1) rather than the explicit solution of the Jacobi equation, it would likely not be necessary
to assume Λ maps an eigenspace to itself. This would enable a more complete description of the
connection between stability in the Eulerian and Lagrangian senses and existence of conjugate
points. It would also be interesting to relate stability to conjugate points for nonsteady Euler
velocities u(t) describing nonhomogeneous geodesics.

Appendix A. Proof of Lemma 4.12

We present here the details of the proof of Lemma 4.12, which involves a case by case analysis
of the possible values the Killing form can take on X1, X2 ∈ sl2(R).

Lemma A.1. Let κ(X1, X2) = 1
2 Tr(X1X2) denote the Killing form on sl2(R). Then for any

distinct matrices X1, X2 ∈ sl2(R), the equation

det (etX1 − etX2) = 0

has a solution for t > 0 if and only if at least one of κ(X1, X1) or κ(X2, X2) is negative or, if both
are nonnegative, we have

(A.1) 2
√

κ(X1, X1)κ(X2, X2) < 2κ(X1, X2) < κ(X1, X1) + κ(X2, X2).

Proof. Since TrX1 = 0 we have by the Cayley-Hamilton theorem that X2
1 = −(detX1)I so that

κ(X1, X1) = − detX1, and similarly for X2. Let

d(t) := det (etX1 − etX2).

Case 1: κ(X1, X1) = a2, κ(X2, X2) = b2, a, b > 0.
In this case we must have a ̸= b, for otherwise the strict inequality condition (A.1) cannot be

satisfied. The matrix exponentials are given by

etX1 = (cosh at)I + a−1(sinh at)X1, etX2 = (cosh bt)I + b−1(sinh bt)X2.

It is then straightforward to compute that

d(t) = 2
(
1 − cosh at cosh bt + D sinh at sinh bt

)
, D := κ(X1, X2)/(ab),

If D ≤ 1, then for all t > 0, we have

d(t) ≤ 2(1 − cosh at cosh bt + sinh at sinh bt) = 2
(
1 − cosh

(
(a− b)t

))
< 0.
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If D ≥ 1
2(a2 + b2) then we can compute that

d′′(t) = (2Dab− a2 − b2) cosh at cosh bt +
(
(a2 + b2)D − 2ab

)
sinh at sinh bt

≥ 1
2(a2 − b2)2 sinh at sinh bt ≥ 0,

so d(t) is positive for all t > 0. On the other hand if 1 < D < 1
2ab(a2 + b2), then d(0) = d′(0) = 0

while
d′′(0) = 2(2abD − a2 − b2) < 0,

so that d(t) is negative for small positive t, while for large t we have d(t) ≈ 1
2(D − 1)e(a+b)t > 0.

Hence there must be a change of sign for some positive t.
Case 2: κ(X1, X1) = −a2, κ(X2, X2) = b2, a, b > 0.
Then we have

d(t) = 2(1 − cos at cosh bt + D sin at sinh bt), D = κ(X1, X2)/(ab).

For τ := π/a, we clearly have d(τ) > 0 and d(2τ) < 0, so we get a crossing for any values of a and
b.

Case 3: κ(X1, X1) = −a2, κ(X2, X2) = −b2, a, b > 0.
We can write

d(t) = 2 − 2 cos at cos bt + 2D sin at sin bt, D := κ(X1, X2)/(ab)

= 2(1 + D) sin2

(
a + b

2
t

)
+ 2(1 −D) sin2

(
b− a

2
t

)
.

Note that |D| ≥ 1 in this case with equality if and only if X2 is a multiple of X1. To see this, apply
conjugation to get a canonical form for X1, using invariance of the Killing form, to assume without
loss of generality that

X1 =

(
0 r
−r 0

)
, X2 =

(
x y + z

y − z −x

)
for some reals r, x, y, z. Then we have that

r2 = a2, κ(X1, X2) = rz, x2 + y2 − z2 = −b2.

Hence
|D| = |rz/ab| = |z/b| ≥ 1,

with equality iff x = y = 0, in which case X2 is a multiple of X1. If a = b then |D| > 1 since
X1 ̸= X2, and we have d(t) = 2(1 + D) sin2 at which obviously vanishes at all integer multiples of
π/a. Otherwise we may assume without loss of generality that b > a, and defining τ1 = 2π

b+a and

τ2 = 2π
b−a , we will have

d(τ1) = 2(1 −D) and d(τ2) = 2(1 + D).

Since |D| > 1, these values must have opposite signs, so d(t) vanishes between τ1 and τ2.
Case 4: κ(X1, X1) = 0, κ(X2, X2) = b2, b > 0.
In this case we have

d(t) = 2(1 − cosh bt + Dt sinh bt), D := κ(X1, X2)/b.

The same reasoning as in Case 1 shows that this can vanish if and only if 0 < 2D < b, which is
precisely condition (A.1).

Case 5: κ(X1, X1) = 0, κ(X2, X2) = −b2, b > 0.
In this case we have

d(t) = 2(1 − cos bt + 2Dt sin bt) = 4 sin ( bt2 )
(
Dt cos ( bt2 ) + sin ( bt2 )

)
, D := κ(X1, X2)/b.

This obviously vanishes at all integer multiples of 2π/b.
Case 6: κ(X1, X1) = 0, κ(X2, X2) = 0.
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In this last case we have

d(t) = 2t2κ(X1, X2),

which obviously never vanishes; also the strict inequality of condition (A.1) cannot be satisfied. □
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