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Abstract

The presence of universal phenomena both hints towards deep underlying principles

and can also serve as a tool to uncover them. Often, the scaling behavior of systems

shows such universality. An example of this is artificial neural networks (ANNs), which are

ubiquitously employed in artificial intelligence (AI) technology today. The performance of

an ANN, measured by the loss L, scales with the size of the network N and with the quantity

of training data D as simple power laws in N or D. We explain these laws theoretically.

Additionally, our theory also explains the persistence over many orders of magnitude of the

scaling with model size.

When both the amount of data D and the model size N are finite, the loss scales as

L ∝ D−1 and L ∝ N−1/2. The scaling in the regime where either N or D is effectively

infinite is more non-trivial, being tied to the intrinsic dimension d of the training dataset

by the simple relations L ∝ N−4/d and L ∝ D−4/d. We test our theoretical predictions in a

teacher/student framework, and on several datasets and with GPT-type language models.

These measurements yield intrinsic dimensions for several image datasets and set bounds

on the dimension of the English language that these were trained on.

Scaling behaviors also act as a tool to probe fundamental phenomena in nature—in this

case the theory of quantum gravity. We use holography to probe spacetime by using the

physics on its boundary. Specifically, previous work has employed the scaling properties of

operators on the boundary to construct a scalar field in the bulk. Our construction extends

this procedure to allow for arbitrary choice of gravitational dressing of the field. Apart

from yielding a more comprehensive understanding of the quantum properties of gravity,

our construction is suitable to test the non-locality of quantum gravity.

Advisor: Professor Jared Kaplan
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Human civilization has shown rapid and almost monotonic growth since 10,000 BCE, as
measured by the economic output of the world. This is seen in figure 1.1. Usually, we
understand fast growth as being exponential. For example, for a while during 2020 the
number of people carrying the coronavirus doubled every fixed number of days. The growth
I’m talking about is not that. Economic and population estimates from the last many
millenia suggest that they have been growing super-exponentially, meaning that they keep
doubling faster and faster.

This kind of growth predicts something alarming—that the economic output of the
world will become infinite at a finite time in the future. Open Philanthropy’s models
estimate this to happen before the turn of the century, and possibly even by 2050 [134].
This prediction is, of course, not literally true. As the human population or economic
output gets unsustainably large, some factors will put breaks on it, such as climate change,
depletion of natural resources, or human conflict originating from the previous two.

One of the main drivers of economic and social transformation today is Artificial Intelli-
gence (AI). The World Economic Forum calls the AI revolution the 4th industrial revolution
[139]. Some communities are facing its impact before others, and not always positive. A
joint study done in 2017 by four prominent European transport groups estimated that au-
tomated trucks could reduce the demand for drivers by 50-70% in the US and Europe by
2030 [51].

Clearly, there is an urgent need for critical changes to our social and economic institu-
tions to account for the AI revolution. The next few decades could be a great opportunity
to bring about large-scale human well-being, but without proper steps it could just as easily
implode human society. An essential ingredient to making sociopolitical changes is to have
a timeline for the development of AI. Therefore, it is imperative to have a more compre-
hensive understanding of how fast AI is improving, and which directions will persist into
socioeconomically significant developments.
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

Figure 1.1: The economic growth of human civilization from 10,000 BCE to 2019 CE, as
measured by the gross world product (GWP). According to this trend, the GWP would
become infinite in the year 2047. Source: [134]

The brains of AI technology today are mathematical models called artificial neural
networks (ANNs)1. Artificial neural networks are inspired by the human brain, which
somehow interconnects billions of neuron cells to process information. Correspondingly, an
artificial neural network is composed of a web of artificial “neurons”. Similar to how human
beings learn from their mistakes, ANNs learn by repeated trial and error. For example,
the autopilot neural network that self-drives a car will be trained by letting it drive for
thousands of hours. The longer it drives the less likely it is, for instance, to misidentify a
stop sign or fail to brake in time.

ANNs are getting bigger (in terms of the number of neurons) every year and are training
on more and more data. Typically, we expect an ANN with more neurons to perform better
on complicated tasks. Likewise, an ANN that is trained for longer is expected to perform
better.2 Thus, it should be possible to predict the rate of improvement in AI performance
for the foreseeable future.

And yet, a comprehensive quantitative understanding of how performance scales with
the above factors was missing until now. Our work bridges this gap. We find which factors
govern how fast AI performance improves with the size of the network and with the amount
of training data. I describe this in more detail in section 1.1 below, as well as in chapters 2
and 3. Our scaling laws are stated mathematically in relations 1.1.2 and 1.1.3, and relation
1.1.4.

1Most modern deep learning models are based on ANNs. The McKinsey Global Institute expects ANNs
to be even more dominant in the near future [30]

2The performance of neural networks may not always get better with size or longer training time, par-
ticularly for simpler tasks, due to a phenomenon called overfitting. Most real world tasks, e.g. language
modelling, are complicated enough to prevent this from happening. See also footnote 6.
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Our theory also explains a fundamental result—the scaling of the performance of an
ANN with its size, or with the amount of training data, is often largely independent of
the choice of architecture [81]. An architecture is the way the neurons are interconnected
together to form the network. It is true that the performance of a network on a task depends
on the choice of architecture. Yet, it turns out that how the performance improves with
the above mentioned parameters is independent of this choice. Moreover, the scaling of
performance is dependent on the nature of the training data. For example, Alexa’s voice
recognition AI [83] would have a different scaling than Facebook’s face recognition AI [147],
since one trains on the English language while the other trains on photographs.

The universality in the scaling of AI performance indicates that it is governed by the
intrinsic properties of the training data, while the microscopic details of the architecture
get washed out. Specifically, we have found that the scaling is governed by the intrinsic
dimension of the data, which can be thought of as a measure of complexity of that dataset.
Thus, by observing the scaling behaviour of ANNs on various datasets, we can infer the
intrinsic dimensions of those datasets. In particular, we have found the dimension of CI-
FAR100, which is a collection of images of airplanes, cars, cats, dogs etc., and have also put
bounds on the dimension of the English language. I elaborate more on this in section 1.1.2
below and in chapters 2 and 3.

The existence of universal scaling behaviors and their utility in revealing deep phe-
nomena extend beyond the realm of AI. Fundamental processes in nature often result in
universal scalings. When water is subjected to a temperature of about 374◦C and about 218
atm pressure [153], it acquires unusual properties. Near this critical point, its heat capacity
blows up. Specifically the numerical exponent of this divergence is about 0.11008 [87, 150].

Remarkably, the same numerical exponent is observed for almost any material’s liquid-
gas phase transition at the critical point, not just water. This intriguing universality doesn’t
end there—even magnets when heated show the same exponent. A piece of metallic iron is
ferromagnetic below 770◦C [19], but paramagnetic above. In other words, when a piece of
iron is cold enough, it can be made into a permanent magnet, but if it is sufficiently heated,
it loses its magnetism altogether. In the vicinity of the critical point, we again observe
that the heat capacity diverges, and diverges with that same exponent. The microscopic
details of the material’s makeup don’t seem to matter when it comes to the behavior near
the critical point.

To understand the universal nature of the critical point, let’s look at the example of
a magnet in more detail. We can imagine a magnetic material, such as a piece of iron,
as being a lattice of tiny molecular magnets 3. The nature of these molecular magnets is
such that they want to align in the same direction as their neighbors, whether it be up or
down. When the molecules are all aligned in the same direction, the piece of iron becomes a
strong magnet. However when the iron is heated, the added heat energy tends to scramble

3In literature, this model is referred to as the Ising model. For details see [150]
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any alignments and patterns that are formed by the molecules. Thus, at high enough
temperatures—more precisely at T above the critical temperature Tc—we observe that on
an average there is no net magnetization of the iron, since nearby molecules are aligned
randomly rather than uniformly. On the other hand, at low temperatures, molecules align
uniformly to form large regions where their magnetizations points in the same direction.
Consequently, the piece of iron then acts as a magnet. The behavior of a hot magnetic
material is demonstrated by the top two figures in figure 1.2, while the behavior of cold
magnetic material is shown in the bottom two figures. In these figures blue and yellow
colors denote upward and downward pointing molecular magnetizations respectively.

As can be observed visually in figure 1.2 below, if we zoom out of the T > Tc picture,
it gets even more randomly scrambled. Similarly, if we zoom out of the T < Tc picture, it
gets more uniformly aligned. But, as demonstrated by figure 1.3 below, if T = Tc, then
zooming out does nothing, meaning that it is impossible to tell what length scale of the
material one is looking at. Hence, at the critical point, the system becomes independent of
the length scale [159, 160].

Figure 1.2: These pictures depict a (Ising) magnetic lattice. Zooming out of the system
when T > Tc (top) leads to more randomly aligned regions, i.e. the size of yellow and blue
patches becomes even smaller. Zooming out of the system when T < Tc (bottom) leads to
more yellow regions. Source: [150]
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Figure 1.3: These pictures depict a (Ising) magnetic lattice at critical point T = Tc. Since
the system is at the critical point, it is scale invariant. Consequently, there is no difference
in the geometrical properties of the two figures. Source: [150]

Scale invariance explains the universality of phase transitions near the critical point.
There exist only a handful of scale invariant mathematical models.4 Thus, a large number
of systems need to be described by relatively few mathematical models. Consequently, every
mathematical model ends up describing a plurality of systems [159, 160]. This is why almost
all materials that undergo liquid-gas phase transitions at the critical point have the same
heat capacity exponent of 0.11008 [87, 150].

These mathematical models that describe the critical point are called conformal field
theories, or CFTs in short.5. Remarkably, it has been found that CFTs are also useful
in making progress in one of the biggest unsolved problems in fundamental physics today:
the problem of quantum gravity. The four fundamental forces in nature—gravitational,
electromagnetic, strong nuclear, and weak nuclear—are not all described by the same theory.
The latter three are described by a quantum theory called the Standard Model, while gravity
is described by Einstein’s general theory of relativity. This separate treatment works well in
most everyday scenarios, but it falls short when it comes to understanding the fundamental
properties of nature, for example the events at the birth of the universe. Quantum gravity
is an attempt to unify our understanding of all four fundamental forces of nature under one
theory. Unfortunately, previous approaches have had limited success with this problem. In
section 1.2 and chapter 4, we will see that the scaling behaviors of CFTs allow us to gain
insight into this difficult problem.

This introduction is organized as follows. I elaborate on the scaling behaviors of arti-
ficial neural networks in section 1.1. There, I explain the mathematical formulation of an

4The system also has locality, which restricts the class of allowed models. I’m also assuming that scale
invariant models are conformal field theories. See footnote 5 below

5Technically scale invariant models don’t have to be CFTs, since CFTs have extra symmetries as well. In
practice scale invariant models are almost always CFTs [114]. I will use the two terms interchangeably.
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ANN, as well as our results and their significance in more detail. More information on this
can be found in chapters 2 and 3. Next, I describe in more detail the problem of quantum
gravity, its brief history, as well as our contributions in section 1.2. Remaining details and
a technical treatment can be found in chapter 4. Lastly, I end with a discussion of further
interesting universal scaling phenomena in other disciplines.

1.1 Universal Scaling Behavior of Neural Networks

Almost exclusively, the brain of any artificial intelligence (AI) technology today is an object
called artificial neural network (ANN) or neural network in short. ANNs, which are inspired
by the human brain, are a complex interconnected web of artificial neurons. Artificial
neurons are described by simple mathematical functions, but together they can perform a
staggering range of tasks.

In the next subsection I will describe the types of tasks that ANNs need to perform.
Then we will see concretely what an artificial neuron is, and the structure of a simple ANN.
I will then describe what it means to train a network. In later subsections I will describe
mathematically the scaling behavior of ANNs, followed by our results.

1.1.1 Background

Artificial neurons

An artificial neuron is a mathematical function that takes a bunch of numbers as input,
and churns out one number as the output. To be precise, the churning involves taking a
weighted sum of the inputs followed by a non linear operation on the weighted sum

y = ϕ

(
m∑
i=1

wixi + b

)
(1.1.1)

where xi’s are a collection of m inputs, and y is the output. The wi’s and b are the weights
and bias that act on the inputs. The function ϕ is a nonlinear function that makes the
operation non-trivial.

By tweaking any individual weight wi, we can control how much the input xi contributes
to the output. For example, if w1 is much larger than the other w’s then x1 contributes
more to the output.

The function ϕ can be chosen from a wide variety of nonlinear functions, a very common
one being the piecewise linear function ReLU (Rectified Linear Unit) activation defined by

ϕ(x) =

{
x if x>0
0 otherwise
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In chapters 2 and 3, we will almost exclusively use ReLUs.

Artificial neural networks

It is indeed remarkable that neurons, the building blocks of complex AI systems, are such
simple mathematical functions. The power of AI comes from having neurons work together.
Now, I will describe arguably the simplest ANN architecture—the fully connected network.

Fully connected networks consist of layers of neurons. The input is fed into the first
layer. The neurons in the first layer process the input according to the mathematical
function described above. The output of the first layer is then fed into the second layer,
and so on. We pull the final output from the last layer. The layers between the input and
the output layers are called hidden layers, because their outputs are normally hidden from
the outside. This process can be visualized as in figure 1.4.

Figure 1.4: A fully connected artificial neural network with one hidden layer. There are 3

inputs, 2 outputs, and the hidden layer has 4 artificial neurons. The inputs are fed to the
hidden layer, where the neurons process it and then feed it forward. In general there can be
any number of hidden layers, any number of neurons in each hidden layer, and any number
of inputs and outputs. Source: [34]

Different architectures are suited to different problems. For example, convolutional
neural networks are more suited to tasks related to images, while recurrent neural networks
work better on time series data, like human languages etc. Despite their differences, typically
these architectures can be visualized as having a layered structure.
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Training

Since each neuron has wi and b, an ANN has a whole collection of weights and biases
coming from the different neurons that comprise the network. By tuning each weight, we
can modify how the neurons process the input. This process of adjusting the weights to get
a desired result is called training. Of course, this is not done manually. There are several
algorithms to do this, but we shall not get into the details of those algorithms.

Supervised, unsupervised and reinforcement learning

Machine learning tasks can be of many varieties. I will describe three common types.

Imagine you want to train an ANN to recognize handwritten digits. A straightforward
way to do this is to write a bunch of digits by hand on a piece of paper and then take
pictures of them. This forms our training data. Now, we can feed these images into the
network and tweak the weights of the network until it outputs the correct answer indicating
which digit is on the picture. In practice this is done automatically by having a set of
training data, along with a set of labels that indicate the correct answer, like the correct
digit on each image. We feed the neural network with the training data and training labels
and train it until it achieves a desired accuracy. This is called supervised learning.

Some other tasks do not need explicit labels. For example, let’s say that most of the
customers of a product are either in their twenties or fifties. To find this pattern we just
need to feed the customer information into a network and let it cluster them into categories.
Since there is a natural classification, the ANN would hopefully pick up on that. This is a
trivial example, but in general non-trivial patterns can be uncovered through this process,
called unsupervised learning.

ANNs can also be trained to play games. One method to do that is to let the network
play the game, and then reward it for a correct move and punish it for wrong ones. This is
called reinforcement learning.

1.1.2 Intrinsic dimension of data and universal scaling of performance

We saw above that an ANN has a bunch of parameters that need to be trained to yield the
desired outcome. The size of a neural network is measured in terms of the number of these
trainable parameters. As of 2021, ANNs typically have millions of parameters. Some big
ones have tens of billions of parameters. Open AI’s GPT-3 has 175 billion parameters [20].

The sizes of ANNs are growing every year. Similarly, the amount of training data
available is also increasing. In general a network that is bigger, or more trained, does better
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at complicated tasks.6

When we try to study how ANN performance improves (i.e. scales) with their size,
an intriguing observation emerges. Even though there exist a plethora of vastly different
neural network architectures, the scaling of performance of most of these architectures is
the same. This is not to say that they perform the same. Some are still better than others,
but how quickly the performance gets better with increasing size is largely independent of
which architecture is chosen.

Moreover, the scaling behavior changes when the task is changed, e.g. recognizing faces
in photographs will scale differently than playing the game of Go. This suggests that scaling
behaviors have something to do with the intrinsic properties of the task that the ANN needs
to perform. I describe this next, while more details are contained in chapter 2.

Intrinsic dimension of data

The data that is fed to a neural network is in the form of arrays of numbers. For example,
imagine a black and white picture. Each pixel of the image can be assigned a number, based
on how bright it is. Let’s say that the color white is 1, black is 0, and every shade of grey
in between is a number between 0 and 1. Thus, every such image can be fully described by
an array or numbers, each denoting one pixel.

Suppose the image that we started with was 10 pixels high and 10 pixels wide. Then,
there are 10× 10 = 100 pixels in the image, and so the image will be described by an array
of 100 numbers. Now, imagine starting out with a whole set of such images for the purpose
of training the network.

This description of the images is likely to be redundant. Imagine a bunch of pho-
tographs of landscapes. In almost all these photographs, the top half is the image of the
sky, which is blue. Thus, the numbers corresponding to those pixels hardly change between
different images. One can drop these redundant numbers and still be able to fully describe
each image. Let’s say that after getting rid of all the redundancies, we are left with 25

numbers to describe each image. Then we say that the intrinsic dimension of the set of
images is 25. As the name suggests, this is an intrinsic property of the set of images. We
can also look at the intrinsic dimension of the data as being a measure of complexity. Small
dimensional data is typically less complex compared to large dimensional data.

More technically, we’re viewing data as a being on a manifold. The data naively lies in a
large manifold, but truly occupies only a submanifold within the larger space. In the above
example, each image is a point in a 100 dimensional manifold. But, the image dataset really

6When an ANN has too many parameters, it essentially memorizes the training dataset, resulting in poor
performance outside the training dataset. Most real world tasks, e.g. language modelling, are complicated
enough to prevent this from happening. In chapters 2 and 3 we take measures where needed to avoid
overfitting.
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lies on a 25 dimensional submanifold embedded within the bigger manifold. The dimension
of the submanifold is related to the inherent information content and compressibility of the
dataset. The dimension of this submanifold is the intrinsic dimension of the data.

The scaling law, mathematically

We have found that the intrinsic dimension of the data is the driving force behind the uni-
versal scaling behavior. Essentially, when the data is large dimensional the performance
improves only slowly as we increase the size of the neural network, and vice versa. Math-
ematically, neural network performance is measured by loss. Larger loss means worse
performance. When the amount of training data is plentiful, i.e. when the network size is
the bottleneck, then we can write down the scaling relation between loss and model size-

Loss ∝ 1

(Network Size)4/d
(1.1.2)

where d is the intrinsic dimension of the data, that we talked about above.

Thus, for any data and network choice, a bigger network means better performance
(smaller loss), but how fast the performance improves depends on d, the dimensionality of
data. For large d, we need a much bigger network to get an improvement in the performance.

Figure 2.1 in chapter 2 demonstrates this law. We measure the scaling exponents, and
independently measure the intrinsic dimension of various datasets. The plot between the
two establishes relation 1.1.2. More details, including a simple theory behind relation 1.1.2
can be found in section 2.2 in chapter 2.

1.1.3 Computing the dimension of the English language and other data

We saw above that the intrinsic dimension of the data governs the scaling of performance
of ANNs. So, by looking at the scaling behavior of neural networks on various datasets, we
can infer their intrinsic dimensions.7

In particular, we have found that the MNIST [91], fashion MNIST [162] and SVHN
[120] datasets, which consist of 10 classes of images, have a dimension of around 10. More
non-trivially, the dataset CIFAR100, which consists of images from 100 classes like trucks,
airplanes, cats, dogs etc., has a dimension around 25. The details of these measurements
can be found in chapters 2 and 3.

From the scaling of OpenAI’s language models [81], we have been able to bound the
dimension of the training data in English. Since the training data is both vast and chosen

7Technically, the scaling exponent only puts a bound on the intrinsic dimension. In many cases the bound
is tight, but exceptions do occur. For details about the inequality and exceptions see section 2.2.2.
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from a variety of sources, this can be interpreted as being a bound on the dimension of
the English language, as seen by neural networks. We expect the dimension to be about
d ≥ 53 from measurement of the scaling exponent, and d > 90 from independent methods
of measurements. A detailed discussion can be found in chapter 2 in section 2.3.4 .

1.1.4 Scaling in other regimes

We discussed above the scaling of neural network performance with the size of the network.
The relation 1.1.2 holds when size is the limiting factor, i.e. when training data is plentiful.

On the other hand, if network size is very large (effectively infinite), but the amount
of training data is limited, we find a similar scaling behavior-

Loss ∝ 1

(Dataset Size)4/d
(1.1.3)

This can be understood rigorously for the case of a linear network, as explained in section
3.2 of chapter 3. The top right plot in figure 3.1 supports this law. Relation 1.1.2 is also
verified by the bottom left plot in figure 3.1.

Apart from the two regimes that we have discussed so far, the top left and bottom
right plots in figure 3.1 demonstrate two other regimes. These show the scaling behavior
with network size and training data size, when neither of them is very large. In this case,
the scaling is very simple-

Loss ∝ 1

Model Width
Loss ∝ 1

Training Data Size

(1.1.4)

We refer to the first two regimes, where either data or model size is effectively infinite,
as resolution limited regimes. The remaining two regimes, where both model and data are
finite are referred to as variance limited regimes. A detailed analysis of all four regimes is
found in chapter 3.

1.1.5 Limitations and future directions

While our theory of scaling exponents described above has been formulated for supervised
learning, our superclassing experiments suggest that unsupervised learning behaves similar
to supervised learning (see section 3.4) in the way that it treats data. This could hint
towards a deeper theoretical understanding of scaling in unsupervised learning. It is less
clear how the theory extends to reinforcement learning. A theory of sample efficiency scaling
would be more likely to be relevant to reinforcement learning.

Each layer in a neural network is expected to see a different level of abstraction of the
data. Therefore, to test our theory we choose the minimum intrinsic dimension out of all
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hidden layers, since that represents the most compact representation of the data. In this
regard, it is less trivial to test our theory on architectures that have a residual (ResNet)
structure, for example OpenAI’s language models [128], since the input itself is added after
each layer. For these architectures, we still expect the inequality to hold (see section 2.2.2),
but the bound may not be saturated.

1.2 Scale Invariance and Quantum Gravity

1.2.1 Background: what is quantum gravity?

Is Einstein’s relativity wrong?

Albert Einstein discovered the general theory of relativity in 1915. His theory provided a
beautiful geometric description of gravity. Gravity is one of the four fundamental forces
in nature— the other three being electromagnetic, weak nuclear, and strong nuclear forces.
A unified description of the latter three, called the Standard Model, had to wait until
the second half of 20th century. The Standard Model is a quantum theory, while general
relativity is classical, meaning that it can be understood without quantum mechanics.

Around the same time that the Standard Model was taking its final form, Stephen
Hawking combined some properties of quantum mechanics with general relativity and dis-
covered that black holes aren’t so black, meaning that they can radiate [65]. Black holes
are objects that pack an incredibly high density of matter in a very small volume. They are
usually formed when a gas of matter collapses due to the strength of its own gravitational
field. According to general relativity, black holes are supposed to be black, meaning that
they absorb any matter or radiation that falls on them. Nothing can escape from a black
hole.

What Hawking found was startling—that even black holes can radiate. This is an
indication that general relativity may not be entirely correct. At least, quantum mechanics
and general relativity are at odds with one another.

The separation of quantum and gravity

General relativity is not a complete description of the universe because it explains only
gravity, while leaving the other three for the Standard Model. In most situations this
division of labor works. For example, to describe how the Earth affects flying birds, we can
consider separately the effects of gravitational and magnetic fields of the Earth. In other
words, electromagnetic and gravitational phenomena don’t usually mix with each other.

We can understand this separation from the scales of the forces. Gravity is a large scale
force, in the sense that its effects are relevant on the macroscopic scales. For example, the
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dynamics of planetary motion are governed by gravity. The other three forces in nature are
microscopic. Electromagnetic force holds atoms and molecules together, and gives solids
their rigidity. The two nuclear forces act at the scale of protons and neutrons. Similarly,
there is a separation of scale in terms of strength of the forces. The strong nuclear force is
about a hundred times stronger than electromagnetic force, about a million times stronger
than weak force, but about 1038 times stronger than gravity.

Black holes mix quantum and gravity

The neat separation of scales between quantum forces and gravity breaks down when too
much matter starts accumulating in a very small region of space. The gravitational field
produced by highly dense matter can no longer be ignored in comparison to the other three
forces. This happened at the beginning of the universe when all the matter and energy of
the universe was crunched up in a tiny volume. Since black holes have extremely dense
matter in a tiny volume, they also become a playground for the mixing of quantum theory
and gravity.

The information paradox

That quantum mechanics and general relativity are at odds with one another can also be seen
in a another related phenomenon—the information paradox. Quantum mechanics is unitary,
meaning that as a quantum system evolves in time, it cannot gain or lose information. Black
holes, on the other hand, lose information. Black holes are completely characterized by
a handful of quantities, namely their mass, momentum, angular momentum and electric
charge. For example, imagine two different black holes, both formed by crunching together
objects of different shapes and sizes. If we can make the total mass etc. of the falling matter
the same, then we get identical black holes, even though the starting objects were very
different in shapes and sizes. Thus, a large amount of information about the matter that
fell into the black hole is lost. This is called the no-hair theorem—that the surface of a
black hole is smooth, and contains no additional information [112, 71].

The resolution: a theory of quantum gravity

Hawking made his startling prediction of black hole radiation by combining some properties
of quantum theory with general relativity. But, his approach only scratched the surface (pun
intended) of a complete, unified quantum theory of gravity. The full theory of quantum
gravity would explain all four forces of nature. It would be the fruit of thousands of years
of progress towards a fundamental understanding of nature.

Unfortunately, our efforts so far have fallen short. Combining gravity with other forces
has presented both technical as well as conceptual difficulties. In fact, to even think about
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a unified theory of gravity, we’re having to rethink what we took for granted, for example
what it even means for an experimental apparatus to make a measurement.

For a while in late 20th century, string theory was thought to be a contender for a theory
of quantum gravity. Gradually, it became clear that string theory was not just incredibly
hard to solve, but also that it is experimentally unverifiable. Essentially, whatever properties
of the universe we find through experiments, we can find a way in string theory to justify
them [161]. However, through string theory we found a property that turned out to be very
robust. Robust to the extent that we’re willing to forget about string theory and use this
instead as our fundamental principle. This property is called holography.

1.2.2 Background: holography

A photograph is a two dimensional representation of an object, but a hologram is the three
dimensional representation. Therefore, a hologram faithfully captures the entirety of the
object.

Einstein treats space and time as one combined object, called spacetime, and gravity
is just a geometrical property of spacetime. For technical reasons, we will deal with a
hypothetical spacetime that does not exactly resemble our universe, but nevertheless gives
important physical insight. This is called the anti-de Sitter (AdS) spacetime.8

A surprising relationship was discovered about AdS spacetime in the late 1990’s–that
the physics on the boundary is enough to tell us everything that’s happening in the entire
spacetime [103]. This is not at all obvious. Imagine a city where you can tell exactly what
is happening inside by just watching the events on the outskirts! This duality is called
holography. In particular, the complete quantum gravity in this spacetime is described in
terms of the physics on the boundary. To use this approach to study quantum gravity, we
need to understand the boundary physics better.

The boundary of AdS

Let’s say we have a (AdS-)spacetime. Now, say we travel infinitely far out towards the
boundary of space. We find something interesting about the spacetime close to the boundary—
depending on the details of how we approach the boundary, it looks either stretched or
compressed. Thus, the same physical phenomena happening at the boundary may appear
stretched or compressed from various points of view [80]. The phenomena themselves don’t
change. They just look different. This is tantalizingly pointing towards the fact that the
physics on the boundary is independent of stretching or compressing, i.e. it is scale invariant.

8AdS is a spacetime of constant negative curvature. It is unlikely that our universe resembles AdS, but
our understanding of quantum gravity so far is is largely restricted to AdS.
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The physics on the boundary is thus described by a conformal field theory (CFT).9

Holography is a general principle, and the correspondence between AdS physics and
CFT on the boundary is a prime example. In this introduction, as well as in 4, we shall use
the terms holography and AdS/CFT correspondence interchangeably.

Promoting holography

The discovery of holography was done within the framework of string theory, but it was soon
realized that the duality seems to be much more robust. In fact, evidence from fundamental
principles in physics, e.g. thermodynamics, also points towards holography, without relying
on the heavily complicated machinery of string theory. Thus, we make a bold move—we
turn the problem on its head. We assume that holography is true, then we can use it to
find the properties of the yet undiscovered theory of quantum gravity.

1.2.3 Bulk reconstruction

In order to use holography to find the properties of quantum gravity, we start with a CFT
on the boundary and use that to reconstruct the events in the bulk. The procedure is called
bulk reconstruction.

Bulk reconstruction is relatively straightforward if we assume that the AdS space in
the bulk has no gravitational fluctuations, i.e. all gravity is just a static force that does not
mix with any other forces. This old-fashioned gravity takes the interesting physics out of
the picture. In particular, it takes away the quantum properties of gravity.

A more involved procedure for bulk reconstruction was recently implemented, where
explicit calculations can be done without stripping gravity of all its quantum properties
[8]. This ‘proto-field’ approach makes interesting predictions, but, as we discuss next, one
problem with this approach is that it keeps some essential properties hidden under the rug.

1.2.4 Dressings in quantum theories

Forces are produced from fields, e.g. an electric field produces an attraction or repulsion be-
tween charged particles. In particular, the three quantum forces (electromagnetism, strong
nuclear, and weak nuclear) are mathematically described as quantum fields. This mathe-
matical description explains a host of phenomena that we take for granted. One of them
is of particular interest to us. An electron always has to come surrounded with an electric

9If we ignore the dynamics of gravity in the bulk then the boundary theory lacks a stress tensor, hence
is not a CFT [80]. See also footnote 5.
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field.10 Naked electrons don’t exist in nature. Naively, one could imagine that an electron
is its own particle, while electric fields are related to electromagnetic fields, and so they
should be allowed to exist independently. Indeed, the mathematics of field theory prohibits
that. An electron has to always come dressed in electric fields in order to keep the theory
consistent.

Gravity also has the same constraint. Therefore, a correct theory of quantum gravity
should yield dressed fields, rather than bare fields. Since the proto-field constructed in [8]
is interacting with gravity, it must be dressed. But, it is not clear what the nature of the
dressing is. Besides, the exact form of the dressing should be a choice, but the construction
of the proto-field seems to take the choice away from us.

In chapter 4, this problem is rectified by explicitly constructing a bulk field dressed
with a dressing of choice. This new construction is not pedantic. It allows an exploration of
some fundamental properties of quantum gravity, which was previously not possible. One
such property is locality.

1.2.5 Locality in quantum gravity

We expect quantum gravity to be non-local at very short length scales, meaning that the
position of any object cannot be specified precisely. This is because quantum observables
are fuzzy. Since in quantum gravity the geometry of spacetime itself is a quantum entity at
very short length scales, geometrical quantities like distance become fuzzy.

Any theory of quantum gravity should be able to test this property. Indeed, the original
proto-field construction has been shown to have non-locality [26]. But, since the proto-field
comes attached (dressed) to a line that extends all the way to the boundary, we don’t know
if the non-locality that we detect is due to genuine non-locality of quantum gravity, or an
artifact of this construction.

Having the ability to dress the proto-field with a dressing of our choice allows one to
extract the genuine non-localities of quantum gravity, as I now explain. The procedure to
tell if something is present at a point in space is to collide it with a second object. If a
collision happens then there was indeed an object at that spot. Now, if a collision happens at
multiple points, then the original object was present at multiple points, i.e. it was non local.
In the original proto-field construction, when we try to collide two objects together, their
dressings themselves also start colliding with each other. Thus, it is not possible to tell what
is causing the collision, the collision of the dressings or the fundamental non-localities of
quantum gravity. With the new construction, we can arrange the dressings of two colliding
objects such that the dressings themselves stay out of the way, i.e. they themselves don’t
collide with anything. Thus, the only non-local collisions that can potentially happen are

10The property mentioned here is called gauge invariance, and the dressings are a generalization of Wilson
lines [41]
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due to the genuine non-locality of quantum gravity.

Figure 1.5: Basal metabolic rate of organisms plotted against their body mass. A power
law with exponent ≈ 0.75 holds across 27 orders of magnitude in mass

1.3 Discussion

Apart from machine learning and physics, universal scaling laws are found in a variety of
other areas. For example, if the basal metabolic rate of organisms is plotted against their
mass M, a clear power law extending over 27 orders of magnitude is found (figure 1.5).
Various other ‘allometric’ scaling laws have been found that are summarized in table 1.1.
Interestingly, the exponents are almost always in multiples of 1/4 or 1/8. The universality
of these ‘quarter power’ scalings has been explained in terms of the efficient geometry of
distribution systems, like the circulatory system [156, 155].

A remarkable consequence of these scaling laws is the emergence of invariant quantities.
For example, since mammalian lifespan increases as M1/4, while the heart rate decreases as
M−1/4, the number of heartbeats per lifetime (≈ 1.5 × 109) is approximately independent
of body size [155]. This means that whether it is giant animals like elephants or tiny ones
like mice, their hearts beat about a billion times in their lives. Similarly, the population
density in forest communities (M−3/4) and the the individual power (M3/4) together imply
that the power used by individuals in any size class is roughly constant [43, 155].
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Parameter Scaling with Mass
Mammalian life span M1/4

Mammalian heart rate M−1/4

Radii of aortas and tree trunks M3/8

Unicellular genome lengths M1/4

RNA concentration M−1/4

Population density in forest communities M−3/4

Table 1.1:: Allometric scaling laws. Source of data: [155]

Similarly, a number of properties of cities, like total wages, patent production, and
electricity consumption scale with the population size. The scaling exponents (β) fall into
universality classes—β ≈ 1.2 > 1, β ≈ 1 and β ≈ 0.8 < 1. As expected, quantities like
household water consumption scale linearly with population (β ≈ 1), since an individual’s
domestic water needs are roughly the same irrespective of the size of the city they live in.
β < 1 corresponds to economies of scale, i.e. quantities that are easier to produce on a larger
scale, for example the length of electric cables. In contrast, innovation and wealth creation
is supported by larger size. Thus, the quantities that depend on them scale with β > 1,
like the number of new patents [14]. The population dynamics based on these scalings [14]
provides quantitative insight into the super exponential growth of human population and
economic output since 10,000 BCE which we encountered in figure 1.1.

The exponents β > 1 are qualitatively distinct from scaling exponents found in bio-
logical systems, which are all smaller than 1. Innovation in urban economies now happens
on time scales much shorter than individual life spans, and will only becomes more rapid
as population increases (since β > 1). On the other hand, evolution in biological systems
happens on the evolutionary time scale, which vastly exceeds individual life spans. Urban
“metabolism” is likely fueled by uniquely human social dynamics that transcend biology
[14].

Universality of quantitative processes indicates the unity of the machinery behind them,
be it in natural phenomena in physics or biology, or human engineered systems like artificial
intelligence and urban centers. On one hand, in case of artificial neural networks, the
universality of scaling behaviors lead us to uncover the simple mechanisms that underlie
these complex machines. On the other hand, in case of quantum gravity, scaling behaviors
themselves become tools to understand the elusive secrets of the universe.
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Chapter 2

A Neural Scaling Law from the
Dimension of the Data Manifold

This thesis chapter originally appeared in the literature as:
U. Sharma and J. Kaplan, “A Neural Scaling Law from the Dimension of the
Data Manifold,” arXiv: 2004.10802

Abstract

When data is plentiful, the loss achieved by well-trained neural networks scales
as a power-law L ∝ N−α in the number of network parameters N . This empiri-
cal scaling law holds for a wide variety of data modalities, and may persist over
many orders of magnitude. The scaling law can be explained if neural models are
effectively just performing regression on a data manifold of intrinsic dimension d.
This simple theory predicts that the scaling exponents α ≈ 4/d for cross-entropy
and mean-squared error losses. We confirm the theory by independently measuring
the intrinsic dimension and the scaling exponents in a teacher/student framework,
where we can study a variety of d and α by dialing the properties of random teacher
networks. We also test the theory with CNN image classifiers on several datasets
and with GPT-type language models.

2.1 Introduction

Neural Network based Machine Learning has made enormous progress in a wide variety of
domains. Scale has been a key ingredient in this success: large amounts of computation,
large datasets, and large models with millions or billions of parameters.

Not only is scale beneficial to performance, but the benefits from scale can be predicted
precisely. Recent works [69, 68, 135, 81] studying a variety of data modalities and model
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Figure 2.1: This figure shows the relationship between the measured intrinsic dimension
(ID) of the data manifold and 4

α , where α is the model size scaling exponent. We include
data from fully-connected teacher/student experiments, simple CNNs, and GPT-type [127,
128] language models (represented as a lower-bound due to large uncertainties with large
IDs).
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architectures all find the same scaling relation in the underfitting regime. In particular, the
dependence of the loss on the number of model parameters N has the following properties,
and each suggests a corresponding question:

• As the number of model parameters N is increased, the cross-entropy loss of well-
trained and well-tuned models scales with N as a power-law

L(N) ∝ 1

Nα
(2.1.1)

with observed values such as α ≈ 0.076 for language modeling [81], and much larger
α ≈ 0.5 observed for image classification [135]. Why do we encounter this simple
functional form, and what determines the value of the exponent α?

• Scaling holds very accurately across a wide range of N , sometimes spanning many
orders of magnitude [69, 68, 81]. Why does scaling persist over a large range of model
sizes, and what determines the Nmax where it eventually breaks down?

• Empirically, the scaling exponent α may not depend greatly on model architecture.
For example, LSTMs and Transformers scale similarly over a large range of N [81],
with losses differing only by an overall, N -independent factor. Why would scaling
exponents be roughly independent of model architecture?

We will argue that a simple conjectural theory can address these questions while making a
number of testable predictions.

2.1.1 Main Ideas

The key idea is that neural models map the data to a manifold with intrinsic dimension
d, and then use added capacity to carve up this manifold into ever smaller sub-regions. If
the underlying data varies continuously on the manifold, then the size of these sub-regions
(rather than their number) determines the model’s loss. To shrink the size of the sub-regions
by a factor of 2 requires increasing the parameter count by a factor of 2d, and so the inverse
of the scaling exponent 1/α will be proportional to the intrinsic dimension d of the data
manifold. We develop these ideas in detail in section 2.2.

The scaling exponent α can be measured by training a succession of models of varying
size. We measure the intrinsic dimension d within the final layer1 activations of trained
networks, using the distances among nearest neighbor activation vectors [95, 44].

We test the theory in a student/teacher framework, which makes it possible to scan
over a large range of α and d and test more idiosyncratic features of the theory (see figure

1It was shown in [10] that the final hidden layer activations have the smallest intrinsic dimension in image
classifiers. Our findings are largely consistent with this.
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2.4). We also perform tests using CNNs for image classification, and by measuring the
intrinsic dimension of GPT-type models [127, 128], where scaling exponent have already
been documented [81].

2.1.2 Contributions: Predictions and Results

In what follows we list the concrete predictions made by our theory, and their status based
on our results2 and information in the literature. Throughout we use L to denote the loss,
N to denote the number of parameters in a neural network (often referred to informally as
‘model size’), α as the power-law scaling exponent, and d as the intrinsic dimension of the
data manifold.

1. Prediction: In the range of N where the loss scales as L(N) ∝ 1
Nα , we predict α ∝ 1

d ,
where d is the intrinsic dimension of the data manifold for the dataset and task in
question. If the network is composed of ReLU non-linearities and the loss is mean
squared error or cross-entropy (or KL divergence), we predict

α ≳ 4

d
(2.1.2)

with equality expected in the generic case.

Results: See figure 2.1 for the summary combining all datasets. We find a variety of
evidence supporting this prediction, and the factor of ‘4’ fits quite well. We show in
figure 2.8 that this factor can be modified if we use other loss functions. For language
modeling with GPT [127, 128], we know 4

α ≈ 53 while we measure the intrinsic
dimension as d ≥ 90 (figure 2.10), in accord with the inequality, but quite far from
equality.

2. Prediction: The maximum network size Nmax where we obtain power-law scaling
grows with d via logNmax ∝ d. Larger d should correspond with much larger Nmax.

Results: We have confirmed the approximate relation logNmax ∝ d (see figure 2.2)
with teacher/student experiments by identifying when L(Nmax) reaches a fixed value.

3. Prediction: The exponent α will not depend significantly on model architecture
except through the intrinsic dimension d. Since larger α and smaller d lead to improved
performance with scale, the best architectures will tend to have the smallest d.

Results: In [10] it was discovered empirically that better performing image classifiers
have smaller d, and [81] showed that LSTMs and Transformers have very similar
exponents. We leave the measurement of both α and d across distinct architectures
to future work.

2Code for our experiments will be available at: https://github.com/U-Sharma/NeuralScaleID
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4. Prediction: Models with size N ∈ [Nmin, Nmax] where the loss scales as a power-law
in N all map the data to a manifold with the same intrinsic dimension d.

Results: We verify this for teacher/student experiments in figure 2.3 and for CI-
FAR10 in figure 2.9. This prediction holds to about 10% for these models.

5. Prediction: If the data manifoldM = X1×X2 · · ·×Xn and the loss L(x) =
∑

i Li(xi),
then we should replace the dimension of M with the maximum dimension of Xi

when estimating α, as the network can behave as an ensemble, modeling each Xi

independently (see the right of figure 2.4).

Results: We confirm this prediction in section 2.3.2, see figure 2.7.

2.2 A Simple Theory for Scaling in the Underfitting Regime

In this section we explain our theory, beginning with a toy model in section 2.2.1. Then in
section 2.2.2 we argue3 that the toy model can be applied to realistic neural networks with
only a few small modifications. In section 2.2.3 we explain how we measure the dimension
of the data manifold, a necessary step in validating the theory.

2.2.1 A Toy Model

Consider one of the simplest scenarios for multidimensional regression. We are given a
Lipschitz function f : [0, 1]d → R, and we would like to approximate it as a piecewise
constant function c(x), by cutting [0, 1]d into smaller hypercubes. If these hypercubes have
a side length s, then we will have

N = s−d (2.2.1)

cubes, and so our approximation will depend on the N constant values c(x) takes within
each hypercube. If the loss is mean-squared error (MSE), then it will be bounded by

L =

∫ 1

0
ddx|f(x)− c(x)|2 ≲ λ2

(
s2d
)

(2.2.2)

where λ is the Lipschitz bound |f(x + y) − f(x)| < λ|y|, and we have ignored overall
numerical factors. Translating the s-dependence into N , this means that L(N) ≲ 1

N2/d up
to a constant factor.

If the model is piecewise linear instead of piecewise constant and f(x) is smooth with

3one might say conjecture; for a more sophisticated perspective in a simpler context see [16]
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bounded derivatives, then the deviation |f(x)− c(x)| ∝ s2, and so the L2 loss will scale4 as
s4. We would predict

L(N) ∝ 1

N4/d
(2.2.4)

This will be important later, since networks with ReLU activations produce piecewise linear
functions.

Finally, consider the case where fi(x) encode a smooth probability distribution over
i = 1, · · · , k possibilities, and we replace the MSE loss with the KL divergence. If the ci(x)
are a piecewise linear model for the logits, then we also find that L ∝ s4. So the KL and
MSE losses will scale with the same exponent in N at a given value of d. We demonstrate
this in appendix A.1.5; it is a simple consequence of the fact that the expansion of DKL(p||q)
in (q − p) begins at second order. Note that if we use a cross-entropy instead of the KL
divergence, the loss will scale in the same way towards a fixed constant value, the entropy
of the true distribution.
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<latexit sha1_base64="11y8G8fa9znQEUBriE41aw9ZOlk=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqMeiF48V7Qe0oWy2m3bpZhN2J2IJ/QlePCji1V/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZekEhh0HW/ncLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjxqmTjVjDdZLGPdCajhUijeRIGSdxLNaRRI3g7GNzO//ci1EbF6wEnC/YgOlQgFo2il+6f+uF+uuFV3DrJKvJxUIEejX/7qDWKWRlwhk9SYrucm6GdUo2CST0u91PCEsjEd8q6likbc+Nn81Ck5s8qAhLG2pZDM1d8TGY2MmUSB7YwojsyyNxP/87ophld+JlSSIldssShMJcGYzP4mA6E5QzmxhDIt7K2EjaimDG06JRuCt/zyKmldVD236t1dVurXeRxFOIFTOAcPalCHW2hAExgM4Rle4c2Rzovz7nwsWgtOPnMMf+B8/gBjmI3a</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="11y8G8fa9znQEUBriE41aw9ZOlk=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqMeiF48V7Qe0oWy2m3bpZhN2J2IJ/QlePCji1V/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZekEhh0HW/ncLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjxqmTjVjDdZLGPdCajhUijeRIGSdxLNaRRI3g7GNzO//ci1EbF6wEnC/YgOlQgFo2il+6f+uF+uuFV3DrJKvJxUIEejX/7qDWKWRlwhk9SYrucm6GdUo2CST0u91PCEsjEd8q6likbc+Nn81Ck5s8qAhLG2pZDM1d8TGY2MmUSB7YwojsyyNxP/87ophld+JlSSIldssShMJcGYzP4mA6E5QzmxhDIt7K2EjaimDG06JRuCt/zyKmldVD236t1dVurXeRxFOIFTOAcPalCHW2hAExgM4Rle4c2Rzovz7nwsWgtOPnMMf+B8/gBjmI3a</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="11y8G8fa9znQEUBriE41aw9ZOlk=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqMeiF48V7Qe0oWy2m3bpZhN2J2IJ/QlePCji1V/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZekEhh0HW/ncLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjxqmTjVjDdZLGPdCajhUijeRIGSdxLNaRRI3g7GNzO//ci1EbF6wEnC/YgOlQgFo2il+6f+uF+uuFV3DrJKvJxUIEejX/7qDWKWRlwhk9SYrucm6GdUo2CST0u91PCEsjEd8q6likbc+Nn81Ck5s8qAhLG2pZDM1d8TGY2MmUSB7YwojsyyNxP/87ophld+JlSSIldssShMJcGYzP4mA6E5QzmxhDIt7K2EjaimDG06JRuCt/zyKmldVD236t1dVurXeRxFOIFTOAcPalCHW2hAExgM4Rle4c2Rzovz7nwsWgtOPnMMf+B8/gBjmI3a</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="11y8G8fa9znQEUBriE41aw9ZOlk=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lEqMeiF48V7Qe0oWy2m3bpZhN2J2IJ/QlePCji1V/kzX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWZekEhh0HW/ncLa+sbmVnG7tLO7t39QPjxqmTjVjDdZLGPdCajhUijeRIGSdxLNaRRI3g7GNzO//ci1EbF6wEnC/YgOlQgFo2il+6f+uF+uuFV3DrJKvJxUIEejX/7qDWKWRlwhk9SYrucm6GdUo2CST0u91PCEsjEd8q6likbc+Nn81Ck5s8qAhLG2pZDM1d8TGY2MmUSB7YwojsyyNxP/87ophld+JlSSIldssShMJcGYzP4mA6E5QzmxhDIt7K2EjaimDG06JRuCt/zyKmldVD236t1dVurXeRxFOIFTOAcPalCHW2hAExgM4Rle4c2Rzovz7nwsWgtOPnMMf+B8/gBjmI3a</latexit>

···
<latexit sha1_base64="C/ThE3LO0bsU2xdfe5suNCnJ9S4=">AAAB7XicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8cK9gPaUDabTbt2kw27E6GE/gcvHhTx6v/x5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSKUw6LrfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z+oHh61jco04y2mpNLdgBouRcJbKFDybqo5jQPJO8H4duZ3nrg2QiUPOEm5H9NhIiLBKFqp3WehQjOo1ty6OwdZJV5BalCgOah+9UPFspgnyCQ1pue5Kfo51SiY5NNKPzM8pWxMh7xnaUJjbvx8fu2UnFklJJHSthIkc/X3RE5jYyZxYDtjiiOz7M3E/7xehtG1n4skzZAnbLEoyiRBRWavk1BozlBOLKFMC3srYSOqKUMbUMWG4C2/vEraF3XPrXv3l7XGTRFHGU7gFM7BgytowB00oQUMHuEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFpLTjFzDH/gfP4ArlePLw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="C/ThE3LO0bsU2xdfe5suNCnJ9S4=">AAAB7XicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8cK9gPaUDabTbt2kw27E6GE/gcvHhTx6v/x5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSKUw6LrfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z+oHh61jco04y2mpNLdgBouRcJbKFDybqo5jQPJO8H4duZ3nrg2QiUPOEm5H9NhIiLBKFqp3WehQjOo1ty6OwdZJV5BalCgOah+9UPFspgnyCQ1pue5Kfo51SiY5NNKPzM8pWxMh7xnaUJjbvx8fu2UnFklJJHSthIkc/X3RE5jYyZxYDtjiiOz7M3E/7xehtG1n4skzZAnbLEoyiRBRWavk1BozlBOLKFMC3srYSOqKUMbUMWG4C2/vEraF3XPrXv3l7XGTRFHGU7gFM7BgytowB00oQUMHuEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFpLTjFzDH/gfP4ArlePLw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="C/ThE3LO0bsU2xdfe5suNCnJ9S4=">AAAB7XicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8cK9gPaUDabTbt2kw27E6GE/gcvHhTx6v/x5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSKUw6LrfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z+oHh61jco04y2mpNLdgBouRcJbKFDybqo5jQPJO8H4duZ3nrg2QiUPOEm5H9NhIiLBKFqp3WehQjOo1ty6OwdZJV5BalCgOah+9UPFspgnyCQ1pue5Kfo51SiY5NNKPzM8pWxMh7xnaUJjbvx8fu2UnFklJJHSthIkc/X3RE5jYyZxYDtjiiOz7M3E/7xehtG1n4skzZAnbLEoyiRBRWavk1BozlBOLKFMC3srYSOqKUMbUMWG4C2/vEraF3XPrXv3l7XGTRFHGU7gFM7BgytowB00oQUMHuEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFpLTjFzDH/gfP4ArlePLw==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="C/ThE3LO0bsU2xdfe5suNCnJ9S4=">AAAB7XicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/qh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8cK9gPaUDabTbt2kw27E6GE/gcvHhTx6v/x5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvSKUw6LrfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z+oHh61jco04y2mpNLdgBouRcJbKFDybqo5jQPJO8H4duZ3nrg2QiUPOEm5H9NhIiLBKFqp3WehQjOo1ty6OwdZJV5BalCgOah+9UPFspgnyCQ1pue5Kfo51SiY5NNKPzM8pWxMh7xnaUJjbvx8fu2UnFklJJHSthIkc/X3RE5jYyZxYDtjiiOz7M3E/7xehtG1n4skzZAnbLEoyiRBRWavk1BozlBOLKFMC3srYSOqKUMbUMWG4C2/vEraF3XPrXv3l7XGTRFHGU7gFM7BgytowB00oQUMHuEZXuHNUc6L8+58LFpLTjFzDH/gfP4ArlePLw==</latexit>

Teacher with d ⇡ k
<latexit sha1_base64="+HS8quEbYZVnTuN916DQRKsxLyA=">AAACEHicbZDLSsNAFIYnXmu9RV26GSyiq5KIoMuiG5cVeoMmlMnkpBk6uTAzUUvoI7jxVdy4UMStS3e+jZM2C239YeDjP+cw5/xeyplUlvVtLC2vrK6tVzaqm1vbO7vm3n5HJpmg0KYJT0TPIxI4i6GtmOLQSwWQyOPQ9UbXRb17B0KyJG6pcQpuRIYxCxglSlsD88SJiApFlLeA0BAEdvA9UyGeaPCxQ9JUJA94hAdmzapbU+FFsEuooVLNgfnl+AnNIogV5UTKvm2lys2JUIxymFSdTEJK6IgMoa8xJhFIN58eNMHH2vFxkAj9YoWn7u+JnERSjiNPdxbry/laYf5X62cquHRzFqeZgpjOPgoyjlWCi3SwzwRQxccaCBVM74ppSAShSmdY1SHY8ycvQuesblt1+/a81rgq46igQ3SETpGNLlAD3aAmaiOKHtEzekVvxpPxYrwbH7PWJaOcOUB/ZHz+ADHynAM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="+HS8quEbYZVnTuN916DQRKsxLyA=">AAACEHicbZDLSsNAFIYnXmu9RV26GSyiq5KIoMuiG5cVeoMmlMnkpBk6uTAzUUvoI7jxVdy4UMStS3e+jZM2C239YeDjP+cw5/xeyplUlvVtLC2vrK6tVzaqm1vbO7vm3n5HJpmg0KYJT0TPIxI4i6GtmOLQSwWQyOPQ9UbXRb17B0KyJG6pcQpuRIYxCxglSlsD88SJiApFlLeA0BAEdvA9UyGeaPCxQ9JUJA94hAdmzapbU+FFsEuooVLNgfnl+AnNIogV5UTKvm2lys2JUIxymFSdTEJK6IgMoa8xJhFIN58eNMHH2vFxkAj9YoWn7u+JnERSjiNPdxbry/laYf5X62cquHRzFqeZgpjOPgoyjlWCi3SwzwRQxccaCBVM74ppSAShSmdY1SHY8ycvQuesblt1+/a81rgq46igQ3SETpGNLlAD3aAmaiOKHtEzekVvxpPxYrwbH7PWJaOcOUB/ZHz+ADHynAM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="+HS8quEbYZVnTuN916DQRKsxLyA=">AAACEHicbZDLSsNAFIYnXmu9RV26GSyiq5KIoMuiG5cVeoMmlMnkpBk6uTAzUUvoI7jxVdy4UMStS3e+jZM2C239YeDjP+cw5/xeyplUlvVtLC2vrK6tVzaqm1vbO7vm3n5HJpmg0KYJT0TPIxI4i6GtmOLQSwWQyOPQ9UbXRb17B0KyJG6pcQpuRIYxCxglSlsD88SJiApFlLeA0BAEdvA9UyGeaPCxQ9JUJA94hAdmzapbU+FFsEuooVLNgfnl+AnNIogV5UTKvm2lys2JUIxymFSdTEJK6IgMoa8xJhFIN58eNMHH2vFxkAj9YoWn7u+JnERSjiNPdxbry/laYf5X62cquHRzFqeZgpjOPgoyjlWCi3SwzwRQxccaCBVM74ppSAShSmdY1SHY8ycvQuesblt1+/a81rgq46igQ3SETpGNLlAD3aAmaiOKHtEzekVvxpPxYrwbH7PWJaOcOUB/ZHz+ADHynAM=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="+HS8quEbYZVnTuN916DQRKsxLyA=">AAACEHicbZDLSsNAFIYnXmu9RV26GSyiq5KIoMuiG5cVeoMmlMnkpBk6uTAzUUvoI7jxVdy4UMStS3e+jZM2C239YeDjP+cw5/xeyplUlvVtLC2vrK6tVzaqm1vbO7vm3n5HJpmg0KYJT0TPIxI4i6GtmOLQSwWQyOPQ9UbXRb17B0KyJG6pcQpuRIYxCxglSlsD88SJiApFlLeA0BAEdvA9UyGeaPCxQ9JUJA94hAdmzapbU+FFsEuooVLNgfnl+AnNIogV5UTKvm2lys2JUIxymFSdTEJK6IgMoa8xJhFIN58eNMHH2vFxkAj9YoWn7u+JnERSjiNPdxbry/laYf5X62cquHRzFqeZgpjOPgoyjlWCi3SwzwRQxccaCBVM74ppSAShSmdY1SHY8ycvQuesblt1+/a81rgq46igQ3SETpGNLlAD3aAmaiOKHtEzekVvxpPxYrwbH7PWJaOcOUB/ZHz+ADHynAM=</latexit>

X1
<latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="hP+6LrUf2d3tZaldqaQQvEKMXyw=">AAAB2XicbZDNSgMxFIXv1L86Vq1rN8EiuCozbnQpuHFZwbZCO5RM5k4bmskMyR2hDH0BF25EfC93vo3pz0JbDwQ+zknIvSculLQUBN9ebWd3b/+gfugfNfzjk9Nmo2fz0gjsilzl5jnmFpXU2CVJCp8LgzyLFfbj6f0i77+gsTLXTzQrMMr4WMtUCk7O6oyaraAdLMW2IVxDC9YaNb+GSS7KDDUJxa0dhEFBUcUNSaFw7g9LiwUXUz7GgUPNM7RRtRxzzi6dk7A0N+5oYkv394uKZ9bOstjdzDhN7Ga2MP/LBiWlt1EldVESarH6KC0Vo5wtdmaJNChIzRxwYaSblYkJN1yQa8Z3HYSbG29D77odBu3wMYA6nMMFXEEIN3AHD9CBLghI4BXevYn35n2suqp569LO4I+8zx84xIo4</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="gv9bEce64rmfhUQfzzFoUURuaG0=">AAAB33icbZBLSwMxFIXv1FetVatbN8EiuCozbnQpuHFZ0T6gHUomvdOGZjJDckcoQ3+CGxeK+K/c+W9MHwttPRD4OCch954oU9KS7397pa3tnd298n7loHp4dFw7qbZtmhuBLZGq1HQjblFJjS2SpLCbGeRJpLATTe7meecZjZWpfqJphmHCR1rGUnBy1mN3EAxqdb/hL8Q2IVhBHVZqDmpf/WEq8gQ1CcWt7QV+RmHBDUmhcFbp5xYzLiZ8hD2Hmidow2Ix6oxdOGfI4tS4o4kt3N8vCp5YO00idzPhNLbr2dz8L+vlFN+EhdRZTqjF8qM4V4xSNt+bDaVBQWrqgAsj3axMjLnhglw7FVdCsL7yJrSvGoHfCB58KMMZnMMlBHANt3APTWiBgBG8wBu8e8p79T6WdZW8VW+n8Efe5w/A64wr</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="gv9bEce64rmfhUQfzzFoUURuaG0=">AAAB33icbZBLSwMxFIXv1FetVatbN8EiuCozbnQpuHFZ0T6gHUomvdOGZjJDckcoQ3+CGxeK+K/c+W9MHwttPRD4OCch954oU9KS7397pa3tnd298n7loHp4dFw7qbZtmhuBLZGq1HQjblFJjS2SpLCbGeRJpLATTe7meecZjZWpfqJphmHCR1rGUnBy1mN3EAxqdb/hL8Q2IVhBHVZqDmpf/WEq8gQ1CcWt7QV+RmHBDUmhcFbp5xYzLiZ8hD2Hmidow2Ix6oxdOGfI4tS4o4kt3N8vCp5YO00idzPhNLbr2dz8L+vlFN+EhdRZTqjF8qM4V4xSNt+bDaVBQWrqgAsj3axMjLnhglw7FVdCsL7yJrSvGoHfCB58KMMZnMMlBHANt3APTWiBgBG8wBu8e8p79T6WdZW8VW+n8Efe5w/A64wr</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="vEknGFuss/jOACSTbhwPfFVMasU=">AAAB6nicbVA9TwJBEJ3DL8Qv1NJmIzGxIns2WhJtLDEKksCF7C1zsGFv77K7Z0Iu/AQbC42x9RfZ+W9c4AoFXzLJy3szmZkXplIYS+m3V1pb39jcKm9Xdnb39g+qh0dtk2SaY4snMtGdkBmUQmHLCiuxk2pkcSjxMRzfzPzHJ9RGJOrBTlIMYjZUIhKcWSfdd/p+v1qjdToHWSV+QWpQoNmvfvUGCc9iVJZLZkzXp6kNcqat4BKnlV5mMGV8zIbYdVSxGE2Qz0+dkjOnDEiUaFfKkrn6eyJnsTGTOHSdMbMjs+zNxP+8bmajqyAXKs0sKr5YFGWS2ITM/iYDoZFbOXGEcS3crYSPmGbcunQqLgR/+eVV0r6o+7Tu39Fa47qIowwncArn4MMlNOAWmtACDkN4hld486T34r17H4vWklfMHMMfeJ8/2aGNfA==</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit><latexit sha1_base64="44fq65DDyzyeC/EbtZ0GHLZRJeg=">AAAB6nicbVBNS8NAEJ3Ur1q/oh69LBbBU0lE0GPRi8eK9gPaUDbbTbt0swm7E6GE/gQvHhTx6i/y5r9x2+agrQ8GHu/NMDMvTKUw6HnfTmltfWNzq7xd2dnd2z9wD49aJsk0402WyER3Qmq4FIo3UaDknVRzGoeSt8Px7cxvP3FtRKIecZLyIKZDJSLBKFrpodP3+27Vq3lzkFXiF6QKBRp996s3SFgWc4VMUmO6vpdikFONgkk+rfQyw1PKxnTIu5YqGnMT5PNTp+TMKgMSJdqWQjJXf0/kNDZmEoe2M6Y4MsveTPzP62YYXQe5UGmGXLHFoiiTBBMy+5sMhOYM5cQSyrSwtxI2opoytOlUbAj+8surpHVR872af39Zrd8UcZThBE7hHHy4gjrcQQOawGAIz/AKb450Xpx352PRWnKKmWP4A+fzB9rhjYA=</latexit>
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Figure 2.4: Left: This shows the setup of a teacher network, emphasizing how we can
control the data manifold dimension via the number of input features k. Right: When the
data manifold is a product and the teacher T (X) = T1(X1)+T2(X2), then student networks
can learn T by combining sub-networks and behaving, in effect, like an ensemble. Then we
predict 4/α ≈ dmax, the maximum d among the components.

4A straightforward generalization suggests that if c(x) is composed of piece-wise k-degree polynomials,
and we use a loss |f − c|p, then

L(s) ∝ s(k+1)p (2.2.3)

in the infinite data limit. But if p is large then c(x) within each hypercube will utilize many parameters.
We test the p-dependence of this prediction in figure 2.8.
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2.2.2 A Conjectural Theory for Neural Networks

Neural Networks perform well on data with thousands or even millions of dimensions. It
is widely believed that this is possible because neural networks map the data into a much
lower-dimensional ‘data manifold’, preserving and focusing on the features that are relevant
for the task.

We emphasize that the data manifold is a feature of both the dataset and the task
or loss function that has been optimized. Classifiers need only attend to features relevant
for classification. Similarly, in the case of autoregressive models the data manifold would
consist only of the features necessary to predict the next token in a sequence. So the data
manifold for such a model (as we are defining it) may have many fewer dimensions than
the space of full sequences, such as complete images or text samples. Properties of the data
manifold may also depend on the model that is learning it, such as its architecture and
activation functions.

We can explain the observed scaling relations for NNs by applying our toy theory while
replacing the ambient dimension of the dataset with the intrinsic dimension of the data
manifold. If we perform regression with a neural network with ReLU activations and a
mean-squared error or KL divergence loss, the analysis of section 2.2.1 implies5

L(N) ∝ 1

Nα
with α ≈ 4

d
(2.2.5)

In the case where the function f(x) depends in a generic way on d independent variables,
we will confirm this prediction empirically in section 2.3.1 (see figure 2.1). We also explore
some special data manifolds and other loss functions in section 2.3.2.

This theory also largely explains why the scaling relation holds over such a large range
of N . To double the resolution with which the model differentiates different points on the
data manifold, we need 2d times more parameters. It’s reasonable to expect that model
performance improves smoothly when we change the resolution by an order-one factor. But
this seemingly natural assumption implies that if d ≫ 1, we will see smooth scaling with
N over many orders of magnitude. We would predict that the range in ∆N over which
smooth scaling holds satisfies log(∆N) ∝ d. This also strongly suggests logNmax ∝ d,
where Nmax is the largest network size exhibiting power-law scaling, as we do not expect
Nmin, the beginning of the power-law region, to increase with d. We discuss some reasons
why power-law scaling may cease in section 2.2.2.

Finally, the theory suggests an interpretation for the fact that different NN architectures
tend to have similar scaling exponents when applied to the same dataset. It would appear

5Depending on the network architecture and parameter values, the network could represent a piecewise
linear function with C ≫ N piecewise components [113]. However, these C components cannot be indepen-
dently configured to optimize the loss. Since there are only N independent degrees of freedom available, we
expect N , rather than C, to determine the effective capacity.
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that a given dataset and task are associated with a data manifold of fixed dimension, and
improvements in architecture do not greatly alter its properties. Network architectures that
can achieve smaller d on the same dataset can be scaled up to achieve larger gains, and so
we would expect smaller d to correlate with better performance.

The interpretation of 4/α as the dimension of the data manifold has a close connection
with the notion of fractal dimensions. Typically fractal dimensions measure how the number
of components needed to approximate a fractal scales as the components shrink. But we can
reinterpret this definition by asking how many components are needed to obtain a certain
quality of approximation to the underlying fractal. When we use the loss itself to measure
the quality of the approximation, then 4/α is proportional to the corresponding fractal
dimension.

Before moving on, let us discuss a few subtleties.

A Bound, Not an Equality

The classic analysis we reviewed in section 2.2.1 provides an upper bound on the loss for
function approximation (regression in the infinite data limit) using piecewise constant or
piecewise linear approximators. This bound becomes an estimate when the function being
approximated is a generic Lipschitz function in d-dimensions. However, if the function has a
simple, non-generic structure then the loss may decrease much more quickly with increasing
model size. So we should expect that

α ≳ 4

d
(2.2.6)

In special cases where the true underlying function or distribution is non-generically simple,
we may find that this inequality is far from saturation.

As a concrete example, consider a data manifold M = X1 × X2 × · · · × Xn with loss
L(x) =

∑
i Li(xi), as suggested on the right of figure 2.4. In this case a fully connected

neural network may learn6 this decomposition, computing each Li(Xi) using a separate path
through the network, and only combining these paths in the last layer. This would result
in a scaling exponent determined by the maximum of the dimensions di of the manifolds
Xi. We test L(N) for product data manifolds in section 2.3.2 and verify these predictions.

We may end up finding d > 4
α for other reasons. We will attempt to measure d among

neural activations, but there may not be any single layer where the model compresses all of
the data onto the data manifold. For example, one might imagine a scenario where different
components of the manifold are processed or compressed in different layers of the network.
And networks with non-ReLU activations (eg Transformers and ResNets) may mix and

6If the total loss does not decompose as a sum, it is less clear that the network can learn an effective
decomposition, but it may still be possible.
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superimpose different data manifolds upon each other, obscuring the manifold structure
and causing the measured dimension to exceed the true dimension.

Why Does Power-Law Scaling Break Down?

If the dataset size is finite, then power-law scaling with model size N will cease when we
begin to overfit the data. Overfitting dominates performance on many real-world datasets,
obscuring potentially clean scalings with N . We encounter it with CIFAR10 in figure 2.9
and on other datasets in appendix A.1.4.

Even in the infinite data limit, if the data contains any entropy or noise then the power-
law scaling must eventually end with the loss reaching a final plateau. Scaling could also end
for other, more interesting reasons. For example, perhaps beyond a certain point the loss
can only improve by exploring a higher dimensional data manifold. This is possible if the
data manifold has a pancake-like structure, with a small width that can only be dissected
by models with very large capacity. We will explore the simplest possibility, where the data
has entropy, with mock teacher/student experiments; see figure 2.2 for the result.

2.2.3 Measuring the Intrinsic Dimension of the Data Manifold

In section 2.2.2 we extended the toy model in order to make a variety of predictions relating
the scaling of the loss with model size to d, the intrinsic dimension (ID) of the data manifold.
In some of our experiments, we will control d by constructing generic functions of d inputs
and then measuring α. But the theory would be tautological for real-world data if we could
not independently measure the data manifold’s ID.

We will define d by measuring the ID of neural activations as the network processes
data from the distribution on which it was trained. There is an extensive literature on
intrinsic dimension estimation (for a review see [22]). In most cases we use the simple two-
nearest neighbors (TwoNN) method [44], though we also compare to the MLE estimation
[95] method on which TwoNN was based.

To summarize the method, let rk be the distance from a given datapoint to its kth
nearest neighbor, and define µk ≡ rk/r1. Then the cumulative distribution C(µk) takes the
form

C(µk) =

(
1− 1

µdk

)k−1

(2.2.7)

and so we can measure the intrinsic dimension d by using the relation

d =
log
(
1− C(µk)

1
k−1

)
logµk

(2.2.8)
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Figure 2.5: This figure shows L(N) along with power-law fits for teacher/student exper-
iments. The students learn from a randomly initialized 2-layer teacher with 2-19 features
and use a cross-entropy loss. The students have 2,3, or 4 layers, but for k > 5 input features
the 2-layer students perform best and determine the model-size scaling. The measured 4/α

increases linearly with the number of features, as shown in figure 2.6.
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Practically speaking, we evaluate µk for every point on the manifold, and then apply linear
regression to measure the slope d. We measure d using various k and verify that different
values of k give consistent results. We also verify that the MLE method [95] agrees with
the TwoNN method. Fortunately, nearest neighbors can be efficiently identified [21].

The TwoNN method (the case k = 2) has already been applied to neural networks [10].
There it was found that the dimension is smallest when measured using the activations of
the final hidden layer of the network (immediately before the logits or output, so sometimes
we refer to this as ‘prefinal’). We will use these activations to measure d and compare to
1/α. For the GPT-type models (and for some others as a test in appendix A.3) we show ID
measurements for every layer.

For convenience we provide a self-contained derivation of these ID measurement algo-
rithms and a minor extension (k > 2) in appendix A.2. We also provide several tests of
the method in appendix A.3, using both synthetic and neural activation data. We find
that the method is fairly accurate for d ≲ 20, while for larger dimensions it’s less reliable,
and typically (but not always) underestimates the true dimension. Statistical errors from
these methods are often fairly small (particularly from TwoNN), but we expect there may
be larger systematic errors, as discussed in the appendices.

2.3 Experiments and Results

In this section we discuss results from teacher/student experiments and various extensions,
and also some tests using image classification and language modeling. We relegate a variety
of technical details and a few minor observations to appendix A.1. We discuss potential
errors in the ID measurement, along with several examples, in appendix A.3.

2.3.1 Teacher/Student with Random Teachers

We generate functions of k = 2, 3, · · · , 19 input features using a randomly initialized, fully
connected ‘teacher’ neural network with a 20-dimensional input space. To achieve k < 20

we simply zero out all other inputs to this single teacher. We refer to k as the number of
features, and distinguish it from d, the intrinsic dimension, which we measure using the
activations of trained student networks.

For each value of k, we train fully connected student networks of various widths and
depths to imitate the outputs of the teacher. We work in the online setting, generating
random inputs in [−1

2 ,
1
2 ]
k so the dataset size is effectively infinite. Details of the net-

work topologies, training procedure, fits, errors, and ID measurements are documented in
appendix A.1.2.

After training the students, we evaluate the loss Lk(N) for each number of features k.
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Then we fit

Lk(N) =
c

Nα
(2.3.1)

to measure c, α for each k. The results of this process (with cross-entropy loss) are shown
in figure 2.5.

Next we measure the intrinsic dimension from the activations of the final hidden layer
of each trained student. We use 12, 000 activation vectors for each ID measurement. In
all cases we find that using more nearest neighbors, as discussed in section 2.2.3, does not
change the result significantly. In figure 2.3 we show the measured ID of the final layer of a
student network with various sizes N , along with a plot of the loss L(N). We see that the
ID is approximately constant for these networks, though it does slowly grow by about 10%
from the smallest to the largest student network.

We plot the relationship between 4/α and either the number of features or the measured
ID d. The result, along with linear fits, are shown in figure 2.6. For both the cross-entropy
and MSE loss functions, 4

α ≈ d. The inverse exponent 1/α is linearly related to the number
of input features k, but the multiplier is larger than 4.

In section 2.2.2 we argued that scaling should end at an Nmax that grows as logNmax ∝
d. We would like to test this prediction with teacher/student experiments, but in this case
the data has no entropy. So instead we will introduce an artificial threshold for the loss, as
a fictitious stand-in for the entropy of real data. Then we simply ask at what Nmax the loss
L(N) reaches this fixed, arbitrary value.

We chose L = 6×10−3 as an arbitrary threshold in figure 2.2. Note that for the teacher
networks with fewer features we used the power-law fit for L(N) to estimate Nmax, as it
was smaller than any network tested. This means we had to extrapolate L(N), so these
results are not purely empirical. We also compare logNmax and d by defining Nmax as the
end of the purely empirical power-law scaling region for 2-layer students (due to a failure of
optimization or numerical precision issues); these results are relegated to figure A.1 in the
appendix.

The ID is typically a bit smaller than the number of input features. This may arise
from a combination of two factors: the ID measurement may be underestimating the data
manifold dimension, and randomly initialized networks may not provide sufficiently generic
or non-linear functions of their inputs. We explore the second hypothesis in appendix A.1.3,
where we show that by vetting the teacher networks we can improve agreement between ID
and the number of input features. Figure A.7 provides some idea of the potential errors in
the ID measurements. Since the inputs themselves are drawn from a uniform distribution
it is plausible that the ID is somewhat of an underestimate due to boundary effects.
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Figure 2.6: These figures show the correlation between the inverse scaling exponent 4/α

and both the measured intrinsic dimension and the number of input features (dimensions)
in the teacher network. Both notions of dimension are linearly correlated with 1/α, and the
intrinsic dimension scales almost exactly as 4/α, as predicted in section 2.2.2.
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2.3.2 Product Data Manifolds and Other Loss Functions

Product Data Manifolds M = X1 × · · · ×Xn

If the data manifold takes the form M = X1 ×X2 × · · · ×Xn, with the underlying function
of x ∈ M decomposing as F (x) =

∑
i fi(xi), then we expect that a neural network should

be capable of separately modeling each fi within separate blocks of activations, and then
combining them in the final layer to compute the full F . This means that although the ID
of M will be measured as dM =

∑
i dXi , we should expect

α =
4

max(dXi)
(2.3.2)

as we discussed briefly in section 2.2.2, and demonstrate diagrammatically on the right of
figure 2.4.

To test this prediction we use a vetted teacher network with 3 real inputs T3(x1, x2, x3)
and another vetted teacher taking 6 real inputs T6(x1, · · ·x6). Individually, these had ID
d3 = 2.98 and d6 = 5.31 and their L(N) exponents satisfied 4

α3
= 3.3 and 4

α6
= 4.9. These

teachers each produce a pair of logits. We then constructed the new teacher functions with
logits

T3+3(x) = T3(x1, x2, x3) + T3(x4, x5, x6)

T3+3+3(x) = T3(x1, x2, x3) + T3(x4, x5, x6) + T3(x7, x8, x9)

T3+6(x) = T3(x1, x2, x3) + T6(x4, x5, · · · , x9) (2.3.3)

and trained students to imitate these teachers using the cross-entropy loss. We then mea-
sured the resulting ID and α for these three product-manifold teachers. For the T3+3 and
T3+3+3 cases we used two or three different teachers to make sure the network could not
take advantage of the exact repetition of a single teacher.

As shown in figure 2.7, the results confirm our predictions. This provides a concrete
example where we may find that α > 4

d for reasons that the theory precisely anticipates.
More importantly, it provides a very detailed test of our theoretical picture relating scaling
exponents to properties of the data manifold.

Other Loss Functions

The factor of ‘4’ in the relation d ≈ 4
α is derived from the behavior of the loss function and

the expectation that networks with ReLU activations form piecewise linear functions. If we
use a loss function such as L(y, y∗) = |y − y∗|p for regression, from the argument of section
2.2.1 we would expect

α ≈ 2p

d
(2.3.4)
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where the MSE case corresponds to p = 2. We verify this in figure 2.8 using a fixed teacher
with intrinsic dimension d ≈ 7, as measured in the usual student/teacher context.

2.3.3 Image Classification with Simple CNNs

Our goal with these experiments was to study a simple, all ReLU architecture that could
scale down to a small enough size to avoid overfitting CIFAR10 [88]. So we used a version of
the default tutorial CNN in tensorflow [107], which we modified only by scaling the number
of channels (ie the width). Figure 2.9 shows the scaling of the test loss with number of
parameters N . Our only regularization was early stopping. The results match 4/α = d

quite well.

In an ideal test of the theory, we would measure α fully in the underfitting regime, with
no distinction between train and test performance. But there is a train/test gap even for
the smallest network sizes, so its unclear how to model the error in the α measurement. In
addition to the test loss, we also measured the scaling of the training loss for these models,
recording it at the early-stopping step, and found that it also scales similarly. Furthermore,
note that on the right of figure 2.9 we record the error rate (≡ 1− accuracy), and find that
it scales very similarly to the loss.

We performed a very similar analysis on the MNIST [91], fashion MNIST [162], and
SVHN [120] datasets using slightly smaller networks (see section A.1.4). We plot L(N)

in figure A.4, which we have relegated to the appendix, as the power-law trends on these
datasets are less clear than on CIFAR10.

Power-law exponents and IDs for CIFAR10 have been measured elsewhere using more
powerful architectures, finding both a larger value of α ≈ 0.5 (for the error rate) [135] and
a smaller ID ≈ 8 [10]. We cannot make a clean comparison, but given that we find that the
exponent for error-rate and loss scaling seem to be similar, these results appear to match
our predictions.

2.3.4 Language Modeling with GPT-type Models

The GPT-type language models display power-law scaling of L(N) over at least five orders
of magnitude in N , with exponent α ≈ 0.076 [81]. This value of α is much smaller than
those observed for many other datasets [135], meaning that it allows us to probe a rather
different regime, where we predict the quite large value d ≳ 53.

We generated activation vectors from the ‘small’ 117M parameter GPT-2 model using
test data drawn from the same distribution as the training data [127, 128], and measured the
IDs. Decoder-only [99] Transformers [152] have a residual structure with blocks including
an attention mechanism and a fully-connected component. For each layer of blocks, one
can measure the ID from the output of the attention mechanism, the fully-connected layer,
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or from the output of the residual re-combination.

The activations that contribute to the Transformer’s outputs at any given token-
position depend on all activations from earlier in the sequence, except for the case of the
final layer (before multiplying by the unembedding matrix). Thus it is only the final layer
activations that can be said to capture the data manifold associated with the model’s pre-
diction for a single token. The mean loss over tokens has scaling exponent α ≈ 0.076, and
from figure 21 of [81] we see that α is roughly constant for tokens that occur late in any
text sequence. So we use the activations from the last token in each sequence to measure
the ID, though the ID does not vary significantly across token positions (see figure 2.11).

In figure 2.10 we plot the measured ID for the attention output, the fully connected out-
put, and the combined output of the residual blocks for all layers. For these measurements
we used 10,000 activation vectors, each from the last token in a different text sequence (for
more details see appendix A.3.2). We see that unlike the case of image classifiers [10], the
ID is roughly constant across layers, with the exception of the first layer, where it is signif-
icantly smaller. If instead we measure the ID from the 1024 tokens in a single contiguous
passage of text, we instead find an ID ≈ 7. This strongly suggests that the data manifold
has a scale-dependent structure, and may not be well-characterized by a single intrinsic
dimension.

It is tempting to observe that the intrinsic dimension of activations from the first
attention layer is of order 50-80, which matches well with 4/α for these models. One
might argue that this bounds the total data manifold dimensionality entering the model
through its input tokens. But as discussed above, this reasoning seems untrustworthy as
an estimate of the data manifold dimensionality relevant for next-token predictions. So we
take a conservative attitude and do not use early layer IDs as an estimate of the relevant
ID for scaling.

We conclude that since d > 90, we have that d ≥ 4/α ≈ 53, which accords with
our expectations (see 2.2.2). Given the very small value of α in language modeling, it is
satisfying to observe that the corresponding ID is very large. But it would have been more
exciting to discover α ≈ 4/d for language modeling. We do not know if the discepancy
is due to added complexities from the structure of the Transformer, special structure on
the data manifold itself, a scrambling of data manifolds due to the residual structure and
attention mechanism, or some other oversimplification in our theory.

2.4 Related Work

The theory of scaling we have advocated applies basic, ‘textbook’ [154] ideas from regression
and density estimation. Our work was also partly inspired by similar scaling relations in
random forest models; with some added assumptions, it is possible to prove them [15].
As one passes from classical techniques, to random forests, and then to neural networks,
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the models become increasingly powerful but less and less amenable to a direct analysis.
Nevertheless, we argue that similar principles apply and underly their scaling behavior. A
similar overall perspective has been discussed by Bickel and collaborators [16].

There is a large literature on dimensionality estimation; for a nice overview see [22].
We have primarily used the two nearest neighbor method [44], which was based on the MLE
method [95] for distances among points in a local neighborhood. In neural image classifiers,
the intrinsic dimension of the data manifold was studied [10] using the TwoNN method.
They demonstrated that the ID is much smaller than the dimension estimated via linear
methods such as PCA, among other interesting results. Other authors have established a
connection between ID and noisy labels [102], and demonstrated that neural models can
effectively identify a low-dimensional manifold in a larger ambient space [13]. It would be
interesting to understand the relationship between the data manifold and neural circuits
[123], and how the manifold changes when non-robust features are eliminated [74]. Recent
work [144] relates data dimensionality and dataset size scaling exponents for kernel methods.
The intrinsic dimension of the neural network parameter space has also been discussed [98].

Neural scaling laws have been studied in a number of papers. Perhaps the first work
on the subject was [69]. The more recent work [135] studies scaling with model size and
dataset size, both independently and simultaneously. Language models were studied in [81],
where scaling relations with model size, dataset size, training compute, and training steps
were identified. EfficientNet [149] displays near power-law scaling with model size, though
these models are not in the underfitting regime.

2.5 Discussion

We have proposed a theory connecting the model-size scaling exponent with the intrinsic
dimension of the data manifold. Many other neural scaling laws have been identified [69, 135,
81], including scalings with dataset size and compute budget, and fairly accurate power-law
fits to learning curves. We have focused on scaling with model size in the infinite data limit
because we expect it to be the simplest and most theoretically tractable scaling relation.
Scaling with dataset size may involve issues of regularization, requiring a balance between
bias and variance, while understanding the scaling with compute would require that we
contend with optimization.

Nevertheless, neural scaling exponents with dataset size are often very similar7 to
model size exponents. One might argue that dataset size scaling can be understood as a
consequence of interpolation between points on the data manifold, and so should have a
similar relationship to the data manifold dimension. Recent works have made this case [144].

7Though in almost all cases [135, 81] dataset exponents are slightly larger. This runs somewhat counter
to classical expectations [154], where the number of parameters determines a tradeoff between bias and
variance, and dataset size exponents are smaller than the bias-scaling exponents that depend on model size.
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Compute scaling exponents [81] are also not far from model-size exponents, but combine
optimization and model scaling. It seems most natural to interpret them by modeling
learning curves, but perhaps optimization can be re-interpreted as the identification and
dissection of the data manifold. Something like this will be necessary in order to explain
the fact that larger models are much more sample efficient [81] than small models. This
may be the most impactful direction for future work.

It will be interesting to test this theory with a wider variety of models and datasets.
Generative modeling may be the ideal setting, since the abundance of unlabeled text, image,
and video data provides many opportunities to train large models on nearly unlimited
datasets. In this context, it may be interesting to explore what the theory suggests for
finetuning pre-trained generative models on downstream tasks. We would expect that these
tasks benefit from the pre-established existence of the data manifold; perhaps finetuning
can be understood as a process of zooming-in and refining performance in a small region of
this manifold. It would also be interesting to understand how scaling relations for the loss
compare to those for quantities that are not directly optimized, such as prediction accuracies.
In the case of CIFAR10 we saw that accuracy and loss exhibit similar exponents. Finally,
it’s worth thinking about the extent to which larger models perform better in reinforcement
learning [31]. Due to the non-stationary distribution in RL it may be difficult to understand
model-size scaling quantitatively, and it’s less clear how to apply our theory in that context.
A theory of sample efficiency scaling would be more likely to be relevant to RL.

Acknowledgements

We thank Yasaman Bahri, Ethan Dyer, Tom Henighan, Danny Hernandez, Jaehoon Lee,
and Sam McCandlish for interesting discussions and feedback. We especially thank Ethan
for sharing his notes on linear models and Yasaman for emphasizing that our theory of
model size scaling might be re-purposed as a theory of dataset size scaling. JK has been
supported in part by NSF grant PHY-1454083. This work was also supported in part by
Open Philanthropy.

39



Chapter 3

Explaining Neural Scaling Laws

This thesis chapter originally appeared in the literature as:

Y. Bahri, E. Dyer, J, Kaplan, J. Lee, U. Sharma, “Explaining Neural Scaling
Laws,” arXiv: 2102.06701

Abstract

The test loss of well-trained neural networks often follows precise power-law
scaling relations with either the size of the training dataset or the number of pa-
rameters in the network. We propose a theory that explains and connects these
scaling laws. We identify variance-limited and resolution-limited scaling behavior
for both dataset and model size, for a total of four scaling regimes. The variance-
limited scaling follows simply from the existence of a well-behaved infinite data
or infinite width limit, while the resolution-limited regime can be explained by
positing that models are effectively resolving a smooth data manifold. In the large
width limit, this can be equivalently obtained from the spectrum of certain ker-
nels, and we present evidence that large width and large dataset resolution-limited
scaling exponents are related by a duality. We exhibit all four scaling regimes
in the controlled setting of large random feature and pretrained models and test
the predictions empirically on a range of standard architectures and datasets. We
also observe several empirical relationships between datasets and scaling exponents:
super-classing image tasks does not change exponents, while changing input distri-
bution (via changing datasets or adding noise) has a strong effect. We further
explore the effect of architecture aspect ratio on scaling exponents.
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Figure 3.1: Four scaling regimes Here we exhibit the four regimes we focus on in this work.
(top-left, bottom-right) Variance-limited scaling of under-parameterized models with dataset
size and over-parameterized models with number of parameters (width) exhibit universal scaling
(αD = αW = 1) independent of the architecture or underlying dataset. (top-right, bottom-
left) Resolution-limited over-parameterized models with dataset or under-parameterized models with
model size exhibit scaling with exponents that depend on the details of the data distribution. These
four regimes are also found in random feature (Figure 3.3) and pretrained models (see appendices).

3.1 Scaling Laws for Neural Networks

For a large variety of models and datasets, neural network performance has been empirically
observed to scale as a power-law with model size and dataset size [70, 81, 136, 67]. We
would like to understand why these power laws emerge, and what features of the data and
models determine the values of the power-law exponents. Since these exponents determine
how quickly performance improves with more data and larger models, they are of great
importance when considering whether to scale up existing models.

In this work, we present a theoretical framework for explaining scaling laws in trained
neural networks. We identify four related scaling regimes with respect to the number of
model parameters P and the dataset size D. With respect to each of D, P , there is both a
resolution-limited regime and a variance-limited regime.

Variance-Limited Regime In the limit of infinite data or an arbitrarily wide model,
some aspects of neural network training simplify. Specifically, if we fix one of D,P and
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Figure 3.2: Resolution-limited models interpolate the data manifold Linear interpolation
between two training points in a four-dimensional input space (left). We show a teacher model
and four student models, each trained on different sized datasets. In all cases teacher and student
approximately agree on the training endpoints, but as the training set size increases they increasingly
match everywhere. (right) We show 4/αD versus the data manifold dimension (input dimension for
teacher-student models, intrinsic dimension for standard datasets). We find that the teacher-student
models follow the 4/αD (dark dashed line), while the relationship for a four layer CNN (solid) and
WRN (hollow) on standard datasets is less clear.

study scaling with respect to the other parameter as it becomes arbitrarily large, then the
loss scales as 1/x, i.e. as a power-law with exponent 1, with x = D or

√
P ∝ width in

deep networks and x = D or P in linear models. In essence, this variance-limited regime
is amenable to analysis because model predictions can be series expanded in either inverse
width or inverse dataset size. To demonstrate these variance-limited scalings, it is sufficient
to argue that the infinite data or width limit exists and is smooth; this guarantees that an
expansion in simple integer powers exists.

Resolution-Limited Regime In this regime, one of D or P is effectively infinite, and
we study scaling as the other parameter increases. In this case, a variety of works have
empirically observed power-law scalings 1/xα, typically with 0 < α < 1 for both x = P or
D.

We can provide a very general argument for power-law scalings if we assume that
trained models map the data into a d-dimensional data manifold. The key idea is then that
additional data (in the infinite model-size limit) or added model parameters (in the infinite
data limit) are used by the model to carve up the data manifold into smaller components.
The model then makes independent predictions in each component of the data manifold in
order to optimize the training loss.

If the underlying data varies continuously on the manifold, then the size of the sub-
regions into which we can divide the manifold (rather than the number of regions) deter-
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mines the model’s loss. To shrink the size of the sub-regions by a factor of 2 requires
increasing the parameter count or dataset size by a factor of 2d, and so the inverse of the
scaling exponent will be proportional to the intrinsic dimension d of the data manifold, so
that α ∝ 1/d. A visualization of this successively better approximation with dataset size
is shown in Figure 3.2 for models trained to predict data generated by a random fully-
connected network.

Explicit Realization These regimes can be realized in linear models, and this includes
linearized versions of neural networks via the large width limit. In these limits, we can
solve for the test error directly in terms of the feature covariance (kernel). The scaling
of the test loss then follows from the asymptotic decay of the spectrum of the covariance
matrix. Furthermore, well-known theorems provide bounds on the spectra associated with
continuous kernels on a d-dimensional manifold. Since otherwise generic kernels saturate
these bounds, we find a tight connection between the dimension of the data manifold, kernel
spectra, and scaling laws for the test loss. We emphasize, this analysis relies on an implicit
model of realistic data only through the assumption of a generic, power law kernel spectrum.

Summary of Contributions:

1. We identify four scaling regions of neural networks and provide empirical support
for all four regions for deep models on standard datasets. To our knowledge, the
variance-limited dataset scaling has not been exhibited previously for deep networks
on realistic data.

2. We present simple yet general theoretical assumptions under which we can derive this
scaling behavior. In particular, we relate the scaling exponent in the resolution-limited
regime to the intrinsic dimension of the data-manifold realized by trained networks
representations.

3. We present a concrete solvable example where all four scaling behaviors can be ob-
served and understood: linear, random-feature teacher-student models.

4. We empirically investigate the dependence of the scaling exponent on changes in
architecture and data. We find that changing the input distribution via switching
datasets, or the addition of noise has a strong effect on the exponent, while changing
the target distribution via superclassing does not.

3.1.1 Related Works

There have been a number of recent works demonstrating empirical scaling laws [70, 81,
136, 67, 137] in deep neural networks, including scaling laws with model size, dataset size,
compute, and other observables such as mutual information and pruning. Some precursors
[5, 33] can be found in earlier literature.
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There has been comparatively little work on theoretical ideas [141] that match and
explain empirical findings in generic deep neural networks across a range of settings. In the
particular case of large width, deep neural networks behave as random feature models [119,
92, 108, 75, 94, 42], and known results on the loss scaling of kernel methods can be applied
[145, 17]. During the completion of this work [73] presented a solvable model of learning
exhibiting non-trivial power-law scaling for power-law (Zipf) distributed features.

In the variance-limited regime, scaling laws in the context of random feature models
[129, 64, 37], deep linear models [3, 4], one-hidden-layer networks [111, 1, 2], and wide
neural networks treated as Gaussian processes or trained in the NTK regime [94, 42, 9, 53]
have been studied. In particular, this behavior was used in [81] to motivate a particular
ansatz for simultaneous scaling with data and model size.

This work also makes use of classic results connecting the spectrum of a smooth kernel
to the geometry it is defined over [157, 130, 89, 46] and on the scaling of iteratively refined
approximations to smooth manifolds [146, 16, 90].

Recently, scaling laws have also played a significant role in motivating work on the
largest models that have yet been developed [20, 45].

3.2 Theory

Throughout this work we will be interested in how the average test loss L(D,P ) depends
on the dataset size D and the number of model parameters P . Unless otherwise noted,
L denotes the test loss averaged over model initializations and draws of a size D training
set. Some of our results only pertain directly to the scaling with width w ∝

√
P , but we

expect many of the intuitions apply more generally. We use the notation αD, αP , and αW
to indicate scaling exponents with respect to dataset size, parameter count, and width.

3.2.1 Variance-Limited Exponents

In the limit of large D the outputs of an appropriately trained network approach a limiting
form with corrections which scale as D−1. Similarly, recent work shows that wide networks
have a smooth large P limit, [75], where fluctuations scale as 1/

√
P . If the loss is analytic

about this limiting model then its value will approach the asymptotic loss with corrections
proportional to the variance, (1/D or 1/

√
P ). Let us discuss this in a bit more detail for

both cases.

Dataset scaling

Consider a neural network, and its associated training loss Ltrain(θ). For every value of the
weights, the training loss, thought of as a random variable over draws of a training set of
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size D, concentrates around the population loss, with a variance which scales as O
(
D−1

)
.

Thus, if the optimization procedure is sufficiently smooth, the trained weights, network
output, and test loss will approach their infinite D values plus an O

(
D−1

)
contribution.

As a concrete example, consider training a network via full-batch optimization. In the
limit that D → ∞, the gradients will become exactly equal to the gradient of the population
loss. When D is large but finite, the gradient will include a term proportional to the O(D−1)

variance of the loss over the dataset. This means that the final parameters will be equal
to the parameters from the D → ∞ limit of training plus some term proportional to D−1.
This also carries over to the test loss.

Since this argument applies to any specific initialization of the parameters, it also
applies when we take the expectation of the test loss over the distribution of initializations.
We do not prove the result rigorously at finite batch size. We expect it to hold however, in
expectation over instances of stochastic optimization, provided hyper-parameters (such as
batch size) are fixed as D is taken large.

Large Width Scaling

We can make a very similar argument in the w → ∞ or large width limit. It has been
shown that the predictions from an infinitely wide network, either at initialization [119, 92],
or when trained via gradient descent [75, 94] approach a limiting distribution equivalent
to training a linear model. Furthermore, corrections to the infinite width behavior are
controlled by the variance of the full model around the linear model predictions. This
variance has been shown to scale as 1/w [42, 164, 9]. As the loss is a smooth function of
these predictions, it will differ from its w = ∞ limit by a term proportional to 1/w.

We note that there has also been work studying the combined large depth and large
width limit, where [62] found a well-defined infinite size limit with controlled fluctuations.
In any such context where the model predictions concentrate, we expect the loss to scale
with the variance of the model output. In the case of linear models, studied below, the
variance is O(P−1) rather than O(

√
P ) and we see the associated variance scaling in this

case.

3.2.2 Resolution-Limited Exponents

In this section we consider training and test data drawn uniformly from a compact d-
dimensional manifold, x ∈ Md and targets given by some smooth function y = F(x) on
this manifold.
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Over-parameterized dataset scaling

Consider the double limit of an over-parameterized model with large training set size, P ≫
D ≫ 1. We further consider well trained models, i.e. models that interpolate all training
data. The goal is to understand L(D). If we assume that the learned model f is sufficiently
smooth, then the dependence of the loss on D can be bounded in terms of the dimension
of the data manifold Md.

Informally, if our train and test data are drawn i.i.d. from the same manifold, then the
distance from a test point to the closest training data point decreases as we add more and
more training data points. In particular, this distance scales as O(D−1/d) [95]. Furthermore,
if f , F are both sufficiently smooth, they cannot differ too much over this distance. If
in addition the loss function, L, is a smooth function vanishing when f = F , we have
L = O(D−1/d). This is summarized in the following theorem.

Theorem 1. Let L(f), f and F be Lipschitz with constants KL, Kf , and KF . Further let
D be a training dataset of size D sampled i.i.d from Md and let f(x) = F(x), ∀x ∈ D then
L(D) = O

(
KLmax(Kf ,KF )D

−1/d
)
.

Under-Parameterized Parameter Scaling

We will again assume that F varies smoothly on an underlying compact d-dimensional
manifold Md. We can obtain a bound on L(P ) if we imagine that f approximates F
as a piecewise linear function with roughly P regions (see [141]). Here, we instead make
use of the argument from the over-parameterized, resolution-limited regime above. If we
construct a sufficiently smooth estimator for F by interpolating among P randomly chosen
points from the (arbitrarily large) training set, then by the argument above the loss will be
bounded by O(P−1/d).

Theorem 2. Let L(f), f and F be Lipschitz with constants KL, Kf , and KF . Further let
f(x) = F(x) for P points sampled i.i.d from Md then L(P ) = O

(
KLmax(Kf ,KF )P

−1/d
)
.

We provide the proof of Theorem 1 and 2 in the appendices.

From Bounds to Estimates

Theorems 1 and 2 are phrased as bounds, but we expect the stronger statement that these
bounds also generically serve as estimates, so that eg L(D) = Ω(D−c/d) for c ≥ 2, and
similarly for parameter scaling. If we assume that F and f are analytic functions on Md

and that the loss function L(f,F) is analytic in f − F and minimized at f = F , then the
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loss at a given test input, xtest, can be expanded around the nearest training point, x̂train.1

L(xtest) =
∞∑

m=n≥2

am(x̂train)(xtest − x̂train)
m , (3.2.1)

where the first term is of finite order n ≥ 2 because the loss vanishes at the training point.
As the typical distance between nearest neighbor points scales as D−1/d on a d-dimensional
manifold, the loss will be dominated by the leading term, L ∝ D−n/d, at large D. Note
that if the model provides an accurate piecewise linear approximation, we will generically
find n ≥ 4.
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Figure 3.3: Random feature models exhibit all four scaling regimes Here we consider
linear teacher-student models with random features trained with MSE loss to convergence. We see
both variance-limited scaling (top-left, bottom-right) and resolution-limited scaling (top-right,
bottom-left). Data is varied by downsampling MNIST by the specified pool size.

3.2.3 Kernel realization

In the proceeding sections we have conjectured typical case scaling relations for a model’s
test loss. We have further given intuitive arguments for this behavior which relied on
smoothness assumptions about the loss and training procedure. In this section, we provide
a concrete realization of all four scaling regimes within the context of linear models. Of
particular interest is the resolution-limited regime, where the scaling of the loss is a con-
sequence of the linear model kernel spectrum – the scaling of over-parameterized models

1For simplicity we have used a very compressed notation for multi-tensor contractions in higher order
terms
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with dataset size and under-parameterized models with parameters is a consequence of a
classic result, originally due to [157], bounding the spectrum of sufficiently smooth kernel
functions by the dimension of the manifold they act on.

Linear predictors serve as a model system for learning. Such models are used frequently
in practice when more expressive models are unnecessary or infeasible [110, 131, 63] and also
serve as an instructive test bed to study training dynamics [4, 56, 64, 117, 58]. Furthermore,
in the large width limit, randomly initialized neural networks become Gaussian Processes
[119, 92, 108, 121, 52, 165], and in the low-learning rate regime [94, 97, 72] neural networks
train as linear models at infinite width [75, 94, 28].

Here we discuss linear models in general terms, though the results immediately hold
for the special cases of wide neural networks. In this section we focus on teacher-student
models with weights initialized to zero and trained with mean squared error (MSE) loss to
their global optimum.

We consider a linear teacher, F , and student f .

F (x) =

S∑
M=1

ωMFM (x), f(x) =

P∑
µ=1

θµfµ(x) . (3.2.2)

Here {FM} are a (potentially infinite) pool of features and the teacher weights, ωM are
taken to be normal distributed, ω ∼ N (0, 1/S).

The student model is built out of a subset of the teacher features. To vary the number
of parameters in this simple model, we construct P features, fµ=1,...,P , by introducing a
projector P onto a P -dimensional subspace of the teacher features, fµ =

∑
M PµMFM .

We train this model by sampling a training set of size D and minimizing the MSE
training loss,

Ltrain =
1

2D

D∑
a=1

(f(xa)− F (xa))
2 . (3.2.3)

We are interested in the test loss averaged over draws of our teacher and training dataset.
In the limit of infinite data, the test loss, L(P ) := limD→∞ L(D,P ), takes the form.

L(P ) =
1

2S
Tr
[
C − CPT

(
PCPT

)−1 PC
]
. (3.2.4)

Here we have introduced the feature-feature second moment-matrix, C = Ex
[
F (x)F T (x)

]
.

If the teacher and student features had the same span, this would vanish, but as a
result of the mismatch the loss is non-zero. On the other hand, if we keep a finite number
of training points, but allow the student to use all of the teacher features, the test loss,
L(D) := limP→S L(D,P ), takes the form,

L(D) =
1

2
Ex
[
K(x, x)− K⃗(x)K̄−1K⃗(x)

]
. (3.2.5)
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Here, K(x, x′) is the data-data second moment matrix, K⃗ indicates restricting one argument
to the D training points, while K̄ indicates restricting both. This test loss vanishes as the
number of training points becomes infinite but is non-zero for finite training size.

We present a full derivation of these expressions in the appendices. In the remainder
of this section, we explore the scaling of the test loss with dataset and model size.

Kernels: Variance-Limited exponents

To derive the limiting expressions (3.2.4) and (3.2.5) for the loss one makes use of the fact
that the sample expectation of the second moment matrix over the finite dataset, and finite
feature set is close to the full covariance.

1

D

D∑
a=1

F (xa)F
T (xa) = C + δC , 1

P
fT (x)f(x′),= K + δK ,

with the fluctuations satisfying ED
[
δC2

]
= O(D−1) and EP

[
δK2

]
= O(P−1), where ex-

pectations are taken over draws of a dataset of size D and over feature sets.

Using these expansions yields the variance-limited scaling, L(D,P )−L(P ) = O(D−1),
L(D,P ) − L(D) = O(P−1) in the under-parameterized and over-parameterized settings
respectively.

In Figure 3.3 we see evidence of these scaling relations for features built from randomly
initialized ReLU networks on pooled MNIST independent of the pool size. In the appen-
dices we provide an in depth derivation of this behavior and expressions for the leading
contributions to L(D,P )− L(P ) and L(D,P )− L(D).

Kernels: Resolution-limited exponents

We now would like to analyze the scaling behavior of our linear model in the resolution-
limited regimes, that is the scaling with P when 1 ≪ P ≪ D and the scaling with D when
1 ≪ D ≪ P . In these cases, the scaling is controlled by the shared spectrum of C or K.
This spectrum is often well described by a power-law, where eigenvalues λi satisfy

λi =
1

i1+αK
. (3.2.6)

See Figure 3.4 for example spectra on pooled MNIST.

In this case, we will argue that the losses also obey a power law scaling, with the
exponents controlled by the spectral decay factor, 1 + αK .

L(D) ∝ D−αK , L(P ) ∝ P−αK . (3.2.7)

In other words, in this setting, αP = αD = αK .
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This is supported empirically in Figure 3.4. We then argue that when the kernel
function, K is sufficiently smooth on a manifold of dimension d, αK ∝ d−1, thus realizing
the more general resolution-limited picture described above.

From spectra to scaling laws for the loss To be concrete let us focus on the over-
parameterized loss. If we introduce the notation ei for the eigenvectors of C and ēi for the
eignvectors of 1

D

∑D
a=1 F (xa)F

T (xa), the loss becomes,

L(D) =
1

2

S∑
i=1

λi(1−
D∑
j=1

(ei · ēj)2) . (3.2.8)

Before discussing the general asymptotic behavior of (3.2.8), we can gain some intuition
by considering the case of large αK . In this case, ēj ≈ ej (see e.g. [101]), we can simplify
(3.2.8) to,

L(D) ∝
∞∑
D+1

1

i1+αK
= αKD

−αK +O(D−αK−1) . (3.2.9)

More generally in the appendices, following [17, 23], we use replica theory methods to derive,
L(D) ∝ D−αK and L(P ) ∝ P−αK , without requiring the large αK limit.

Data Manifolds and Kernels In Section 3.2.2, we discussed a simple argument that
resolution-limited exponents α ∝ 1/d, where d is the dimension of the data manifold. Our
goal now is to explain how this connects with the linearized models and kernels discussed
above: how does the spectrum of eigenvalues of a kernel relate to the dimension of the data
manifold?

The key point is that sufficiently smooth kernels must have an eigenvalue spectrum with
a bounded tail. Specifically, a Ct kernel on a d-dimensional space must have eigenvalues
λn ≲ 1

n1+t/d [89]. In the generic case where the covariance matrices we have discussed can be
interpreted as kernels on a manifold, and they have spectra saturating the bound, linearized
models will inherit scaling exponents given by the dimension of the manifold.

As a simple example, consider a d-torus. In this case we can study the Fourier series
decomposition, and examine the case of a kernel K(x− y). This must take the form

K =
∑
nI

[anI sin(nI · (x− y)) + bnI cos(nI · (x− y))]

where nI = (n1, · · · , nd) is a list of integer indices, and anI , bnI are the overall Fourier
coefficients. To guarantee that K is a Ct function, we must have anI , bnI ≲ 1

nd+t where
nd = N indexes the number of anI in decreasing order. But this means that in this simple
case, the tail eigenvalues of the kernel must be bounded by 1

N1+t/d as N → ∞.
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Figure 3.4: Duality and spectra in random feature models Here we show the relation
between the decay of the kernel spectra, αK , and the scaling of the loss with number of data points,
αD, and with number of parameters, αP (left). The theoretical relation αD = αP = αK is given by
the black dashed line. (right) The spectra of random FC kernels on pooled MNIST. The spectra
appear well described by a power law decay.

3.2.4 Duality

We argued above that for kernels with pure power law spectra, the asymptotic scaling of the
under-parameterized loss with respect to model size and the over-parameterized loss with
respect to dataset size share a common exponent. In the linear setup at hand, the relation
between the under-parameterized parameter dependence and over-parameterized dataset
dependence is even stronger. The under-parameterized and over-parameterized losses are
directly related by exchanging the projection onto random features with the projection onto
random training points. Note, sample-wise double descent observed in [117] is a concrete
realization of this duality for a simple data distribution. In the appendices, we present
examples exhibiting the duality of the loss dependence on model and dataset size outside
of the asymptotic regime.

3.3 Experiments

3.3.1 Deep teacher-student models

Our theory can be tested very directly in the teacher-student framework, in which a teacher
deep neural network generates synthetic data used to train a student network. Here, it is
possible to generate unlimited training samples and, crucially, controllably tune the dimen-
sion of the data manifold. We accomplish the latter by scanning over the dimension of the
inputs to the teacher. We have found that when scanning over both model size and dataset
size, the interpolation exponents closely match the prediction of 4/d. The dataset size scal-
ing is shown in Figure 3.2, while model size scaling experiments appear in the appendices
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Figure 3.5: Effect of data distribution on scaling exponents For CIFAR-100 superclassed
to N classes (left), we find that the number of target classes does not have a visible effect on the
scaling exponent. (right) For CIFAR-10 with the addition of Gaussian noise to inputs, we find the
strength of the noise has a strong effect on performance scaling with dataset size. All models are
WRN-28-10.

and have previously been observed in [141].

3.3.2 Variance-limited scaling in the wild

Variance-limited scaling can be universally observed in real datasets. The theory describing
the variance scaling in Section 3.2.1 does not make any particular assumptions about data,
model or loss type, beyond smoothness. Figure 3.1 (top-left, bottom-right) measures the
variance-limited dataset scaling exponent αD and width scaling exponent αW . In both
cases, we find striking agreement with the theoretically predicted values αD, αW = 1 across
a variety of dataset, network architecture, and loss type combinations.

Our testbed includes deep fully-connected and convolutional networks with Relu or
Erf nonlinearities and MSE or softmax-cross-entropy losses. Experiments in Figure 3.1
(top-left) utilize relatively small models, with the number of trainable parameteters P ∼
O(1000), trained with full-batch gradient descent (GD) and small learning rate on datasets
of size D ≫ P . Each data point in the figure represents an average over subsets of size D
sampled from the full dataset. Conversely, experiments in Figure 3.1 (bottom-right) utilize
a small, fixed dataset D ∼ O(100), trained with full-batch GD and small learning rate using
deep networks with widths w ≫ D. As detailed in the appendices, each data point is an
average over random initializations, where the infinite-width contribution to the loss has
been computed and subtracted off prior to averaging.
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3.3.3 Resolution-limited scaling in the wild

In addition to teacher-student models, we explored resolution-limited scaling behavior in
the context of standard classification datasets. Experiments were performed with the Wide
ResNet (WRN) architecture [166] and trained with cosine decay for a number of steps equal
to 200 epochs on the full dataset. In Figure 3.2 we also include data from a four hidden
layer CNN detailed in the appendices. As detailed above, we find dataset dependent scaling
behavior in this context.

We further investigated the effect of the data distribution on the resolution-limited
exponent, αD by tuning the number of target classes and input noise (Figure 3.5).

To probe the effect of the number of target classes, we constructed tasks derived from
CIFAR-100 by grouping classes into broader semantic categories. We found that perfor-
mance depends on the number of categories, but αD is insensitive to this number. In
contrast, the addition of Gaussian noise had a more pronounced effect on αD. These results
suggest a picture in which the network learns to model the input data manifold, independent
of the classification task, consistent with observations in [118, 57].

We also explored the effect of network aspect ratio on the dataset scaling exponent.
We found that the exponent magnitude increases with width up to a critical width, while
the dependence on depth is more mild (see the appendices).

3.4 Discussion

We have presented a framework for categorizing neural scaling laws, along with derivations
that help to explain their very general origins. Crucially, our predictions agree with em-
pirical findings in settings which have often proven challenging for theory – deep neural
networks on real datasets.

The variance-scaling regime yields, for smooth test losses, a universal prediction of
αD = 1 (for D ≫ P ) and αW = 1 (for w ≫ D). The resolution-limited regime – more
closely tied to the regime in which real neural networks are trained in practice – yields
exponents αD, αP whose numerical value is variable, but we have traced their origins back
to a single simple quantity: the intrinsic dimension of the data manifold d, which in a
general setting is significantly smaller than the input dimension. In linear models, this is
also closely related to αK , the exponent governing the power-law spectral decay of certain
kernels. Neural scaling laws depend on the data distribution, but perhaps they only depend
on ‘macroscopic’ properties such as spectra or a notion of intrinsic dimensionality.

Along the way, our empirical investigations have revealed some additional intriguing
observations. The invariance of the dataset scaling exponent to superclassing (Figure 3.5)
suggests that commonly-used deep networks may be largely learning properties of the input
data manifold – akin to unsupervised learning – rather than significant task-specific struc-
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ture, which may shed light on the versatility of learned deep network representations for
different downstream tasks.

In our experiments, models with larger exponents do indeed tend to perform better,
due to increased sample or model efficiency. We see this in the teacher-student setting
for models trained on real datasets and in the appendices find that trained features scale
noticeably better than random features. This suggests the scaling exponents and intrinsic
dimension as possible targets for meta-learning and neural architecture search.

On a broader level, we think work on neural scaling laws provides an opportunity for
discussion in the community on how to define and measure progress in machine learning.
The values of the exponents allow us to concretely estimate expected gains that come from
increases in scale of dataset, model, and compute, albeit with orders of magnitude more scale
for constant-factor improvements. On the other hand, one may require that truly non-trivial
progress in machine learning be progress that occurs modulo scale: namely, improvements
in performance across different tasks that are not simple extrapolations of existing behavior.
And perhaps the right combinations of algorithmic, model, and dataset improvements can
lead to emergent behavior at new scales. Large language models such as GPT-3 (Fig. 1.2
in [20]) have exhibited this in the context of few-shot learning. We hope our work spurs
further research in understanding and controlling neural scaling laws.
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Chapter 4

AdS3 Reconstruction with General
Gravitational Dressings

This thesis chapter originally appeared in the literature as:

H. Chen, J. Kaplan and U. Sharma , “AdS3 reconstruction with general gravi-
tational dressings” J. High Energ. Phys. 2019, 141 (2019), arXiv: 1905.00015

Abstract

The gauge redundancy of quantum gravity makes the definition of local op-
erators ambiguous, as they depend on the choice of gauge or on a ‘gravitational
dressing’ analogous to a choice of Wilson line attachments. Recent work identified
exact AdS3 proto-fields by fixing to a Fefferman-Graham gauge. Here we extend
that work and define proto-fields with general gravitational dressing. We first study
bulk fields charged under a U(1) Chern-Simons gauge theory as an illustrative warm-
up, and then generalize the results to gravity. As an application, we compute a
gravitational loop correction to the bulk-boundary correlator in the background
of a black hole microstate, and then verify this calculation using a newly adapted
recursion relation. Branch points at the Euclidean horizon are present in the 1/c

corrections to semiclassical correlators.

4.1 Introduction and Summary

A complete description of AdS/CFT requires an exact prescription for bulk reconstruction,
which would ideally provide a quantitative guide to its own limitations. This problem may
decomposed into two (overlapping) sub-problems:

• Reconstruction of interacting bulk fields from dual boundary ‘CFT’ operators in the
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absence of AdS gravity. It’s easy to solve this problem for free bulk fields and gener-
alized free theory (GFT) duals, and it can also be addressed order-by-order in bulk
perturbation theory [79, 76, 77, 78]. This problem is very similar [126] to the question
of how to relate the operators in a CFT which ends at a boundary to the BCFT
operators living on that boundary.

• Bulk reconstruction in the presence of gravity. This problem is qualitatively different,
because we do not expect local bulk operators to be uniquely defined – they must
be associated with a ‘gravitational Wilson line’ or ‘gravitational dressing’. These
complications arise because of the gauge redundancy of bulk diffeomorphisms and the
universality of the gravitational force.

Both gravitational and non-gravitational interactions seem to require bulk field operators
Φ(X) to include mixtures of infinitely many CFT operators.

In AdS3 the purely gravitational component of bulk reconstruction can be more pre-
cisely specified by taking advantage of the relation between bulk gravity and Virasoro
symmetry. This makes it possible to solve one aspect of reconstruction exactly. Prior work
[8] defined bulk operators by first fixing to Fefferman-Graham gauge, thereby assuming a
specific and arbitrarily chosen gravitational dressing. The purpose of this paper is to de-
fine bulk proto-fields with much more general gravitational dressings, or equivalently, by
defining the bulk field in a more general gauge.

Bulk Operators from Symmetry

The AdS/CFT dictionary specifies that

lim
y→0

y−2hΦ(y, z, z̄) = O(z, z̄) (4.1.1)

for a bulk scalar field Φ(Y ) and a dual boundary CFT primary O. However, at finite y the
bulk field operator Φ(Y ) will include an infinite sum of contributions from other primaries.
Ultra-schematically, we may write [79]

Φ = O +
√
GN [TO] +GN [TTO] + · · ·

+g[OiOj ] + g2[OiOjOk] + · · · (4.1.2)

to indicate that Φ includes a mixture of multi-trace operators made from the stress-tensor
T and O, as well as multi-trace operators made from other primaries Oi, with perturbative
coefficients that can be computed [79, 76, 77, 78] when such a description applies.

We will be studying the terms in Φ involving O and any number of stress tensors, as
these are determined by the Virasoro symmetry1 in AdS3. Just as conformal symmetry

1There has been much recent work on AdS3 reconstruction [8, 109, 115, 26, 24, 60, 59, 25, 38, 27]. Our
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Figure 4.1: This figure suggests many aspects of our reconstruction strategy. We recon-
struct a bulk operator ϕ connected by a Wilson line or ‘gravitational dressing’ that attaches
to the boundary at z0. Correlators of ϕ with stress tensors will only have singularities when
the stress tensors approach z0. When ϕ acts on the vacuum, it creates a state that we ex-
pand in radial quantization, and so when we define ϕ we assume it is surrounded by empty
space. As our methods are ultimately based on symmetry, we only compute the proto-field
ϕ as a linear combination of a CFT2 primary O and its Virasoro descendants. All of these
statements have analogs for the U(1) charged ϕ we discuss as a warm-up in section 4.2, with
T → J .

dictates that CFT correlators must be decomposable as a sum of conformal blocks, bulk
scalar fields Φ can be written as a sum of bulk proto-field operators ϕ that are fixed by
symmetry.

The proto-fields ϕ also have another interpretation, as sources or sinks for one-particle
states in a first-quantized worldline action description. Correlators of protofields ⟨ϕ(X1)ϕ(X2) · · ·⟩
with other CFT operators will match to all orders in perturbation theory with the propa-
gation of a particle from X1 to X2 in the gravitational background created by these other
CFT operators, including the effect of gravitational loops on the propagation. But the proto-
field correlators do not include non-gravitational interactions, or mixings with multi-trace
operators induced by gravity.

results [8] differ from the proposal [96], which produces a field that does not seem to satisfy the interacting
bulk equation of motion in a known gauge when expanded perturbatively in 1/c (e.g., compare ⟨ϕOT ⟩
correlators to the results of appendix D.4 of [8]).
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‘Dressings’ and Correlators with Symmetry Currents

Charged operators in gauge theories and local bulk operators in quantum gravity are not
gauge-invariant. This means that their definition is ambiguous, and we need to supply
more information to fully specify them. This additional information may be a Wilson
line, a specific choice of gauge, or a ‘gravitational dressing’ (by this term we roughly mean
‘gravitational Wilson line’). We discuss the relation between these ideas in section 4.2.1.

The necessity and ambiguity of these dressings has a simple interpretation in the CFT.
If we are to write a bulk proto-field ϕ(X) as a CFT operator, then the charge and energy
in ϕ must be visible to the charge Q and spacetime symmetries D,Pµ,Kν ,Mµν in the CFT.
These quantities can be computed by integrals of Jµ(x) or Tµν(x) over Cauchy surfaces on
the boundary [55], but the specific spacetime distribution of current and energy-momentum
associated with ϕ(X) is somewhat arbitrary. This explains the ambiguity in ϕ(X), and also
suggests how it can be fixed – the gauge and gravitational dressings are specified by the
form of ϕ(X) correlators with Jµ(x) or Tµν(x).

To make sense of this logic, it must be possible to distinguish the energy-momentum in
ϕ(X) from that of other sources in any state or correlator. We accomplish this by assuming
that ϕ(X) is surrounded by vacuum, so that we can define ϕ(X) in a series expansion2 in
the bulk coordinate [126], with local CFT operators as coefficients. In this way we can use
radial quantization to define ϕ(X).

We will specify general gravitational dressings in two equivalent ways. In section 4.3.2
we use a trick: starting with the proto-field defined through Fefferman-Graham [8], we use
a diffeomorphism to bend the gravitational dressing. Whereas in section 4.3.4 we take a
more abstract route, and simply construct an operator ϕ(X;x0) at a point X in the bulk,
but where T (x) on the boundary detects ϕ’s associated stress-energy at a general point x0.

Summary of Results

Our main result is a simple formula for a proto-field with general dressing

ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) =
∞∑
n=0

∞∑
m,m̄=0

(−1)nu2h+2n

n!(2h)n

(x− x0)
m (x̄− x̄0)

m̄

m!m̄!
L−n−mL̄−n−m̄O(x0, x̄0)

(4.1.3)
The interpretation of this operator is discussed in section 4.3, but roughly speaking, the
proto-field is located (u, x, x̄) in AdS3, with its associated energy-momentum localized at
(x0, x̄0) on the boundary. The L−N are polynomials in the Virasoro generators determined
by the bulk primary condition [8], with coefficients that are rational functions in the central

2Another common approach [61] defines bulk fields by integrating local CFT operators over a region.
This procedure may have equivalent issues when other local CFT operators are present in the region of
integration and OPE singularities are encountered.
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charge c and holomorphic dimension h of O. We verify that this result has the expected
correlators with stress tensors T (x). Our formula can be integrated against a positive,
normalized distribution ρ via

ϕ[ρ](X) ≡
∫
d2x0 ρ(x0, x̄0)ϕ(X;x0, x̄0) (4.1.4)

to obtain a very general3 gravitational dressing for the proto-field.

We also show in section 4.4 that correlators of ϕ(X;x0, x̄0) can be computed by a further
adaptation [26, 27] of Zamolodchikov’s recursion relations [168, 167]. Then in section 4.5
we analytically calculate the 1/c correction to the heavy-light, bulk-boundary propagator
on the cylinder using a recent quantization [35] of AdS3 gravity. We demonstrate that our
analytic result matches that of the recursion relation. We also observe that as expected
[47, 50], the analytic 1/c correction to the correlator is not periodic in Euclidean time [27],
and so it has a branch cut singularity at the Euclidean horizon. This is surprising from the
point of view of perturbation theory in a fixed black hole background.

The outline of the paper is as follows. In section 4.2 we provide a detailed discussion
of bulk reconstruction for fields charged under a U(1) Chern-Simons field. This serves as
a warm-up where many of the ideas can be more straightforwardly illustrated. Then in
section 4.3 we turn to gravity, where many of our results are analogous to the simpler
U(1) setting. In section 4.4 we adapt a recursion relation to compute correlators of ϕ with
general dressing. In section 4.5 we explain some rather technical calculations, including the
recursion relation in a specific configuration and an analytic computation of the one-loop
gravitational correction (i.e., order 1/c) to a ⟨OHOHOLϕL⟩ correlator. We provide a brief
discussion in section 4.6. Many technical results are relegated to the appendices.

4.2 Bulk Proto-Fields with U(1) Chern-Simons Charge

This section will serve as a warm-up in preparation for our eventual discussion of bulk
gravity, where most of these ingredients will have a direct analog.

4.2.1 Charged Fields, Wilson Lines, and Gauge Fixing

Consider a bulk field φ(X) charged under a U(1) gauge symmetry. It transforms as

φ(X) → eiqΛ(X)φ(X) (4.2.1)

3It’s not entirely clear what operators the full space of gravitational dressings should include, but by letting
ρ depend on X we can parameterize a large space of possibilities. An average over x0 is not equivalent to
averaging over different exponents in a Wilson line [40, 41], since the average of an exponential is not the
exponential of an average. Wilson lines should be path-ordered, so averaging over complete Wilson lines
should be the more generally valid approach.
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under the gauge redundancy, so it cannot be regarded as a physical observable. We can
remedy this problem in two equivalent ways – by fixing the gauge, or by attaching φ(X) to
a Wilson line.

The latter approach has the clear advantage that it makes the gauge-invariant nature
of our observable manifest. Given a Wilson line

WC(∞, X) = eiq
∫
C dx

µAµ (4.2.2)

running from X to infinity, we can form a non-local operator

ϕ(X) =WC(∞, X)φ(X) (4.2.3)

Since gauge transformations do not act at infinity, ϕ will be a gauge-invariant observable.
However, this means that φ(X) itself was highly ambiguous, since ϕ now depends on the
path of the Wilson line. Note that once we define a gauge-invariant ϕ in this way, we can
compute observables involving it in any convenient gauge, and we will obtain the same
results.

The other (fixing the gauge) approach will be easier to discuss when we generalize
to quantum gravity. However, it’s less flexible and can lead to confusing terminology. In
this approach we simply fix a gauge, for example by setting some component of the gauge
field Ay = 0, and then compute observables involving ϕ(X) in this gauge. The results
will then be well-defined observables. Note that if Ay = 0 then the Wilson line in the ŷ
direction Wŷ = 1 identically, so in this case the underlying gauge invariant observable will
be ϕ = Wŷφ(X). But in general it may not be clear how to compute with our observable
in other gauges. And it may seem confusing to refer to an observable defined in a specific
gauge as gauge-invariant (though this is in fact true).

Let us develop these ideas in the context of a scalar field ϕ in AdS3 charged under a
U(1) Chern-Simons theory with level k. The scalar will be dual to a CFT2 primary operator
O with conformal dimension h and charge q, and the gauge field to a holomorphic conserved
current J(z). We will work in Euclidean space with a fixed metric

ds2 =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
(4.2.4)

and in this section we will not include dynamical gravity.

We will be viewing ϕ(y, z, z̄) through the lens of radial quantization, as discussed pre-
viously in [8] and pictured in figure 4.1 (the figure denotes the gravitational case, but with
T → J it also applies to the present discussion). In the CFT ϕ will be a non-local op-
erator, but only because it will be written as an infinite sum of local operators, each a
coefficient in the near-boundary or small y expansion of ϕ. If we turn off both gravity and
the Chern-Simons interaction, then ϕ is determined by symmetry to be [116]

ϕ0(y, z, z̄) =
∞∑
n=0

(−1)n
y2h+2n

n!(2h)n
Ln−1L̄

n
−1O(z, z̄) (4.2.5)
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This follows from the form of the vacuum bulk-boundary propagator

⟨ϕ0(y, z, z̄)O†(w, w̄)⟩ =
(

y

y2 + (z − w)(z̄ − w̄)

)2h

(4.2.6)

if we expand in y and identify the coefficients with global descendants of O.

Now let us define a gauge-invariant charged scalar field. As discussed above, we can
do this by simply attaching φ to a Wilson line that ends on the boundary at y = 0. A very
simple choice takes the Wilson line to run in the ŷ direction, so that

ϕ(y, z, z̄) = eiq
∫ y
0 dy

′Ay(y′,z,z̄)φ(y, z, z̄) (4.2.7)

This operator also has a very simple definition via gauge fixing – it is simply ϕ defined in
the gauge Ay = 0. This makes it clear that the correlator ⟨ϕ(y, 0, 0)O†(w, w̄)⟩ should be
equal to the expression (4.2.6).

Correlators involving the boundary current will be non-trivial. Computing in pertur-
bation theory gives

⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)ϕ(y, 0, 0)⟩ = qw

z1(z1 − w)

(
y

y2 + ww̄

)2h

, (4.2.8)

where O† has charge −q. This reduces to y2h⟨JO†O⟩ in the limit of small y, as expected
based on the AdS/CFT dictionary.

If we attach ϕ to the boundary with a more general Wilson line, then we will have

ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) = e
iq

∫X
z0
dY µAµ(Y )

ϕ(y, z, z̄) (4.2.9)

The Wilson line takes some general path from z0 on the boundary to the location of ϕ in the
bulk, yet our notation does not include information about the path. Since Chern-Simons
theory is topological, our ϕ will only depend on this path if other charges or Wilson lines
entangle with it. However, we are invoking radial quantization to define ϕ, meaning that
we will be assuming that there aren’t any matter fields or Wilson lines near ϕ, or between
it and the boundary. Thus our results for the operator ϕ will be independent of the choice
of path, except through the location of z0.

Correlators of this more general bulk field can still be computed in Ay = 0 gauge. Since
the vacuum equations of motion set Fyµ = 0, in this gauge Az is independent of y. Since
on the boundary Az(0, z, z̄) = 1

kJ(z), this identification must hold for all y, so4

ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) = e
i q
k

∫ z
z0
J(z′)dz′

ϕ(y, z, z̄)
∣∣∣
Ay=0

(4.2.10)

This formula requires some regularization to remain consistent with O correlators and the
dictionary O = limy→0

[
y−2hϕ

]
. If we expand to first order in q we find

⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)ϕ(y, 0, 0; z0, 0)⟩ ≈ ⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)ϕ(y, 0, 0)⟩+ i
q

k

∫ z0

0

⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)J(z′)ϕ(y, 0, 0)⟩

4We could also just choose to have the Wilson line run along the boundary from z0 to z.
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≈ q(z0 − z)

(z1 − z0)(z1 − z)
⟨O†ϕ⟩ (4.2.11)

This formula has a nice interpretation, as the singularities in z1 indicate the presence of
charge ±q at z0 and z. But higher order corrections involving many J will produce divergent
integrals. And even the simpler correlator ⟨O†ϕ⟩ also requires regularization.

In the next sections we will see how to avoid regularization by defining ϕ using symmetry
when its Wilson line attachments are simple. Then we will extend our results to include
general Wilson lines by leveraging the singularity structure of ϕ correlators.

4.2.2 A Bulk Primary Condition from Symmetry

We can take another approach, and constrain the bulk field ϕ using symmetry. If we can
determine how to extend CFT symmetries into the bulk, then we can use their action on a
charged bulk field to determine how to write it as a sum of CFT operators. This approach
will provide an exact definition, without needing to regulate Wilson lines, and it will also
generalize more directly to gravity.

The CFT current J(z) can be expanded in modes

J (z) =
∞∑

n=−∞

Jn
zn+1

. (4.2.12)

The global conformal generators have an algebra with Jn with commutation relations

[Lm, Ln] = (m− n)Lm+n,

[Lm, Jn] = −nJn+m, (4.2.13)
[Jm, Jn] = mkδn+m,0,

where the subscripts of the L generators runs from −1 to 1, and the subscript of the J
generators run from −∞ to ∞. The current acts on local primary operators via

[Jn,O(z)] = qznO(z) (4.2.14)

which can be derived from the J(x)O(z) OPE. This means that a finite transformation eiδJn
will rephase O(z) → eiqδz

nO(z).

Now we would like to understand how to extend these symmetries so that they act on
bulk fields. This requires either a careful specification of the gauge invariant operators, or
a choice of gauge. We will take the latter route and choose Ay = 0. We can still transform
Az → Az + ∂zλ(z) while preserving this gauge fixing condition. But this is a global (rather
than gauge) symmetry transformation, since it acts non-trivially on fields at the boundary
y = 0.

In the bulk, we expect that a charged field should transform as ϕ → eiλϕ. Since λ
cannot depend on y, this transforms ϕ(X) → eiλ(z)ϕ(X). So in Ay = 0 gauge, the Jn act
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on ϕ in the same way that they act on O, giving

[Jn, ϕ(y, z, z̄)] = qznϕ(y, z, z̄)|Ay=0 (4.2.15)

where we have indicated explicitly that this only holds in Ay = 0 gauge. This further implies
a bulk primary condition

[Jn, ϕ(y, 0, 0)] = 0 for n ≥ 1 (4.2.16)

for the bulk field ϕ. This condition is the U(1) Chern-Simons version of the gravitational
bulk primary condition originally derived in [8]. Along with the requirement that ϕ has the
correct bulk-boundary propagator in vacuum (4.2.6), this bulk primary condition uniquely
determines ϕ(y, z, z̄) as an expansion in y. Furthermore, it is an exact result, and does not
require a small coupling expansion.

Notice that a gauge-invariant bulk operator ϕ(y, z, z̄) attached to the boundary by a
Wilson line in the ŷ-direction must transform in the same way. This simply follows from
the fact that ϕ = φ identically if the latter is defined in the gauge Ay = 0.

We can write a formal solution to the bulk primary conditions as

ϕ(y, z, z̄) =
∞∑
n=0

(−1)n

n!(2h)n
y2h+2nJ−nL̄

n
−1O (z, z̄) (4.2.17)

where J−nO is defined as an nth level descendant of O satisfying the bulk primary condition
(4.2.16). In appendix C.2.1, we solve the the bulk primary condition exactly for the first
several J−ns. As in section 3.2.2 of [8], it can be shown that J−n can be written formally
in terms of quasi-primaries as

J−nO = Ln−1O + n! (2h)n

n∑
j=1

∑
i

Ln−j−1 O(i)
h+j∣∣∣Ln−j−1 O(i)
h+j

∣∣∣2 (4.2.18)

where the O(i)
h+j represent the ith quasi-primary at level j (so they satisfy L1O(i)

h+j = 0) and
the denominator is the norm of the corresponding operator. In writing down this equation,
we’ve used the fact that the quasi-primaries can be chosen to be orthogonal to each other.
This will be a very useful property for some of the discussions in the following sections. As
a concrete example, J−1 is given by

J−1O = L−1O +
q2

2hk − q2

(
L−1 −

2h

q
J−1

)
O. (4.2.19)

where the second term is a quasi-primary satisfying L1

(
L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O = 0.

In appendix (C.2.2), we solve the bulk primary condition in the large k limit for the
all-order 1

k terms in J−n. As shown in both appendix (C.2.1) and (C.2.2), in the k → ∞, we
have J−n = Ln−1 +O(1/k), so our expansion in y reduces to that of equation (4.2.5). Note
that as in [8], ϕ is a non-local operator in the CFT due to the infinite sum in its definition.
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Since the bulk proto-field has been defined as an expansion in descendants of a local
CFT primary, we will often informally discuss the ‘OPE’ of the current J with ϕ. Because
of the bulk primary condition above, the singular term in the OPE of J (z1) and ϕ (y, z, z)

is very similar to the JO OPE (which is simply J(z1)O(z, z̄) ∼ qO(z,z̄)
z1−z + · · · ):

J (z1)ϕ (y, z, z̄) ∼
qϕ (y, z, z̄)

z1 − z
+ · · · (4.2.20)

where we have used [J0, ϕ] = qϕ, since the descendant operators in ϕ all have the same
charge q.

Using these CFT definitions of the bulk charged scalar ϕ, we can compute various
correlation functions, such as

〈
ϕO†J · · · J

〉
and

〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉
. We can first verify that ϕ given in

(4.2.17) indeed gives the correct bulk-boundary propagator. Using (4.2.18), one can see
⟨ϕO†⟩ is given by 〈

ϕ (y, z, z)O† (w, w̄)
〉
=

(
y

y2 + (z − w)(z̄ − w̄)

)2h

. (4.2.21)

simply because the quasi-primary terms in J−nO do not contribute to this two-point func-
tion and the calculation reduces to that of ⟨ϕ0O†⟩ with ϕ0 given by (4.2.5). The bulk-
boundary three-point function ⟨JO†ϕ⟩ can be computed simply using the OPE of JO† and
Jϕ (equation (4.2.20)), and the result is given by〈

J (z1)O† (w, w̄)ϕ (y, z, z)
〉
= q

(
1

z1 − z
− 1

z1 − w

)〈
ϕ (y, z, z)O† (w, w̄)

〉
. (4.2.22)

Correlation functions of the form
〈
ϕO†J · · · J

〉
can then be computed recursively using

OPEs used above and the JJ OPE.

For the bulk two-point function
〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉
, we compute up to order 1/k using the pertur-

bative approximation to ϕ that we derived in appendix (C.2.2), which corresponds to the
one photon-loop correction to the bulk propagator. The details of the calculation are given
in appendix C.3.1. The result for

〈
ϕ† (y1, z1, z̄1)ϕ (y2, z̄2, z̄2)

〉
is given by〈

ϕ†ϕ
〉
=

ρh

1− ρ

[
1− q2

k

(
ρ22F1(1, 2h+ 1; 2(h+ 1); ρ)

2h+ 1
+

ρ

2h
− log(1− ρ)

)]
+O

(
1

k2

)
(4.2.23)

where ρ =

(
ξ

1+
√

1−ξ2

)2

with ξ = 2y1y2
y21+y

2
2+z12z̄12

.

In appendix C.3 we also use the bulk Witten diagrams to compute
〈
JO†ϕ

〉
and

〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉
,

and the results exactly match equations (4.2.22) and (4.2.23). This provides a non-trivial
check of our definition of a charged bulk scalar field.

4.2.3 Singularities in J(z) and the AdS Equations of Motion

The singularity structure of the J(z) correlators in equation (4.2.22) follow from the bulk
equations of motion. So these singularities indicate the placement of Wilson lines attaching
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Fzz̄ =
2⇡

k
jy
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Figure 4.2: This figure indicates the relationship between singularities in the current J(z),
the bulk equations of motion, and Wilson lines. Analogous statements hold for gravity and
connect singularities in T (z) to the gravitational dressing.

bulk charges to the boundary, and vice versa. Let us briefly explain these statements, which
are illustrated in figure 4.2.

In the U(1) Chern-Simons theory, the equations of motion are

ϵabcFbc(X) =
2π

k
ja(X) (4.2.24)

for the bulk matter charge ja(X) and bulk field strength Fab. In the presence of a Wilson line
with components in the ŷ direction, jy will receive a delta function contribution localized
to the Wilson line. This means that Fzz̄ must include a delta function. In Ay = 0 gauge,
we can identify Az(y, z, z̄) = 1

kJ(z), so

∂z̄J(z) = 2πq δ2(z, z̄) (4.2.25)

or equivalently ∮
dzJ(z) = 2πiq (4.2.26)

To satisfy this constraint, the current must have a simple pole J(z) = q
z + · · · , where the

ellipsis denotes less singular terms as z → 0. So the singularity structure of correlators with
J(z) follows directly from the bulk equations of motion. Conversely, a singularity in J(z)

in correlators with other operators indicates the presence of charge.

This means that we can use the singularity structure of correlators with J(z) or T (z)
in the case of gravity to help to define a bulk field ϕ with a more general Wilson line
attachment or ‘gravitational dressing’. Similar observations also hold in higher dimensions,
and may be useful for bulk reconstruction more generally.
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4.2.4 Charged Bulk Operators and General Wilson Lines

In section 4.2.2 we constructed a charged bulk scalar field by fixing to the gauge Ay = 0.
In so doing we defined a gauge-invariant bulk field ϕ(y, z, z̄) connected to the boundary
by a Wilson line in the ŷ direction. In this section, we are going to construct an exact
gauge-invariant bulk field whose associated Wilson line attaches to an arbitrary point z0 on
the boundary.

There are several ways to approach the construction of this general ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄). The
most immediate one was already discussed in section 4.2.1, namely including an explicit
Wilson line. An issue with this approach is that it requires a regulator for divergences in in-
termediate calculations, and this makes it difficult to define ϕ non-perturbatively. Another
important limitation is that it’s challenging to work with Wilson lines for bulk diffeomor-
phisms, as would be necessary when we turn to gravity.

Instead of inserting an explicit Wilson line, we can define ϕ using the singularity struc-
ture of current correlators. Correlators involving J(z1) and the field ϕ(y, z, z̄) defined in
Ay = 0 gauge have singularities as z1 → z. These singularities represent the charge of
the bulk ϕ on the boundary, as emphasized in section 4.2.3. If a Wilson line connects ϕ
to the boundary at z0, then instead we expect that correlators involving J(z1)ϕ will have
singularities at z0.

Thus we need a way to move the singularities in z1 for all correlators involving J(z1)
and ϕ. In fact, we already have many of the technical tools that we need. The level n
descendants J−nO defined in section 4.2.2 were constructed so that they would not have
any additional singularities in the J(z1)J−nO OPE beyond those already present in J(z1)O.
We can use these J−n to move an operator without moving the singularities associated with
its charge (we develop this idea in more detail in appendix C.1). The point is that since
J−n = Ln−1 + · · · as shown in equation (4.2.18), we have that

∞∑
n=0

xn

n!
J−n = exL−1 + · · · (4.2.27)

where the ellipsis denotes terms proportional to powers of the charge q. So this expression
acts like a combination of a translation and a U(1) symmetry transformation. This means
that the non-local operator

Õ (z, z̄; z0, z̄) =
∞∑
n=0

(z − z0)
n

n!
J−nO (z0, z̄) . (4.2.28)

behaves like a kind of mirage. It is defined so that J (z1) Õ (z, z̄; z0, z̄) only has singularities
in z1 − z0, while correlators of Õ (z, z̄; z0, z̄) with O† (w, w̄) will instead have singularities
when w − z vanishes5. Explicitly, by using the OPEs of JO† and J Õ and properties of

5Since only the Ln
−1O terms in J−n contribute in

〈
Õ (z, z̄; z0, z̄)O† (w, w̄)

〉
, the J−n in (4.2.28) become
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J−n, we have

⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)Õ(z, z̄; z0, z̄)⟩ =
q(z0 − w)

(z1 − z0)(z1 − w)

1

(z − w)2h(z̄ − w̄)2h̄
(4.2.29)

so Õ(z, z̄; z0, z̄) behaves as though it is in two places at once.

We can generalize the above idea to obtain a bulk proto-field ϕ (y1, z, z̄; z0, z̄) at (y, z, z̄)
with a Wilson line landing at (z0, z̄) on the boundary. This leads to a proposal for a charged
bulk field with a more general Wilson line attachment

ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) =
∞∑
n=0

∞∑
m=0

(−1)n
y2h+2n

n!(2h)n

(z − z0)
m

m!
J−n−mL̄

n
−1O (z0, z̄) , (4.2.30)

In fact, this form for ϕ is uniquely fixed by demanding that:

1. ⟨ϕO†⟩ takes the vacuum form given in equation (4.2.6)

2. Correlators ⟨O†(w, w̄)J(z1) · · · J(zn)ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄)⟩ only have simple poles in the zi,
which can only occur when zi → z0 or zi → w.

Note that if z = z0, then only the m = 0 terms contribute to equation (4.2.30), and ϕ

reduces to the bulk field of equation (4.2.17). To obtain O(z, z̄) as we take y → 0, we need
to simultaneously send z0 → z; otherwise we obtain the non-local operator Õ(z, z̄; z0, z̄) of
equation (4.2.28).

We can verify that ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) is really the desired operator by computing
〈
O†ϕ

〉
and〈

JO†ϕ
〉

using the properties of J−ns. For the bulk-boundary propagator
〈
O† (w, w̄)ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄)

〉
,

since the quasi-primaries terms in J−nO (equation (4.2.18)) will not contribute, we can
simply replace J−nO with Ln−1O. But then the sum over m becomes exactly a translation
operator, and the ϕ in (4.2.30) becomes the free-field ϕ0 of (4.2.5), and we have

〈
O† (w, w̄)ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄)

〉
=
〈
O† (w, w̄)ϕ0 (y, z, z̄)

〉
=

(
y

y2 + (z − w) (z̄ − w̄)

)2h

,

(4.2.31)
as expected. For

〈
JO†ϕ

〉
, we can use the OPEs J (z1)O† (w, w̄) ∼ −qO†(w,w̄)

z1−w + · · · and
J (z1)ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) ∼ q

z1−z0ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄) + · · · , where the ellipses denotes non-singular
terms.

〈
JO†ϕ

〉
can then be computed by only including the singular terms in both OPEs,

and we get〈
J (z1)O† (w, w̄)ϕ (y, z, z̄; z0, z̄)

〉
= q

z0 − w

(z1 − z0) (z1 − w)

(
y

y2 + (z − w) (z̄ − w̄)

)2h

.

(4.2.32)

a translation operator, and one can see that we have
〈
Õ (z, z̄; z0, z̄)O† (w, w̄)

〉
=
〈
O (z, z̄)O† (w, w̄)

〉
.
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Note that here the singularities are at z1 = w and z1 = z0, while in equation (4.2.22), the
singularities were at z1 = w and z1 = z.

Before concluding this section, we should emphasize that our methods are insensitive
to the trajectory that the Wilson line takes from (y, z, z̄) in the bulk to the boundary point
z0. This is possible because the bulk theory is topological, and we have assumed that ϕ is
surrounded by a region of vacuum, so that it’s possible to define ϕ in radial quantization.
Our gravitational ϕ will be defined in the same way.

4.2.5 More General Bulk Operators from Sums of Wilson Lines

In prior sections we have developed a formalism for exactly defining and evaluating an
operator ϕ(X; z0), where a Wilson line connects X ≡ (y, z, z̄) to a point z0 on the boundary.
But there are a host of other choices for gauge-invariant bulk operators. We can explore
this space by defining a new bulk operator

ϕ[ρ](X) ≡
∫
d2z0 ρ(z0, z̄0)ϕ(X; z0, z̄) (4.2.33)

where ρ(z0, z̄0) > 0 and
∫
d2z0ρ(z0, z̄0) = 1. The properties of ϕ[ρ] are inherited from

ϕ(X; z0), which is simply the special case where ρ(x) = δ(x− z0). Note that if we like, we
can let ρ depends on X so that ρ varies as we move ϕ to different locations X in the bulk.

Operators like ϕ[ρ] make it possible to study bulk fields with far more general ‘dressings’,
which include superpositions of Wilson lines. For example, we might define a bulk field with
spherically symmetric dressing. Let the bulk field be located at the point (y, z, z̄) in Poincare
patch and (tE , r, θ) in global coordinates6, and let the point of attachment of the Wilson
line to the boundary be z0. We will average with the measure dθ

2π over the spatial circle on
the boundary at fixed tE . In Poincare patch this means integrating with the measure dz0

2πiz0

along the contour |z0| = |z|
√
1 + y2

zz̄ . The integration contour ensures that z0 is on the same
time slice as the bulk field. In summary, the integration measure is

ρ(z0, z̄0) =
1

2πiz0
δ

(
|z0| − |z|

√
1 +

y2

zz̄

)
(4.2.35)

Note that
∫
d2z0ρ(z0, z̄0) = 1. The integration of ⟨JO†ϕ⟩ (equation 4.2.32) then gives

⟨J(z1)O†(w, w̄)ϕ[ρ](y, z, z̄)⟩
⟨ϕ(y, z, z̄)O(w, w̄)⟩

= q

(
Θ(|z1| − |z0|)

z1
− 1

z1 − w

)
(4.2.36)

6The Poincare patch metric ds2 = dy2+dzdz̄
y2 and the global AdS3 metric ds2 =

(
r2 + 1

)
dt2E+ dr2

r2+1
+r2dθ2

are related by

y =
etE√
r2 + 1

, z =
retE+iθ

√
r2 + 1

, z̄ =
retE−iθ

√
r2 + 1

. (4.2.34)

68



CHAPTER 4. ADS3 RECONSTRUCTION WITH GENERAL GRAVITATIONAL
DRESSINGS

where |z0| denotes |z|
√
1 + y2

zz̄ and Θ is the Heaviside step function. Since J0 = 1
2πi

∮
dz1J(z1),

we can further contour integrate the above expression with respect to z1 to obtain the total
charge of the state. The result is given by

q (Θ(|z1| − |z0|)−Θ(|z1| − |w|)) (4.2.37)

The interpretaton of this is clear: A state created by ϕ or O† carries charges q and −q
respectively, and the charge content of the state at the time of insertion of J depends upon
the insertions that occur before that time. This result should be equivalent to Coulomb
gauge [40] to lowest order in perturbation theory, but will not agree more generally, because
the exponential of an average is not equal to the average of an exponential.

4.3 Gravitational Proto-Fields with General Dressing

There are no local gauge invariant operators in gravity. To understand this, observe that
diffeomorphism gauge redundancies act on local scalar fields via

φ(x) → φ(x) + ξµ(x)∇µφ(x) (4.3.1)

This is similar to U(1) gauge theory, where a charged field transforms as φ→ φ+ iqΛ(x)φ,
insofar as in both cases, local fields by themselves are not gauge-invariant. As we discussed
in detail in section 4.2, we can form gauge invariant quasi-local charged operators in a U(1)

theory using Wilson line attachments.

Matters are not so simple in the case of gravity, because it is the dependence of φ on
the bulk coordinates themselves that renders φ gauge non-invariant. Lacking a simple and
general notion of a gravitational Wilson line, we will discuss diffeomorphism gauge-invariant
operators as ‘gravitationally dressed’ local operators. In this section, we consider gravita-
tional dressings7 that associate local bulk operators with specific points on the boundary.
Such dressings are natural analogs of Wilson lines joining a field in the bulk to a point on
the boundary.

We will use the notation ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄0) to denote a diffeomorphism invariant bulk
proto-field at (y, z, z̄) in AdS3 that has a gravitational line dressing landing on the boundary
at the point (z0, z̄0). The simplified notation ϕ(y, z, z̄) is used when the boundary point of
the gravitational dressing is at (z, z̄). We sometimes refer to the path that the associated
gravitational dressing takes, but strictly speaking our results are not associated with any
particular path. In our formalism all paths are equivalent because we assume that the bulk
field can be connected to the boundary through the bulk vacuum.

Our typical setup is pictured in figure 4.1. Some of our analysis will be analogous
to the simpler and conceptually clearer U(1) Chern-Simons case discussed in section 4.2.

7As discussed in section 4.2.1, one way to define dressed, gauge-invariant operators is to define the
operators after fixing to a specific gauge. We will use this method and others in this section.
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However, we will provide more details about the relationship between diffeomorphisms and
gravitational dressing, and explain how some simple correlation functions can be computed.

4.3.1 Review of Protofields in Fefferman-Graham Gauge

In recent work [8, 26, 27], an exact gravitational proto-field was defined with a very specific
gravitational dressing. The dressing was determined implicitly, by fixing to a Fefferman-
Graham or Banados gauge [12] where the metric takes the form

dŝ2 =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
− 6T (z)

c
dz2 − 6T̄ (z̄)

c
dz̄2 + y2

36T (z)T̄ (z̄)

c2
dzdz̄. (4.3.2)

Away from sources of bulk energy, dŝ2 may be viewed as an operator whose VEV corresponds
to the semiclassical metric. That is, for a CFT state |ψ⟩, the semiclassical metric will be
given by ds2|ψ⟩ = ⟨ψ|dŝ|ψ⟩, which is the RHS of the above equation with T (z) → ⟨ψ|T (z)|ψ⟩
and T̄ (z) → ⟨ψ|T̄ (z)|ψ⟩. In this subsection, we are considering the case where the CFT
is living on a flat Euclidean plane with coordinates (z, z̄). So for the CFT vacuum |0⟩,
we have ⟨0|T (z)|0⟩ = 0 and ⟨0|T̄ (z)|0⟩ = 0, and the bulk metric is the Poincare metric
ds2|0⟩ =

dy2+dzdz̄
y2

.

Once we gauge fix, Virasoro symmetry transformations extend to a unique set of vector
fields in the bulk. Demanding that ϕ(y, z, z̄) transforms as a scalar field under the corre-
sponding infinitesimal diffeomorphisms then implies that it must satisfy the bulk primary
conditions [8]

[Ln, ϕ(y, 0, 0)] = 0, [L̄n, ϕ(y, 0, 0)] = 0, n ≥ 2, (4.3.3)

along with the condition that in the vacuum ds2|0⟩ =
dy2+dzdz̄

y2
, the bulk-boundary propagator

is
⟨O(z, z̄)ϕ(y, 0, 0)⟩ = y2hL

(y2 + zz̄)2hL
. (4.3.4)

These conditions uniquely determine ϕ(y, 0, 0) as a CFT operator defined by its series ex-
pansion in the radial y coordinate:

ϕ(y, 0, 0) = y2hL
∞∑
N=0

(−1)Ny2N

N ! (2hL)N
L−N L̄−NO(0). (4.3.5)

This is a bulk proto-field in the metric of equation (4.3.2). The L−N are polynomials in the
Virasoro generators at level N , with coefficients that are rational functions of the dimension
h of the scalar operator O and of the central charge c. They are obtained by solving the
bulk-primary conditions (4.3.3) exactly (no large c expansion is required)8. And as shown

8As a concrete example

L−2 =
(2h+ 1)(c+ 8h)

(2h+ 1)c+ 2h(8h− 5)

(
L2

−1 −
12h

c+ 8h
L−2

)
. (4.3.6)
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in section 3.2.2 of [8], they can be written formally in terms of quasi-primaries as

L−NO = LN−1O +N !(2h)N

N∑
n=2

∑
i

LN−n
−1 O(i)

h+n∣∣∣LN−n
−1 O(i)

h+n

∣∣∣2 (4.3.7)

where O(i)
h+n is the ith quasi-primary9 at level n and the denominator is the norm of the

corresponding operator. In writing this equation, we have used the fact that the quasi-
primaries can be chosen so that they are orthogonal to each other. This will be a very
useful property of L−NO in later discussions.

The correlation function ⟨ϕOT ⟩ was computed and it was found that [8]

⟨ϕ(y, 0, 0)O(z, z̄)T (z1)⟩
⟨ϕ(y, 0, 0)O(z, z̄)⟩

=
hz2

z31 (z1 − z)2

(
z1 +

2y2 (z1 − z)

y2 + zz̄

)
. (4.3.8)

Notice that this correlator has a cubic singularity when the position z1 of the energy-
momentum tensor T approaches the point (0, 0). Roughly speaking, this singularity is the
boundary imprint of the energy-momentum of the bulk field. It demonstrates the presence
of a gravitational dressing connecting ϕ to the boundary point (0, 0). The boundary energy-
momentum tensor T (z1) can detect this dressing via the cubic singularity, just as the current
J(z1) registered the charge of a bulk field by a similar, but lower-order, singularity, as
discussed in section 4.2.3. On a more formal level, contour integrals

∮
z2+n1 T (z1) surrounding

the singularity pick out the action of conformal generators Ln on the bulk field ϕ.

Using our more general notation ϕ(y, z, z̄; z0, z̄0), the proto-field ϕ(y, 0, 0) given in equa-
tion (4.3.5) is the gauge-invariant operator ϕ(y, 0, 0; 0, 0) evaluated in the Fefferman-Graham
gauge. The gravitational dressing is in the ŷ direction. In the next subsection, we are going
to construct bulk proto-fields that have more general dressings.

4.3.2 Natural Gravitational Dressings from Diffeomorphisms

In many situations it is convenient to place the CFT on a two-dimensional surface other
than the plane. For example, in the presence of a BTZ black hole it’s more natural to place
the CFT on a cylinder, as will be discussed in section 4.5. In this section we will demonstrate
how to define scalar proto-fields with a correspondingly natural dressing, greatly generalizing
the results of section 4.3.1. The ideas are illustrated in figure 4.3.

General vacuum AdS3 metrics with different boundary geometries can be obtained from
the CFT on a plane

ds2 =
du2 + dxdx̄

u2
(4.3.9)

9In prior work [8, 26, 27] the notation Lquasi,i
−n O has been used, which is O(i)

h+n here.
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Figure 4.3: This figure suggests the use of a diffeomorphism to generate a natural gravita-
tional dressing for a CFT living on a curved space, such as the cylinder. A curved dressing
in the (u, x, x̄) coordinates, with the CFT living on a plane, is mapped using equation
(4.3.10) to a radial dressing in global AdS and BTZ black hole backgrounds.

by the following coordinate transformation [133]

u = y
4
(
f ′(z)f̄ ′(z̄)

) 3
2

4f ′(z)f̄ ′(z̄) + y2f ′′(z)f̄ ′′(z̄)

x = f(z)− 2y2 (f ′(z))2 f̄ ′′(z̄)

4f ′(z)f̄ ′(z̄) + y2f ′′(z)f̄ ′′(z̄)
(4.3.10)

x̄ = f̄(z̄)−
2y2

(
f̄ ′(z̄)

)2
f ′′(z)

4f ′(z)f̄ ′(z̄) + y2f ′′(z)f̄ ′′(z̄)
.

The resulting vacuum AdS3 metric is then given by

ds2 =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
− 1

2
Sf (z)dz

2 − 1

2
S̄f̄ (z̄)dz̄

2 + y2
Sf (z)S̄f̄ (z̄)

4
dzdz̄. (4.3.11)

where Sf (z) ≡ f ′′′(z)
f ′(z) − 3

2

(
f ′′(z)
f ′(z)

)2
is the Schwarzian derivative.

In this section, we would like to obtain a formula for a bulk proto-field ϕ(y, z, z̄) with
a gravitational dressing in the ŷ direction. The difference between this section and section
4.3.1 is that in this section, the CFT is living on a different 2d surface. This may seem con-
fusing, since the boundary here is also described by (z, z̄), but here the energy-momentum
tensor has a non-vanishing VEV given by ⟨0|T (z)|0⟩ = c

12Sf . For example, if f(z) = ez and
f̄(z̄) = ez̄ (see Section 4.3.3 for more details about this example), then (z, z̄) are naturally
coordinates on a cylinder and Sf = −1

2 (i.e. ⟨0|T (z)|0⟩ = − c
24 , which is the expectation

value of the energy-momentum tensor on the cylinder). In other words, the metric dual to
the CFT vacuum |0⟩ here is given by (4.3.11) with a Sf ̸= 0, whereas in section 4.3.1 the
metric dual to the CFT vacuum is given by the Poincare metric ds2 = dy2+dzdz̄

y2
with planar

boundary.
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To obtain a bulk proto-field operator ϕ(y, z, z̄) with a gravitational dressing in the ŷ
direction, we can consider what this operator corresponds to in the (u, x, x̄) coordinates of
equation (4.3.9). The position (y, z, z̄) of this operator will be mapped to (u(y, z, z̄), x(y, z, z̄), x̄(y, z, z̄)),
and the boundary point of the gravitational dressing (y = 0, z, z̄) will be mapped to the
boundary point (u = 0, x0 = f(z), x̄0 = f̄(z̄)). Therefore we can also denote the operator
ϕ(y, z, z̄) as follows

ϕ(y, z, z̄) ≡ ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) (4.3.12)

with the understanding that (u, x, x̄) are functions of (y, z, z̄) as given by (4.3.11) and
x0 = f(z) and x̄0 = f̄(z̄). Although in the (y, z, z̄) coordinates, the gravitational dressing
is in the ŷ direction, in the (u, x, x̄) coordinates the dressing is not in the û direction, since
typically x0 ̸= x and x̄0 ̸= x̄.

These observations imply that in the (u, x, x̄) coordinates, the bulk-boundary propaga-
tor should be given by

⟨ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)O (x1, x̄1)⟩ =
(

u

u2 + (x− x1) (x̄− x̄1)

)2h

. (4.3.13)

The new operator must also satisfy the bulk-primary conditions

[L(x0)
n , ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)] = 0, [L̄(x̄0)

n , ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)] = 0, n ≥ 2 (4.3.14)

The above two conditions uniquely fix ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) to be10

ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) =
∞∑
n=0

∞∑
m,m̄=0

(−1)nu2h+2n

n!(2h)n

(x− x0)
m (x̄− x̄0)

m̄

m!m̄!
L−n−mL̄−n−m̄O (x0, x̄0) .

(4.3.16)
Note that the L−n−m and L̄−n−m̄ here are defined on the boundary complex plane (x, x̄),
where T (x), T̄ (x̄) are quantized by expanding around the point (x0, x̄0). It’s obvious that
the above equation satisfies the bulk-primary conditions (4.3.14), since the L−N s and L̄−N̄ s
are constructed as solutions to such conditions. Using the property (4.3.7) of the L−N s, it’s
easy to see why ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) has the correct bulk-boundary propagator (4.3.13) with
O(x1, x̄1), since the quasi-primary terms in L−n−mL̄−n−m̄O will not contribute in this two-
point function. So when computing (4.3.13), we can simply replace the L−n−mL̄−n−m̄O
with Ln+m−1 L̄n+m̄−1 O, and the sums over m and m̄ becomes translation operators. We then
have ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) →

∑∞
n=0

(−1)nu2h+2n

n!(2h)n
Ln−1L̄

n
−1O(x, x̄), which will give us the desired

bulk-boundary propagator (4.3.13).

10Performing one of the summations allows us to simplify and write ϕ as

ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) = u2h
∞∑

N,N̄=0

(∆x)N (∆x̄)N̄

N !N̄ !
2F1

(
−N,−N̄ , 2h,− u2

∆x∆x̄

)
L−N L̄−N̄O (x0, x̄0) . (4.3.15)

where we used ∆x = x− x0 and ∆x̄ = x̄− x̄0 for concision.
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In prior work [8] the special case f (z) = z, f̄ (z̄) = z was studied, so that y = u, x =

z, x̄ = z̄, and only the terms with m = m̄ = 0 contribute in the above equation. In that
case the result reduces to

ϕ (y, z, z̄; z, z̄) =

∞∑
n=0

(−1)n y2h+2n

n! (2h)n
L−nL̄−nO (z, z) = ϕ (y, z, z̄) (4.3.17)

where ϕ (y, z, z̄) here is exactly the bulk proto-field defined in section 4.3.1. And in this case,
the gravitational dressing points in the û direction, as it coincides with the ŷ direction.

If we take the limit that y → 0, then this also implies u → 0, and also (x− x0),
(x̄− x̄0) → 0, as can be seen from equation (4.3.10), so we find

lim
y→0

y−2hϕ (y, z, z̄) =
(
f ′ (z) f̄ ′ (z̄)

)hO (f (z) , f̄ (z̄)) = O (z, z̄) (4.3.18)

where the Jacobian factor
(
f ′ (z) f̄ ′ (z̄)

)h comes from limy→0 u using equation (4.3.10). This
is exactly what we expect for a bulk operator in the (y, z, z̄) coordinates with a gravitational
dressing in the ŷ direction.

Up to now we have been discussing the operator ϕ(y, z, z̄) in the CFT vacuum. But our
definition also applies to general CFT states |ψ⟩. The semiclassical bulk metric associated
with |ψ⟩ is

ds2|ψ⟩ =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
−

6Tψ(z)

c
dz2 −

6T̄ψ(z̄)

c
dz̄2 + y2

36Tψ(z)T̄ψ(z̄)

c2
dzdz̄ (4.3.19)

where Tψ(z) ≡ ⟨ψ|T (z)|ψ⟩ and similarly for T̄ψ(z̄). Note that Tψ(z) here is the expectation
value of the energy-momentum tensor in |ψ⟩, where the CFT lives on a general 2d surface
defined via f, f̄ . Tψ(z) is related to the ⟨ψ|T (x)|ψ⟩ (since we are focusing on the boundary
here, we have x = f(z)) via the usual transformation rule for the energy-momentum tensor

Tψ(z) = f ′(z)2⟨ψ|T (x)|ψ⟩+ c

12
Sf , (4.3.20)

where again, Sf is the Schwarzian derivative. Since on the boundary, x, x̄ are the coordinates
on a complex plane, we have ⟨0|T (x)|0⟩ = 0. So in the vacuum, the metric reduces to that
of equation (4.3.11).

An interesting example that we will consider later is a map to the cylinder via f(z) = ez

and f̄(z̄) = ez̄, where the bulk metric dual to the CFT vacuum is global AdS3. We will
study correlators in a heavy state |ψ⟩ = |OH⟩, so that the semiclassical bulk geometry is a
BTZ black hole. Specifically, we will study the bulk-boundary propagator ⟨OH |ϕO|OH⟩ in
such a heavy state in section 4.5.

Semiclassical Correlators in General Backgrounds

We would like the bulk proto-field to have the property that in any semiclassical background
arising from heavy sources in a CFT state |ψ⟩, the bulk-boundary propagator ⟨ψ|ϕO|ψ⟩
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takes the correct form. Formally, this means that as c→ ∞ with heavy source dimensions
hH ∝ c, but with the dimension of O fixed, this correlator must obey the free bulk wave
equation in the associated metric of equation (4.3.19). Let us explain why this must be the
case.

Given any classical fields Tψ, T̄ψ forming the metric of equation (4.3.19), we will assume
that we can identify new diffeomorphisms g(z), ḡ(z̄) so that the metric (4.3.19) arises from
a diffeomorphism (4.3.10) with g, ḡ replacing f, f̄ . Note that while f, f̄ connect the empty
Poincaré patch to a corresponding CFT vacuum (4.3.11), the new functions g, ḡ relate the
empty Poincaré patch to a Fefferman-Graham gauge metric (4.3.19) where there are heavy
sources11.

The bulk primary conditions of equation (4.3.14) were chosen to guarantee that ϕ
transforms as a scalar field in Fefferman-Graham gauge, and so it must transform as a
scalar under the map from (u, x, x̄) ↔ (y, z, z̄) induced by g, ḡ. Then the condition (4.3.13)
guarantees that the bulk boundary propagator in (u, x, x̄) coordinates takes the correct
form, and so we can conclude that it must take the correct form in the semiclassical limit in
the very non-trivial metric of equation (4.3.19). Thus the conditions we have used to define
ϕ ensure that its semiclassical correlators must take the expected form in the background
of any sources, as long as ϕ does not intersect with these sources directly.

4.3.3 ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on General Vacuum AdS3 Metrics and Examples

We can compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩ with ϕ given by (4.3.16) on general vacuum AdS3 metrics given by
(4.3.11). Specifically, we study

⟨T (x1)O (x2, x̄2)ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)⟩ (4.3.21)

with
x0 = f (z) , x̄0 = f̄ (z̄) , x1 = f (z1) , x2 = f (z2) , and x̄2 = f̄ (z̄2) (4.3.22)

Although (4.3.21) is written in terms of the (u, x, x̄) coordinates, it should really be under-
stood as a correlation function in the coordinates (y, z, z̄) with the metric given by (4.3.11)
(and Sf given by the Schwarzian derivative of f (z)). More precisely, to obtain the correct
⟨ϕOT ⟩ in the (y, z, z̄) coordinates, we would simply transform T (x1) and O (x2, x̄2) to T (z1)

and O (z2, z̄2) using the usual transformation rules for the energy-momentum tensor and
primary operators, and leave ϕ as it is, since it’s a bulk scalar field.

We can use the OPE of TO and Tϕ to evaluate this correlator. Note that when using
the OPE of Tϕ, we need to expand T around x0 instead of x. Explicitly, the singular terms
in the OPEs are

T (x1)O (x2, x̄2) ∼
L−1O (x2, x̄2)

x1 − x2
+
hO (x2, x̄2)

(x1 − x2)
2 + · · · (4.3.23)

11We’ll give an example of this statement in section 4.5.
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T (x1)ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) ∼
L−1ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)

x1 − x0
+
L0ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)

(x1 − x0)
2

+
L1ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)

(x1 − x0)
3 + · · · (4.3.24)

where we’ve used bulk-primary conditions (4.3.14) when writing down the OPE of Tϕ. So
when computing ⟨ϕOT ⟩, we simply include all the singular terms in these two OPEs. The
L−1s will becomes just the differential operators ∂x2 and ∂x0 , while the terms with L0ϕ and
L1ϕ can be computed by commuting L0 and L1 with O (x2, x̄2) or by writing them in terms
of contour integrals. Eventually, we get

⟨T (x1)O (x2, x̄2)ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)⟩

=h

[
1

(x1 − x2)
2 − 1

(x1 − x0)
2 − 2

(x2 − x0)

(x1 − x0)
3

]
⟨ϕO⟩ (4.3.25)

− 2h

[
− 1

x1 − x2
+

x2 − x0

(x1 − x0)
2 +

1

x1 − x0
+

(x2 − x0)
2

(x1 − x0)
3

]
(x̄− x̄2)

u2 + (x− x2) (x̄− x̄2)
⟨ϕO⟩ ,

where ⟨ϕO⟩ =
(

u
u2+(x−x2)(x̄−x̄2)

)2h
. Correlation functions of the form ⟨ϕOT · · ·T ⟩ can then

be computed recursively using the above OPEs and also the OPE of TT .

Here, we give two examples of the above result.

Example 1: ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on Poincare AdS3

To obtain the ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on the Poincare AdS3 metric, we use f(z) = z, f̄(z̄) = z̄. In this case,
we have u = y, x = z, and x̄ = z̄, and the metric (4.3.11) is simply ds2 = dy2+dzdz̄

y2
. After

simplification, ⟨ϕOT ⟩ is given by

⟨T (z1)O (z2, z̄2)ϕ (y, z, z̄)⟩ =
h (z2 − z)2

(z1 − z)3 (z1 − z2)
2

(
z1 − z +

2y2 (z1 − z2)

y2 + (z − z2) (z̄ − z̄2)

)
⟨ϕO⟩

(4.3.26)
This is exactly the result (4.3.8) obtained in [8].

Example 2: ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on Global AdS3

To obtain ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on global AdS3, whose boundary is a cylinder, we use f(z) = ez and
f̄ (z̄) = ez̄. From equation (4.3.10), we have

u =
4y
√
ξξ̄

4 + y2
, x =

4− y2

4 + y2
ξ, x̄ =

4− y2

4 + y2
ξ̄. (4.3.27)

where we’ve defined ξ ≡ ez and ξ̄ ≡ ez̄ for notational convenience. The resulting metric is

ds2 =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
+
dz2

4
+
dz̄2

4
+
y2

16
dzdz̄, (4.3.28)
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which is related to the usual global AdS3 metric

ds2 =
(
r2 + 1

)
dt2E +

dr2

r2 + 1
+ r2dθ2 (4.3.29)

by a simple coordinate transformation

z = tE + iθ, z̄ = tE − iθ, y = 2
(√

r2 + 1− r
)
. (4.3.30)

The bulk-boundary three-point function ⟨ϕOT ⟩ on this metric is given by〈
T (ξ1)O

(
ξ2, ξ̄2

)
ϕ
(
u, x, x̄; ξ, ξ̄

)〉
(4.3.31)

=
h (ξ − ξ2)

2

(ξ1 − ξ)3 (ξ1 − ξ2)
2

[
ξ1 − ξ +

4y2ξ (ξ1 − ξ2)
(
ξ̄ + ξ̄2

)(
ξ̄ξ + ξ̄2ξ2

)
(y2 + 4) +

(
ξ̄ξ2 + ξ̄2ξ

)
(y2 − 4)

]
×
〈
O
(
ξ2, ξ̄2

)
ϕ
(
u, x, x̄; ξ, ξ̄

)〉
.

Here,
〈
O
(
ξ2, ξ̄2

)
ϕ
(
u, x, x̄; ξ, ξ̄

)〉
is given by

⟨Oϕ⟩ =

(
u

u2 + (x− ξ2)
(
x̄− ξ̄2

))2h

(4.3.32)

=

(
4y
√
ξξ̄(

ξ̄ξ + ξ̄2ξ2
)
(y2 + 4) +

(
ξ̄ξ2 + ξ̄2ξ

)
(y2 − 4)

)2h

.

We have also obtained the same result using the effective field theory of gravitons developed
in [35] (see appendix C.4 for details of that calculation).

4.3.4 General Gravitational Dressings from Singularity Structure

In this section we will define very general gravitational dressings through a procedure analo-
gous to that of section 4.2.4, where we studied the U(1) Chern-Simons case. To define these
bulk proto-fields we will leverage the singularity structure of correlators between ϕ,O, and
any number of stress tensors. We review how the singularity structure of T (z) is determined
by Einstein’s equations in appendix C.1.2, generalizing the U(1) case of section 4.2.3. Here
the CFT will be living on a flat 2d plane, with the CFT vacuum state corresponding to the
pure Poincare metric ds2|0⟩ =

du2+dxdx̄
u2

.

The proto-field operator we will identify takes a similar form to that derived in section
4.3.2, but our interpretation here will be different, and more abstract. Another way of
motivating this section would be to ask to what extent equation (4.3.16) can be given a
general meaning, independent of the diffeomorphism of equation (4.3.10).

A General Bulk Proto-Field

The energy associated with the bulk operator ϕ must be reflected in the CFT by singularities
in T (x) correlators. As in the U(1) Chern-Simons case of section 4.2.4, we can construct a
bulk proto-field ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) by demanding:

77



CHAPTER 4. ADS3 RECONSTRUCTION WITH GENERAL GRAVITATIONAL
DRESSINGS

1. ⟨ϕO⟩ must be given by ⟨ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)O (w, w̄)⟩ =
(

u
u2+(x−w)(x̄−w̄)

)2h
in the vac-

uum.

2. Correlators ⟨O(w, w̄)T (x1) · · ·T (xn)T̄ (x1) · · · T̄ (x̄n̄)ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)⟩ only have poles
of up to third order in the xi, which can only occur when xi → x0 (along with up to
second order poles as xi → w), and equivalently for the antiholomorphic variables.

Note that we allow poles ∝ 1
(xi−x0)3 in T (xi)ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0), whereas only second order

poles occur in the OPE of T (xi)O(w). This is because ϕ contains descendants of O, including
the first descendant L−1O ∝ ∂O, and such operators necessarily induce third-order poles.
But higher order singularities are excluded by our assumptions.

The unique operator built from Virasoro descendants of a primary O and satisfying
these conditions is

ϕ (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) =

∞∑
n=0

∞∑
m,m̄=0

u2h+2n (−1)n

n!(2h)n

(x− x0)
m(x̄− x̄0)

m̄

m!m̄!
L−n−mL̄−n−m̄O (x0, x̄0)

(4.3.33)
As a formal power series expansion in CFT operators, this is identical to equation (4.3.16),
except that x0 and x̄0 are now arbitrary, instead of given by f(z) and f̄(z̄). As we will
explain below, this object can be interpreted as a bulk proto-field with a dressing that
follows the geodesic path from (u, x, x̄) to (x0, x̄0) in any geometry.

One way to interpret this expression is as a modification of equation (4.3.5) (with
the notation (y, z, z̄) replaced by (u, x, x̄) here), where the boundary imprint of the bulk
energy has been translated to x0, x̄0. In appendix C.1 we develop a theory of non-local
‘mirage translation’ operators that move the local energy of CFT operators (singularities in
T (x) correlators) without moving the apparent location of an operator O itself (so mirage
translations leave OPE singularities between local primaries fixed). Mirage translations also
provide an independent motivation for the bulk primary conditions.

To better understand equation (4.3.33), let’s consider a few simplifying limits. If x0 = x

and x̄0 = x̄, then only the m = 0 terms contribute to equation (4.3.33), and ϕ reduces to the
bulk field of equation (4.3.5). To obtain O(x0, x̄0) as we take u→ 0, we need to simultane-
ously send x→ x0; otherwise we obtain a non-local operator Õ(x, x̄;x0, x̄0), corresponding
to O(x, x̄) multiplied with an additional gravitational dressing on the boundary. The non-
local operator Õ(x, x̄;x0, x̄0) can be interpreted is the mirage translation of O(x, x̄), as
discussed in appendix C.1.

The non-gravitational limit is also easy to understand. When c→ ∞ with h fixed, we
have L−N → LN−1. In this limit the sum over m, m̄ simplifies into a pure translation, and
the sums on m simply convert O(x0, x̄0) → O(x, x̄). Only the sum on n remains, and this
reconstructs the non-interacting field defined in equation (4.2.5).

More generally, all of the terms L−N L̄−N̄O were constructed so that they only have
OPE singularities of fixed order ≤ 3 with T (x1), and these singularities only occur when
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x1 → x0. The field ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) inherits this property. However, as the L−N act as a
kind of modified translation, other local CFT operators constructed from other primaries
will behave as though ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) is located at (u, x, x̄) in the bulk.

The Gravitational Dressing Naturally Follows a Geodesic

We glossed an important issue when defining equation (4.3.33): for this expression to be
meaningful, we must have some way of determining where in the bulk this field lives. In the
CFT vacuum the operator is at (u, x, x̄) in the Poincaré patch metric. This observation is
sufficient to determine the location of ϕ in perturbation theory around the Poincaré patch
metric. But if we turn on heavy sources, the bulk metric will change by a finite amount. We
have not fixed to Fefferman-Graham gauge in (u, x, x̄) coordinates, so these coordinates are
just labels, which only have unambiguous meaning in perturbation theory or in the limit
u→ 0.

We can partially resolve this issue by comparing with section 4.3.2. It is easy to see
that there exist an infinite family of f(z), f̄(z̄) functions so that x0, x̄0 = f(z), f̄(z̄) and
equation (4.3.10) relates (u, x, x̄) to (y, z, z̄). For each such f, f̄ we implicitly define a gauge
choice in (u, x, x̄) by pulling back the Fefferman-Graham gauge of the (y, z, z̄) coordinate
system to (u, x, x̄) via the diffeomorphism (4.3.10). So the bulk location of the proto-field
could be interpreted as a bulk proto-field in any of these gauges.

However, all interpretations of the proto-field share a common feature. The gravita-
tional dressing in (y, z, z̄) can be chosen to be a curve with constant (z, z̄), so that it points
in the ŷ-direction. In Fefferman-Graham gauge, these curves are all geodesics. This means
that the gravitational dressing of ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) will follow a geodesic from (u, x, x̄) in the
bulk to (x0, x̄0) on the boundary, in any dynamical metric.

Thus we conclude that ϕ(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) will behave like a scalar field in the bulk defined
by fixing to any gauge where the gravitational field does not fluctuate along the geodesic
connecting (u, x, x̄) and (x0, x̄0). That is, if Xµ(λ) are coordinates on this geodesic, then
hµν(X(λ))Ẋν(λ) = 0, where hµν is the deviation of the bulk metric from the Poincaré patch
form. This leaves the gauge choice elsewhere in spacetime almost entirely undetermined.

More General Dressings

To obtain a more general class of dressed bulk ϕ we can smear ϕ(X;x0, x̄0) over (x0, x̄0) via

ϕ[ρ](X) ≡
∫
dx0dx̄0 ρ(x0, x̄0)ϕ(X;x0, x̄0) (4.3.34)

with any positive function ρ that integrates to one
∫
d2x0ρ(x0, x̄0) = 1. If we work in

perturbation theory around the vacuum (or any fixed semiclassical metric), then the location
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of the protofield in (u, x, x̄) coordinates will be unambiguous. Then we can obtain results
similar to the U(1) case in section 4.2.5.

4.4 Recursion Relation for Bulk-Boundary Vacuum Blocks

Gravitational dynamics can be probed with correlation functions of the bulk proto-field
(4.3.16). For example, bulk locality was studied in [26] by computing the bulk two point
function ⟨ϕϕ⟩ and Euclidean black hole horizons were investigated in [27] by computing
the vacuum blocks of heavy-light bulk-boundary correlator ⟨OHϕLOLOH⟩. In those works,
recursions relations were derived for computing correlators involving the proto-field of sec-
tion 4.3.1 (i.e., the special case of (4.3.16) with f(z) = z and f̄(z̄) = z̄). Now that we
have the more general bulk proto-field (4.3.16), we can also derive recursion relations for
computing12 its correlators.

In this section, we are going to derive a recursion relation for computing the Virasoro
vacuum block contribution to

⟨OH (∞)OH (1)ϕL(u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)OL (0)⟩ , (4.4.1)

where ϕL(u, x, x̄;x0, x0) (with h = h̄ = hL) is given by equation (4.3.16) and the coordinates
∞, 0, 1 are on the complex plane with (x, x̄) coordinates. In order to be more general and
include of case of section 4.3.4, we are going to assume that x0, x̄0 are arbitrary (i.e., we
are not assuming that they are given by f (z) and f̄ (z̄)), although this will not affect
the discussion in this section. Although we use the subscripts H and L which usually
means “heavy” and “light”, the conformal dimension hH and hL in this section are arbitrary.
We will study a special case of this result in section 4.5, and compute the bulk-boundary
propagator in a black hole microstate background.

4.4.1 General Structure of the Vacuum Blocks

As usual, the vacuum block V0 is obtained via the projection

V0 = ⟨OH (∞)OH (1)P0ϕL (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0)OL (0)⟩ (4.4.2)

where P0 is the projection operator into the vacuum module13 (including holomorphic and
anti-holomorphic parts). ϕL (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) of equation (4.3.16) can be simplified to the

12Although we don’t develop it in this paper, the recursion relation for computing the bulk two-point
function ⟨ϕϕ⟩ for ϕ given by (4.3.16) should be very similar to the one derived in [26].

13To be clear, the projection operator for a representation of the Virasoro algebra with lowest weight state
|Oh1⟩ factorizes, that is, Ph1 = Pholo

h1
Panti-holo

h1
and the holomorphic part is given symbolically by

Pholo
h1

=
∑

{mi},{nj}

L−m1 · · ·L−mi |Oh1⟩
〈
Oh1 |Lnj · · ·Ln1

N{mi},{nj}
, (4.4.3)
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following form:

ϕL (u, x, x̄;x0, x̄0) = u2h
∞∑

N,N̄=0

AN,N̄ (u,∆x,∆x̄)
L−N L̄−N̄O (x0, x̄0)

(2hL)N (2hL)N̄ N !N̄ !
(4.4.4)

where ∆x = x− x0 and ∆x̄ = x̄− x0, and

AN,N̄ (u,∆x,∆x̄) ≡ (2hL)N (2hL)N̄ (∆x)N (∆x̄)N̄ 2F1

(
−N,−N̄ , 2hL,−

u2

∆x∆x̄

)
. (4.4.5)

The extra factors of (2hL)N (2hL)N̄ in the expressions above are inserted for later conve-
nience.

Although the Virasoro vacuum block of (4.4.2) doesn’t factorize into holomorphic and
anti-holomorphic parts, we can make use of the fact that it does factorizes for a specific N
and N̄ , since the projection operator P0 factorizes. Similar to the case in [27], we can define
the holomorphic part of ϕh to be

ϕ̃holo
h (u, x;x0) ≡

∞∑
N=0

L−NOh (x0, x̄0)

(2hL)N N !
, (4.4.6)

and we’ll obtain a recursion relation for computing the more general holomorphic block:

Vholo (h1, h2, c) ≡
〈
OH(∞)|OH(1)Pholo

h1 ϕ̃holo
h2 (u, x;x0) |OL(0)

〉
. (4.4.7)

Here the holomorphic projection operator Pholo
h1

only includes the holomorphic descendants
of |Oh1⟩. We are considering this more general block for the convenience of discussing the
recursion relation in the next subsection. Eventually, we are interested in the vacuum block
Vholo (0, hL, c), and it will be given in the following form

Vholo (0, hL, c) =
1

x2hL0

∞∑
N=0

1

xN0
FN (x0) (4.4.8)

FN (x0) is an infinite series of x0, starting with FN (x0) = 1 + · · · (we’ll explain how to
obtain FN (x0) in next subsection). The full vacuum block V0 is then obtained via the
following equation

V0 =

(
u

x0x̄0

)2hL ∞∑
N,N̄=0

AN,N̄ (u,∆x,∆x̄)

(∆x0)N (∆x̄0)N̄
FN (x0)FN̄ (x̄0) , (4.4.9)

where FN̄ (x̄0) is simply FN̄ (x0) with x0 replaced by x̄0.

where 1
N{mi},{nj}

is the inverse of the inner-product matrix between the states.
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4.4.2 Recursion Relation

Our task now is to obtain the recursion relation for computing Vholo (h1, h2, c) based on the
singularity structure of Vholo (h1, h2, c) as a function of the central charge c. Actually, the
recursion relation for computing Vholo here is almost the same as the recursion in [27] for
computing the Vholo in that case14, except that the seed of the recursion is different. We
reproduce the recursion relation here for convenience

V holo (h1, h2, c) =V holo (h1, h2, c→ ∞)

+
∑

m≥2,n≥1

Rm,n (h1, h2)

c− cm,n (h1)
V holo (h1 → h1 +mn, h2, c→ cmn (h1))

+
∑

m≥2,n≥1

Sm,n (h1, h2)

c− cm,n (h2)
V holo (h1, h2 → h2 +mn, c→ cmn (h2)) .

(4.4.10)
For more details about the meaning of the symbols Rm,n, Sm,n, cm,n and how to solve this
recursion relation, please see section 4 and appendix C of [27].

As mentioned above, the seed of the recursion V holo (h1, h2, c→ ∞) is different from
that of [27]. In the c → ∞ limit, only global descendants of the intermediate state |Oh1⟩
and global descendants of Oh2 contribute, so V holo (h1, h2, c→ ∞) is actually the global
block, i.e.

G (h1, h2) ≡ V holo (h1, h2, c→ ∞) . (4.4.11)

G (h1, h2) can be obtain by direct computation, as follows

G (h1, h2) =

∞∑
m1,m2=0

〈
OH |OH |Lm1

−1O1

〉 〈
Lm1
−1O1

∣∣Lm2
−1Oh2 (x0)

∣∣OL

〉∣∣Lm1
−1

∣∣O1 ⟩|2
∣∣Lm2

−1

∣∣O2 ⟩|2

=
1

x2hL0

∞∑
m1,m2=0

(h1)m1
ρm1,m2,0 (h1, h2, hL)

(2h1)m1
m1! (2h2)m2

m2!
xh1+m1
0 x̃m2+h2−hL

0 (4.4.12)

where x̃0 ≡ 1
x0

. We are using x̃0 here for keeping tracking the origin of each term (so
that we can obtain the FN in (4.4.8) after we compute Vholo) and for the convenience of
implementation in Mathematica. Here, ρi,j,k (h1, h2, h3) is the three point functions of global
descendants, and it’s given by [7]

ρi,j,k (h1, h2, h3) ≡
〈
Li−1Oh1 |L

j
−1Oh2 (1) |Lk−1Oh3

〉
(4.4.13)

= (h1 + i− h2 − j + 1− h3 − k)j sik (h1, h2, h3)

14The recursion relation in [27] is an special case of the recursion here, with f (z) = z and f̄ (z̄) = z̄, but
the general structures are almost the same.
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with

sik (h1, h2, h3) =

min(i,k)∑
p=0

i!

p!(i− p)!
(2h3 + k − p)p (i− p+ 1)p

× (h3 + h2 − h1)k−p (h1 + h2 − h3 + p− k)i−p .

(4.4.14)

And we only need the ρi,j,k with k = 0.

As in [27], solving the recursion produces Vholo (h1, h2, c) as the following sum15

Vholo (h1, h2, c) =
∞∑

m,n=0

Cm,nG (h1 +m,h2 + n) . (4.4.16)

Here, G (h1 +m,h2 + n) is the global block (4.4.12) with h1 → h1 +m and h2 → h2 + n.
The summand Cm,nG (h1 +m,h2 + n) is the contribution to Vholo from all the level m quasi-
primaries O(i)

h1+m
and level n quasi-primaries O(j)

h2+n
(denoted as Lquasi,i

−m Oh1 and Lquasi,j
−n Oh2

in previous papers [26, 27]) , and their global descendants. The coefficients Cm,n are exactly
the same as the coefficients in [27]. Basically, they encode the three point functions of the
quasi-primaries with primaries as follows

Cm,n =
∑
i,j

〈
OH |OH(1)|O(i)

h1+m

〉〈
O(i)
h1+m

∣∣∣O(j)
h2+n

(1)
∣∣∣OL

〉
∣∣∣O(i)

h1+m

∣∣∣2 ∣∣∣O(j)
h2+n

∣∣∣2 , (4.4.17)

where we’ve assumed that the quasi-primaries are orthogonalized and the sum
∑

i,j is over
all level m and level n quasi-primaries. In section 4 and appendix C of [27], we discussed
in detail how to obtain the above result and how to compute them using the recursion.

After obtaining Vholo(0, hL, c) as a polynomial of x̃0, the coefficient of x̃N0 is the FN (x0)
in (4.4.8). This is why we keep x̃0 explicitly in the global blocks (4.4.12), instead of using
the fact that x̃0 ≡ 1

x0
to simplify the calculation of the global blocks, because that will

mix 1
x0

with the x0 in FN (x0), and we will not be able to extract FN (x0). After obtaining
FN (x0), we can simply use equation (4.4.9) to compute the full vacuum block V0. The
Mathematica code for implementing this recursion relation is attached with this paper.

Generally, the recursion relations for computing the boundary Virasoro blocks [168, 167,
29] and the bulk-boundary Virasoro blocks consist of two parts. One is the computation

15As shown in section 3.2.2 of [8], solving the bulk primary conditions will give us L−nO in terms of quasi-
primaries and their global descendants (see the paragraph below (4.3.7) for explanations of the notations
here)

L−NO = N ! (2h)N

N∑
n=0

∑
i

LN−n
−1 O(i)

h+n∣∣∣LN−n
−1 O(i)

h+n

∣∣∣2 (4.4.15)

Similarly, Pholo
h1

can be written in terms of quasi-primaries and their global descendants. So Vholo (h1, h2, c)

defined in (4.4.7) can also be written as a sum over quasi-primaries and their global descendants. In this
way, it’s easier to see why Vholo (h1, h2, c) can be decomposed into a sum over global blocks as in (4.4.16).
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of the coefficients Cm,n. And the other part is the computation of the global blocks. The
computation of Cm,n is the most complicated part of the recursion relations, but luckily,
for most observables of interest, it’s universal. The difference between observables is in the
global blocks, which are the seed for the recursion relations.

4.5 Heavy-Light Bulk-Boundary Correlator on the Cylinder

Our study of bulk reconstruction was motivated by the desire to understand near horizon
dynamics and the black hole information paradox. This program may be advanced by
computing correlation functions of bulk proto-fields in a black hole microstate background.
One object of interest is the heavy-light bulk-boundary vacuum block V0 of ⟨OH |OLϕL|OH⟩
for ϕL defined in global AdS. When |OH⟩ is dual to a BTZ black hole microstate (hH > c

24),
V0 will be dual to the bulk-boundary propagator of the light operators in such a background.
In this section, we’ll compute this vacuum block using two different methods.

Our first method utilizes the recursion relations introduced in the last section. This
method will give us an exact result for the vacuum block as an expansion in the kinematic
variables, with coefficients evaluated exactly at finite c, including all the gravitational inter-
actions between the light probe operator and the heavy state. Our second method is based
on the idea of bulk-boundary OPE blocks [8] (or bulk-boundary bi-local operators) and
effective theory for boundary gravitons in AdS3/CFT2 [35]. This second method will give
us the vacuum block in a large c expansion with hH

c fixed. We’ll carry out the calculation up
to order 1

c , which corresponds to the gravitational one-loop correction to the bulk-boundary
propagator in a microstate BTZ black hole background. We have verified that the results
from these methods agree.

We will also show analytically that the one-loop corrections are singular at the Eu-
clidean horizon. This effect only arises because the 1/c corrections to the correlators are
not periodic in Euclidean time [47, 50]. When they are interpreted as correlators in the
BTZ geometry, they must have a branch cut at the horizon.

Throughout this section, we’ll assume the following limit

c→ ∞, hH ∼ O (c) , hL ∼ O (1) , (4.5.1)

although our computation using the recursion relation is valid at finite c. We’ll study the
bulk protofield

ϕL (y, z, z̄) ≡ ϕL (u, x, x̄; f(z), f(z))

(with h = h̄ = hL) to be given by equation (4.3.16) with f (z) = ez and f̄ (z̄) = ez̄. In this
case, we have

u =
4y
√
ξξ̄

4 + y2
, x =

4− y2

4 + y2
ξ, x̄ =

4− y2

4 + y2
ξ̄ (4.5.2)

with ξ ≡ ez and ξ̄ ≡ ez̄. As discussed in section (4.3.2), in this case, the CFT is living on
the boundary cylinder with coordinates (z, z̄) and the bulk metric (4.3.11) that’s dual the
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CFT vacuum |0⟩ is given by

ds2|0⟩ =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
+
dz2

4
+
dz̄2

4
+
y2

16
dzdz̄, (4.5.3)

which becomes the usual global AdS3 metric16 (4.3.29) via the coordinate transformation
(4.3.30).

In this section, we are interested in studying bulk-boundary propagator in a heavy state
background |OH⟩. The semiclassical bulk metric that’s dual to this heavy state is given by
equation (4.3.19), i.e.

ds2|OH⟩ =
dy2 + dzdz̄

y2
+

1

4
α2dz2 +

1

4
ᾱ2dz̄2 +

α2ᾱ2y2

16
dzdz̄, (4.5.4)

with α =
√
1− 24hH

c and ᾱ its complex conjugate17. This metric is related the usual BTZ
black hole metric

ds2 =
(
r2 − r2+

)
dt2E +

dr2

r2 − r2+
+ r2dθ2 (4.5.5)

via a simple coordinate transformation,

z = tE + iθ, z̄ = tE − iθ, r2 =

(
α2y2 − 4

) (
ᾱ2y2 − 4

)
16y2

, (4.5.6)

where α = ir+ and α = −ir+ with r+ =
√

24hH
c − 1. This is why the vacuum block V0

of ⟨OH |OLϕL|OH⟩ has the interpretation of the bulk-boundary propagator in a BTZ black
hole microstate background.

4.5.1 Recursion Relation on the Cylinder

In last section, we obtained the recursion relation for computing the bulk-boundary vacuum
block in the configuration〈

OH(∞)OH(1)ϕL
(
u, x, x̄; f (z) , f̄ (z̄)

)
OL(0)

〉
. (4.5.7)

We emphasize again that the coordinates (0, 1,∞) here are on the boundary (x, x̄) complex
plane (rather than the (z, z̄) coordinates). In order to study the bulk-boundary propagator
in a heavy background in this section, we’ll consider the following configuration〈

OH(∞)OH(1)ϕL
(
u, 1− x, 1− x̄; 1− f (z) , 1− f̄ (z̄)

)
OL(0)

〉
(4.5.8)

16The reason that we consider this specific ϕL is because it’s easier to relate the global AdS3 metric to the
BTZ black hole metric (since their boundaries are both cylindrical), and it enables us to circumvent some
technical (numerical) issues that we encounter in [27].

17In this section, we mostly consider the non-rotating BTZ black holes, but most of our formulas (especially
those of section 4.5.2, since we’ve kept α and ᾱ independent) are easily generalized to the rotating case. In
the rotating black hole case, the relations between α, ᾱ, hH , h̄H and r+, r− are a little bit more complicated.
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which is equivalent to
〈
OH |ϕL

(
u, x, x̄; f (z) , f̄ (z̄)

)
OL(1)|OH

〉
due to translational symme-

try on the complex plane18.

To obtain the bulk-boundary vacuum block V0 of (4.5.8), we just need to adopt the
result of last section to the special case considered here. For the configuration in (4.5.8),
we have

u =
4y
√
ξξ̄

4 + y2
, ∆x =

2y2

y2 + 4
ξ, ∆x̄ =

2y2

y2 + 4
ξ, x0 = 1− ξ, x̄0 = 1− ξ̄. (4.5.9)

So we just need to plug the above expressions for u,∆x,∆x̄, x0, x̄0 into (4.4.8), (4.4.9) and
(4.4.12) to obtain V0. The Mathematica code for computing V0 using the recursion relation
is attached with this paper. The first several terms of V0 from the recursion relation are
given by

V0(
u

x0x̄0

)2hL = 1 +
2
(
z̄2 + z2

)
hHhL

c
− hL

72

(
z2
(
z̄2 + 12

)
− 36zz̄ + 12

(
z̄2 + 12

))
s (4.5.10)

+
hHhL

(
3z3z̄hL − 2z2

(
z̄2 + 6

)
(hL − 1) + 3zz̄3hL − 12z̄2 (hL − 1)

)
3c

s+ · · ·

where we’ve defined s ≡ y2

zz̄ and expanded the LHS in terms of small s, z and z̄ to get
the RHS. We’ve checked that this result is consistent with the semiclassical result and 1/c

corrections to be computed in next subsection. Since the recursion relation is valid at
finite c, we can use it to study non-perturbative physics near the black hole horizon. Due
to numerical difficulties of obtaining convergent and reliable result near the horizon, we
postpone it to future work.

4.5.2 Quantum Corrections to ⟨OH |ϕLOL|OH⟩ on the Cylinder

We can use bulk-boundary bi-local operators (as a generalization of the boundary bi-local
operators in [35]) and the effective theory for boundary gravitons developed in [35] to
compute the semiclassical limit of V0 and its 1/c corrections. We will briefly discuss the
physical interpretation of these results at the end of this section.

Semiclassical Result

First, we notice that the semiclassical metric (4.5.4) can be obtained from the Poincare
patch

ds2 =
du2 + dxdx̄

u2
(4.5.11)

18Another way of obtaining ϕL in (4.5.8) is to substitute f (z) and f̄ (z̄) with 1 − f (z) and 1 − f̄ (z̄) in
equation (4.3.16), which will not change the metrics (4.5.3).
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via the coordinate transformation (4.3.10) with

f (z) = eαz, f̄ (z̄) = eᾱz̄, (4.5.12)

where α =
√

1− 24hH
c and ᾱ is the complex conjugate of α. This means that semiclassically,

the effect of the heavy operators is trivialized via this map back to the (u, x, x̄) coordinates19.
So the semiclassical result of V0 of ⟨OH |ϕL (y, z1, z̄1)OL (z2, z̄2) |OH⟩ must be given by the
bulk-boundary propagator ⟨ϕL (u1, x1, x̄1)OL (x2, x̄2)⟩ in the (u, x, x̄) coordinates, that is

V0 =
(
f ′ (z2) f̄

′ (z2)
)hL ( u1

u21 + (x1 − x2) (x̄1 − x̄2)

)2hL

+O

(
1

c

)
(4.5.13)

where the factor
(
f ′ (z1) f̄

′ (z1)
)hL comes from the transformation rule for the primary

operator OL and

u1 =
4y

√
αᾱeαz1+ᾱz̄1

αᾱy2 + 4
, x1 =

eαz1
(
4− αᾱy2

)
αᾱy2 + 4

, x̄1 =
eᾱz̄1

(
4− αᾱy2

)
αᾱy2 + 4

and x2 = eαz2 , x̄2 = eᾱz̄2 . For later convenience, we’ll denote the semi-classical result (the
first term in (4.5.13)) as Vs-c

0 , and in terms of
(
y, ξ, ξ̄

)
with ξ ≡ ez1−z2 and ξ̄ ≡ ez̄1−z̄2 , it’s

given by [82, 27]

Vs-c
0 =

(
16y2α2ᾱ2ξαξ̄ᾱ(

4 (1− ξα)
(
1− ξ̄ᾱ

)
+ y2αᾱ (1 + ξα)

(
1 + ξ̄ᾱ

))2
)hL

. (4.5.14)

The configuration of last subsection corresponds to z1 = z and z2 = 0, so the ξ and ξ̄ defined
here are the same as those of last subsection.

1/c Corrections

In order to compute the 1/c corrections (gravitational one-loop corrections) to the semiclas-
sical result of V0, we must include perturbations in f (z) and f̄ (z̄), and be more precise
about the central charge c. It turns out that, as in [35], we should use the following f (z)
and f̄ (z̄)

f (z) = e
α0z+

iϵ(z)√
C and f̄ (z̄) = e

ᾱ0z̄+
iϵ̄(z̄)√

C . (4.5.15)

where C = c− 1, α0 =
√
1− 24hHC and ᾱ0 is the complex conjugate of α0. Here ϵ and ϵ̄ are

to be understood as operators. We then obtain the large c expansion (with hH
c fixed) of V0

via

V0 =

〈(
f ′ (z2) f̄

′ (z2)
)hL ( u1

u21 + (x1 − x2) (x̄1 − x̄2)

)2hL
〉

(4.5.16)

19Note that the (u, x, x̄) in this subsection are different from those of last subsection since f (z) , f̄ (z) are
different now.
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upon plugging in the expressions of various terms using (4.3.10) with f and f̄ of (4.5.15),
and expanding in large c or small ϵ, ϵ̄. The idea here is roughly the same as the idea of the
bulk-boundary OPE blocks used in [8] to compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩ and in [27] to compute the large
c expansion of vacuum block of ⟨OHOHϕLOL⟩ (with hH ∼ O (1)) in Poincare AdS3. It’s
also a generalization of the boundary bi-local operators in [35] to the bulk-boundary case.

At leading order of the large C limit (with hH ∼ O (C)), we have

V0 =

(
16y2α2

0ᾱ
2
0ξ
α0 ξ̄ᾱ0(

4 (1− ξα0)
(
1− ξ̄ᾱ0

)
+ y2α0ᾱ0 (1 + ξα0)

(
1 + ξ̄ᾱ0

))2
)hL (

1 +O
(
1

C

))
(4.5.17)

where ξ ≡ ez1−z2 and ξ̄ ≡ ez̄1−z̄2 . At order 1/c, we’ll get two different kinds of contributions,
one from the ϵ and ϵ̄ terms, and another from the large c expansion of the leading order
result (recalling that C = c− 1). Since the terms linear in ϵ or ϵ̄ will have zero expectation
value, we’ll only keep the terms quadratic in ϵ or ϵ̄ in the large c expansion. We can then
package the order 1/c contributions to V0 in the following form:

V0 = Vs-c
0

(
1 +

hL
c
VhL/c +

h2L
c
Vh2L/c +O

(
1

c2

))
(4.5.18)

where Vs-c
0 is the semiclassical result given in (4.5.14). The order 1/c terms of the large c

expansion of (4.5.17) will be linear in hL and will be included in VhL/c.

The order hL/c term VhL/c of (4.5.18) is given by

VhL/c =
96
(
1− ξ̄ᾱ

)2 〈V(0)

hL/c

〉
+ 4αᾱ

(
1− ξ̄2ᾱ

) 〈
V(2)

hL/c

〉
y2 + ᾱ2

(
1 + ξ̄ᾱ

)2 〈V(4)

hL/c

〉
y4

D2
+

Vs-c
hL/c

D
+ c.c.

(4.5.19)
where we’ve defined

D ≡ 4 (1− ξα)
(
1− ξ̄ᾱ

)
+ y2αᾱ (1 + ξα)

(
1 + ξ̄ᾱ

)
(4.5.20)

for notational convenience and the various terms in the numerator are given by

V(0)
hL/c

=
1

12α2
(1− ξα)2

((
ϵ′1
)2

+
(
ϵ′2
)2)− 1

6
ξα (ϵ1 − ϵ2)

2 (4.5.21)

V(2)
hL/c

= 1
α3

(
4α2ξα (ϵ1 − ϵ2) ϵ

′
1 + (1− ξα)

(
2 (ξα − 1) ϵ′1ϵ

′′
1 + α (ξα + 1)

(
(ϵ′1)

2 + (ϵ′2)
2
)))

V(4)
hL/c

= 1
2 (ξ

α + 1)2
(
(ϵ′2)

2 − (ϵ′1)
2
)

+ξα
(
α2 (ϵ1 − ϵ2)− 4ϵ′′1

)
(ϵ1 − ϵ2)+

(4α(ξ2α−1)ϵ′1−(1−ξα)2ϵ′′1)ϵ′′1
α2

with ϵ1 ≡ ϵ (z1) and ϵ2 ≡ ϵ (z2) and the primes means the derivatives with respect to their
arguments, respectively. The complex conjugate c.c. in Equation (4.5.19) means replacing
ξ, ξ̄, α, ᾱ with ξ̄, ξ, ᾱ, α, respectively, and also changing ϵ to ϵ̄. The Vs-c

hL/c
term plus it’s

complex conjugate is from the 1/c expansion of (4.5.17), and it’s given by

Vs-c
hL/c =

(
1− α2

)(2
(
1− ξ̄ᾱ

)
(2ξα − α (1 + ξα) log(ξ)− 2)

α2
− y2

2
ᾱ (1− ξα)

(
1 + ξ̄ᾱ

)
log (ξ)

)
(4.5.22)
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The order h2L/c term Vh2L/c of (4.5.18) is given by

Vh2L/c =

〈
V(0)

h2L/c

〉
+
〈
V(2)

h2L/c

〉
y2 +

〈
V(4)

h2L/c

〉
y4

D2
+ c.c., (4.5.23)

where D is given by (4.5.20). The numerator is given by〈
V(0)

h2L/c

〉
+
〈
V(2)

h2L/c

〉
y2 +

〈
V(4)

h2L/c

〉
y4 =

1

−2α2

〈(
V1 + y2V2

)2〉 (4.5.24)

with

V1 = 4
(
ξ̄ᾱ − 1

) (
α (ϵ1 − ϵ2) (ξ

α + 1) + (1− ξα)
(
ϵ′1 + ϵ′2

))
, (4.5.25)

V2 = ᾱ
(
ξ̄ᾱ + 1

) (
α2 (ξα − 1) (ϵ1 − ϵ2) + α (ξα + 1)

(
ϵ′1 − ϵ′2

)
+ 2 (1− ξα) ϵ′′1

)
,

Now to compute VhL/c and Vh2L/c, we need the ϵ propagator. This is worked out in [35]
using the effective theory for boundary gravitons developed in that paper, and it’s given
by20

⟨ϵ(z1)ϵ(z2)⟩ =
6

C
(2 ln(1− ξ) + Φ(ξ, 1, α) + Φ(ξ, 1,−α)) , ξ = ez1−z2 (4.5.26)

where Φ(z, s, a) is the Lerch transcendant 21

Φ(z, s, a) =

∞∑
n=0

zn

(n+ a)s
, (4.5.28)

Using the ϵ propagator (4.5.26), we can evaluate VhL/c and Vh2L/c, but they are logarithmi-
cally divergent and need to be renormalized. We follow the procedure in [35], and define
the renormalized expectation value of the

〈
V(i)
hL/c

〉
as follows

〈
V(i)
hL/c

〉
R
=
〈
V(i)
hL/c

〉
−
(〈

V(i)
hL/c

〉
α→1,ᾱ→1

)
w→αw,w̄→ᾱw̄,y→y

√
αᾱ

(4.5.29)

and similarly for
〈
V(i)

h2L/c

〉
R

.

20There is a subtlety about the ordering of the ϵ operators in the ϵ two-point function. When
computing V0, we substitute ⟨ϵ(z1)ϵ(z2)⟩ with the symmetric average of the two different ordering
1
2
(⟨ϵ(z1)ϵ(z2)⟩+ ⟨ϵ(z2)ϵ(z1)⟩). This procedure gives a result matching the recursion relation.

21For s = 1 it is related to a certain incomplete Beta function as

B(z, a, 0) = zaΦ(z, 1, a). (4.5.27)
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Since the result of V0 only depends on z1 − z2, we’ll set z1 = z and z2 = 0. Eventually,
the

〈
V(i)
hL/c

〉
R

terms are given by〈
V(0)
hL/c

〉
R
= eαz

(
F1 + 4 logα+ 4 log

(
2 sinh

(z
2

))
+ 2
)
+
(
1− e2αz

)
αz (4.5.30)

+
(
1 + e2αz

)
(H−α +Hα − 1 + iπ − 2 logα) + 2 (1− eαz)

2 log
(
2 sinh

(αz
2

))
,〈

V(2)
hL/c

〉
R
=
(
1− e2αz

) (
H−α +Hα + iπ − 1− 2 logα+ 2 log

(
2 sinh

(αz
2

)))
+
(
1 + e2αz

)
αz + eαzF2, (4.5.31)〈

V(4)
hL/c

〉
R
= (1− ξα)

2
+ 6α3

(
1− e2αz

)
z (4.5.32)

+ 6α2
(
1 + e2αz

)(
H−α +Hα + 2 log

(
2 sinh

(αz
2

))
− 2 logα− 7

6
+ iπ

)
+ 6α2eαz

(
F1 − 4 logα− 4 log

(
2 sinh

(z
2

))
+ 4 log

(
2 sinh

(αz
2

))
+

7

3

)
,

and the
〈
V(i)

h2L/c

〉
R

terms are given by〈
V(0)

h2
L/c

〉
R
= 192

(
1− eᾱz̄

)2 ((log
(

sinh
(z
2

))
− log

(
sinh

(αz
2

))
+ logα+ 1

)
(1− eαz)

2

+F3 + 2eαz
(
H−α +Hα + 2 log

(
2 sinh

(z
2

))
+ iπ

))
, (4.5.33)〈

V(2)

h2
L/c

〉
R
= 48ᾱ (1− eαz)

(
1− e2ᾱz̄

) (
coth

(z
2

)
(1− eαz) (4.5.34)

+2α (eαz + 1)

(
logα− log

(
sinh

(αz
2

))
+ log

(
sinh

(z
2

))
+

1

2

))
,〈

V(4)

h2
L/c

〉
R
= 2α2ᾱ2

(
1 + eᾱz̄

)2( 6

α
coth

(z
2

) (
1− e2αz

)
+ 6 logα (1 + eαz)

2 − e2αz

+ 6 (1− eαz)
2

(
log
(

sinh
(z
2

))
− log

(
sinh

(αz
2

))
+

1

6α2

)
− 6F3

−1− 12eαz
(
H−α +Hα + 2 log

(
2 sinh

(αz
2

))
+ iπ − 13

6

))
. (4.5.35)

where we’ve define

F1 ≡ Φ(ez, 1, α) + Φ (ez, 1,−α) + Φ
(
e−z, 1, α

)
+Φ

(
e−z, 1,−α

)
F2 ≡ Φ(ez, 1, α)− Φ(ez, 1,−α)− Φ

(
e−z, 1, α

)
+Φ

(
e−z, 1,−α

)
F3 ≡ e2αzΦ(ez, 1, α) + Φ (ez, 1,−α) + Φ

(
e−z, 1, α

)
+ e2αzΦ

(
e−z, 1,−α

)
for notational convenience.

We checked that these results agree with the recursion relation of last subsection by
expanding in small22 s ≡ y2

zz̄ , z and z̄. We have also verified that when we take ϕL to the
boundary, we recover the 1/c correction [47] to the heavy-light vacuum block [48].

22The branch cuts in the various functions in the equations (4.5.30)-(4.5.35) were chosen such that when
they are expanded in small z assuming z > 0 in Mathematica, the result matches that of the recursion
relation. One should be careful when evaluating (4.5.30)-(4.5.35) for z < 0.
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One-Loop Corrections Near the Black Hole Horizon

We would like to see what the semiclassical result and the 1/c corrections computed here
tell us about physics near the Euclidean black hole horizon. For the non-rotating case
considered here, the horizon is at r = r+ =

√
24hH
c − 1 (which corresponds to y = 2

r+
). In

this case, the semi-classical result Vs-c
0 of equation (4.5.14) written in terms of the (r, tE , θ)

(using the coordinate relations (4.5.6)) is given by

Vs-c
0 =

(r+
2

)2hL 1(
r
r+

cosh (r+θ)−
√
r2−r2+
r+

cos (r+tE)
)2hL

. (4.5.36)

which is the n = 0 terms in the full semiclassical bulk-boundary correltator for a free field
in a BTZ black hole given by the image sum in [82]. So one can see that the semiclassical
result is periodic in tE , and it’s smooth at the horizon r = r+ (and its dependence on tE
drops out there).

In terms of (y, z, z̄), the horizon is at y = 2
r+

, and at this value of y, the 1
c corrections

VhL/c and Vh2L/c to the vacuum block of ⟨OH |ϕLOL|OH⟩ are finite, since their numerators
truncate at order y4, and their denominators are just the same as the denominator of the
semiclassical result Vs-c

0 , which is also non-singular at this value of y. However, unlike the
semiclassical vacuum block, the functions VhL/c and Vh2L/c are not periodic in Euclidean time
[47, 50]. This means that the 1/c correction to the bulk-boundary heavy-light correlator
will have a branch point at the Euclidean horizon. So the singularity of these correlators
at the Euclidean horizon arises already in perturbation theory, and does not require non-
perturbative effects [27].

4.6 Discussion

Our primary goal has been to develop an exact bulk reconstruction procedure with very
general gravitational dressings. The motivation was to enable future investigations into
the dressing-dependence of bulk observables, as these ambiguities present a major caveat
when drawing physical conclusions. For example, using our results it should be possible to
determine if the breakdown of bulk locality at short-distances in AdS3 [26] persists with a
general class of gravitational dressings. We can also investigate BTZ black hole horizons
[27], though the necessary numerics may be rather formidable. We took the first steps in
this direction in section 4.5. By exploiting the connection between the singularity structure
of CFT stress-tensor correlators and gravitational dressings, it may be possible to generalize
some of our results to higher dimensions.

Our reconstruction procedure only incorporates effects arising as a mandatory conse-
quence of Virasoro symmetry. With hard work one could add other perturbative inter-
actions, but such methods would likely just reproduce bulk perturbation theory, without
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providing a deeper understanding of quantum gravity. So our methods are limited, as they
are only able to address certain universal features of quantum gravity. Unfortunately, in
the case of quantum gravity it would seem that we must either solve toy models completely,
and then try to argue that they are representative, or solve a universal sector of a general
class of models, and try to argue that the effects from this sector determine the relevant
physics. Given the universal nature of the gravitational force, we believe that the latter
route is a more compelling way to address locality and near-horizon dynamics.

Most work on bulk reconstruction suffers from a nagging conceptual problem. As
physical observers, we do not setup experiments by making reference to the boundary of
spacetime. And defining the bulk by reference to the boundary seems even more perverse
in a cosmological setting. Furthermore, it has been shown that using the boundary as a
reference point leads to fundamental problems, such as bulk fields that do not commute
outside the lightcone [41], even at low-orders in gravitational perturbation theory. Perhaps
a more sensible approach defines observables relative to other objects in spacetime, just
as we define our local reference frame with respect to the earth, solar system, galaxy, and
galactic neighborhood. This also seems more in keeping with interpretations of the Wheeler-
DeWitt equation [39]. We hope to formalize such a definition of local observables in future
work.
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Appendix A

Appendix to Chapter 2

A.1 Technical Details and Minor Results

A.1.1 Fitting

To extract the scaling exponent α we need to fit power-laws to the empirical L(N) for
trained models with N parameters. For this purpose we simply fit straight lines to logL
vs logN , assuming that the error in logL was independent of N (ie we assumed Gaussian
errors in logL). We fit from the smallest value of N tested until the power-law behavior
breaks down. This point is quite clear visually in most cases, as seen in figures 2.5, A.2, and
2.9. For the case where we had networks with both different widths and different depths
2.5 we only used the networks that performed among the best at each model size (ie we
used points on the ‘convex hull’ in the L vs N plane).

However, to avoid bias we determined the last point to include in the fit in the following
way. We fit a circle (parameterized by its center and radius) to the first n ≥ 3 points in the
logL vs logN plane (starting at N = Nmin), and evaluated r(n), the radius of the best-fit
circle for each n. We then chose the value of n that achieved the maximal radius r, as this
is the ‘most linear’ set of points. Finally, we fit a straight line logL = −α logN + b to this
collection of points to determine α.

Note that this provides an alternative way to determine Nmax, the largest network in
the power-law scaling region. This was the input for figure A.1, where we show Nmax as a
function of d for teacher/student experiments.

The power-law scaling breaks down in CIFAR10 and other small image datasets due
to overfitting. We do not have a complete understanding of why it breaks down for the
teacher/student experiments, but it seems to be due to a failure of optimization, perhaps
related to numerical precision. We note that the power-law behavior persists to larger model
size and smaller loss with the deeper networks in figure 2.5.
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A.1.2 Teacher/Student Experiments

Network Architectures

Our teacher networks had shape [20, 600, 600, 2] (i.e. 20 dimensional input, two hidden
layers of output dimension 600, and final layer ouput of dimension 2) for experiments
with cross entropy loss (figures 2.5, 2.7 and 2.8), [20, 600, 600, 1] for MSE loss (figure A.2)
and [9, 240, 240, 2] for cross entropy loss with vetted teacher (figure A.3). The teachers are
randomly initialized, with biases set to zero, and weights picked from a gaussian distribution
of mean zero and standard deviation 1/

√
N , where N is the input size of the layer. We

experimented with including random non-zero biases, but did not find that they significantly
alter the behavior of teachers.

For experiments with mean-squared error loss, the teacher and student networks each
outputted a single real value. For experiments using a cross-entropy loss, networks output
two logits, and we computed the cross entropy directly from these teacher outputs (ie we
did not sample discrete values from the teacher, but used its exact output distribution).
For cross-entropy experiments we used students with 2, 3, and 4 hidden layers, and let the
best performing models define the L(N) fits, while for MSE loss we simply used students
with 2 hidden layers.

We ran 10 trials each for cross-entropy and MSE losses, and in each case selected the
ones with the 9 lowest losses. Intrinsic dimension calculations were done using the same 9

networks. For vetted teacher experiments, we took 90 trials and computed the mean of the
loss excluding the 10 worst performing students.

Optimization and LR Schedule

We use the ADAM optimizer [84] with default settings except for the learning rate. In order
to optimize effectively, we scanned over a grid of learning rates, and experimented with
cosine, linear, and step-function learning rate schedules. We ended up using step function
schedules for teacher/student experiments, and a constant learning rate for CIFAR10 and
other image datasets, as these performed roughly as well or better than other choices. We
did not find it necessary to vary the overall learning rate among different network sizes,
but the schedules themselves were important for optimization. Our learning rate schedules
for the various teacher/student experiments in the paper (labeled by associated figures) are
summarized in table A.1.

A.1.3 Vetting Teachers to Increase Intrinsic Dimension

In figure 2.6, the ID is typically smaller than the number of features, especially when the
latter is large. One might worry that this indicates ID measurements are inaccurate. In
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Power-Law Scaling Region vs Intrinsic Dimension (MSE)
log(Nmax) = 0.2d+ 5.95

Figure A.1: This figure shows the maximum number of parameters Nmax at which we ob-
serve power-law scaling of L(N), as a function of the intrinsic dimension, for teacher/student
experiments. This Nmax is determined as described in appendix A.1.1. The left plot uses
cross-entropy loss, while the right uses MSE loss. This plot should be viewed as a more
empirical (but less well understood) alternative to figure 2.2.

Experiment student training steps batch size learning rate
(T/S) architecture (ADAM)

(random) MSE: [20,n,n,1] 0-200k 200 0.01
figures 2.6, 2.7, 2.8 CE: [20,n,n,2] 200-220k 1000 0.01

220-240k 4000 0.001
(vetted) 0-100k 200 0.01

figure A.3 [9,n,n,2] 100-150k 200 0.001
150-170k 200 0.0001

Table A.1:: Architectures and training schedules for Teacher/Student experiments in the
paper, referenced by the figures in which the results are described.
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fact, we believe that this occurs partly because randomly initialized teacher networks do
not typically produce fully generic functions of their inputs.

We can partially remedy this problem by generating a large number of teachers and
vetting them, keeping only those that produce the most complicated and non-linear func-
tions of their inputs. The result is pictured in figure A.3, where we repeat the experiment of
section 2.3.1 with up to 9 features. We see that sufficiently vetted teachers have ID nearly
equal to their feature count, and that the relationship α ≈ 4

d continues to hold.

Presumably many vetting procedures could be successfully applied to filter the teacher
networks. To increase the complexity and non-linearity of teachers so that ID would better
match the number of input features, we followed this ad-hoc approach:

1. For a given teacher, we took a random slice along each input coordinate axis (i.e. the
values of the other coordinates are chosen uniformly at random from [−1/2, 1/2)). We
performed linear regression on this slice and computed the score(R2, the coefficient of
determination), and took the mean of the scores across coordinate axes. A low score
implies more non-linearity.

2. We repeated this procedure 200 times and computed the mean score of all the trials.
This is the score for the teacher.

3. We iterated over 5000 randomly generated teachers and selected the one with the
minimum score.

A.1.4 CNNs on CIFAR10, MNIST, FMNIST, and SVHN

For CIFAR10 we used the architecture from the tensorflow CNN tutorial [107], and modified
the channel width. The architecture is recorded in table A.2.

The networks were trained for 50 epochs with the ADAM optimizer with default hyper-
parameters. We use 40 iterations of each network and average the loss (on log scale) over
the iterations. Note that we record the test and training loss at the early stopping point
where the test loss reaches its minimum value. These are the results in figure 2.9.

For MNIST [91], fashion MNIST [162], and SVHN [120], we use a slightly smaller
network (3 instead of 4 hidden layers) with architecture shown in table A.3. We used a
smaller network in the hopes of identifying a power-law scaling region without significant
overfitting.

For MNIST and fashion MNIST, we ran each network for 20 trials and took the mean
loss (on log scale). The networks were trained for 50 epochs with the ADAM optimizer
with default hyperparameters. As with CIFAR10, we take the minimum test loss during
training (i.e. early stopping), and also report training loss at this point.
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Figure A.2: This figure shows L(N) with a MSE loss for students (all with 2 hidden layers)
learning from a randomly initialized teacher with 2-19 features. Figure 2.5 shows the results
for cross-entropy loss.
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Figure A.3: This figure shows the number of features and ID vs 1/α for vetted teachers.
ID is still smaller than the number of input features, but vetting partially closes the gap.
Compare the slope of 4.61 for number of features vs 1/α here to the left of figure 2.6, where
the slope was 5.48. Slopes for ID vs 1/α are very similar with or without vetting.
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For SVHN, the networks were trained for 5 epochs with both training and additional
datasets used for training (total 604k images), and test dataset (26k images) for testing.
We used default hyperparameters.

A.1.5 Scaling of KL Divergence with Piecewise Linear Logits

We assume the logits ci(x) are linear in a small region of volume sd we take to surround
the origin, and that the underlying probability distribution fi(x) over k discrete choices is
smooth. The loss in this region is

L =

k∑
i=1

∫
ddxfi(x) log fi(x)

qi(x)
(A.1.1)

where log qi(x) = ci(x) + log
(∑k

j=1 e
cj(x)

)
. If we write qi(x) = fi(x) + δi(x) then as is well

known

L =
k∑
i=1

∫
ddxfi(x) log fi(x)

fi(x) + δi(x)

=

∫
ddx

k∑
i=1

fi(x)

(
0− δi(x)

fi(x)
+

1

2

(
δi(x)

fi(x)

)2

+ · · ·

)

≈
∫
ddx

k∑
i=1

1

2

δi(x)
2

fi(x)
(A.1.2)

After optimization the linear ci(x) will determine a δi(x) that is quadratic in x, and so the
loss per unit volume will scale as s4, as claimed.

A.2 Review of Intrinsic Dimension Estimation Methods

In this section we review the two nearest neighbor method [10] and explain that it can be
extended to k-nearest neighbors. Then we note that the same analysis derives the maximum
likelihood method [95].
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Figure A.4: This shows train and test loss on MNIST, Fashion MNIST, and test loss on
SVHN, along with the exponents and ID measurement.
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Layer Output shape
Conv2D (32, 32, n)

MaxPooling2D (16, 16, n)

Conv2D (16, 16, 2n)

MaxPooling2D (8, 8, 2n)

Conv2D (6, 6, 2n)

Dense (64)

Output (10)

Table A.2:: Architecture of the CNN network used for CIFAR10. We chose n in the range
1 ≤ n ≤ 13 to minimize overfitting. All convolutions were 3 × 3 with unit stride, and the
images have 3 colors, so the network has a total of N = 714 + 4640n+ 54n2 parameters.

Layer Output shape
Conv2D (28, 28, n)

MaxPooling2D (14, 14, n)

Conv2D (12, 12, n)

MaxPooling2D (6, 6, n)

Dense (32)

Output (10)

Layer Output shape
Conv2D (32, 32, n)

MaxPooling2D (16, 16, n)

Conv2D (14, 14, n)

MaxPooling2D (7, 7, n)

Dense (32)

Output (10)

Table A.3:: Architecture of the CNN network used for MNIST and fashion MNIST (left)
and SVHN (right). All convolutions were 3× 3 with unit stride.
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A.2.1 The Two Nearest Neighbor Method

Assume that points are drawn from a distribution with density ρ(x) with support on a d-
dimensional manifold in a potentially much higher dimensional ambient space. We will see
that ρ(x) drops out of our results, assuming that it is constant across the first few nearest
neighbors, so we will drop its explicit x-dependence in what follows.

The probability of finding n points from the dataset in a region with d-dimensional
volume V is Poisson:

Pn(V ) =
(ρV )n

n!
e−ρV (A.2.1)

To see this, note that in an infinitesimal volume δV , P0 = 1− ρδV and P1 = ρδV , with all
Pn>1 = 0. Thus the generating function for Pn in a finite volume V can be found by taking
the product of binomial distributions over all δV in V , giving

G(x;V ) = lim
δV→0

((1− ρδV ) + xρδV )
V
δV =

∞∑
n=0

(xρV )n

n!
e−ρV (A.2.2)

The coefficients of xn are the Pn above.

With this result in hand, we can consider the distribution of nearest-neighbor distances.
Consider some point in the dataset. The probability for its nearest neighbor to be in
[r1, r1 + dr] is given by the product of the probability that there are no points in r < r1
times the probability of finding a point in the shell r1 < r < r1 + dr, which is

P (r1)dr1 =
(
dρωdr

d−1
1 dr1

)
e−ρωdr

d
1 (A.2.3)

where ωd is the volume of a unit d-ball. This result easily generalizes to the case where there
are many ri corresponding to the first k nearest neighbors. For example for two nearest
neighbors we find

P (r1, r2)dr1dr2 = (ρωdd)
2e−ρωdr

d
2rd−1

1 rd−1
2 dr1dr2 (A.2.4)

since we are demanding that there are two points on two infinitesimal shells at radii r1, r2
and no points otherwise.

Now we can compute the distribution over nearest neighbor distances, and their ratios.
The TwoNN method [10] is based on the distribution of the ratio µ2 = r2/r1, which we can
compute by integrating over r1, r2 while fixing their ratio:

P (µ2) =

∫
dr1dr2δ

(
µ2 −

r2
r1

)
(ρωdd)

2e−ρωdr
d
2rd−1

1 rd−1
2

=

∫
dr1(ρωdd)

2e−ρωdµ
drd1r2d−1

1 µd−1
2

=
d

µd+1
2

(A.2.5)
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This means that the cumulative distribution for µ2 is

C(µ) =

∫ µ

1

d

µd+1
2

dµ = 1− 1

µd2
(A.2.6)

This means that we can identify the dimension d by measuring the slope of a linear fit of
logµ2 vs log(1− C(µ2)). That’s the TwoNN method, as seen in figure A.5.

A.2.2 Extension to k-Neighbors and MLE

The beauty of the TwoNN method [10] is that it uses very short-distance information, and
so it’s plausible that the density ρ(x) can be well-approximated as a constant. A down-
side of this method is that it primarily measures the dimension on short scales. This can
be mitigated by applying the method while sampling different numbers of points from the
data distribution, but it’s also easy to validate the TwoNN method by simply using more
neighbors.

Let’s see what happens with three neighbors, and then we will generalize. We can
compute the distribution of µ2 = r2/r1, µ3 = r3/r1, and use it for validation. We have

P (µ2, µ3) =

∫
driδ

(
µ2 −

r2
r1

)
δ

(
µ3 −

r3
r1

)
(ρωdd)

3e−ρωdr
d
3 (r1r2r3)

d−1

=

∫
dr1(ρωdd)

3e−ρωdµ3r
d
3r3d−1

1 µd−1
2 µd−1

3

=
2d2µd−1

2

µ2d+1
3

(A.2.7)

Intuitively, large µ3 becomes unlikely because it implies that there are few points inside
a large radius, but with fixed µ3, a larger value of µ2 is more probable due to the larger
volume at large radius.

We find a nice simplification when we study P (µ3) and its cumulative distribution after
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Figure A.5: This figure shows the relationship in equation A.2.16, which we use to deter-
mine the ID using the nearest neighbor method. We display examples using teacher/student
data, CIFAR10, and GPT.
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marginalizing over µ2. The probability distribution is

P (µ3) =

∫ µ3

1
dµ2

2d2µd−1
2

µ2d+1
3

=
2d

µ2d+1
3

(
µd3 − 1

)
(A.2.8)

The cumulative distribution is then

C(µ3) =

(
1− 1

µd3

)2

(A.2.9)

Thus we also find a simple method for identifying d based on µ3 alone, namely

d =
log
(
1−

√
C(µ3)

)
logµ3

(A.2.10)

This directly generalizes the TwoNN; in practice we measure d via a linear fit to the numer-
ator as a function of the denominator in this expression.

Generalizing to k neighbors, the probability distribution for µ2, · · · , µk is

P (µi) = dk−1(k − 1)!

∏k−1
i=2 µ

d−1
i

µ
1+d(k−1)
k

(A.2.11)

for µi = ri/r1. This can be used directly for maximum likelihood estimation [95]. If we
maximize logP with respect to d we find

d =
k − 1

(k − 1) logµk −
∑k−1

j=2 logµj
(A.2.12)

In fact, this MLE estimator is biased; the unbiased estimator is [95]

d = E

[
k − 2

(k − 1) logµk −
∑k−1

j=2 logµj

]
(A.2.13)

In practice, we can compute the RHS for all points in the manifold (after fixing some value
for the number of neighbors k) and compute the mean. We display a histogram of the
MLE estimates over many points in the data manifold for two examples in figure A.6. The
variance provides some measure of the errors. Alternatively, we could directly measure logP
and evaluate the likelihood as a function of d. The variance of this estimator was studied
in [95]. They also found numerically that it can be useful to tune of the value of k, as very
small k overestimates ID while large k underestimates ID.

We can use these results to extend the TwoNN method in a simple way to general k.
Marginalizing over all but µk, we find that

P (µk) =
(k − 1)d

µ
(k−1)d+1
k

(
µdk − 1

)k−1
(A.2.14)
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which leads to the cumulative distribution

C(µk) =

(
1− 1

µdk

)k−1

(A.2.15)

and the formula

d =
log
(
1− C(µk)

1
k−1

)
logµk

(A.2.16)

for the kth nearest neighbor. This can be used as a cross-check for TwoNN. For examples of
the relationship between the numerator and denominator with various k, and the relevant
fits, see figure A.5. Just as with MLE, we find empirically that larger k leads to smaller
estimates of ID (see figure A.10).

A.3 Examples and Tests of Intrinsic Dimension Estimation

The MLE and TwoNN methods have been tested and demonstrated by their authors [95,
10]. We conduct a few tests with synthetic data. Then we provide some other examples
of the ID measurement process, including errors, using our student/teacher, CIFAR10, and
language data.

A.3.1 Tests on Synthetic Data

As a baseline test, we evaluate the TwoNN and MLE methods on synthetic datasets with
dimensions ranging from 2 to 128, with results in figure A.7. We display synthetic data on
the hypercube [0, 1]d as well as a d-torus S1 ×S1 × · · · ×S1 embedded in 2d dimensions (in
the simplest way, by embedding each circle factor in 2 Euclidean dimensions).
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CIFAR10: MLE ID estimate (histogram)
ID = 14.2 ± 9.12
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Figure A.6: These figures show a histogram of the results for d from MLE (with 100

neighbors) among all of the points used for measurement. On the left we have a teacher
with 10 features, in the middle we have the n = 5 CNN trained on CIFAR10, while on
the right we have the GPT model’s prefinal attention output for the last token in the text
sequence. Smaller numbers of neighbors typically give larger IDs.
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We notice that 1) results are more accurate for smaller d, with quite reliable results
for the TwoNN method for d ≲ 20, 2) at large d all methods tend to underestimate the
true ID, but 3) its certainly possible to both under and over-estimate the true ID, and
measurements are not necessarily even monotonic with the number of points used for the
measurement. We also see that for the torus the ID estimates are reasonably accurate even
for dimensions ∼ 100, though there’s certainly no guarantee that this will hold for unknown
data manifolds.

As other authors have noted [22], the ID is under-estimated on the hypercube, likely
because cubes have sharp boundaries and corners which reduce the number of neighbors.
Similarly, we believe that the ID is often over-estimated for the torus because (due to the
curvature of the circles in the embedding space) points are often closer together than they
would be in flat Euclidean space. We have also seen as shown in [95] that for small k the
MLE method typically overestimates ID. The NN method seems a bit less sensitive to k as
compared to MLE.

A.3.2 Tests on Neural Network Activations

In all cases we measure ID from fully trained networks, and we always use students (not
teachers) in that context. There are a large variety of potential statistical and systematic
errors associated with these measurements:

• Variation among IDs measured from students of the same size and trained with the
same teacher network (or dataset), but with different initialization (see figure A.9).

• Variation of ID measurements among random groups of points sampled from the same
data manifold

• Dependence of ID on the number of points used (and so the overall density) from
the data manifold. More points samples shorter distance scales on the manifold. See
figure A.8.

• Dependence of ID on how many nearest neighbor points are used, either for NN (see
figure A.10) or MLE type estimation.

• Variation of ID from among points in different locations on the data data manifold
(we show a histogram of results from MLE in figure A.6)

• Dataset specific distinctions, eg from the same or different classes in an image classifier,
or from the same or different text sequences in a language model (discussed in section
2.3.4)

• Dependence of ID measurements on the layer studied (see figures 2.10 and A.8)
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Figure A.7: Here we show measured ID as a function of the number of points in the
dataset used for the measurement, for both the TwoNN (top) and MLE (bottom) methods
(with k = 100). The left plots show a uniform distribution in the hypercube [0, 1]d, while
the plot on the right show a d-torus embedded in 2d dimensions.
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Figure A.8: Variation of Intrinsic Dimension(ID) with number of vectors for a single
student network (left), for the last layer of an n = 5 CNN trained on CIFAR10 (middle),
and also for the last layer and last token of GPT (right). The student is of size [15, 28, 28, 2]

and was trained on teacher with 15 features.
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Figure A.9: Variation of Intrinsic Dimension (ID) across network sizes for a single teacher.
The figure on the left shows number of inputs features = 10 and the one on the right has
15. Each point on either figure is one student. All students on each figure are trained on
the same teacher, but the teacher for the left and right figures are different.
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Figure A.10: Variation of Intrinsic Dimension (ID) with number of neighbors used in
the algorithm. The figure on the left shows a student of size [20, 25, 25, 2] trained on a
teacher with 10 features, while the one on the right has student shape [15, 28, 28, 2] trained
on teacher with 15 features.
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We provide some brief information about many of these sources of variation in the referenced
plots. In most cases we find that the variation of the ID is small as long as it is measured
with sufficiently many vectors. It would be interesting obtain a more precise theoretical
and experimental characterization of these methods in the future.

But as evidenced by the synthetic examples in figure A.7, this does not lead us to
believe that the IDs are fully trustworthy, especially when they are measured to be large.
Though the apparent statistical errors in ID measurements may seem small, there may be
systematic errors that are more difficult to observe.

It’s conceivable that deficiencies in ID measurement actually work to the advantage
of the theory relating d and 4/α. For example, d tends to be underestimated when the
data manifold has a boundary (or simply less support in some region), but this may also
correlate with regions of the manifold where there really is less data, and these regions
do not need to be modeled as precisely to achieve a good test loss. But we leave a more
thorough investigation of such subtleties to future work.
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Appendix to Chapter 3

B.1 Experimental setup

Figure 3.1 (top-left) Experiments are done using Neural Tangents [122] based on JAX [18].
All experiment except denoted as (CNN), use 3-layer, width-8 fully-connected networks.
CNN architecture used is Myrtle-5 network [140] with 8 channels. Relu activation function
with critical initialization [138, 92, 163] was used. Unless specified softmax-cross-entropy
loss was used. We performed full-batch gradient descent update for all dataset sizes without
L2 regularization. 20 different training data sampling seed was averaged for each point. For
fully-connected network input pooling of size 4 was performed for CIFAR-10/100 dataset
and pooling of size 2 was performed for MNIST and Fashion-MNIST dataset. This was to
reduce number of parameters in the input layer (# of pixels × width) which can be quite
large even for small width networks.

Figure 3.1 (top-right) All experiments were performed using a Flax [66] implemen-
tation of Wide ResNet 28-10 [166], and performed using the Caliban experiment manager
[132]. Models were trained for 78125 total steps with a cosine learning rate decay [100] and
an augmentation policy consisting of random flips and crops. We report final loss, though
we found no qualitative difference between using final loss, best loss, final accuracy or best
accuracy (see Figure B.1).

Figure 3.1 (bottom-left) The setup was identical to Figure 1 (top-right) except that
the model considered was a depth 10 residual network with varying width.

Figure 3.1 (bottom-right) Experiments are done using Neural Tangents. All exper-
iments use 100 training samples and two-hidden layer fully-connected networks of varying
width (ranging from w = 64 to W = 11, 585) with Relu nonlinearities unless specified as Erf.
Full-batch gradient descent and cross-entropy loss were used unless specified as MSE, and
the figure shows curves from a random assortment of training times ranging from 100 to 500
steps (equivalently, epochs). Training was done with learning rates small enough so as to
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avoid catapult dynamics [97] and no L2 regularization; in such a setting, the infinite-width
learning dynamics is known to be equivalent to that of linearized models [94]. Consequently,
for each random initialization of the parameters, the test loss of the finite-width linearized
model was additionally computed in the identical training setting. This value approximates
the limiting behavior L(∞) known theoretically and is subtracted off from the final test loss
of the (nonlinear) neural network before averaging over 50 random initializations to yield
each of the individual data points in the figure.

102 103 104
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final loss
best loss
final error
best error

102 103 104
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Figure B.1: Alternate metrics and stopping conditions We find similar scaling behavior for
both the loss and error, and for final and best (early stopped) metrics.

B.1.1 Deep teacher-student models

The teacher-student scaling with dataset size (figure B.2) was performed with fully-connected
teacher and student networks with two hidden layers and widths 96 and 192, respectively,
using PyTorch [125]. The inputs were random vectors sampled uniformly from a hypercube
of dimension d = 2, 3, · · · , 9. To mitigate noise, we ran the experiment on eight different
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Figure B.2: This figure shows scaling trends of MSE loss with dataset size for teacher/student
models. The exponents extracted from these fits and their associated input-space dimensionalities
are shown in figure 3.2.

random seeds, fixing the random seed for the teacher and student as we scanned over dataset
sizes. We also used a fixed test dataset, and a fixed training set, which was sub-sampled for
the experiments with smaller D. The student networks were trained using MSE loss and
Adam optimizer with a maximum learning rate of 3×10−3, a cosine learning rate decay, and
a batch size of 64, and 40, 000 steps of training. The test losses were measured with early
stopping. We combine test losses from different random seeds by averaging the logarithm
of the loss from each seed.

In our experiments, we always use inputs that are uniformly sampled from a d-dimensional
hypercube, following the setup of [141]. They also utilized several intrisic dimension (ID)
estimation methods and found the estimates were close to the input dimension, so we sim-
ply use the latter for comparisons. For the dataset size scans we used randomly initialized
teachers with width 96, and students with width 192. We found similar results with other
network sizes.

The final scaling exponents and input dimensions are show in the bottom of figure 3.2.
We used the same experiments for the top of that figure, interpolating the behavior of both
teacher and a set of students between two fixed training points. The students only differed
by the size of their training sets, but had the same random seeds and were trained in the
same way. In that figure the input space dimension was four.

Finally, we also used a similar setup to study variance-limited exponents and scaling.
In that case we used much smaller models, with 16-dimensional hidden layers, and a corre-
spondingly larger learning rate. We then studied scaling with D again, with results pictured
in figure 3.1.
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B.1.2 CNN architecture for resolution-limited scaling

Figure 3.2 includes data from CNN architectures trained on image datasets. The archi-
tectures are summarized in Table B.1. We used Adam optimizer for training, with cross-
entropy loss. Each network was trained for long enough to achieve either a clear minimum
or a plateau in test loss. Specifically, CIFAR10, MNIST and fashion MNIST were trained
for 50 epochs, CIFAR100 was trained for 100 epochs and SVHN was trained for 10 epochs.
The default keras training parameters were used. In case of SVHN we included the ad-
ditional images as training data. We averaged (in log space) over 20 runs for CIFAR100
and CIFAR10, 16 runs for MNIST, 12 runs for fashion MNIST, and 5 runs for SVHN. The
results of these experiments are shown in figure B.3.

The measurement of input-space dimensionality for these experiemnts was done using
the nearest-neighbour algorithm, described in detail in appendix B and C in [141]. We used
2, 3 and 4 nearest neighbors and averaged over the three.

B.1.3 Teacher-student experiment for scaling of loss with model size

We replicated the teacher-student setup in [141] to demonstrate the scaling of loss with
model size. The resulting variation of −4/αP with input-space dimensionality is shown in
figure B.4. In our implementation we averaged (in log space) over 15 iterations, with a fixed,
randomly generated teacher.

B.2 Effect of aspect ratio on scaling exponents

We trained Wide ResNet architectures of various widths and depths on CIFAR-10 accross
dataset sizes. We found that the effect of depth on dataset scaling was mild for the range
studied, while the effect of width impacted the scaling behavior up until a saturating width,
after which the scaling behavior fixed. See Figure B.5.

B.3 Proof of Theorems 1 and 2

In this section we detail the proof of Theorems 1 and 2. The key observation is to make use
of the fact that nearest neighbor distances for D points sampled i.i.d. from a d-dimensional
manifold have mean ED,x [|x− x̂|] = O

(
D−1/d

)
, where x̂ is the nearest neighbor of x and

the expectation is the mean over data-points and draws of the dataset see e.g. [95].

The theorem statements are copied for convenience. In the main, in an abuse of nota-
tion, we used L(f) to indicate the value of the test loss as a function of the network f , and
L(D) to indicate the test loss averaged over the population, draws of the dataset, model
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Figure B.3: This figure shows scaling trends of CE loss with dataset size for various image datasets.
The exponents extracted from these fits and their associated input-space dimensionalities are shown
in figure 3.2.
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Figure B.4: This figure shows the variation of αP with the input-space dimension. The exponent
αP is the scaling exponent of loss with model size for Teacher-student setup.
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Figure B.5: Effect of aspect ratio on dataset scaling We find that for WRN-d-k trained on
CIFAR-10, varying depth from 10 to 40 has a relatively mild effect on scaling behavior, while varying
the width multiplier, k, from 1 to 12 has a more noticeable effect, up until a saturating width.

initializations and training. To be more explicit below, we will use the notation ℓ(f(x)) to
indicate the test loss for a single network evaluated at single test point.

Theorem 1. Let ℓ(f), f and F be Lipschitz with constants KL, Kf , and KF and ℓ(F) =

0. Further let D be a training dataset of size D sampled i.i.d from Md and let f(x) =

F(x), ∀x ∈ D then L(D) = O
(
KLmax(Kf ,KF )D

−1/d
)
.

Proof. Consider a network trained on a particular draw of the training data. For each
training point, x, let x̂ denote the neighboring training data point. Then by the above
Lipschitz assumptions and the vanishing of the loss on the true target, we have ℓ(f(x)) ≤
KL |f(x)−F(x)| ≤ KL (Kf +KF ) |x− x̂|. With this, the average test loss is bounded as

L(D) ≤ KL (Kf +KF )ED,x [|x− x̂|] = O
(
KLmax(Kf ,KF )D

−1/d
)
. (B.3.1)

In the last equality, we used the above mentioned scaling of nearest neighbor distances.

Theorem 2. Let ℓ(f), f and F be Lipschitz with constants KL, Kf , and KF . Further let
f(x) = F(x) for P points sampled i.i.d from Md then L(P ) = O

(
KLmax(Kf ,KF )P

−1/d
)
.

Proof. Denote by P the P points, z, for which f(z) = F(z). For each test point x let x̂
denote the closest point in P, x̂ = argminP (|x− z|). Adopting this notation, the result
follows by the same argument as Theorem 1.

B.4 Random feature models

Here we present random feature models in more detail. We begin by reviewing exact
expressions for the loss. We then go onto derive its asymptotic properties. We again
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consider training a model f(x) =
∑P

µ=1 θµfµ(x), where fµ are drawn from some larger pool
of features, {FM}, fµ(x) =

∑S
M=1 PµMFM (x).

Note, if {FM (x)} form a complete set of functions over the data distribution, than
any target function, y(x), can be expressed as y =

∑S
M=1 ωMFM (x). The extra constraint

in a teacher-student model is specifying the distribution of the ωM . The variance-limited
scaling goes through with or without the teacher-student assumption, however it is crucial
for analysing the variance-limited behavior.

As in Section 3.2.3 we consider models with weights initialized to zero and trained to
convergence with mean squared error loss.

Ltrain =
1

2D

D∑
a=1

(f(xa)− ya)
2 . (B.4.1)

The data and feature second moments play a central role in our analysis. We introduce the
notation,

C = Ex
[
F (x)F T (x)

]
, C̄ =

1

D

D∑
a=1

F (xa)F
T (xa) , C = PCPT , C̄ = PC̄PT .

K(x, x′) =
1

S
F T (x)F (x′) , K̄ = K

∣∣∣
Dtrain

, K(x, x′) =
1

P
fT (x)f(x′) , K̄ = K

∣∣∣
Dtrain

.

(B.4.2)

Here the script notation indicates the full feature space while the block letters are re-
stricted to the student features. The bar represents restriction to the training dataset.
We will also indicate kernels with one index in the training set as K⃗(x) := K(x, xa=1...D)

and K⃗(x) := K(x, xa=1...D). After this notation spree, the test loss can be written for
under-parameterized models, P ≤ D as

L(D,P ) =
1

2S
ED
[
Tr
(
C + C̄PT C̄−1CC̄−1PC̄ − 2C̄PT C̄−1PC

)]
. (B.4.3)

and for over-parameterized models (at the unique minimum found by GD, SGD, or projected
Newton’s method),

L(D,P ) =
1

2
Ex,D

[
K(x, x) + K⃗(x)T K̄−1K̄K̄−1K⃗(x)− 2K⃗(x)T K̄−1K⃗(x)

]
. (B.4.4)

Here the expectation ED [•] is an expectation with respect to iid draws of a dataset of
size D from the input distribution, while Ex [•] is an ordinary expectation over the input
distribution. Note, expression (B.4.3) is also valid for over-parameterized models and (B.4.4)
is valid for under-parameterized models if the inverses are replaces with the Moore-Penrose
pseudo-inverse. Also note, the two expressions can be related by echanging the projections
onto finite features with the projection onto the training dataset and the sums of teacher
features with the expectation over the data manifold. This realizes the duality between
dataset and features discussed above.
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B.4.1 Asymptotic expressions

We are interested in (B.4.3) and (B.4.4) in the limits of large P and D.

Variance-limited scaling We begin with the under-parameterized case. In the limit of
lots of data the sample estimate of the feature feature second moment matrix, C̄, approaches
the true second moment matrix, C. Explicitly, if we define the difference, δC by C̄ = C + δC.
We have

ED [δC] = 0

ED [δCM1N1δCM2N2 ] =
1

D
(Ex [FM1(x)FN1(x)FM2(x)FN2(x)]− CM1N1CM2N2)

ED [δCM1N1 · · · δCMnNn ] = O
(
D−2

)
∀n > 2 .

(B.4.5)

The key takeaway from (B.4.5) is that the dependence on D is manifest.

Using these expressions in (B.4.3) yields.

L(D,P ) =
1

2S
Tr
(
C − CPTC−1PC

)
+

1

2DS

P∑
M1,2N1,2=1

TM1N1M2N2

[
δM1M2

(
PTC−1P

)
N1N2

+ (C−1PC2PTC−1)M1M2C
−1
N1N2

−2
(
CPTC−1P

)
M1M2

(
PTC−1P

)
N1N2

]
+O

(
D−2

)
.

(B.4.6)

Here we have introduced the notation, TM1N1M2N2 = Ex [FM1(x)FN1(x)FM2(x)FN2(x)].

As above, defining

L(P ) := lim
D→∞

L(D,P ) =
1

2S
Tr
(
C − CPTC−1PC

)
. (B.4.7)

we see that though L(D,P ) − L(P ) is a somewhat cumbersome quantity to compute, in-
volving the average of a quartic tensor over the data distribution, its dependence on D is
simple.

For the over-parameterized case, we can similarly expand (B.4.4) using K = K + δK.
With fluctuations satisfying,

EP [δK] = 0

EP [δKa1b1δKa2b2 ] =
1

P
(EP [fµ(xa1)fµ(xb1)fµ(xa2)fµ(xb2)]−Ka1b1Ka2b2)

EP [δKa1a1 · · · δKanan ] = O
(
P−2

)
∀n > 2 .

(B.4.8)

This gives the expansion

L(D,P ) =
1

2
Ex,D

[
K(x, x)− K⃗(x)T K̄−1K⃗(x)

]
+O(P−1) , (B.4.9)
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and

L(D) =
1

2
Ex,D

[
K(x, x)− K⃗(x)T K̄−1K⃗(x)

]
. (B.4.10)

Resolution-limited scaling We now move onto studying the parameter scaling of L(P )
and dataset scaling of L(D). We explicitly analyse the dataset scaling of L(D), with the
parameter scaling following via the dataset parameter duality.

Much work has been devoted to evaluating the expression, (B.4.10) [158, 104, 143]. One
approach is to use the replica trick – a tool originating in the study of disordered systems
which computes the expectation of a logarithm of a random variable via simpler moment
contributions and analyticity assumption [124]. The replica trick has a long history as a
technique to study the generalization properties of kernel methods [142, 106, 105, 151, 32,
54, 17]. We will most closely follow the work of [23] who use the replica method to derive
an expression for the test loss of linear feature models in terms of the eigenvalues of the
kernel C and ω̄, the coefficient vector of the target labels in terms of the model features.

L(D) =
κ2

1− γ

∑
i

λiω̄
2
i

(κ+Dλi)
2 ,

κ =
∑
i

κλi
κ+Dλi

, γ =
∑
i

Dλ2i
(κ+Dλi)

2 .

(B.4.11)

This is the ridge-less, noise-free limit of equation (4) of [23]. Here we analyze the asymptotic
behavior of these expressions for eigenvalues satisfying a power-law decay, λi = i−(1+αK)

and for targets coming from a teacher-student setup, w ∼ N (0, 1/S).

To begin, we note that for teacher-student models in the limit of many features, the
overlap coefficients ω̄ are equal to the teacher weights, up to a rotation ω̄i = OiMwM . As
we are choosing an isotropic Gaussian initialization, we are insensitive to this rotation and,
in particular, Ew

[
ω̄2
i

]
= 1/S. See Figure B.8 for empirical support of the average constancy

of ω̄i for the teacher-student setting and contrast with realistic labels.

With this simplification, we now compute the asymptotic scaling of (B.4.11) by approx-
imating the sums with integrals and expanding the resulting expressions in large D. We
use the identities:

∫ ∞

1
dx

x−n(1+α)(
κ+Dx−(1+α)

)m = κ−m
Γ
(
n− 1

1+α

)
(1 + α)Γ

(
n+ α

1+α

)2F1

(
m,n− 1

1 + α
, n+

α

1 + α
,
−D
κ

)
2F1 (a, b, c,−y) ∝ y−a + By−b + . . . ,

(B.4.12)

Here 2F1 is the hypergeometric function and the second line gives its asymptotic form at
large y. B is a constant which does not effect the asymptotic scaling.
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Figure B.6: Duality between dataset size vs feature number in pretrained fea-
tures Using pretrained embedding features of EfficientNet-B5 [148] for different levels of
regularization, we see that loss as function of dataset size or loss as a function of the feature
dimension track each other both for small regularization (left) and for tuned regularization
(right). Note that regularization strength with trained-feature kernels can be mapped to
inverse training time [6, 93]. Thus (left) corresponds to long training time and exhibits
double descent behavior, while (right) corresponds to optimal early stopping.

Using these relations yields

κ ∝ D−αK , γ ∝ D0, and L(D) ∝ D−αK , (B.4.13)

as promised. Here we have dropped sub-leading terms at large D. Scaling behavior for
parameter scaling L(P ) follow via the dataset parameter duality.

B.4.2 Duality beyond asymptotics

Expressions (B.4.3) and (B.4.4) are related by changing projections onto finite feature set,
and finite dataset even without taking any asymptotic limits. We thus expect the depen-
dence of test loss on parameter count and dataset size to be related quite generally in linear
feature models. See Section B.5 for further details.

B.5 Learned Features

In this section, we consider linear models with features coming from pretrained neural
networks. Such features are useful for transfer learning applications (e.g. [86, 85]). In Fig-
ures B.6 and B.7, we take pretrained embedding features from an EfficientNet-B5 model [148]
using TF hub1. The EfficientNet model is pretrained using the ImageNet dataset with input
image size of (456, 456). To extract features for the (32, 32) CIFAR-10 images, we use bilin-
ear resizing. We then train a linear classifier on top of the penultimate pretrained features.

1https://www.tensorflow.org/hub
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Figure B.7: Four scaling regimes exhibited by pretrained embedding features
Using pretrained embedding features of EfficientNet-B5 [148] for fixed low regularization
(left) and tuned regularization (right), we can identify four regimes of scaling using real
CIFAR-10 labels.

To explore the effect feature size, P , and dataset size D, we randomly subset the feature
dimension and training dataset size and average over 5 random seeds. Prediction on test
points are obtained as a kernel ridge regression problem with linear kernel. We note that
the regularization ridge parameter can be mapped to an inverse early-stopping time [6, 93]
of a corresponding ridgeless model trained via gradient descent. Inference with low regu-
larization parameter denotes training for long time while tuned regularization parameter is
equivalent to optimal early stopping.

In Figure B.7 we see evidence of all four scaling regimes for low regularization (left four)
and optimal regularization (right four). We speculate that the deviation from the predicted
variance-limited exponent αP = αD = 1 for the case of fixed low regularization (late time)
is possibly due to the double descent resonance at D = P which interferes with the power
law fit.

In Figure B.6, we observe the duality between dataset size D (solid) and feature size
P (dashed) – the loss as a function of the number of features is identical to the loss as
function of dataset size for both the optimal loss (tuned regularization) or late time loss
(low regularization).

In Figure B.8, we also compare properties of random features (using the infinite-width
limit) and learned features from trained WRN 28-10 models. We note that teacher-student
models, where the feature class matches the target function and ordinary, fully trained
models on real data (Figure 3.1), have significantly larger exponents than models with fixed
features and realistic targets.

The measured ω̄i – the coefficient of the task labels under the i-th feature (B.4.11)
are approximately constant as function of index i for all teacher-student settings. However
for real targets, ω̄i are only constant for the well-performing Myrtle-10 and WRN trained
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features (last two columns).
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Figure B.8: Loss on the teacher targets scale better than real targets for both
untrained and trained features The first three columns are infinite width kernels while
the last column is a kernel built out of features from the penultimate layer of pretrained
WRN 28-10 models on CIFAR-10. The first row is the loss as a function of dataset size
D for teacher-student targets vs real targets. The observed dataset scaling exponent is
denoted in the legend. The second row is the normalized partial sum of kernel eigenvalues.
The partial sum’s scaling exponent is measured to capture the effect of the finite dataset
size when empirical αK is close to zero. The third row shows ω̄i for teacher-student and
real target compared against the kernel eigenvalue decay. We see the teacher-student ω̄i are
approximately constant.
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Layer Width
CNN window (3, 3) 50

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
CNN window (3, 3) 100

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
CNN window (3, 3) 100

Dense 64
Dense 10

Layer Width
CNN window (3, 3) 50

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
CNN window (3,3) 100

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
CNN window (3, 3) 200

Dense 256
Dense 100

Layer Width
CNN window (3, 3) 64

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
CNN window (3, 3) 64

2D Max Pooling (2, 2)
Dense 128
Dense 10

Table B.1:: CNN architectures for CIFAR10, MNIST, Fashion MNIST (left), CIFAR100 (center)
and SVHN (right)
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Appendix to Chapter 4

C.1 Bulk Primary Conditions as Mirage Translations

Bulk operators must leave an imprint in boundary correlators representing their conserved
charges and energies. This imprint manifests as singularities in correlators involving con-
served currents J(z) (see section 4.2.3) or the stress tensor T (z). In this section we develop
some formalism for displacing the singularities associated with local charge or energy in a
CFT2. This will allow us to alter the ‘gravitational dressing’ of bulk operators. We will
also identify an alternative explanation for the bulk primary condition [8]. In appendix
C.1.2 we provide a review of the singularity structure of T (z) correlators with CFT primary
operators as derived from the bulk.

C.1.1 Mirage Translations

In a translation-invariant theory such as a CFT, we use the momentum generator Pµ to
move local operators around. In a CFT2 this means that

O(z, z̄) = ezL−1+z̄L̄−1O(0)e−zL−1−z̄L̄−1 (C.1.1)

since L−1, L̄−1 are the holomorphic and anti-holomorphic momentum generators.

Now let us assume that the CFT has a holomorphic U(1) current J(z). Correlators
with the current such as

⟨J(z1)O†(z, z̄)O(0)⟩ = q
z

(z − z1)z1

1

z2hz̄2h̄
(C.1.2)

have singularities in z1 when J collides with charged operators, which indicate the presence
of charge localized at 0 and z. We will pose the following question: can we find an operator
that moves local charge without moving the associated primary operators? Or equivalently,
can we move the primary operators while leaving its charge in place?
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We can sharpen these questions into precise criteria for correlators. We would like to
find a modified translation operator Gh,q(zf ) that can appear in correlators as1

⟨O†(z)J(zk) · · · J(z1) [Gh,q(zf )O(0)]⟩ (C.1.3)

We wish to choose Gh,q so that O†(z, z̄) only has an OPE singularity with [Gh,q(zf )O(0)]

when z−zf vanish, but the currents J(zj) have OPE singularities with [Gh,q(zf )O(0)] when
zj → 0. So the non-local object [Gh,qO] behaves like a mirage, present at both 0 and zf .

Conventional translation operators automatically satisfy the first condition. They also
satisfy the second condition when the charge of O is q = 0, suggesting that Gh,0(zf , 0) =
ezfL−1 . So let us modify the translation generator and define

Gh,q(zf ) =

∞∑
n=0

znf
n!

J−n (C.1.4)

where we have J−n = Ln−1+O(q), so that J−n implicitly depends on h and q. Our criterion
require an OPE

J(z1) [Gh,q(zf )O(0)] =
q

z1
[Gh,q(zf , 0)O(0)] + · · · (C.1.5)

where the ellipsis denotes finite terms, so that we are demanding that the only singularity
is a simple pole at z1 = 0. This condition will automatically be satisfied if

[Jm,J−nO(0)] = 0 for all m ≥ 1 (C.1.6)

and for any n. These conditions uniquely determine J−n up to an overall factor. These
overall factors will be fixed as in equation (C.1.4) by the requirement that Gh,q(zf ) acts on
O as a conventional translation in its two-point function with O†.

We can repeat this exercise and replace charge with energy-momentum, and J(z) with
the CFT2 energy-momentum tensor T (z). In that case, we could write

Gh(zf ) =
∞∑
n=0

znf
n!

L−n (C.1.7)

where L−n implicitly depends on the dimension h of the primary O to which we are applying
Gh.

We must have L−1 = L−1 simply because there are no other level-one combinations of
Virasoro generators. This means that the OPE T (z1) [Gh(zf )O(0)] necessarily contains a
third-order pole 1

z31
, but it needn’t have any higher order singularities. The absence of any

further singularities at z1 → 0 or anywhere else in the complex plane implies that the L−n
must satisfy the bulk primary conditions

[Lm,L−nO(0)] = 0 for all m ≥ 2, (C.1.8)

1We are implicitly assuming we can separate zi and wj from 0 and zf and perform radial quantization
about the non-local object [Gh,qO].
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which were previously discovered in the context of bulk reconstruction. Here we see them
appearing in the answer to a question concerning the CFT alone.

C.1.2 Singularity Structure of ⟨T (z)⟩ from Einstein’s Equations

In this section, we generalize the discussion of section 4.2.3 to gravity, showing how Ein-
stein’s equations in the presence of a massive source on the boundary dictate the singularity
structure of correlators with the CFT stress tensor. This is elementary, as in essence it
amounts to Gauss’s law for AdS3 gravity [11]. But we review the argument to emphasize
the connection between gravitational dressing and singularities.

We wish to establish that the OPE of a scalar primary with the CFT stress tensor
has 1

z2
singularity by using the bulk equations of motion. A scalar primary inserted at the

origin will create a scalar particle propagating in the bulk. We assume that the particle is
sufficiently heavy to model its wavefunction with a worldline.

In global AdS3 with metric ds2 =
(
r2 + 1

)
dt2E+

1
r2+1

dr2+r2dθ2, the only non-vanishing
component of the bulk energy-momentum tensor of this particle is

T ttB =
m

2πr
δ(r), (C.1.9)

where we denote the bulk energy-momentum tensor with a subscript “B” to avoid confu-
sion (T, T̄ will still be the boundary bulk energy-momentum tensor). We are interested in
describing the above particle in Poincare patch ds2 = dy2+dzdz̄

y2
. The coordinate maps that

connect these two metrics are

y =
etE√
r2 + 1

, z =
retE+iθ

√
r2 + 1

, z̄ =
retE−iθ
√
r2 + 1

. (C.1.10)

The trajectory of the particle, which is simply r = 0 in the global coordinates, is corre-
sponding to (y, z, z̄) = (etE , 0, 0). Since we want to study the singularity of the boundary
stress tensor T (z) as it approaches the source, we need to localize to a small neighborhood
around r = 0, that is, we’ll take the limit z, z̄ → 0 in the following calculations. The
full backreacted metric will take the form of equation (4.3.2), where here we will interpret
T and T̄ as components of a classical gravitational field. The delta function in the bulk
energy-momentum tensor (C.1.9) can be transformed to the Poincare patch via

1

2πr
δ(r) → 1

y
√
|g|
δ2(z, z̄) (C.1.11)

where the Jacobian accounts for y = et at r = 0. Thus, the covariant bulk energy-momentum
tensor in Poincare patch will be given by

TµνB = m
vµvν

vαvβgαβ

1

y
√
|g|
δ2(z, z̄) (C.1.12)
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where the velocity of the particle following a geodesic is vµ = (ẏ, ż, ˙̄z) = (y, z, z̄) with
constant r and θ. We’ll assume T (z) to be more singular than 1

z and similarly for T̄ (z̄).
In the small z, z̄ limit, we have

√
|g| ≈ 18yT T̄

c2
and vαvβgαβ ≈ 36y2zz̄T T̄

c2
. The resulting

simplified form of the stress tensor is

TµνB ≈ mc4vµvν

648y4zz̄T 2T̄ 2
δ2(z, z̄) (C.1.13)

We apply the same limit to the LHS of Einstein equation to find the yz̄ component to be

Gyz̄ − gyz̄ ≈ c3∂z̄T

54y3T 2T̄ 2
. (C.1.14)

So the yz̄ component of the Einstein’s equation Gµν − gµν = 8πGNT
µν
B is

∂z̄T =
πm

z
δ2 (z, z̄) , (C.1.15)

where we’ve used GN = 3
2c . So we find

T (z) =
m

2z2
, (C.1.16)

where we’ve used ∂z̄
1
z = πδ2 (z, z̄). Similarly, from the yz component of the Einstein’s

equation, we can get T̄ (z̄) = m
2z̄2

. Other components of the Einstein’s equation are trivially
satisfied once we substitute these solutions for T (z) and T̄ (z̄).

So in the large mass approximation m ≈ 2h we can conclude that T = h
z2

in the
presence of a source localized at the origin. Bulk fields must be leave a similar imprint on
the boundary T correlators.

C.2 Solving the Charged Bulk Primary Conditions

In this appendix we solve the charged bulk primary conditions for the operators J−n, first
exactly for the first few n in appendix C.2.1, and then in appendix C.2.2, we study the large
k limit and obtain all the terms at order 1/k in J−n for all n.

C.2.1 Exact Solutions

We’ll expand the bulk charged field as

ϕ (y, z, z̄) =
∞∑
n=0

y2h+2nλnJ−nL̄
n
−1O (z, z̄) , with λn ≡ (−1)n

n! (2h)n
(C.2.1)

where we’ve factored out λn in ϕ for later convenience. Now our task is to solve for J−ns,
which satisfies the following two conditions

JmJ−nO = 0, for m ≥ 1,
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Ln1J−nO = n! (2h)nO, (C.2.2)

where the first one is simply the bulk-primary condition (4.2.16), and the second one just is
to ensure that ϕ has the correct bulk-boundary propagator with O(w, w̄), i.e. ⟨ϕ(y, z, z̄)O(w, w̄)⟩ =(

y
y2+(z−w)(z̄−w̄)

)2h
. One can also understand the second one as giving a normalization con-

dition for J−n. It can be shown that the above two conditions uniquely fix J−n.

At each level n, we simply write J−nO as a sum over all possible level n descendant
operators with unknown coefficients, and use the above equations to fix the coefficients.
There will be equal number of unknown coefficients and independent equations at each
level n. The solutions for n up to 4 are given by

J−1 =
1

1− q2

2hk

(
L−1 −

q

k
J−1

)
,

J−2 =
1

1− 4h+1
2h(2h+1)

q2

k + 1
2h(2h+1)

q4

k2

(
L2
−1 −

q

k
(J−2 + 2J−1L−1) +

q2

k2
J2
−1

)
, (C.2.3)

J3 =
1

1− 6h2+6h+1
2h(h+1)(2h+1)

q2

k + 3
4h(h+1)

q4

k2
− 1

4h(h+1)(2h+1)
q6

k3

×
(
L3
−1 −

q

k

(
2J−3 + 3J−2L−1 + 3J−1L

2
−1

)
+

3q2

k2
(J−2J−1 + J−1J−1L−1)−

q3

k3
J3
−1

)
,

and

J−4 =
1

1− (16h3+36h2+22h+3)q2

2h(2h+3)(2h2+3h+1)k
+ (24h2+36h+11)q4

4h(2h+3)(2h2+3h+1)k2
− (4h+3)q6

2h(2h+3)(2h2+3h+1)k3
+ q8

4h(2h+3)(2h2+3h+1)k4

×
[
L4
−1 −

q

k

(
6J−4 + 8J−3L−1 + 6J−2L

2
−1 + 4J−1L

3
−1

)
+
q2

k2
(
8J−3J−1 + 3J−2J−2 + 12J−2J−1L−1 + 6J2

−1L
2
−1

)
−6q3

k3
(
6J−2J

2
−1 + 4J3

−1L−1

)
+
q4

k4
J4
−1

]
.

In principle, one can continue this calculation up to arbitrarily large n. However, as n
increase, the number of descendant operators at level n will increase very fast and the
calculation becomes very complicated.

One useful way of organizing the terms in J−nO is to separate the contribution of the
global descendants of O from that of quasi-primary operators and their global descendants,
i.e.

J−nO = Ln−1O + quasi-primaries plus their global descendants. (C.2.4)

For example, we can rewrite J−1O as

J−1O = L−1O +
q2

2hk − q2

(
L−1 −

2h

q
J−1

)
O (C.2.5)
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where
(
L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O is a quasi-primary operator since it satisfies L1

(
L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O =

0.

Actually, we can be more precise about the statement (C.2.4). Similar to the case of
gravity considered in section 3.2.2 of [8], one can show that J−nO can be written as

J−nO = Ln−1O + n! (2h)n

n∑
j=0

∑
i

Ln−j−1 O(i)
h+j∣∣∣Ln−j−1 O(i)
h+j

∣∣∣2 (C.2.6)

where the O(i)
h+j represent the ith quasi-primary at level j (so they satisfy L1O(i)

h+j = 0) and
we’ve assumed that the quasi-primaries are orthogonal to each other. The denominator in
each term is the norm of the corresponding operator. The simplest example of the above
expression is given by J−1O in (C.2.5), which can be written as

J−1O = L−1 + 2h

(
L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O∣∣∣(L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O
∣∣∣2 (C.2.7)

where we’ve used the fact that
∣∣∣(L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O
∣∣∣2 = 2h(2hk−q2)

q2
.

Note that the quasi-primaries O(i)
h+j must include at least one J generator in them (like

the J−1 in
(
L−1 − 2h

q J−1

)
O), so their norms must be at least order k in the large k limit.

This means that in the large k limit, we have

lim
k→∞

J−n = Ln−1,

as expected.

The decomposition of J−nO in (C.2.4) is useful is because we can make use of this fact
when computing some correlation function. For example, since the two-point functions of
O† with quasi-primaries vanish, the terms that will contribute to

〈
ϕO†〉 are those global

descendants terms Ln−1O. Therefore, we have

⟨ϕ (y, z, z̄)O (z1, z̄1)⟩ =
∞∑
n=0

y2h+2nλn

〈
Ln−1L̄

n
−1O (z, z̄)O† (z1, z̄1)

〉
=

(
y

y2 + (z − z1) (z̄ − z̄1)

)2h

(C.2.8)

C.2.2 Large k Expansion

In this section, we are going to solve the charged bulk primary conditions to next to leading
order of the large k limit. We can assume the ansatz for J−nO up to this order to be

J−n =

(
1 +

a
(n)
0

k

)
Ln−1 +

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i

k
J−iL

n−i
−1 +O

(
1

k2

)
(C.2.9)
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where O
(

1
k2

)
includes all the higher oder terms. For the exact J−nO, we have JmJ−nO = 0

for m ≥ 1. This means that we must have

Jm

[(
1 +

a
(n)
0

k

)
Ln−1 +

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i

k
J−iL

n−i
−1

]
O = O

(
1

k

)
, (C.2.10)

since Jm acting on some of the order 1
k2

terms may give order 1
k result. So the leading order

contribution to the LHS of the above equation should vanish,

Jm

((
1 +

a
(n)
0

k

)
Ln−1O +

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i

k
J−iL

n−i
−1

)
O ≈

(
n

m

)
m!qLn−m−1 +ma(n)m Ln−m−1 O = 0

(C.2.11)

where we discarded the order 1
k terms on the RHS of the approximation symbol and we’ve

assumed 1 ≤ m ≤ n in the above equation. Solving the equation on the RHS for a(n)m , we
get

a(n)m = − n!

(n−m)!m
q (C.2.12)

Now using the condition that Ln1J−nO = n! (2h)nO, we can solve for a(n)0 . We have

Ln1J−nO =

[(
1 +

a
(n)
0

k

)
n! (2h)n +

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i

k
i!

(
n

i

)
(n− i)! (2h)n−i

]
O +O

(
1

k2

)
.

(C.2.13)

Requiring the RHS to be equal to n! (2h)nO up to order 1
k2

, we get

a
(n)
0 = − 1

(2h)n

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i (2h)n−i = −q(ψ(0)(1− 2h)− ψ(0)(−2h− n+ 1)) (C.2.14)

where ψ(0) is the digamma function.

In summary, the order 1
k terms in J−n are given by (C.2.9) with a

(n)
i and a

(n)
0 given

by (C.2.12) and (C.2.14), respectively. In appendix C.3.1, we are going to use this result to
compute the 1

k correction to the bulk propagator
〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉
.

C.3 Bulk Correlation Functions in U(1) Chern-Simons Theory

In this appendix we first compute the 1/k corrections to the bulk propagator
〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉

using
CFT techniques (i.e., using the result we obtained in last section for the 1/k corrections in
ϕ). Then in appendix C.3.2, we compute ⟨ϕO†J⟩ and ⟨ϕ†ϕ⟩ using Witten diagrams, and
get exactly the same results as the CFT calculations. These calculations provide a non-
trivial check of our definition of a bulk charged scalar field using the bulk primary condition
(4.2.16).
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C.3.1 CFT Calculation of ⟨ϕ†ϕ⟩

We can compute
〈
ϕ† (y1, z1, z̄1)ϕ (y2, z̄2, z̄2)

〉
, where ϕ† is ϕ with q → −q, using the result

we obtained in last section for the 1/k correction terms in ϕ. Up to order 1
k , ϕ is given by

ϕ (y, z, z̄) = y2h
∞∑
n=0

y2nλnJ−nL̄
n
−1O (z, z̄) , λn =

(−1)n

n! (2h)n
(C.3.1)

with

J−n =

(
1 +

a
(n)
0

k

)
Ln−1 +

n∑
i=1

a
(n)
i

k
J−iL

n−i
−1 +O

(
1

k2

)
. (C.3.2)

and a
(n)
i = −q n!

(n−i)!i and a
(n)
0 = −q(ψ(0)(1 − 2h) − ψ(0)(−2h − n + 1)), as computed in

appendix C.2.2. We can compute ⟨ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)ϕ (y2, z̄2, z̄2)⟩ by directly inserting the above
expansion of ϕ into

〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉

and summing over all the contributions. So up to order 1
k , we

have〈
ϕ† (y1, z1, z̄1)ϕ (y2, z̄2, z̄2)

〉
=(y1y2)

2h
∞∑

n1,n2=0

y2n1
1 y2n2

2 λn1λn2 (A+ B + C +D) (C.3.3)

with

A ≡

(
1 +

a
(n1)
0 + a

(n2)
0

k

)〈
Ln1
−1L̄

n1
−1O

† (z1, z̄1)L
n2
−1L̄

n2
−1O (z2, z̄2)

〉
, (C.3.4)

B ≡
n2∑
i2=1

a
(n2)
i2

k

〈
Ln1
−1L̄

n1
−1O

† (z1, z̄1) J−i2L
n2−i2
−1 L̄n2

−1O (z2, z̄2)
〉
, (C.3.5)

C ≡
n1∑
i1=1

a
(n1)
i1

k

〈
J−i1L

n1−i1
−1 L̄n1

−1O
† (z1, z̄1)L

n2
−1L̄

n2
−1O (z2, z̄2)

〉
, (C.3.6)

D ≡
n1∑
i1=1

n2∑
i2=1

a
(n1)
i1

a
(n1)
i2

k2

〈
J−i1L

n1−i1
−1 L̄n1

−1O
† (z1, z̄1) J−i2L

n2−i2
−1 L̄n2

−1O (z2, z̄2)
〉
. (C.3.7)

where we’ve only kept the terms that may contribute to order 1
k .

The 1
k term in A will cancel the 1

k terms in B and C2, so the sum of A+ B + C will be

A+ B + C =
〈
Ln1
−1L̄

n1
−1O

† (z1, z̄1)L
n2
−1L̄

n2
−1O (z2, z̄2)

〉
. (C.3.9)

2This can be checked by direct calculation. On the other hand, we can also see that this must be true by
separating ϕ into two parts: ϕ = ϕ0 + ϕq-p, where ϕ0 is the free-field

ϕ0 = y2h
∞∑

n=0

y2nλnL
n
−1L̄

n
−1O (C.3.8)

and ϕq-p includes the contributions from quasi-primaries and their global descendants. We can do this
separation because of the property of J−n in (4.2.18). The point here is that ⟨ϕ0ϕq-p⟩ must be zero, since
the two-point function O with a quasi-primary is zero and this is also true for the two-points of their global
descendants. So the 1/k corrections can only come from ⟨ϕ†

q-pϕq-p⟩, that is, the terms in D of (C.3.7).
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Since L−1 and L̄−1 are simply derivatives ∂z and ∂z̄, this is simply computed to be

A+ B + C =
[(2h)n1+n2 ]

2

z2h+n1+n2
12 z̄2h+n1+n2

12

. (C.3.10)

The sum of this term in equation (C.3.3) will give the free field limit of ⟨ϕϕ⟩, which is

⟨ϕ0ϕ0⟩ =
ρh

1− ρ
, with ρ =

(
ξ

1 +
√
1− ξ2

)2

, ξ =
2y1y2

y21 + y22 + z12z̄12
(C.3.11)

where ϕ0 is given in (C.3.8).

Now the only term left to compute is D. The anti-holomorphic part can be computed
simply, and we have〈

J−i1L
n1−i1
−1 L̄n1

−1O
† (z1, z̄1) J−i2L

n2−i2
−1 L̄n2

−1O (z2, z̄2)
〉

(C.3.12)

=
(2h)n1+n2

(−1)n1

z̄2h+n1+n2
12

〈
J−i1L

n1−i1
−1 O (z1) J−i2L

n2−i2
−1 O (z2)

〉
Since we only care about the order 1

k terms in D, we only need to compute the order k term
in the two-point function on the RHS of the above equation, which is〈

J−i1L
n1−i1
−1 O (z1) J−i2L

n2−i2
−1 O (z2)

〉
(C.3.13)

=
1

2πi

∮
z1

dz (z − z1)
−i1 1

(z − z2)
i2+1

〈
Ln1−i1
−1 O (z1) Ji2J−i2L

n2−i2
−1 O (z2)

〉
+ ...

=
1

2πi

∮
z1

dz
i2k

(z − z1)
i1 (z − z2)

i2+1

〈
Ln1−i1
−1 O (z1)L

n2−i2
−1 O (z2)

〉
+ ...

=k
(−1)n1−1 (2h)n1−i1+n2−i2

z2h+n1+n2
12

(i2)i1
(i1 − 1)!

+ ...

where we’ve only kept the leading order terms.
Putting everything together, we have〈

ϕ†ϕ
〉
= ⟨ϕ0ϕ0⟩ −

q2

k
(X1X2)

h (C.3.14)

×
∞∑

n1,n2=0

(−1)n1+n2 (2h)n1+n2

(2h)n1
(2h)n2

(
n1∑

i1=1

n2∑
i2=1

(2h)n1+n2−i1−i2
(i2)i1

(n1 − i1)! (n2 − i2)! (i1 − 1)!i1i2

)
Xn1

1 Xn2
2 +O

(
1

k2

)

where we’ve defined X1 ≡
y21

z12z̄12
, X2 ≡

y22
z12z̄12

. Mathematica is not able to perform the above
sums, but it can be checked that the following expression〈

ϕ†ϕ
〉
=

ρh

1− ρ

[
1− q2

k

(
ρ2 2F1(1, 2h+ 1; 2(h+ 1); ρ)

2h+ 1
+

ρ

2h
− log(1− ρ)

)]
+O

(
1

k2

)
(C.3.15)

gives the same expansion when expanded in small X1 and X2 . In appendix C.3.2, we’ll
show that the above expression is the result of the bulk Witten diagram calculation. Thus
this provides a non-trivial check of our definition of a bulk charged proto-field in U (1)

Chern-Simons theory.
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C.3.2 Bulk Witten Diagram Calculation for
〈
JO†ϕ

〉
and ⟨ϕ†ϕ⟩

In this section, we are going to compute
〈
JO†ϕ

〉
and ⟨ϕ†ϕ⟩ using Witten diagrams. The

calculations here will be very similar to that of ⟨TOϕ⟩ in [8] and that of ⟨ϕϕ⟩ in [27],
except that the ⟨AzAz⟩ two-point function and the bulk three-point vertex are different,
but actually simpler.

The action of the U (1) Chern-Simons theory in Poincare AdS3 is given by

I =

∫
d3x

k

4π
ϵµνλAµ∂νAλ +

√
|g|
(
∇µϕ (∇µϕ)† +m2ϕϕ†

)
(C.3.16)

with ∇µϕ = (∂µ + iqAµ)ϕ and (∇µϕ)
† = (∂µ − iqAµ)ϕ

†. The Poincare AdS3 metric and
its inverse are

gµν =


1
y2

0 0

0 0 1
2y2

0 1
2y2

0

 , gµν =

 y2 0 0

0 0 2y2

0 2y2 0

 (C.3.17)

in the coordinate system (y, z, z̄). From the Chern-Simons action (C.3.16), we can see that
the photon two point function is given by

H (Y1, Y2) ≡ ⟨Az (y1, z1, z̄1)Az (y2, z2, z̄2)⟩ =
1

k (z1 − z2)
2 . (C.3.18)

Here and in some other parts of this paper, we’ll use X or Y to denote (y, z, z̄) for conve-
nience. The scalar two point function is just the usual bulk-bulk propagator as in (C.3.11)

G (Y1, Y2) ≡
〈
ϕ† (y1, z1, z̄1)ϕ (y2, z2, z̄2)

〉
=

ρh

1− ρ
, (C.3.19)

with m2 = 4h (h− 1). The photon-scalar-scalar three point vertex is given by

iqgµνAµ

(
ϕ∂µϕ

† − ϕ†∂µϕ
)
. (C.3.20)

And since we’ll only be interested in the z component of Az, the above vertex becomes

i2qy2Az

(
ϕ∂z̄ϕ

† − ϕ†∂z̄ϕ
)

(C.3.21)

where we’ve used gz̄z = 2y2. We’ll assume3 that we are free to perform an integration by
parts, so that the above vertex can be written as −4iqy2Azϕ

†∂z̄ϕ.

We’ll also need to bulk-boundary propagator for the charged scalar field and the photon
field. These are given by

K (Y1, (z2, z̄2)) ≡
〈
ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O† (z2, z̄2)

〉
=

(
y1

y21 + (z1 − z2) (z̄1 − z̄2)
2

)2h

(C.3.22)

3There may be some subtleties about this, which we explain in the calculation of ⟨ϕOJ⟩ in next subsection.
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and
⟨Az (Y1) J (z2)⟩ =

1

(z1 − z2)
2 , (C.3.23)

where we’ve used the fact that J(z) = Az
k .

Witten Diagram Calculation for
〈
JO†ϕ

〉
The Witten diagram for

〈
JO†ϕ

〉
is given by figure C.1. We’ll use the saddle point approx-

imation to evaluate this diagram. The idea is that instead of integrating the bulk vertex
point over AdS3, we only integrate along the geodesic connecting ϕ and O†. In appendix
D.4 of [8], we showed that the saddle point approximation for ⟨ϕOT ⟩ actually gives the
exact result. We expect the same thing to happen here.
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Figure C.1: Witten diagram for ⟨JO†ϕ⟩

The bulk-boundary three-point function
〈
J (z1)O† (z2, z̄2)ϕ (X1)

〉
(with X1 = (y, 0, 0))

is computed as usual by〈
JO†ϕ

〉
=

∫
AdS3

√
gd3X ′ 1

(z′ − z1)
2 2iqy

′2 [G∂z̄′K −G∂z̄′K] (C.3.24)

where where we’ve denoted X ′ = (y′, z′, z̄′), and also used the bulk-boundary propagator for
the photons (C.3.23). Explicitly, the coordinate dependence of G and K are G = G (X1, X

′)

and K = K (X ′, (z2, z̄2)). Now as mentioned above, we integrate by parts4 to find〈
JO†ϕ

〉
= −

∫
AdS3

√
gd3X ′ 4iqy′2

(z′ − z1)
2G∂z̄′K (C.3.25)

Now we can do a saddle point approximation as in appendix D.4 of [8]. The idea is as
follows. We can write

G
(
X1, X

′) = e
−2hσ(X1,X

′)

1− e
−2σ(X1,X

′)
(C.3.26)

4In fact, when performing an integration by parts, there is a delta function term coming from ∂z̄′
1

z′−z1
=

πδ2 (z′ − z1, z̄
′ − z̄1). Such terms would contaminate pure CFT correlators (as well as bulk correlators) and

violate Ward identities, and so we have dropped them. This can be viewed as a choice of regulator. It would
be very interesting to better understand regulation, and the role of these terms, in future work.
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where ρ ≡ e−2σ and σ(X1,X′) is the geodesic length between X1 = (y, 0, 0) and X ′ =

(y′, z′, z̄′), whose expression can be obtained from (C.3.11). Similarly, the bulk boundary
propagator can be written as

K
(
X ′, (z2, z̄2)

)
= e

−2hσ(X′,(z2,z̄2)) (C.3.27)

where σ(X′,(z2,z̄2)) = log y′2+(z′−z2)(z̄′−z̄2)
y′ is the (regularized) bulk-boundary geodesic length

between X ′ = (y′, z′, z̄′) and (z2, z̄2). So the integral (C.3.25) after simplification can be
written in the following form〈

JO†ϕ
〉
= 8ihq

∫
dz′dz̄′dy′

y′2
e−2hL(y′,z′,z̄′) e

−σ(y′,z′,z̄′),(z2,z̄2)

1− e
−2σ(y,0,0),(y′,z′,z̄′)

(z′ − z2)

(z′ − z1)
2 (C.3.28)

where L (y′, z′, z̄′) ≡ σ(X1,X′) + σ(X′,(z2,z̄2)). Now we can take the large h limit and the
integration will be dominated by the line integral along the geodesic from X1 = (y, 0, 0) to
(z2, z̄2). This geodesic parameterized by z′ is given by

z̄′ =
z̄

z
z′, y′2 =

(
1− z′

z

)(
y2 + z′z̄

)
, (C.3.29)

so that the saddle point approximation to equation (C.3.25) is

⟨JO†ϕ⟩ = 8πiqe−2hL(y,0,0)

∫ z2

0
dz′

1√
|det ∂2L|

e
−2σ(X′,(z2,z̄2))

1− e
−2σ(X1,X

′)

1

y′2
(z′ − z2)

(z′ − z1)
2 , (C.3.30)

where the determinant is given by

det ∂2L = det
(

∂2z̄′L ∂z̄′∂y′L

∂y′∂z̄′L ∂2y′L

)
=

4z52
(
z′z̄2 + y2

)
z′2 (z′ − z2) (z2z̄2 + y2)4

. (C.3.31)

Plugging this in (C.3.30), we have〈
J(z1)O†(z2, z̄2)ϕ(y, 0, 0)

〉
= q

〈
ϕO†

〉∫ z2

0
dz′

1

(z1 − z′)2
=

qz2
(z2 − z1) z1

〈
ϕO†

〉
(C.3.32)

where we’ve used the fact that
〈
ϕ(y, 0, 0)O†(z2, z̄2)

〉
= e−2hL(y,0,0) =

(
y

y2+z2z̄2

)2h
and we

neglected a numerical constant in obtaining the above result. The above result is exactly
the same as the result (4.2.22) obtained via assuming ϕ to be a charged bulk field defined
by the bulk primary condition (4.2.16).

One-loop Correction to
〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉

In this subsection, we are going to compute one loop correction to
〈
ϕ†ϕ
〉
. The Witten

diagram is given in figure C.2, and it’s computed as follows〈
ϕ† (X1)ϕ (X2)

〉
1 loop

= −16q2
∫ √

|g|d3X ′
∫ √

|g|d3X ′′y′2y′′2 (C.3.33)
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AdS3
<latexit sha1_base64="+BvkGntS0QbvYt/BCMhNxRLC070=">AAAB83icbVBNT8JAEJ3iF+IX6tFLIzHxRFow0SPqxSNGQRLakO12gQ3bbbM7NZKGv+HFg8Z49c9489+4QA8KvmSSl/dmMjMvSATX6DjfVmFldW19o7hZ2tre2d0r7x+0dZwqylo0FrHqBEQzwSVrIUfBOoliJAoEewhG11P/4ZEpzWN5j+OE+REZSN7nlKCRPA/ZE2aX4d2kV++VK07VmcFeJm5OKpCj2St/eWFM04hJpIJo3XWdBP2MKORUsEnJSzVLCB2RAesaKknEtJ/Nbp7YJ0YJ7X6sTEm0Z+rviYxEWo+jwHRGBId60ZuK/3ndFPsXfsZlkiKTdL6onwobY3sagB1yxSiKsSGEKm5utemQKELRxFQyIbiLLy+Tdq3q1qu127NK4yqPowhHcAyn4MI5NOAGmtACCgk8wyu8Wan1Yr1bH/PWgpXPHMIfWJ8/6mORmQ==</latexit>

�†(X1)
<latexit sha1_base64="C734nSKK3rENoExhQGnX2lN2sY4=">AAAB+nicbVBNS8NAEN34WetXqkcvwSLUS0mqoMeiF48V7Ae0MWw2k3TpZhN2N0qJ/SlePCji1V/izX/jts1BWx8MPN6bYWaenzIqlW1/Gyura+sbm6Wt8vbO7t6+WTnoyCQTBNokYYno+VgCoxzaiioGvVQAjn0GXX90PfW7DyAkTfidGqfgxjjiNKQEKy15ZmWQDun9IMBRBKLW85xTz6zadXsGa5k4BamiAi3P/BoECcli4IowLGXfsVPl5lgoShhMyoNMQorJCEfQ15TjGKSbz06fWCdaCawwEbq4smbq74kcx1KOY193xlgN5aI3Ff/z+pkKL92c8jRTwMl8UZgxSyXWNAcroAKIYmNNMBFU32qRIRaYKJ1WWYfgLL68TDqNunNWb9yeV5tXRRwldISOUQ056AI10Q1qoTYi6BE9o1f0ZjwZL8a78TFvXTGKmUP0B8bnDzygk1M=</latexit>

�(X2)
<latexit sha1_base64="LzwmbGf5nl7fOYVVavC+ifIx/ug=">AAAB8HicbVBNSwMxEJ2tX7V+VT16CRahXspuFfRY9OKxgv2QdinZNNuGJtklyQpl6a/w4kERr/4cb/4bs+0etPXBwOO9GWbmBTFn2rjut1NYW9/Y3Cpul3Z29/YPyodHbR0litAWiXikugHWlDNJW4YZTruxolgEnHaCyW3md56o0iySD2YaU1/gkWQhI9hY6bEfj1m1O6ifD8oVt+bOgVaJl5MK5GgOyl/9YUQSQaUhHGvd89zY+ClWhhFOZ6V+ommMyQSPaM9SiQXVfjo/eIbOrDJEYaRsSYPm6u+JFAutpyKwnQKbsV72MvE/r5eY8NpPmYwTQyVZLAoTjkyEsu/RkClKDJ9agoli9lZExlhhYmxGJRuCt/zyKmnXa95FrX5/WWnc5HEU4QROoQoeXEED7qAJLSAg4Ble4c1Rzovz7nwsWgtOPnMMf+B8/gC0K4+v</latexit>

X 0
<latexit sha1_base64="7s/o6B94d79nUFNeHDLyfNlkSrU=">AAAB6XicbVBNS8NAEJ34WetX1aOXxSJ6KkkV9Fj04rGK/YA2lM120y7dbMLuRCih/8CLB0W8+o+8+W/ctjlo64OBx3szzMwLEikMuu63s7K6tr6xWdgqbu/s7u2XDg6bJk414w0Wy1i3A2q4FIo3UKDk7URzGgWSt4LR7dRvPXFtRKwecZxwP6IDJULBKFrpoX3WK5XdijsDWSZeTsqQo94rfXX7MUsjrpBJakzHcxP0M6pRMMknxW5qeELZiA54x1JFI278bHbphJxapU/CWNtSSGbq74mMRsaMo8B2RhSHZtGbiv95nRTDaz8TKkmRKzZfFKaSYEymb5O+0JyhHFtCmRb2VsKGVFOGNpyiDcFbfHmZNKsV76JSvb8s127yOApwDCdwDh5cQQ3uoA4NYBDCM7zCmzNyXpx352PeuuLkM0fwB87nDxdujRE=</latexit> X 00

<latexit sha1_base64="uUJ78z6cuXJIizVsPYTRpDtwUrM=">AAAB6nicbVDLTgJBEOzFF+IL9ehlIjF4IrtookeiF48Y5ZHAhswOszBhdnYz02tCCJ/gxYPGePWLvPk3DrAHBSvppFLVne6uIJHCoOt+O7m19Y3Nrfx2YWd3b/+geHjUNHGqGW+wWMa6HVDDpVC8gQIlbyea0yiQvBWMbmd+64lrI2L1iOOE+xEdKBEKRtFKD+1yuVcsuRV3DrJKvIyUIEO9V/zq9mOWRlwhk9SYjucm6E+oRsEknxa6qeEJZSM64B1LFY248SfzU6fkzCp9EsbalkIyV39PTGhkzDgKbGdEcWiWvZn4n9dJMbz2J0IlKXLFFovCVBKMyexv0heaM5RjSyjTwt5K2JBqytCmU7AheMsvr5JmteJdVKr3l6XaTRZHHk7gFM7BgyuowR3UoQEMBvAMr/DmSOfFeXc+Fq05J5s5hj9wPn8Ad++NQg==</latexit>

Figure C.2: Witten diagram for ⟨ϕ†ϕ⟩

×G
(
X1, X

′) ∂z̄′G (X ′, X ′′)H (X ′, X ′′) ∂z̄′′G (X ′′, X2

)
Acting on this two-point function with the Klein-Gordon operator twice, we have(

∇2
1 +m2

) (
∇2

2 +m2
) 〈
ϕ† (X1)ϕ (X2)

〉
1 loop

= −16q2H (X1, X2) y
2
1y

2
2∂z̄1∂z̄2G (X1, X2)

(C.3.34)
By using the photon propagator (C.3.18) and the bulk-bulk propagator (C.3.19), one can
show that the RHS of the above equation is

−
32q2ρh+1

(
2h2(1− ρ)2 + h

(
−5ρ2 + 4ρ+ 1

)
+ 3ρ(ρ+ 1)

)
k(1− ρ)5

. (C.3.35)

Assuming P (ρ) ≡
〈
ϕ† (X1)ϕ (X2)

〉
1 loop only depends on the ρ, equation (C.3.34) becomes

16 (h− 1)2 h2P (ρ) +
64

ρ− 1

(
−h2 + h+ 1

)
ρ2P ′ (ρ) (C.3.36)

− 32ρ2 ((h− 1)h (ρ− 1)− 7ρ+ 1)P ′′ (ρ)

ρ− 1
+

64ρ3 (2ρ− 1)P (3) (ρ)

ρ− 1
+ 16ρ4P (4) (ρ)

=−
32q2ρh+1

(
2h2(1− ρ)2 + h

(
−5ρ2 + 4ρ+ 1

)
+ 3ρ(ρ+ 1)

)
k(1− ρ)5

Luckily, Mathematica is able to solve the above fourth order differential equation. Fixing
the integration constants, we get

P (ρ) = −q
2

k

ρh

1− ρ

[
ρ2 2F1(1, 2h+ 1; 2(h+ 1); ρ)

2h+ 1
+

ρ

2h
− log(1− ρ)

]
, (C.3.37)

which is exactly the same as the 1
k correction to the two-point function of the bulk charged

proto-field computed in appendix C.3.1 using pure CFT technics.

C.4 Computations of ⟨ϕOT ⟩ in Global AdS3

In this section, we use two methods to calculate ⟨ϕOT ⟩ in global AdS3. These two methods
are essentially the same. Both of them are based on the idea of bulk-boundary OPE blocks
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(as we called them in [8] and [27]) or the bulk-boundary bi-local operator ϕO (C.4.2) (a
generalization of the boundary bi-local operator as defined in [35]). The first method is
to expand the vacuum channel of the bulk-boundary bi-local operator in terms of the ϵ
operator defined in section 6 of [35], and then use the ϵ propagator, which was derived from
the Alekseev-Shatashvilli theory of boundary gravitons in that paper, to compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩.
The second method is to expand the vacuum channel of the bi-local in terms of the energy-
momentum tensor T and use the two-point function of T to compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩. Both of them
give the same result as (4.3.31) obtained using the properties of the bulk proto-field.

C.4.1 ⟨ϕOT ⟩ in Global AdS3 from Alekseev-Shatashvili

The idea here very similar to that of section 4.5.2, where we computed the 1/c corrections
to the bulk-boundary propagator in a heavy background. The difference is that here we are
considering bulk-boundary bi-local operator ϕO in the vacuum.

As in section 4.3.3, we use f (z) = ez and f̄ (z̄) = ez̄ to obtain the global AdS3 metric
(4.3.28). But now we are going to include perturbation as follows

f (z) = ez+i
ϵ(z)
c , and f̄ (z̄) = ez̄−i

ϵ̄(z̄)
c (C.4.1)

(with ϵ (z) and ϵ̄ (z) promoted to operators). Specifically, the vacuum contribution to the
bulk-boundary bi-local operator is given by

ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O (z2, z2) |vac =
(
f ′ (z2) f̄

′ (z̄2)
)h( u1

u21 + (x1 − f (z2)) (x̄1 − f (z̄2))

)2h

.

(C.4.2)
The (u1, x1, x̄1) here are functions of (y1, z1, z̄1) given by (4.3.10) with f(z) and f̄(z̄) given
by (C.4.1). One can see that the above expression becomes the boundary bi-local defined in
[35] when we send ϕ to the boundary by taking y1 → 0. Written in terms of the coordinates
(y, z, z̄) and expanded in large c, the above vacuum block becomes

ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O (z2, z̄2) |vac
⟨ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O (z2, z̄2)⟩global AdS3

= 1+
1

c

Bϵ1 + Cϵ′1 +Dϵ′′1 + Eϵ2 + Fϵ′2
A

+O
(

1

c2

)
(C.4.3)

where ϵi ≡ ϵ (zi) and the derivatives are with respect to zi. The bulk-boundary propagator
⟨ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O (z2, z̄2)⟩global AdS3

in global AdS3 is given in (4.3.32) (up to a factor of (ξ2ξ̄2)h

coming from the
(
f ′ (z2) f̄

′ (z̄2)
)h in (C.4.2)), i.e.

⟨ϕO⟩global AdS3
=

(
4y1
√
ξ1ξ̄1ξ2ξ̄2(

ξ̄1ξ1 + ξ̄2ξ2
) (
y21 + 4

)
+
(
ξ̄1ξ2 + ξ̄2ξ1

) (
y21 − 4

))2h

, (C.4.4)

where we’ve defined ξi ≡ ezi and ξ̄i = ez̄i . The denominator and the coefficients in the
numerator of (C.4.3) are given by

A = i
((
y21 − 4

) (
ξ2ξ̄1 + ξ1ξ̄2

)
+
(
y21 + 4

) (
ξ1ξ̄1 + ξ2ξ̄2

))
,
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B =
(
y21 − 4

) (
ξ1ξ̄2 − ξ2ξ̄1

)
+
(
y21 + 4

) (
ξ1ξ̄1 − ξ2ξ̄2

)
,

C =
(
y21 + 4

) (
ξ2ξ̄1 + ξ1ξ̄2

)
+
(
y21 − 4

) (
ξ1ξ̄1 + ξ2ξ̄2

)
, (C.4.5)

D = −2y21 (ξ1 − ξ2)
(
ξ̄1 + ξ̄2

)
,

E =
(
y21 + 4

) (
ξ2ξ̄2 − ξ1ξ̄1

)
+
(
y21 − 4

) (
ξ2ξ̄1 − ξ1ξ̄2

)
,

F = −
(
y21 − 4

) (
ξ2ξ̄1 + ξ1ξ̄2

)
−
(
y21 + 4

) (
ξ1ξ̄1 + ξ2ξ̄2

)
.

We’ve only kept the holomorphic ϵ terms in (C.4.3), since the anti-holomorphic ϵ̄ will not
contribute to ⟨ϕOT ⟩.

To compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩, we also need to write the energy-momentum tensor T in terms
of the ϵ operators. As explained in section 2 of [8], T is simply given by the Schwarzian
derivative as follows:

T (z) =
c

12

[
f ′′′(z)f ′(z)− 3

2 (f
′′(z))2

(f ′(z))2

]
= − c

24
− i

12

(
ϵ′(z)− ϵ(3)(z)

)
+O

(
1

c

)
. (C.4.6)

The last piece of information we need to compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩ is the ϵ propagator ⟨ϵϵ⟩. The action
obeyed by ϵ and ϵ̄ is the saddle point quadratic action derived from the Alekseev-Shatashvilli
action. And the ϵ propagator is given in section 6 of [36],

⟨ϵ (z) ϵ (0)⟩ = 6c

(
−1 +

3ξ

2
− (1− ξ)2

ξ
ln (1− ξ)

)
, ξ ≡ ez (C.4.7)

Note that we have a different normalization for the ϵs.
Eventually, ⟨ϕ (y1, z1, z̄1)O (z2, z̄2)T (z)⟩ is given by5

⟨ϕOT ⟩
⟨ϕO⟩global AdS3

=
h (ξ1 − ξ2)

2 ξ2

(ξ − ξ1)
3 (ξ − ξ2)

2

[
ξ − ξ1 +

4y2
1ξ1 (ξ − ξ2)

(
ξ̄1 + ξ̄2

)(
ξ̄1ξ1 + ξ̄2ξ2

)
(y2

1 + 4) +
(
ξ̄1ξ2 + ξ̄2ξ1

)
(y2

1 − 4)

]
− c

24

(C.4.8)
which agrees with (4.3.31) up to a trivial transformation for O and T from the complex
plane

(
ξ, ξ̄
)

to the cylinder (z, z̄).

C.4.2 ⟨ϕOT ⟩ in Global AdS3 from ⟨TT ⟩

We can also compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩ in global AdS3 without using the ϵ propagator as we did in
last subsection. Instead, we’ll use the two-point function of the energy-momentum tensor T .
This was the method that we used in [8] to compute ⟨ϕOT ⟩ (equation (4.3.26)) in Poincare
AdS3, and also in appendix B of [27] to compute the 1/c corrections to the vacuum block
of all-light bulk-boundary correlator ⟨O2O2ϕ1O1⟩ (with ϕ1 the proto-field of section 4.3.1)
up to order 1/c2.

5There could be 1/c corrections to ⟨ϕOT ⟩ coming from the higher order terms in (C.4.3) and (C.4.6).
But since the result for ⟨ϕOT ⟩ is exact without any 1/c correction (as computed using the properties of the
bulk proto-field in 4.3.3), such higher order have been dropped by the regulator, as in [49, 8, 27].
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The idea is actually very similar to that of last section. Instead of denoting the pertur-
bation via ϵ, we expand f (z) in the large c limit as

f(z) = ez +
1

c
f1(z) + . . . , (C.4.9)

and similarly for f̄ (z̄). Then similar to last subsection, the energy-momentum tensor T (z)

is given by

T (z) =
c

12

[
f ′′′(z)f ′(z)− 3

2 (f
′′(z))2

(f ′(z))2

]
= − c

24
+

1

12
e−z

(
2f ′1 − 3f ′′1 + f

(3)
1

)
+O

(
1

c

)
.

(C.4.10)

The energy-momentum tensor T (ξ) on the complex plane with coordinates
(
ξ = ez, ξ̄ = ez̄

)
is related to T (z) as usual by

T (z) = − c

24
+ ξ2T (ξ) , (C.4.11)

so from (C.4.10), we have

T (ez) =
1

12
e−3z

(
2f ′1 − 3f ′′1 + f

(3)
1

)
(C.4.12)

We can now solve for f1 (z) in terms of T (ez), and the solution is given by

f1(z) = 12

∫ z

0

(∫ z′

0
ez

′+z′′(ez
′ − ez

′′
)T
(
ez

′′
)
dz′′

)
dz′. (C.4.13)

The bulk-boundary OPE block or the bulk boundary bi-local operator (C.4.2) can then
be expanded in large c,

ϕ (y, 0, 0)O (z2, z̄2) |vac

⟨ϕ (y, 0, 0)O (z2, z̄2)⟩global AdS3

= 1 +
1

c

(
hf ′

1 (z2)

ξ2
−

2h
((
y2 + 4

)
ξ̄2 + y2 − 4

)
f1 (z2)

(y2 + 4)
(
1 + ξ̄2ξ2

)
+ (y2 − 4)

(
ξ2 + ξ̄2

))+O

(
1

c2

)
(C.4.14)

Using ⟨T (ez)T (ez2)⟩ = c
(ez−ez2 )4 on the complex plane, we find

⟨f1 (z2)T (ez)⟩ = c (ξ2 − 1)3

(ξ − 1)3 (ξ − ξ2)
(C.4.15)

〈
f ′1 (z2)T (ez)

〉
= −c (ξ2 − 1)2 ξ2 (1− 3ξ + 2ξ2)

(ξ − 1)3 (ξ − ξ2)
2

and ⟨ϕ (y, 0, 0)O (z2, z̄2)T (z)⟩ (after transforming T to the cylinder) is given by

⟨ϕOT ⟩
⟨ϕO⟩global AdS3

=
h (1− ξ2)

2
ξ2

(ξ − 1)
3
(ξ − ξ2)

2

[
ξ − 1 +

4y21 (ξ − ξ2)
(
1 + ξ̄2

)(
1 + ξ̄2ξ2

)
(y2 + 4) +

(
ξ2 + ξ̄2

)
(y2 − 4)

]
− c

24

(C.4.16)
which is exactly the result obtained in last subsection (C.4.8) with y1 = y, z1 = z̄1 = 0.
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