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Abstract

Support material for lectures at the Mai ’25 Galileo Galilei Institute school on asymptotic sym-
metries and flat holography. Contains an introduction to Noether theorem for gauge theories and
gravity, covariant phase space formalism, boundary and asymptotic symmetries, future null infinity
in Bondi-Sachs coordinates and in Penrose conformal compactification, BMS symmetries and their
extensions.
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1 Introduction

Gauge symmetries capture a redundancy in the field equations, and map solutions to solutions but
which are typically undistinguishable: the same electric field described by a different potential, or the
same spacetime geometry described in different coordinates. The situation can however change in the
presence of boundaries. Boundaries, and more in particular the boundary conditions one chooses, can
turn gauge symmetries to genuine symmetries such as isometries of the boundary conditions, and more
in general making the mapped solutions physically distinguishable. When boundaries are at infinity,
one speaks about asymptotic symmetries. This is the topic of this class. A prominent example is the
BMS symmetry group of gravitational waves at future null infinity.

When talking about symmetries, a prominent role is taken by Noether’s theorem, which identifies
conserved currents that can be used to study conservation laws or flux-balance laws. This theorem
is particularly useful to treat gauge symmetries, however it is the most delicate case to cover. There
are two reasons for this. The first, is that Noether currents are only defined up to exact forms. But
in gauge theories, the Noether current is itself an exact form, on-shell. Therefore the whole current
is ambiguous. Second, one cannot always fix such ambiguities looking at the canonical generator,
because in the presence of radiation, some symmetry generators correspond to vector fields which are
not Hamiltonian, hence don’t admit a canonical generator in the standard sense. For these reasons
for instance, charges for the gravitational BMS asymptotic symmetries where identified first using
physical arguments [1, 2, 3, 4, 5], and only later it was shown how to derive them in a consistent and
unambiguous way from Noether’s theorem [6] (see also discussion in [7]).

In the last few years the interest in boundary and asymptotic symmetries has increased enormously.
We remark the connection between BMS symmetries and soft theorems in perturbative quantum
gravity championed by Strominger, the relation between corner symmetries and entanglement, the
experimental and theoretical work around memory effects, the relation between asymptotic symmetries
and perturbation theory, the new explorations proposed by celestial holography, flat holography and
Carollian geometry. The current ongoing research has motivated the program of the GGI workshop
and the series of lectures we have proposed: introduction to asymptotic symmetries, to celestial
holography, to twistor methods for amplitudes, to amplitude methods for gravitational waves, to
Carollian geometry. I have the pleasure to propose you the first of these.

Disclaimer: these lecture notes cover only a small part of the large amount of interesting work that
has been done in this topic. They furthermore present a rather personal viewpoint, built on my own
perspective and work, and limited by it. I hope in due time to have the opportunity to complete them
with at least a more extensive bibliography. Any feedback, corrections and comments appreciated.
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2 Boundary symmetries

In the context of gauge theories and gravity, we will talk about boundary symmetries in the sense
of residual gauge transformations allowed by the boundary conditions. What makes boundary gauge
transformations special, if they are allowed by the boundary conditions, is that it can happen that
the symplectic 2-form is non-degenerate along these directions, suggesting that they may not be a
redundancy of the description. Rather, they could change the way the boundary data influence the
physical interpretation of the solution. The simplest, and possibly oldest application of this idea, is an
asymptotic diffeomorphism at spatial infinity. Assuming fall-off conditions to a flat metric leaves as
residual diffeomorphisms the isometries of the flat metric, namely Poincaré transformations, and their
interpretation is to describe the same physical spacetime as it would look like from the perspective of
observers that can be translated, rotated or boosted with respect to one another. This idea can be
applied also to null infinity, to finite boundaries, and to other gauge theories than gravity. In all cases,
one needs first a study of boundary conditions to identify the residual gauge transformations, and
then an analysis of Noether’s theorem and canonical generators in order to determine the dynamical
properties that charges for the symmetries capture. A useful setup to have in mind when thinking
about boundary conditions is a finite region of spacetime, bounded by two space-like hypersurfaces, as
in Fig. 1. The codimension-1 boundary connecting the two hypersurfaces could be time-like, or null.
If the spatial hypersurfaces extend all the way to infinity and data on them captures all the solutions
of the physical theory under consideration, we refer to them as Cauchy hypersurfaces. Otherwise we
will generically refer to them as partial Cauchy hypersurfaces.

Figure 1: Two space-like hypersurfaces Σ1 and Σ2 joined by a time-like boundary (left panel, T ) or a null

boundary (right panel, N ).

2.1 Covariant phase space

The covariant phase space is a very convenient tool to discuss boundary symmetries. Before introduc-
ing it, let us briefly recall the more conventional construction of phase space through the canonical
formalism. Roughly speaking, for a simple mechanical system with second order equations of motion,
one intersects the space of trajectories with an ‘initial time surface’, whose position and velocity can
be taken as initial conditions identifying each trajectory. The space of such initial conditions can be
equipped with a symplectic structure induced from an action principle in Hamiltonian form:

S =

∫
dt (pq̇ −H) ⇒ θ := pdq, ω := dθ = dp ∧ dq. (2.1)
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We call θ the symplectic potential, and ω the symplectic 2-form. It is closed (dω = 0), non-degenerate
(detω ̸= 0), and it is furthermore conserved in that sense that

ω̇ =̂ 0. (2.2)

Here and in the following the short-hand notation =̂ means on-shell of the equations of motion.

Box 1. Some details and conventions. Poisson brackets:

{q, p} = 1, {F,G} = ∂qF∂pG− ∂pF∂qG (2.3)

Hamiltonian vector fields:

F̂ := {·, F}, p̂ = ∂q, q̂ = −∂p, Ĥ = ∂t. (2.4)

Realization of a Lie algebra: given a canonical transformation or symmetry that belongs to a Lie algebra

[ξ1, ξ2]
c = fab

cξa1 ξ
b
2, (2.5)

we can seek its phase space realization via generators

{Ga, Gb} = fab
cGc, δ2G1 := δξ̂2G(ξ1) = {G(ξ1), G(ξ2)} = G[ξ1,ξ2] (2.6)

The sign of f is conventional, hence also on the RHS of the last equality. For instance for rotations, it
depends on whether the phase space configuration q are to transform covariantly or contravariantly. Then
from the Jacobi identity it follows that

̂{G1, G2} = −[Ĝ1, Ĝ2]. (2.7)

Symplectic structure:
ω = dp ∧ dq, θ = pdq, dω = 0. (2.8)

A vector field v is called Hamiltonian if it preserves the symplectic structure, and this guarantees (up to
non-trivial cohomology) that its flow is generated by a scalar in field space hv, called Hamiltonian of the
vector field:

£vω = ivdω + divω = divω = 0 ⇒ −ivω = dhv. (2.9)

For example, time evolution and the energy Hamiltonian:

∂t = q̇∂q + ṗ∂p, −i∂tω = −ṗdq + q̇dp =̂ dH = ∂qHdq + ∂pHdp (2.10)

and
ω̇ = £∂tω = di∂tω =̂ − d2H = 0. (2.11)

In general,
−iF̂ω = dF, {F,G} = iF̂ iĜω = ω(Ĝ, F̂ ). (2.12)

The key step of the canonical formalism are a choice of time, of initial value surface, and of
momenta identified by the chosen time. These steps hide covariance, an issue that becomes more
significative in relativistic field theory, where the initial data are associated with a choice of Cauchy
slice, and even more so in general relativistic field theories, where there is no preferred simultaneity
surface to be chosen. The idea of the covariant phase space (whose germ actually goes back to
Lagrange himself and pre-dates the canonical formalism) is to associate a symplectic structure to the
trajectories themselves, as opposed to the initial data identifying them. Such a construction does
not require any choice of time or momenta, and manifestly preserves covariance. To realize this idea,
we first define the field space as the ensemble of all trajectories q(t) (not necessarily solutions). We
can think of this functional space as an uncountable infinite-dimensional space, for which we can
take coordinates q(t) that are labelled by a continuous index t, and define the functional derivative
δq(t)
δq(t′) = δ(t, t′). We view the infinitesimal variations δq(t) as coordinate differentials, namely δ now
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denotes the exterior derivative for differential forms on the field space. We denote a generic 1-form
F = F [q(t)]δq(t), and the wedge product ⋏. Notice that the 2-form δq(t)⋏δq(t′) is not zero as long as
t ̸= t′, just like dxµ ∧ dxν is not zero as long as µ ̸= ν. Vector fields have functionals for components,
and can be represented in the coordinate basis as V :=

∫
dtV [q(t)] δ

δq(t) . If these notions feel initially
too abstract, it is useful to ground them as a standard vector space whose coordinate label has been
made continuous:

xµ → q(t),
∂xµ

∂xν
= δµν → δq(t)

δq(t′)
= δ(t, t′), ∂µ → δ

δq(t)
, dxµ = δq(t). (2.13)

One then moves on to build a complete differential calculus in the field space, with an interior
product IV pairing forms and vectors,

IV F =

∫
dt′V [q(t′)]F [q(t)]

δq(t)

δq(t′)
=

∫
dtV [q(t)]F [q(t)], (2.14)

just like ivα = vµαµ, and a field space Lie derivative δV = IV δ+ δIV satisfying Cartan’s formula, just
like £v = ivd+div. Notice that when acting on field-space scalars like the trajectories themselves or the
Lagrangian, the field-space Lie derivative has a single term, δV = IV δ, and acquires the connotation of
a variation specialized to the direction identified by the vector field V . In other words, we can recover
a functional variation from a 1-form in field space acting on it with a vector field whose components
are the desired variation.

A difference however is that in the functional case we can also consider derivatives of the function.
Consider for instance the case of the Lagrangian, which is a functional of the trajectories and its
time derivatives. Their variations should be treated as independent quantities, as we know from the
variational principle. Accordingly, δq(t) and δq̇(t) are two different 1-forms, and δ/δq(t) and δ/δq̇(t)
two different vector fields. As a result, while the finite-dimensional exterior calculus (namely the
quantities that in (2.13) are in the left of the arrows) makes reference to the notions of tangent and
cotangent bundles over a manifold, the exterior calculus on field space makes reference to a bundle
whose base is the argument of the function, or of the fields in the field theory case, and whose fibers are
the function and all its derivatives. In mathematical terms, this is called jet bundle. Just like a vector
field is a section of the tangent bundle, a field and its derivatives seen as functions of the coordinates
is a section of the jet bundle. A convenient aspect of this formalism is that we can formally treat the
fields and all their derivatives as independent variations (each a different jet), with their dependence
restored when we look at specific solutions. Other than this, we will not need the mathematical
properties of the jet bundle in the following.

This notation has the advantage of scaling up immediately from trajectories of a finite-dimensional
system to field theories, whose trajectories are the spacetime field configuration. We simply replace
q(t) by ϕ(xµ), where ϕ is the dynamical field under consideration, and instead of a single continuous
label t we have n continuous labels x0, . . . xn−1. From this perspective, the finite-dimensional case can
be thought of as a special case of field theory in 1 + 0 dimensions.

Since each field ϕ(xµ) has now a double differential structure, with respect to the spacetime
manifold and with respect to the field space, one can define a variational bi-complex, where both
operations can be performed consistently. To do so, one has to keep track of the two gradings of each
object, say (p, P ) for a quantity that is a p form in spacetime and a P form in field space, and choose a
convention for the total differential. In most mathematical literature on the subject [8, 9, 10], the total
differential is defined to be d+ δ. This implies that d and δ anti-commute, in order to guarantee that
the differential square to zero. We prefer instead to define the total differential as d + (−1)p+P δ, so
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that d and δ commute, which simplifies one’s life when doing calculations. We then define the graded
commutator [F (p,P ), G(q,Q)] = FG − (−1)pq+PQGF . The notation for the variational bi-complex is
summarized in Table 1, and some useful basic commutators are

[d, iv] = £v [d, δ] = 0 [δ, IX ] = δX
[£ξ, d] = 0 [d, Iχ] = 0 = [δ, iξ] [δξ, δ] = 0
[£ξ, iχ] = i[ξ,χ] [iξ, Iχ] = 0 [δξ, Iχ] = −I[ξ,χ]
[£ξ,£χ] = £[ξ,χ] [δξ,£χ] = 0 [δξ, δχ] = −δ[ξ,χ]

The notions of jet bundle and variational bi-complex may seem like unnecessary mathematical
sophistications, for a subject like symmetries and Noether’s theorem that after all have been at the
hearth of physics for more than a century, and can be a priori described using just functional differ-
entiation. And to be fair, I resisted it myself for a while. But in the end it amounts to a small set of
additional notions, and it really pays off in the long term: A powerful notation can do a lot of good
to simplify and sharpen one’s understanding.

Variational bi-complex

spacetime field space
xµ coordinates ϕ(x)

v = vµ∂µ vector field X =
∫
X[ϕ] δ

δϕ

d exterior derivative δ
iv interior product IX
£v Lie derivative δX
∧ wedge product ⋏

Table 1: Notation for the exterior calculus in spacetime and field space.

To equip the field space with a symplectic structure, we look at the variational principle, and the
boundary term induced when we derive the Euler-Lagrange equations

δL = E + dθ =̂ dθ, ω := δθ. (2.15)

In doing so, it is convenient to think of the Lagrangian as a top-form, as opposed as to a scalar. In
other words, we define

S =

∫
L, L = Lϵ, (2.16)

where L is the Lagrangian scalar, and ϵ =
√
−gdnx the volume form in n spacetime dimensions. In

background-independent theories g is a dynamical variable, it is then also convenient to introduce the
Lagrangian density L̃ =

√
−gL so that δL = δL̃ dnx. Having done so, the short-hand notation for the

Euler-Lagrange equations used in (2.15) is a 1-form in field space,

E =
δL

δϕ
δϕ =

(
∂L

∂ϕ
− ∂µ

∂L

∂∂µϕ

)
δϕ, (2.17)

where we assumed that the Lagrangian is first order in derivatives.
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The fact that the boundary term in (2.15) is a good definition of symplectic potential should be
natural from the way it is defined in the canonical formalism with the Legendre transform, but can
be also verified explicitly. For instance for a non-relativistic point particle in a conservative potential,

L =

(
1

2
mq̇2 − V (q)

)
dt, δL = (mq̇δq̇ − ∂qV δq)dt = −(mq̈ + ∂qV )δq dt+ d(mq̇δq), (2.18)

hence
θ = mq̇δq, ω = mδq̇ ⋏ δq. (2.19)

The field-space 2-form ω so defined is closed and conserved on-shell,

δω = 0, dω =̂ 0. (2.20)

The first property follows by construction since ω is field-space exact, and the second from

dω = δdθ = δE + δ2L = δE. (2.21)

It is also non-degenerate since as we have said different jets are formally treated as independent (this
will change in the presence of gauge symmetries, as we will see shortly).

We can also check that we recover the symplectic structure of the canonical formulation if we
introduce a constant time slice t = t0, and project the trajectories there. The functions become their
values at t0, the variations become standard variations of the function’s values at that point, and we
recover the canonical formulation:

q(t)|t0 = q, δq(t)|t0 = dq, mq̇(t)|t0 = p, δp(t)|t0 = dp, θ|t0 = pdq, ω|t0 = dp ∧ dq. (2.22)

The space of fields equipped with the symplectic structure (2.15) is the covariant phase space. From
the viewpoint of the variational bi-complex, θ has grading (n − 1, 1) and ω has (n − 1, 2). Namely,
they are both co-dimension 1 forms in the base manifold, and respectively a 1-form and a 2-form in
field space. In the finite-dimensional case, n = 1, and ω is directly the symplectic 2-form, as (2.22)
shows. In field theory, this is the symplectic 2-form current. The actually symplectic structure is its
integral over a Cauchy hypersurface Σ. By Cauchy hypersurface we mean in the canonical sense that
knowledge of initial data on it determines the solutions everywhere. One can also consider ‘smaller’
hypersurfaces that contain only part of the full data, and we will see examples below. In this case one
can talk of a partial Cauchy slice, and partial phase space associated with it.

In these lectures we will restrict attention to n = 4, so the currents are 3-forms. Their Hodge dual
is a vector, and we will use the following conventions:

θµνρ = θαϵαµνρ, θµ := − 1

3!
ϵµνρσθνρσ, dθ = ∂µθ̃

µd4x. (2.23)

Notice also that the Lagrangian only defines dθ, hence θ is defined only up to adding a closed 3-form,
which in fact would be necessarily exact thanks to a theorem by Wald [11]. We will refer to the choice
of θ corresponding to simply removing d as the ‘standard’ choice. The freedom to change the standard
choice plays an important role in the realization of asymptotic symmetries, and we will discuss it at
length below.
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CPS symplectic structure

θ symplectic potential current; ΘΣ =
∫
Σ θ symplectic potential

ω symplectic 2-form current; ΩΣ =
∫
Σ ω symplectic 2-form

Table 2: Components of the symplectic structure of the covariant phase space. Here Σ can be a complete or
partial Cauchy slice, it can be space-like, or null.

2.2 Examples

Let us work out the standard CPS symplectic structure for a few field theories of interest.

• Klein-Gordon

L =

(
−1

2
∂µϕ∂

µϕ− V (ϕ)

)
d4x, θµ = −∂µϕδϕ. (2.24)

Projecting on a space-like slice we recover the usual canonical formalism,

θt = πδϕ, π = ϕ̇ (2.25)

Details.

δL = (−∂µδϕ∂
µϕ− ∂ϕV δϕ) d4x = (□ϕ− ∂ϕV )δϕd4x− ∂µ(δϕ∂

µϕ)d4x

dθ = −∂µ(δϕ∂
µϕ)d4x, θµ = −δϕ∂µϕ

• Maxwell.

L = −1

4
FµνF

µνd4x, θµ = −FµνδAν (2.26)

Projecting on a space-like slice we recover the usual canonical formalism,

θt = πµδAµ, πµ = −F 0µ = Ȧµ − ∂µA0 ≡ Eµ. (2.27)

This polarization is associated to conservative boundary conditions of the Dirichlet type, δAa =
0, and a notion of ‘stationarity’ as solutions with vanishing electric field.

Details.

δL = −1

2
δFµνF

µνd4x = −∂µδAνF
µνd4x = ∂µF

µνδAνd
4x− ∂µ(δAνF

µν)d4x

dθ = −∂µ(δAνF
µν)d4x, θµ = −FµνδAν

• Yang-Mills.

L = −1

4
Tr(FµνF

µν)d4x, θµ = −Tr(FµνδAν) (2.28)

• Chern-Simons

L = Tr(A ∧ dA+
2

3
A ∧A ∧A), θ = −Tr(A ∧ δA) (2.29)

• General Relativity

L =
1

16π
(R− 2Λ)ϵ, θµ =

1

8π
gρ[σδΓµ]

ρσ =
1

8π
gµ[ρgν]σ∇νδgρσ. (2.30)
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Details. The variation of the EH Lagrangian gives the field equations plus an exact 4-form, induced
by the identity gµνδRµν = 2∇µ(g

ρ[σδΓ
µ]
ρσ),

δL =
1

16π
(Gµν + Λgµν) δg

µνϵ+ dθ (2.31)

• General Relativity in tetrad variables

Le =
1

2
ϵIJKL eI ∧ eJ ∧

(
FKL − Λ

6
eK ∧ eL

)
. (2.32)

EI = ϵIJKL eJ ∧
(
FKL − 2

3
Λ eK ∧ eL

)
, (2.33)

θe(δ) =
1

2
ϵIJKL eI ∧ eJ ∧ δωKL, θµ =

1

3!
(θe)νρσ ϵ

νρσµ = 2e
[µ
I e

ν]
J δω

IJ
ν . (2.34)

2.3 Boundary and corner terms: CPS ambiguities

The symplectic potentials and 2-forms so constructed are not unique. First, recall that adding a bound-
ary term to the Lagrangian does not change the field equations. It changes however the symplectic
potential,

L′ = L+ dℓ, θ′ = θ + δℓ, ω′ = ω. (2.35)

This transformation does not affect the symplectic 2-form. It plays nonetheless an important role in
the phase space, because of its relevance in the study of boundary conditions: adding a boundary
Lagrangian ℓ can change the boundary conditions needed in the variational principle. Indeed, the
change (2.35) in symplectic potential is akin to a change of polarization, like pδq− δ(pq) = −qδp. For
instance in our basic example (2.18), we can take

ℓ = −mqq̇, θ′ = θ + δℓ = −mqδq̇, (2.36)

which changes the boundary conditions from Dirichlet (fixed position) to Neumann (fixed velocity).
An analogue boundary term to switch from Dirichlet to Neumann in the Klein-Gordon example is
ℓ = iϕ∂µϕϵ, and in the Maxwell example ℓ = iFµνAν ϵ, the effect being to hold fixed the electric field
as opposed to the magnetic vector potential. For the gravitational case, we will give more detailed
examples in Sec. 2.5 below.

The second source of ambiguities is that even at fixed Lagrangian, the symplectic potential is
defined by (2.15) only up to an exact form, as mentioned earlier. Modifying the symplectic potential
in this way does change the symplectic 2-form:

L′ = L, θ′ = θ − dϑ, ω′ = ω − dδϑ. (2.37)

We will refer to ϑ as to a corner term modification to the symplectic potential. Notice that this
modification of the standard symplectic potential cannot be engineered adding a corner term to the
boundary Lagrangian, as this would have no effect on the symplectic 2-form:

ℓ′ = ℓ+ dc, θ′ = θ + δℓ+ δdc, ω′ = ω. (2.38)

The modification (2.37) of the symplectic structure by a corner term is compatible with the field
equations, and plays a very important role in the recent developments of asymptotic symmetries.
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It occurs naturally in different formulations of the same theory: For instance, the Einstein-Hilbert
symplectic potential (2.30) differs by such an exact form from the tetrad symplectic potential (2.34)[12],
as shown above, and from the ADM symplectic potential [13]. It can also occur within the same
formulation if one derives the symplectic structure not from (2.15) but using homotopy methods as in
[9, 10], see e.g. discussion in [14]. Its importance on general grounds was brought to the foreground
by [15], which prompted a more systematic analysis (see e.g. [16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21]). Among the
applications of corner terms that will be most relevant to us, they allow to remove divergences in the
case of asymptotic symmetries (a procedure sometimes called ‘symplectic renormalization’) [], and to
achieve covariance and select the right phase space realization of the asymptotic symmetries [].

Summarizing, the general equivalence class of symplectic structures is

θ ∼ θ′ = θ + δℓ− dϑ. (2.39)

The freedom is the possibility to add field space or spacetime exact terms, associated respectively with
boundary terms of the Lagrangian, and corner terms of the symplectic potential. It is possible to get rid
of these ambiguities and select a unique representative with a mathematical prescription, for instance
one could choose a specific boundary Lagrangian and a unique symplectic potential associated to it
via Anderson’s homotopy operator [], see discussion in []. We will see that it is on the other hand more
convenient to work with the full equivalence class, and use instead a physical prescription to select a
representative adequate to the problem under consideration, in a similar way as in thermodynamics
one does not have a universal choice of state functions, but the most suitable ones are chosen only
after the physical system and its boundary conditions are specified.

In many cases, we are only interested in the symplectic potential evaluated on a specific hypersur-
face, for instance the boundary B, or the initial data surface Σ, and in the (partial) phase space there
defined. It is then possible to use the ambiguities with a slightly different perspective. Namely, we
start from any given θ, and we use the freedom to add exact terms in field space and spacetime only
after pull-back. Namely, we consider the possibility of rearranging the pull-back θ as follows,

θ = θB − δℓ+ dϑ, ωB = δθB = ω − dδϑ. (2.40)

Any θ′ so defined is a good symplectic potential for the phase space at B. Notice that in doing so
all three quantities on the RHS may be only defined at B. This occurs specifically if the pull-back
involves extra fields defined only at B. Extra care is then needed over whether the extra field should
or should not affect the dynamics, and we will talk about this later. In this perspective, the initial θ
may well be taken with a mathematical prescription, for instance the ‘standard’ one, or the homotopy
one, because the viewpoint is that it does not matter very much in the end which one one starts from,
but only the chosen θ′.

2.4 Background-independence and anomaly operator

A split like (2.40) plays a prominent role in the analysis of gravitational radiation. In a general
curved spacetime, one cannot rely on the usual tools granted by a flat background in order to identify
radiative degrees of freedom. However this brings in the risk of background dependence in the split.
This is the reason why for instance in the original formulation of BMS charges and fluxes one has to
carefully check conformal and foliation invariance [1]. To treat this systematically using the variational
bi-complex tools, it is very convenient to introduce the anomaly operator, defined by

∆ξF = (δξ −£ξ)F, (2.41)
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see [22, 23, 18, 24].1 For instance, it allows to compute the field space transformation at null in-
finity locally on I from geometric considerations alone, without knowing nothing about asymptotic
expansion or postulated fall-off conditions [24].

2.5 Variational principle and polarizations in general relativity

Let us see some examples of this discussion in the gravitational case.

2.5.1 Space-like and time-like boundaries

Consider a hypersurface Σ located at Φ = 0, with nµ its unit normal, and boundary ∂Σ = S, with
uµ its unit normal within T ∗Σ, so that uµn

µ = 0. The corresponding volume forms are ϵΣ = inϵ and
ϵS = iuϵΣ. The normal is not necessarily geodetic, with k = 2£n lnN and a⊥µ = −qνµ∂ν lnN . The
extrinsic geometry is automatically symmetric thanks to the normalization of n.

Geometric elements of a (non-null) hypersurface

Boundary normal Φ = 0, nµ = sN∂µΦ, N = (sgΦΦ)−1/2

n2 = s, s = ±1, nν∇νnµ = knµ + a⊥µ

Induced geometry qab = gab, det q = −s, ϵΣ = inϵ

Projector qµν := gµν − snµnν

Extrinsic geometry Kµ
ν = ∇µn

ν = qρµ∇ρn
ν

Taking the pull-back of (2.30) one finds (see e.g. [27, 28, 14])

θEH = s (Kµνδq
µν − 2δK) ϵΣ + dϑEH, ϑEH = −uµδnµϵS = uµnνδgµνϵS . (2.42)

Let us compare different choices of (2.40) and their corresponding polarizations. First, we introduce
the gravitational momentum

Π̃µν :=
√
q(Kµν − qµνK), Π̃ := gµνΠ̃

µν = −2
√
qK, (2.43)

familiar from the ADM analysis, here written as a spacetime tensor. It is then easy to see that

θEH = sΠ̃µνδq
µνd3x− δℓGHY + dϑEH = s qµνδΠ̃

µνd3x+ dϑEH, (2.44)

where
ℓGHY := 2sKϵΣ (2.45)

is the Gibbons-Hawking-York boundary Lagrangian. We see from the second equality in (2.40) that the
Einstein-Hilbert Lagrangian has a well-posed variational principle with Neumann boundary conditions
(as should be obvious since it contains second derivatives of the fundamental field, the metric), and
that to switch to Dirichlet boundary conditions we need to add a boundary term, given by (2.45).

1In the presence of field dependent gauge transformations one has to also include a term Iδξ in the definition of the
anomaly operator. In that case however the definition of covariance should be kept as the matching of the field-space
and spacetime Lie derivative, and not the vanishing of the anomalies, see discussions in [25, 26].
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Notice that the sign of the boundary term and of the symplectic structure depends on the signature
of the boundary. Of course, boundary conditions on the time-like and space-like boundaries have
different meanings: the former determine the nature of the system, whereas the latter determines how
one is specifying the states of the system. Nonetheless, both are relevant to the covariant phase space,
as discussed in Sec. 2.6.

There is a third interesting choice of polarization, given by mixed boundary conditions proposed
by York where one uses the conformal equivalence class of boundary metrics, and the trace of the
extrinsic curvature []. The corresponding symplectic potential is obtained via

θEH = −s
(
P̃µνδq̂µν + P̃KδK

)
d3x− δℓY + dϑEH, (2.46)

where

P̃µν := q1/3(Π̃µν − 1

3
qµνΠ̃), P̃K =

4

3

√
q, (2.47)

and

ℓY = s
2

3
KϵΣ (2.48)

is the York boundary Lagrangian. These three choices can thus be parametrized as

θb = θ + δℓb − dϑEH, (2.49)

where the corner term is always the same given by (2.42), and

ℓY = sbKϵΣ (2.50)

with b = 2, 2/3, 0.
The correspondence boundary Lagrangian/polarization are reported in the table below.

boundary conditions quantity fixed on boundary boundary Lagrangian symplectic potential

Dirichlet qµν 2KϵΣ Π̃µνδq
µν

York (q̂µν ,K) 2
3KϵΣ −P̃µνδq̂µν − P̃KδK

Neumann Π̃µν 0 qµνδΠ̃
µν

Table 3: Different boundary conditions for a time-like boundary, s = 1.

For more details, and in particular the case of codimension-2 corner Lagrangians required when
nµn̄

µ ̸= 0, namely non-orthogonal corners, see [15, 29]. As for anomalies, the boundary field is
background: δΦ = 0. However if we restrict to diffeos tangent to the boundary, and we use a unit-
norm normal, there are no anomalies [29].

2.5.2 Null boundaries

The main difference of a null boundary is that its normal 1-form defines a vector that is tangent to the
hypersurface, and not orthogonal to it. And furthermore, there is no canonical normalization for the
normal, the induced metric is degenerate (with null direction the null tangent vector itself), and there
is no projector on the hypersurface, nor unique induced Levi-Civita connection. A very convenient
way to deal with a null boundary is to use the Newman-Penrose formalism. One introduces a doubly

12



null tetrad (l, n,m, m̄), of which one real vector is tangent to the null hypersurface (say l), and the
second real null vector (then n) acts as a ‘rigging vector’, or its 1-form as ‘rigging 1-form’. It provides a
2d space-like projector via 2m(µm̄n) = γµν := gµν +2l(µnν) and, in the case in which it is hypersurface
orthogonal, a 2 + 1 foliation of N determined by n and to which (m, m̄) are tangent.

Geometric elements of a null hypersurface

Boundary normal Φ = 0, lµ = −f∂µΦ

l2 = 0, lν∇ν lµ = klµ

Induced geometry qab = gab, det q = 0, qabl
b = 0, ϵN = inϵ, ϵS = ilϵN

2d projector γµν = gµν + 2l(µnν) = 2m(µm̄n)

Extrinsic geometry Wµ
ν := ∇µl

ν = ωµl
ν + γνρBµ

ρ

Being null and hypersurface orthogonal, l is automatically geodesic. It is however not necessarily
affinely parameterized, and an explicit calculation shows that

k = £l ln f − f

2
∂Φg

ΦΦ. (2.51)

While there is no extrinsic curvature in the usual sense, one can still define the Weingarten map,
and with the help of a choice of rigging vector, split it into a vertical and a horizontal component.
The horizontal component is purely intrinsic, and features the deformation tensor B occurring in
the standard analysis of null congruences. Its antisymmetric part vanishes because l is hypersurface
orthogonal, and the rest can be decomposed in terms of shear σ and expansion θ:2

Bµν := γρµγ
σ
ν∇ρlσ =

1

2
γρµγ

σ
ν£lγρσ

N
=σµν +

1

2
γµνθ, (2.52)

σµν := γρ⟨µγ
σ
ν⟩∇ρlσ = −m̄µm̄νσ + cc, θ := 2m(µm̄ν)∇µlν = −2ρ. (2.53)

The vertical part is extrinsic, since it depends on the first derivatives of the metric off the hypersurface,
and can be conveniently decomposed as follows,

ωµ := −ηµ − knµ, ηµ := γρµn
σ∇ρlσ = −(α+ β̄)mµ + cc, lµωµ = k = 2Re(ϵ). (2.54)

Here ω is the rotational 1-form of isolated and non-expanding horizons [30, 31], satisfying ω · l = k; η
is the connection 1-form on the normal time-like planes spanned by (l, n), sometimes called Hajicek
1-form [32], or twist. In these formulas, the complex scalars α, β, ϵ, ρ and σ make reference to the NP
formalism.3

The lack of 3d projector means also that there is no canonical Levi-Civita connection on a null
hypersurface. In fact, even the pull-back of the ambient connection does not define a connection on
the hypersurface. To see this, we can take two tangent vectors X and Y and compute:

lµX
ν∇νY

µ = −XνY µ∇ν lµ = −XνY µ(σµν +
θ

2
γµν). (2.55)

2Hopefully there should be no confusion between the scalar θ used for the expansion, and the 3-form or vector θ used
for the symplectic potential current. When both occur in the same equation, we will put a label to distinguish them.

3With mostly-plus signature, we use the conventions of [30]. The twist should not be confused with the 2-sphere
connection of the covariant derivative ð used in NP calculus, which is given by α− β̄ [33, 34].
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For a general null hypersurface the right-hand side does not vanish, hence the pull-back of ambient
covariant derivative takes them outside of the hypersurface. Only special hypersurface that are shear-
free and expansion-free admit a canonical connection, given by the pull-back of the ambient connection.
These hypersurfaces play indeed an important role in the study of non-expanding horizons [35] and
future null infinity, see below. For more general hypersurfaces, there is no Levi-Civita connection, but
one can take advantage of the rigging vector and introduce a family of rigging connections, defined by

Dµv
ν := Πρ

µΠ
ν
σ∇ρv

σ, (2.56)

where Πµ
ν = δµν + lµnν is a ‘half-projector’. The pull-back of (2.56) gives a well-defined 3d connection

acting on hypersurface tensors and forms. There is however no canonical choice, and we have a
different connection for each choice of rigging.4 If the hypersurface is shear and expansion free, all
rigging connections become rigging-independent and match the canonical, induced connection.

Taking the pull-back of (2.30) one finds [36, 14] (see also [])

θEH =
[
σµνδγµν + πµδl

µ + 2δ(θ + k)
]
ϵN + θδϵN + dϑEH, (2.57)

where

πµ := −2

(
ωµ +

θ

2
nµ

)
= 2

(
ηµ +

(
k − θ

2

)
nµ

)
, (2.58)

and
ϑEH = nµδlµϵS − iδlϵN = (nµδlµ + nµδl

µ) ϵS − n ∧ iδlϵS . (2.59)

In the null case there is less room for changes of polarization, because the spin-2 pair already captures
twice the same information,5 and γµνσµν = 0. As for the spin-1 pair, the issue is the (lack of)
independence of η from the induced metric, to which is related by the field equations. It remains the
spin-0 sector, where one can consider changes of polarization in both inaffinity k and expansion θ.
This leads to the 2-parameter family of polarizations [26, 38]

θEH = θ(b,c) − δℓ(b,c) + dϑEH, ℓ(b,c) = −(bk + cθ)ϵN , (2.60)

θ(b,c) =
[
σµνδγµν + πµδl

µ + (2− b)δk + (2− c)δθ
]
ϵN − (bk + (c− 1)θ)δϵN . (2.61)

The relation to boundary conditions is also more delicate than in the non-null case, because of potential
loss of covariance. Notice in fact that while θEH is general covariant by construction, since it only
depends on the dynamical metric and no background fields, the split in three different terms (2.60)
makes explicit reference to background fields. Hence one has to check that the split does not introduce
background-dependence and anomalies. This background dependence can be conveniently studied
using the Newman-Penrose formalism, because changes in the background fields (the scale of the
normal and the choice of rigging vector) can be generated using the so called class-III and class-I
internal Lorentz transformations. This is studied in [26, 38] (see also [39] for a different approach to
this question).

4One can reduce the freedom choosing for instance the rigging 1-form to be hypersurface orthogonal and Lie dragged
by the null tangent vector, which leaves a super-translation residual freedom. There is also some gauge freedom, for
instance changing the rigging by a global translation does not change the connection, so given a rigging connection, there
is not a unique rigging vector associated to it.

5The shear is the Lie derivative of the induced metric, see (2.53). The dependence of momentum on position is a
general property of null hypersurfaces, occurring also in the canonical formalism, and due to the presence of second class
constraints, see e.g. [37].
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boundary conditions cons. b.c. (b, c) symplectic potential

Dirichlet γµν , l
µ (2,2) (σµνδγµν + πµδl

µ)ϵN − (2k + θ)δϵN
CFP γµν , l

µ, k (0,2) (σµνδγµν + πµδl
µ + 2δk)ϵN − θδϵN

ORBS σµν , l
µ, θ (0,1) (σµνδγµν + πµδl

µ + 2δk + δθ)ϵN

Table 4: Different boundary conditions for a null boundary.

Relation to Carollian geometry.

From the point of view of holography, it is useful to consider a purely intrinsic de-
scription of a null surface, that makes no reference to its embedding. An elegant
approach to this problem is to exploit the natural fibration by null geodesics, and
replace the (pull-back of the) rigging 1-form with a choice of Ehresmann connection.
The intrinsic description of null hypersurfaces is the subject of Carollian geometry,
which you will also learn about in this school. The rigging connections considered
here are related to the Carollian connections.

2.6 Dissipative boundary conditions

We can frame the relation between polarizations and the variational principle of the previous section
in the more general context of conservative and dissipative boundary conditions in the phase space. As
we have seen, the field theory equivalent of ω̇ =̂ 0 is dω =̂ 0. While at first sight similar, this equation
does not immediately imply that the symplectic 2-form is conserved in time. To understand why, let
us integrate it over a bounded region of spacetime. By Stokes’ theorem,

ΩΣ1 =̂ ΩΣ2 +ΩB, (2.62)

where the boundary B can be for instance time-like or null, as in Fig 1. If the fields vanish at the
boundary B, then the symplectic 2-form is the same at the two space-like hypersurfaces, and indeed
it is constant in time. This is the situation we are most familiar with in field theory, implemented
taking the boundary at infinite distance, and the fields falling off sufficiently fast.

More in general, it is the boundary conditions at B that determine whether ΩB vanishes or not,
be it at finite or infinite distance. We can distinguish two general classes of boundary conditions:
Conservative boundary conditions, for which ΩB = 0, and leaky boundary conditions, for which
ΩB ̸= 0. In this case there is ‘symplectic flux’ through the boundary, and the data specified on Σ1 are
not sufficient to reconstruct the data on Σ2 (intuitively, one can visualize information lost or added
through the radiation outgoing B or incoming). The leaky boundary conditions are also known as
radiative, or dissipative/absorbing. In the following we will be mostly interested in the dissipative
case, hence we will use this term, but all considerations apply also in the case of absorption.6 A finer
characterization can be obtained if we look at the symplectic potential. Since conservative boundary
conditions are typically related to the variational principle, it is convenient to characterize them as

δq
B
= 0 where q here represents a complete set of independent configuration variables, in other words

pδq is an admissible choice of polarization. In the case of dissipative boundary conditions, it is crucial
that one be able to identify the degrees of freedom responsible for the dissipation. In other words, to

6This is an aspect for which having a null boundary simplifies the analysis with respect to a time-like boundary,
because causality then neatly separates the two cases.
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be able to identify a special class of solutions for which these degrees of freedom are not excited, and
dissipation does not occur. We refer to these special solutions as non-dissipative, or non-radiative,
or ‘stationary’.7 Having identified a relevant class of ‘stationary’ solutions, we seek a polarization
for the symplectic potential such that p vanishes on them. As we will see, this formulation is very
important because it allows one to study dynamics in dissipative situation with the solid benchmark
that conservation automatically occurs when the systems undergoes a non-dissipative epoch.

Summarizing:

• Conservative boundary conditions:

ωB = 0, θB = pδq, δq = 0 everywhere in phase space (2.63)

• Dissipative boundary conditions:

ωB ̸= 0, θB = pδq, p = 0 on ‘stationary” solutions (2.64)

These considerations give a physical perspective to (2.40): use the freedom in order to choose a
symplectic potential realizing the conditions (2.63) or (2.64), according to the situation of interest.
If this is possible using only the ℓ freedom, then the change is akin to a change of polarization. If
a corner term is needed as well, then the change is more subtle and means that corner degrees of
freedom play a role.

3 Noether’s theorem for gauge symmetries and gravity

Noether exposed a profound relation between conservation laws and differentiable symmetries (con-
tinuous and connected to the identity), and which will be at the heart of our lectures.

Definition: An infinitesimal transformation δεϕ with continuous parameter ε is a symmetry
if it leaves the field equations invariant, namely the variation of the Lagrangian is at most
a boundary term:

δεL = dYε. (3.1)

Noether theorem: For every differentiable symmetry of the Lagrangian there exists a cur-
rent conserved on-shell, given by

jε := Iεθ − Yε, djε =̂ 0. (3.2)

If the symmetry transformation depends on derivatives of the symmetry parameters, then
the field equations are not independent, and the conserved current is on-shell exact:

jε =̂ dqε. (3.3)
7While both non-radiative and stationary have a useful intuitive meaning, they do not characterize the general case,

because one could have non-radiative dissipation, or because the notion of stationarity as lack of radiation may not
coincide with other uses of the word stationarity. This is for instance the case in general relativity, where stationarity
typically refers to the presence of a time-translational Killing vector, and one can have spacetimes with no radiation
neither a time-like Killing vector, hence the quotation marks in ‘stationary’.
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The 3-form jε, or its Hodge dual vector via (2.23), is the Noether current of the symmetry ε. Its
integral Qε[Σ] :=

∫
Σ jε is the Noether charge, and we will refer to qε as surface charge aspect. The

proof of the first statement follows immediately from δεL = IεE+ dIε = dYε. The proof of the second
is only slightly longer, and we give it in Box 2. These two statements are also known separately as first
and second Noether’s theorems. Notice the power and elegance of the covariant phase space methods:
compact and transparent formulas, and straightforward proofs.

Box 2. Proof of Noether’s second theorem. Suppose that the infinitesimal transformation of the
fields contains derivatives of the symmetry parameters, namely δϵϕ = ϵϕ+ϕdϵ, schematically. For instance
in Maxwell and GR, we have (3.16) and (??). In this case we can write

IϵE =
δL

δϕ
δϵϕ =

δL

δϕ
(ϵϕ+ ϕdϵ) = ϵ

(
δL

δϕ
ϕ− d(

δL

δϕ
ϕ)

)
+ d

(
δL

δϕ
ϵϕ

)
. (3.4)

Then

d(jϵ −
δL

δϕ
ϵϕ) = ϵ

(
δL

δϕ
ϕ− d(

δL

δϕ
ϕ)

)
. (3.5)

The round bracket on the RHS must vanish in the bulk, because ϵ is an arbitrary parameter, and the LHS
is a boundary term only. By continuity, it has to vanish on the boundary as well. We conclude two things:
that the round bracket on the RHS is an off-shell identity (these are called Noether identities, or generalized
Bianchi identity), and that the round bracket in the LHS is a closed form, hence exact by Wald’s theorem.
It follows that

jϵ = dqϵ +
δL

δϕ
ϵϕ =̂ dqϵ. (3.6)

Dependence on derivatives of the symmetry parameters is precisely what happens in gauge theories
and gravity. In this case the Noether identities are also called generalized Bianchi identities, and the
part of the field equations entering (3.6) are the canonical constraints.

Let us explore the consequences of these conservation laws. By Stokes theorem,

Qε[Σ1] =̂Qε[Σ2] +Qε[B]. (3.7)

If the boundary conditions at B make Qε[B] vanish, then the Noether charges are conserved between
one hypersurface and the next, namely they are constant in time. Observe the difference between a
mechanical system and a field theory: in the first case the Noether charges are automatically conserved
in time on solutions, whereas in the latter this requires specific boundary conditions.

On top of this codimension-1 conservation laws, in gauge theories and gravity we also have
codimension-2 conservation laws relating the Noether current on Σ to the boundary of Σ via (3.3).
Upon integration of this equation, we find

Qε[Σ] =

∫
Σ
jε =̂

∮
∂Σ
qε = Qε[∂Σ]. (3.8)

We refer to the term on the right as surface charges, because it has support on surfaces (or codimension-
2 space in general dimensions). The 2-form integrand qϵ is the surface charge aspect. This is the heart
of a gauge symmetry: For a gauge symmetry, the Noether charge is itself a surface charge, if Σ has a
single boundary, or a difference of surface charges, if for instance Σ has two disconnected boundaries.
The simplest example of such codimension-2 conservation law is Gauss’s theorem relating the total
electric charge in a region of space to the flux of the electric field, and we will cover this example in
details shortly.

When a gauge theory is coupled to matter, there is also a special case that can occur: gauge trans-
formations that leave the gauge fields invariant, but affect the matter. These are usually referred to as
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‘global’ gauge transformations, because in electromagnetism this occurs for constant gauge transfor-
mations, and are otherwise typically globally defined. They can also be referred to as isometries, and
I will favour this term in the following. When this happens, it is possible to consider the gauge fields
as background and non-dynamical, and one recovers a symmetry for the matter fields alone, whose
Noether current is 3d and not a surface term.

The fact that the Noether current is exact is not the only special feature of gauge transformations.
As we will see shortly, another important one is that they correspond to degenerate directions of the
symplectic 2-form.

3.1 Example 1: ‘global’ vs. local U(1) gauge symmetry

Consider a complex scalar field, with Lagrangian

L = −∂µϕ∂µϕ̄− V (|ϕ|). (3.9)

From the variation one obtains the field equations and symplectic potential current,

∂2ϕ− ∂ϕ̄V = 0, θµ = −∂µϕ̄δϕ− ∂µϕδϕ̄. (3.10)

It is easy to see that the Lagrangian is invariant under the transformation ϕ→ eiλϕ with λ ∈ ℝ, whose
infinitesimal version is δλϕ = iλϕ. Its Noether current is

jµλ = Iλθ
µ = iλϕ̄

↔
∂
µϕ. (3.11)

It conservation can be easily checked, and it gives rise to a Noether charge

Qλ =

∫
Σ
Iλθ

0d3x = −iλ
∫
Σ
(ϕ̄ϕ̇− ϕ ˙̄ϕ)d3x, (3.12)

that is constant in time, if the fields satisfy conservative boundary conditions at the lateral boundary.
Now let us ‘gauge’ this symmetry, by coupling the complex scalar field to the Maxwell Lagrangian

(‘scalar electro-dynamics’)

L = −1

4
F 2 −DµϕDµϕ− V (|ϕ|), (3.13)

where Dµϕ = (∂µ + iAµ)ϕ is the covariant derivative.8 From the variation one obtains the field
equations

∂µF
µν = Jν , Jµ = −iϕ̄

↔
D

µϕ = −iϕ̄
↔
∂
µϕ+ 2Aµ|ϕ|2, D2ϕ− ∂ϕ̄V = 0, (3.14)

and symplectic potential
θµ = −FµνδAν −Dµϕδϕ−Dµϕδϕ̄. (3.15)

The Lagrangian is invariant under

δλϕ = iλϕ, δλAµ = −∂µλ, δλL = 0, (3.16)

where λ is a real field. There is no boundary term, that is Yλ = 0, hence the Noether current is

jµλ = Iλθ
µ = Fµν∂νλ− λJµ = ∂ν(λF

µν) + λ(∂νF
νµ − Jµ) =̂ ∂ν(λF

µν). (3.17)

8In the mathematical literature, one often describes ϕ and ϕ̄ has duals in a complex line bundle, with covariant
derivative Dµϕ = (∂µ +Aµ)ϕ and Dµϕ̄ = (∂µ −Aµ)ϕ̄. Both conventions give the same results.
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It is straightforward to verify that it is conserved on-shell, first statement of Noether’s theorem, and the
third equality shows the second statement explicitly. This is Noether’s theorem for gauge symmetries:
we have a conserved current on-shell that is itself vanishing, up to a corner term.

We can now distinguish two cases, depending on whether we take λ to be a constant or not. In the
first case the symmetry is global, and it is an isometry in the sense that the gauge field is left invariant.
We can then just set λ = 1. Integrating the current over a space-like hypersurface of constant time
we find

Q =

∫
Σ
j0d3x = −

∫
Σ
J0d3x =̂

∮
∂Σ
EadSa, (3.18)

where we used that F 0a = Ea the electric field. We recognize this as the electric charge, conserved in
time (consequence of the first statement, with conservative boundary conditions), and related to the
electric flux by Gauss’ theorem (here seen as a direct consequence of the second statement). Notice
in particular that the total electric charge must vanish on a spatially compact manifold, since the
Noether current is still on-shell exact, also for constant λ.

Since the Noether current is a surface term also for global gauge transformations, when is it that
we recover the statement that the Noether current is a 3d integral alone, non-vanishing also in the
absence of boundaries? Since the electromagnetic field is left invariant by global transformations, we
could then treat as a background, non dynamical field. In this case we recover a global U(1) symmetry
for the complex scalar field, with Noether charge non-trivial even in the absence of boundaries. But we
have changed the dynamics. In other words, there is a residual symmetry also if the gauge field is non
dynamical, but given only by the smaller set of constant λ. This assumes that the electric charge is a
manifestation of the electromagnetic field, described by a gauge theory. A global U(1) symmetry of a
complex scalar field not related to any gauge field needs not vanish on a spatially compact manifold.

In the general, ‘local’ case, the Noether charge on the same hypersurface is

Qλ[Σ] =

∫
Σ
(F 0ν∂νλ− λJ0)d3x =̂

∮
∂Σ
λEadSa = Qλ[∂Σ]. (3.19)

We see that the 3d integral has two contributions. These can be referred to as ‘soft’ and ‘hard’, in ref-
erence to their photonic and matter origin respectively. These names particularly used in applications
at null infinity.

where Qλ now is a surface charge. If there is a single boundary, then the 3d and 2d charges
coincide. But if there are two boundaries, then they don’t. On could refer to the first as Noether
charge of flux, and to the second as surface charge. One often also considers both Σ and B then even
more care with language needed.

This application of Gauss’s law becomes however particularly useful in the case of dissipative
boundary conditions. If these permit residula gauge transformations, then we we apply it to a laterla
boundary B , and derive a flux-balance law for each allowed λ that tells us how the surface charge
changes under the dissipation.
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Figure 2: Different applications of the co-dimension 2 flux-balance laws in electromagnetism. Left panel: On

a single space-like hypersurface Σ with two boundaries, the surface charge difference is determine by the matter

content in between. Right panel: Between different times, with dissipative boundary conditions – allowing

residual gauge transformations at the boundary, to which λ must belong – the surface charge difference is

determined by the flux.

Now an important caveat about language. If Σ has a single boundary, the Noether charge is a
surface integral, and in this example given by the electric flux. If Σ has two boundaries, then the
Noether charge is the difference between two surface charges. This difference can also be referred to
as a ‘flux’, in the sense that it captures the dynamical field content inside the boundaries, a name that
makes even more sense if Σ is chosen to be time-like or null, as opposed to space-like. You will notice
that depending on context, what one calls charge and flux can easily be swapped. So it is important
to keep your eyes open and not just your ears, to avoid misunderstandings.

Using forms, the Noether current (3.17) reads

jλ = ⋆F ∧ dλ− λJ =̂ d(λ ⋆ F ). (3.20)

3.2 Example 2: ‘global’ vs. local diffeomorphisms

Consider a matter Lagrangian Lm that depends on dynamical matter fields ϕ and a non-dynamical,
spacetime metric g. Under a diffeomorphism, we have

δξLm = δϕLm δξϕ = δϕLm £ξϕ = £ξLm − δgLm £ξg = diξLm +∆ξLm. (3.21)

Two possibilities:

• the metric g admits isometries, then its Killing vectors ξ are symmetries of the matter Lagrangian
alone. E.g. in flat spacetime Poincarè transformations, and a standard calculation shows that
the associated Noether charges are the energy-momentum and angular momentum tensors.

add details

• make the metric dynamical. Then all diffeos are symmetries.

With the second option, we arrive to Einstein’s principle of general covariance: if every field in the
Lagrangian is dynamical, including the metric, diffeomorphisms are a symmetry:

δξL = δgLδξg + δϕLδξϕ = δgL£ξg + δϕL£ξϕ = £ξL = diξL. (3.22)

In this case Yξ = iξL, and the Noether current is jξ = Iξθ − iξL.
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Let’s consider the Einstein-Hilbert Lagrangian coupled to matter fields ϕ, and let’s assume for
simplicity that the matter Lagrangian Lm couples to the metric but not its derivatives. Then

jµξ = 2
(
(Gµ

ν + Λδµν − 1

2
Tµ
ν )ξ

ν −∇ν∇[µξν]
)
, (3.23)

where

Tµν = − 2c√
−g

δLM

δgµν
(3.24)

is the energy-momentum tensor of the matter Lagrangian. Taking the divergence of (3.23) we verify
it vanishes on-shell of both the Einstein’s and matter’s field equations:

∇µj
µ
ξ =

1

8πG
Eµν∇µξν −∇µT

µνξν =̂ 0. (3.25)

And the second statement of Noether’s theorem is already manifest in (3.23) because the first term
vanishes on shell, and the second is a boundary term. This is known as Komar integrand, and can be
written as a 2-form as

κξ := − 1

32π
ϵµνρσ∇ρξσdxµ ∧ dxν . (3.26)

Add Details.

To turn (3.23) into a flux-balance law like (3.17), we can use the identity

∇ν∇[µξν] =
1

2
(Rµ

νξ
ν −□ξµ +∇µ∇νξ

ν), (3.27)

which follows from the definition of the Riemann tensor as the commutator of two covariant derivatives.
Again, we can distinguish two cases, isometries or not. Isometries exists if there are solutions of

the Killing equation
£ξgµν = 2∇(µξν) = 0. (3.28)

In this case it is possible to ignore the dynamics of g, and consider it as a background field, and we
go back to option 1 above. Furthermore if ξν is a Killing vector, the last two terms in (3.27) vanish.
Then integrating both sides of the equation over a 3d portion of space V delimited by two boundaries
S1 and S2, and using Stokes’ theorem, we find

Qξ[S] =

∮
S
∇ν∇[µξν]dSµ, (3.29)

Qξ[S2]−Qξ[S1] = −1

2

∫
V
Rµ

νξ
νdVµ =̂ − 1

2

∫
V

(
Tµνξν − (Λ +

T

2
)ξµ

)
dVµ. (3.30)

The Noether charge (3.29) obtained in this way is known as Komar charge. If the right-hand side of
(3.27) vanishes, the Komar charge is conserved in the sense that it has the same value independently of
the surface S used, and its value changes only when the deformations of S include some source terms.
If the right-hand side does not vanish, the Noether charge varies by an amount determined by the
matter energy-momentum in the enclosed region. The simplest application of the Komar formulas is
the Kerr spacetime, which possesses Killing vectors corresponding to stationarity and axial symmetry,
and whose Komar integrals on an arbitrary 2-sphere S encompassing the singularity give respectively
the mass and angular momentum. The identification however requires different choices of overall
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normalization, an issue which is known as the factor of 2 problem of the Komar mass. As we will
see below this issue is elegantly solved looking at the canonical generators in phase space. Another
perplexing aspect of the flux-balance law (3.30) is that we have the trace-reversed energy-momentum
appearing as source, as opposed to the expected one. But a much more severe problem is that the
flux-balance law derived from (3.27) is not very useful in a generic spacetime without Killing vectors.
If we apply it for instance to BMS transformations, we would get a non-zero flux also in the absence
of radiation.

The idea then is to use the ambiguities (2.39) in the covariant phase space to look for a different
Noether current whose flux balance law has a wider range of applicability. Let us first see how the
ambiguities affect the charges, and then how we can prescribe a preferred choice.

3.3 Improved Noether charges

When changing the symplectic potential within the equivalence class (2.39) one gets [15] (see also
[16, 18, 29, 20, 21])

θ′ = θ + δℓ− dϑ, q′ξ = qξ + iξℓ− Iξϑ. (3.31)

In general, q′ξ is not only determined by the choice of θ′ but also from the specific choice of ℓ, in the
sense that adding a corner term dc to ℓ can change the charge [20, 21]. The perspective in changing
the charges is similar to the one used in thermodynamics, where one looks at different state functions
such as internal energy or free energy, depending on the problem. In thermodynamics the different
choices are typically related to changes of polarizations, which is controlled by ℓ here, but now we also
have the additional possibility of corner term changes, given by ϑ. These play an important role in
many situations.

3.4 (Generalized) Wald-Zoupas prescription

In general, characterizing the preferred symplectic potential requires the use of a background, and of
background structures that can be associated with the boundary. For instance in general relativity
we would like to select preferred charges that are conserved in the absence of gravitational radiation.
But this is hard to characterize in a diffeomorphism-invariant way. What is easier is to use a reference
background to distinguish radiation from the other modes in the field. So in general there is no
general preferred symplectic potential that applies to all situations. One has to first specify the system
by specifying a boundary and the boundary conditions, and then look for the preferred symplectic
potential at that boundary and with variations restricted to preserving the boundary conditions. In
other words, we look only at the equivalence class (2.40). This introduces the caveat discussed earlier
that one has to make sure that the split chosen does not introduce dependence on the background
structures of the boundary. Namely one has to make sure that the chosen preferred potential is
covariant. It may feel ironical that one should worry about covariance in a theory that is general
covariant, but the problem is that to do physics it is typically more convenient to introduce a reference
frame rather then to look only at gauge invariant quantities, and this reference frame has to be handled
in a way that does not break covariance.

Accordingly, we give the following criteria for selecting the preferred symplectic potential [21]:

1. Covariance: δξ θ̄ = £ξ θ̄, namely independence of any background structure

2. Stationarity: θ̄ = pδq where p = 0 for solutions satisfying a notion of stationarity
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In the case of asymptotic symmetries, one has to make sure also that the preferred symplectic potential
is well-defined, in other words any divergences should also be removed using the equivalence class
freedom. The notion of stationarity should be prescribed based on the physical problem at hand. For
instance, it could be all solutions without radiation, all solutions without dissipation, all solutions with
a time-translation Killing vector, etc. These criteria are based on the seminal Wald-Zoupas paper [6],
where the prescription was applied at I , with the stationarity condition defined by the vanishing of the
news function. The main generalization is the inclusion of corner terms in the equivalence class (2.40).
These are important in situations where it is not possible to realize the two conditions otherwise, or
because one wants to introduce corner degrees of freedom in the phase space. I have for instance seen
an example of the former when full-filling this construction for the extended BMS symmetry in [24],
and an example of the latter when constructing a purely hard flux for BMS transformations in [40].

A very important consequence of these conditions is that they guarantee that the Noether currents
realize the symmetry algebra in the covariant phase space in terms of the Barnich-Troessaert bracket
[41], without field-dependent cocycles [42].

3.5 Canonical generators and dissipation

On top of being conserved, the Noether charges also provide canonical generators for the symmetry
transformations in phase space. To see this, we use (3.2) t derive

−Iϵω = −δϵθ + δIϵθ = −δϵθ + δjϵ + δYϵ. (3.32)

Here we have taken the short-hand notation of representing the vector field representing the symmetry
transformation with its symmetry parameter. Using repeatedly [d, δ] = 0, and assuming δε = 0 for
the time being, we have

dδϵθ =̂ δϵδL = dδYϵ ⇒ δϵθ =̂ δYϵ + dXε, (3.33)

hence
−Iϵω =̂ δjϵ − dXε. (3.34)

The form of Xε depends on the specific theory and symmetry considered.
From this general result we can draw two important conclusions:

• If the symmetry is gauge, jε is exact, hence Iεω only has support on the corners: bulk gauge
transformations are degenerate directions of the symplectic 2-form, boundary ones generically
not.

• If Xε = δbε is field-space exact, so is Iεω: the transformation corresponds to a Hamiltonian
vector field, with Hamiltonian aspect

hϵ =̂ jϵ + bϵ. (3.35)

This discussion is completely general. Once we choose the boundary, and the boundary conditions,
we can refine the analysis and draw more specific conclusions. In this respect, it is useful to work at
the level of the 3-form ω so that we are not committing to a specific pull-back on a given boundary,
and we can make statements that are general to the whole CPS.

We can now distinguish three cases.
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Case 1: bε = 0. The simplest, and indeed most common case, is when bϵ = 0, then the Noether
charge already computed is the canonical generator of the symmetry on a given phase space. This
occurs for instance in electromagnetism, where

−Iλω = δλF
µνδAν − δFµνδλAν = δFµν∂νλ = δ(Fµν∂νλ)− Fµν∂νδλ =̂ δjλ =̂ dδqλ, (3.36)

for δλ = 0 and in vacuum. One can proceed similarly when the complex scalar field is included, the
intermediate steps are longer, but using (3.15) and (3.17) we arrive at the same end result. The last
equality shows that bulk gauge transformations are degenerate directions of the symplectic 2-form,
hence they don’t affect the nature of the solution. On the other hand gauge transformations with
support on the boundary can be non-trivial in general.9 The question is whether boundary conditions
allow any gauge transformations at the boundary. A prominent example in the Maxwell case are
the fall-off conditions at future null infinity, where a residual gauge symmetry of time-independent
boundary λ’s is allowed, and gives rise to the conservation laws that have remarkably been related to
the soft photon theorems of the quantum theory [43].

Case 2: bε ̸= 0. In this case the canonical generator is shifted with respect to the initial Noether
charge computed. It may still be possible to interpret the shift as an improved Noether charge, namely
from the Noether charge obtained adding a boundary Lagrangian and/or a corner term. This situation
occurs for instance in the gravitational case. A famous result by Iyer and Wald is that

−Iξω = −δξθ + δIξθ = −£ξθ + δ(jξ + iξL) =̂ δjξ − diξθ =̂ d(δqξ − iξθ). (3.37)

If at the boundary θ = δb then we are in case 2, so we have a canonical generator, the charge is
integrable, and it is given by q′ξ = qξ + iξb. An example of this occurs at spatial infinity, with
standard ADM fall-off conditions. These boundary conditions allow residual diffeomorphisms which
are isometries of the asymptotic flat metric and are given by the Poincaré group. In this way one can
reconstruct the ADM charges from covariant phase space methods, and in particular the b shift solves
the famous issue of the missing factor of 2 in the Komar mass [44].

The generator obtained in this way can be interpreted as an improved Noether charge with bound-
ary Lagrangian b [15, 29]. If we restrict the freedom to only changes of polarizations, then the
symplectic 2-form is invariant, but the split between integrable and non-integrable is not:

θ′ = θ + δℓ, q′ξ = qξ + iξℓ, −Iξω =̂ d(δqξ − iξθ) =̂ d(δq′ξ − iξθ
′). (3.38)

Another example of case 2 is a finite time-like boundary with conservative boundary conditions.
In this case one gets the Brown-York charges [15, 16] or the alternatives with Neumann and York
boundary conditions [29],

Qb
ξ =

∮
S
qξ + iξℓ

b − Iξϑ
EH = −2

∮
S
nµξν(K̄µν −

b

2
q̄µνK̄)ϵS . (3.39)

It is also possible to show that the counter-term needed in order to recover the ADM charges in the
limit to spatial infinity can be written as a suitable boundary Lagrangian [29].

Case 3: Xε ̸= δbε. In this case the canonical generator is not integrable. This occurs typically
in the presence of radiation. For instance in the gravitational case, we see from the Iyer-Wald result

9Sometimes the name large is also used, but this term is also used for the completely unrelated notion of gauge
transformations not connected to the identity. For this reason I prefer to avoid it and use instead boundary, or asymptotic
gauge transformations.
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Xξ = iξθ that this would occur for ξ not tangent to the boundary of Σ hyperbolic space-like man-
ifold intersecting I , namely those boundary transformations that are not Hamiltonian vector fields
because they deform ΩΣ in a direction that ‘sees’ the dissipation. In this case one needs a more
careful prescription. The idea is to use the preferred symplectic potential defined by the (generalized)
Wald-Zoupas prescription, and define the charges as those that would be canonical generators in the
stationary subset of the phase space.

An alternative approach, but which ends up giving the same result, is to look at the flux, namely
at the pull-back of Iξω on I (or a portion thereof). In that case one still has the problem of non-
integrability, but can be dealt with introducing a norm in field space which roughly speaking makes the
non-integrable terms measure zero, and then defining the generator as a completion of the integrable
one in that dense subset [3, 7]. This is specifically the case with the asymptotic symmetries at future
null infinity, and what we will focus on in the rest of the class.

4 BMS symmetry

4.1 Future null infinity

To study the asymptotic symmetries of gravitational waves, we are interested in the behaviour of
asymptotically flat spacetimes along null directions. To gain some intuition about these asymptotics,
let us first consider the case of flat spacetime. If we use spherical coordinates and retarded time
u := t− r, the metric reads

ds2 = −du2 − 2dudr + r2qABdx
AdxB, (4.1)

where qAB is the standard round sphere metric. Hypersurfaces of constant u describe outgoing null
cones, ruled by null geodesics, and r is an affine parameter along them. Taking the limit r → ∞ at
constant u is thus a way to reach future null infinity. A difficulty with this limit is that the metric
becomes ill-defined, since the sphere part diverges, and dr is no longer defined. A way to improve the
mathematical control is to use Penrose’s idea of conformal compactification. To do that, we change
the radial coordinate r to

Ω =
1

r
. (4.2)

We have
dΩ = −r−2dr, ∂Ω = −r2∂r, dr = −Ω−2dΩ, ∂r = −Ω2∂Ω. (4.3)

It follows that vector and form components change as follows,

vΩ = −Ω2vr, vΩ = −Ω−2vr. (4.4)

This has a strong impact into the study of limits. Something that looks divergent in r coordinates
may not be so, once a well-defined coordinate system is used. The vector field r∂r = −Ω∂Ω may
look divergent as r → ∞, but it is in fact well-defined, and actually vanishing, if we use a good
coordinate system and Ω → 0. This opens up the possibility of adding points corresponding to Ω = 0
to the spacetime manifold. We thus obtain a new manifold M̂ , which we refer to as the conformally
completed manifold. The hypersurface Ω = 0 is the boundary of M̂ .

In the coordinate chart xµ = (u,Ω, xA) the Minkowski metric reads

ds2 = −du2 +Ω−2(2dudΩ+ qABdx
AdxB). (4.5)
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Or as a matrix

ηµν =

−1 1
Ω2 0
0 0

1
Ω2 qAB

 , ηµν =

0 Ω2 0
Ω4 0

Ω2qAB

 . (4.6)

The metric blows up at the boundary of M̂ in a way that can now be controlled. We define the
conformally rescaled metric (aka ‘unphysical metric’)

dŝ2 = 2dudΩ+ qABdx
AdxB − Ω2du2. (4.7)

That is,

η̂µν = Ω2ηµν , η̂µν =

−Ω2 1 0
0 0

qAB

 , η̂µν =

0 1 0
Ω2 0

qAB

 . (4.8)

The unphysical metric is well defined at Ω = 0, and given by

dŝ2
I
= 2dudΩ+ qABdx

AdxB. (4.9)

The pair (M̂, ĝ) is the conformally rescaled spacetime, and its boundary Ω = 0 is the hypersurface
we refer to as future null infinity I +, or I in short, since we will talk mostly about future null infinity
alone. While I does not ‘exist’ in the physical spacetime, it is the boundary of the conformally
completed spacetime. Since I is a hypersurface of M̂ , its properties can be studied using local
differential geometry. Its induced metric is degenerate, and in the (u, xA) coordinates induced from
the bulk coordinates, reads

qab =

(
0 0

qAB

)
. (4.10)

The null directions are along ∂u, which provides a an affinely parameterized tangent vector to the null
geodesics of I . In particular, we can take as normal to I

𝕟 := dΩ, (4.11)

and observe that its norm given by the unphysical metric vanishes, hence I is a null hypersurface.
Furthermore as a vector,

𝕟 = ∂u +Ω2∂Ω
I
= ∂u. (4.12)

The retarded time vector ∂u is thus time-like everywhere in the bulk, and becomes null at I .
Remark: We noticed in Section 2.5.2 that on a null hypersurfaces there is no canonical choice of

normal. However in the case of I the situation is special, because the conformal compactification
provides a preferred choice, given by (4.11). The existence of this choice tying up the normal to the
conformal factor chosen is ultimately responsible for the extra generator of the symmetry group of
physical non-expanding horizons with respect to the BMS group at I [45, 35].

4.2 Global and asymptotic symmetries

Ametric possesses isometries if there are non-trivial solutions to the Killing equation (3.28). Minkowski
spacetime is maximally symmetric and admits ten Killing vectors. They form an algebra under Lie
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bracket which is isomorphic to the Poincaré algebra. The description of the Killing vectors is simplest
in Cartesian coordinates, where the metric is constant everywhere, and we get

ξ = aµ + bµνxν , b(µν) = 0, b0a = ba, bab = −ϵabcrc. (4.13)

Changing coordinates to retarded time, we find

ξ = f∂u + Y A∂A − r

2
DAY

A∂r −
1

r
DAf∂A +

1

2
D2f∂r, (4.14)

where D is the covariant derivative on the 2-sphere, and f = T + u
2DAY

A. The function T = T (xA) is
a linear combination of the lowest harmonics l = 0, 1 and encodes the translation parameters a. The
vectors Y A are conformal Killing vectors of the sphere, which span the Lorentz group and encode the
parameters b. Using the inverse radius coordinate Ω = 1/r makes it manifest that the Killing vector
are tangent to I :

ξ = f∂u + Y A∂A +Ω(ḟ∂Ω − DAf∂A)−
1

2
Ω2D2f∂Ω. (4.15)

These expressions are exact to all orders in r, or Ω: these are the global Killing vectors. Notice that
the Killing vectors are also conformal Killing vectors of the unphysical metric, since they satisfy

£ξη̂µν = 2£ξ lnΩ η̂µν +Ω2£ξη = 2αξη̂µν , αξ := £ξ lnΩ =
𝕟 · ξ
Ω

. (4.16)

Now let’s look at (4.7). We can ask for a smaller condition, namely asymptotic Killing vectors that
preserve only the leading order at I of (4.7). Namely, we seek ξ that solve the equation

£ξη̂µν
I
= 2αξη̂µν , (4.17)

as opposed to (4.16). This equation is much weaker, and has two strong effect on the global solution
(4.14): first, only the O(Ω) is determined, all higher orders are left free. The reason why the O(Ω)
is fixed is because we are requiring (4.47) for the spacetime metric. If we restrict the requirement to
hold only for the pull-back, then only the tangent part of the vector field is determined. Second, T
no longer needs to be in the lowest two harmonics, it can be an arbitrary function on the sphere. The
resulting vector fields form a closed sub-algebra of the diffeomorphism algebra, given by

[ξ, χ] = (Tξ ḟχ + Yξ[fχ]− (ξ ↔ χ))∂u + [Yξ, Yχ]
A∂A. (4.18)

This algebra exponentiates to a finite group action, a subgroup of the full diffeomorphism group of I
that we call BMS group.

The lowest two harmonics of T , which correspond to global translations, are the solutions of the
equation

D⟨ADB⟩T = 0. (4.19)

In general, we can distinguish modes using the Laplacian eigenvalue equation D2T = −l(l+1)T . The
new allowed diffeomorphisms are arbitrary angle-dependent time translations,

u′ = u+ T (xA), (4.20)

and are called super-translations. Notice that if we act with a boost, we change the round sphere to
another round sphere, but the two sets of spherical harmonics get mixed up. Only the lowest sector is
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‘pure’ in the sense that it gets no contribution from higher harmonics. What this means is that while
global translations are characterized by (4.19) in any frame, non-global-super-translations are not: We
first pick a frame, then we can talk about the l ≥ 2 modes in that frame. But changing frame, these
modes will mix, and get contributions from the l = 0, 1 modes as well. In more mathematical terms,
we have that global translations, and global translations only, form a normal subgroup of the BMS
group.

To gain intuition about super-translations, observe that acting with an asymptotic Killing vector
on the Minkowski metric (4.1) ‘spoils’ its form by terms constructed from D⟨ADB⟩T . The consequence
is that while the codimension-2 leaves of constant (u, r) are round spheres, the new codimension-2
leaves of constant (u′, r′) are non-round spheres. It further follows that while for r → 0 the constant
u ingoing geodesics of different angles xA all converge to a point, the constant u′ ingoing geodesics of
different angles start individually crossing before and don’t focus to a point. From the point of view
of I , there is no difference between u and u′, both are equally good coordinates, corresponding to
different choice of cuts foliating I . But from the bulk perspective, some cuts come from light emitted
from a point, and are called good cuts. The rest are the bad cuts.

A tricky feature of the BMS group is that only the global translations are a canonical subgroup,
and there is no canonical subgroup corresponding to the Lorentz group. The situation echoes that of
the global Killing vectors, for which there is no unique Lorentz subgroup of the Poincaré group. But
while to pick a Lorentz subgroup of the Poincaré group we need to pick an origin, and the freedom
in doing so is spanned by the finite-dimensional group of translations, we have a different Lorentz
subgroup for each choice of cut, and this is an infinite-dimensional freedom. Once we have chosen a
Lorentz subgroup, we also get a Poincaré subgroup immediately, since global translations are anyways
an ideal.

These properties can be deduced from the group Lie algebra (4.18). It implies that the group has
the semi-direct product structure

GBMS = SL(2,ℂ)⋉ℝS . (4.21)

Two important special cases of (4.18) are that super-translations commute, [ξT , ξT ′ ] = 0, and that
Lorentz transformations do not commute with generic super-translations,

[ξY , χT ] = ξT ′ , T ′ = Y A∂AT − ḟT. (4.22)

This makes it manifest that the notion of Lorentz subgroup of the BMS group is cross-section depen-
dent: acting with a super-translation changes the cross-section and the Lorentz symmetry vector is
shifted by a super-momentum contribution. For the angular momentum piece ḟ = 0, and the shift is
by Y A∂AT only. This vanishes for global translations, recovering the standard Poincaré result that
rotations commute with translations, but they do not with super-translations.

Summarizing, the global Killing vectors preserve all of 4.7, including the O(Ω−2); the asymptotic
Killing instead only the lowest order of (4.7).

4.3 Asymptotically flat spacetimes

In the literature one can find two different approaches to asymptotically flat spacetimes at null infinity.
The Bondi-Sachs approach, based on a bulk gauge fixing and asymptotic expansion of the metric,
and the Penrose-Geroch approach, based on the idea of conformal compactification used above for
Minkowski. They are both useful and complementary, and I will try to show how one can take
advantage of both perspectives.
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We start from a coordinate patch (u, r, xA), where A = 1, 2 are coordinates on topological 2-
spheres, and require that the level sets of u are null, and that xA are Lie dragged along the null
geodesics at constant u. This implies that

guu = guA = 0 ⇔ grr = grA = 0. (4.23)

These 3 gauge-fixing conditions can be referred to as partial Bondi gauge (e.g. [46, 47, 48]). The
remaining gauge freedom can be used to fix r to be the area radius of the 2-spheres, as in the Bondi
(aka Bondi-Sachs) coordinates:

∂r(det
(2)gAB/r

4) = 0; (4.24)

or an affine parameter for the null geodesics at constant u, as in the Newman-Unti coordinates, where
one fixes gur = −1.

We parametrize the gauge-fixed metric as

gµν =

−V e2B + γABV
AV B −e2B −γABV

B

0 0
γAB

 , gµν =

0 −e−2B 0
V e−2B −e−2BV A

γAB

 , (4.25)

with determinant √
−g = e2B

√
γ. (4.26)

In the original formulation, the condition that the metric be asymptotically flat was imposed requiring
that it matches (4.1) at leading order in r → ∞. This is achieved taking

V = 1 +O(r−1), B =
1

r
B(1) +O(r−2), V A = O(r−1), gAB = r2qAB +O(r). (4.27)

Since the asymptotic background is non-dynamical, this corresponds to the boundary conditions

δgur = O(r−1), δguA = O(r−1), δguu = O(r−1), δgAB = O(r). (4.28)

One unconvenient feature of this analysis is that the boundary conditions are manifestly coordinate-
dependent, since different metric components scale differently. This can be fixed using the conformal
completion picture, which also offers a broader perspective on the fall-off conditions. If we switch to
(u,Ω = 1/r, xA) coordinates, the conformal rescaling of (4.25) gives

ĝµν =

−V Ω2e2B + q̂ABV
AV B e2B −q̂ABV

B

0 0
q̂AB

 , ĝµν =

0 e−2B 0
Ω2V e−2B e−2BV A

q̂AB

 . (4.29)

If we require the metric to be smooth at I , we can posit the generic asymptotic behaviour10

V = Ω−2V (−2) +Ω−1V (−1) + V (0) +ΩV (1) +O(Ω2), (4.30a)

B = B(0) +ΩB(1) +Ω2B(2) +O(Ω3), (4.30b)

V A = V (0)A +ΩV (1)A, (4.30c)

q̂AB = qAB +ΩCAB +Ω2DAB +O(Ω3). (4.30d)

10Comment on log terms, cite Chrisuel, celine, marc
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The determinant condition (4.24) imposes

qABCAB = 0, DAB =
1

4
qABCCDC

CD, (4.31)

and similar conditions on the lower orders of the expansion. We can define as in the flat case the
normal to I via (4.11). Then using conformal transformations, the Einstein equations for ĝ can be
written as

Ŝµν := R̂µν −
1

6
ĝµνR̂ =̂ − 2Ω−1∇̂µ𝕟ν +Ω−2𝕟2ĝµν +O(Ω2), (4.32)

where Ŝ is the unphysical Schouten tensor, and we assumed that Tµν = O(Ω2). If we require that Ŝ
is smooth at I , it follows that (4.11) is shear-free and has expansion tied to its inaffinity:

𝕟2 I
= 0, ∇̂⟨a𝕟b⟩

I
= 0, ∇̂µ𝕟µ = £𝕟 ln

√
−ĝ I

= θ + 2k =̂ 2θ. (4.33)

For any given asymptotically flat spacetime, there is considerable freedom in choosing the conformal
factor. Given an Ω, any other Ω′ = ωΩ with non-vanishing ω at I is an equally valid choice. One
class of such transformations is generated by the asymptotic boosts, since as we have seen already
in flat spacetime, a boost in retarded time spherical coordinates rescales r. One can consider more
general transformations, and if we see Ω = 1/r as a coordinate, they can be interpreted as radial
diffeomorphisms. This freedom can be exploited to always restrict attention to so-called divergent-free

frames, namely to set ∇̂µ𝕟µ
I
= 0. Upon doing so, 𝕟 has also vanishing expansion and inaffinity. The

residual conformal invariance is restricted to be time-independent, namely £𝕟ω = 0. Since vanishing
shear and expansion are then properties of any normal to I within this residual class, we say that this
choice of conformal compactifications makes I a non-expanding horizon, or more precisely a weakly
isolated horizon [35].

In the parametrization (4.30),

𝕟µ := ĝµν𝕟ν = e−2B(1,Ω2V, V A), (4.34)

hence V (−2) =̂ 0 from the null nature of I . We can use the freedom of choosing coordinates on I to

fix n
I
= ∂u namely B(0) = 1 and V (0)A = 0. The asymptotic Einstein’s equations then give (see e.g.

[49, 48, 50])

q̇AB =̂ qAB∂u ln
√
q, V (−1) =̂ ∂u ln

√
q, V (0) =̂

R
2
, (4.35)

B(1) =̂ 0, B(2) =̂β := − 1

32
CABC

AB, UA := V (1)A = −1

2
DBCAB, (4.36)

where R is the curvature of qAB, and R = 2 if qAB is round. The equations (4.35) show that it
is possible to consider a more general leading order than the one defined by (4.7): we can take an
arbitrary sphere metric, not necessary a round one, and furthermore we can make its determinant
time-dependent. From the perspective of (4.7), this means allowing diffeomorphisms of the type
r′ = r′(u, r, xA) with a non-trivial dependence on time in the limit. Choosing a conformal completion
with q̇ = 0 is known as choosing the Bondi condition, and we have seen from the earlier discussion
that it is on-shell equivalent to choosing a divergent-free conformal frame, namely making I a non-
expanding horizon.11

11While this is always possible, it may not always be the most convenient option. For instance, the Robinson-Trautman
solution can be naturally written in BS coordinates with q̇ ̸= 0, and changing radial coordinate so that q̇ = 0 makes it
bulk expression much more complicated.
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An important role is also played by the equations for V (1) and V (2)A. To write them, it is convenient
to parameterize

V (1) = −2M, V (2)A = −2

3
(JA + ∂Aβ+ CABUC). (4.37)

Then,

Ṁ = −1

8
Ċ2 +

1

4
DDĊ +

1

8
D2R, (4.38)

J̇A =
1

4
ĊBCDBCAC +

1

2
CABDCĊ

BC − 1

4
ĊABDCC

BC − 1

8
∂A(CĊ) +

1

4
CAB∂

BR

+ ∂AM +
1

2
DBD[ADCCB]

C . (4.39)

The reason for this parameterization is that JA is chosen to match Dray-Streubel’s Lorentz charge
aspect. It corresponds to the choice (1, 1) in the parametrization of [51], and it is related to the
common Barnich-Troessaert (BT) [41] and Flanagan-Nichols (FN) [52] choices by

JA = NBT
A − ∂Aβ = NFN

A + 2∂Aβ +
1

2
CABU

B. (4.40)

After these choices, the general fall-off on an arbitrary frame satisfying the Bondi condition is

guu = −R
2

+
2M

r
+O(r−2), gur = −1− 2β

r2
+O(r−3), (4.41a)

guA = −UA +
2

3r
(JA + ∂Aβ− 1

2
CABU

B), gAB = r2qAB + rCAB +O(1). (4.41b)

Further restricting the background qAB to be a round sphere, so that R = 2, is referred to as picking
a Bondi frame.

In the Bondi-Sachs framework, we define the asymptotic symmetries as the residual diffeomor-
phisms preserving the bulk coordinates and the boundary conditions. That is,

£ξgrr = 0, £ξgrA = 0, ∂r(g
AB£ξgAB) = 0, (4.42)

and

£ξgur = O(r−2), £ξguA = O(1) (4.43a)

£ξgAB = O(r), £ξguu = O(r−1). (4.43b)

Solving these equations give

ξ = f∂u + Y A∂A − r

2
DAYA∂r −

1

r
DAf∂A +

1

2
D2f∂r +

1

2r2
CABDBf∂A +O(r−3) (4.44)

= f∂u + Y A∂A +Ω(ḟ∂Ω − DAf∂A)−
1

2
Ω2(D2f∂Ω − CABDBf∂A) +O(Ω3), (4.45)

where f and Y satisfy the same relations as found before,

f = T (xA) +
u

2
DAY

A(xB), D⟨AYB⟩ = 0. (4.46)
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This is the BMS group. We thus find that the asymptotic symmetry group of the BS metrics is exactly
given by the asymptotic Killing vectors of Minkowski’s spacetime. This should not come as a surprise,
because if we rewrite (4.43) in terms of the unphysical metric, we find

£ξ ĝµν
I
= 2αξ ĝµν , (4.47)

and since the metric on I is flat, we obtain the same result as before in (??). Notice also that

£ξ𝕟µ = £ξ ĝ
µν∂µΩ+ ĝµν∂ν£ξΩ = (ξΩ − 2αξ)𝕟µ = −αξ𝕟µ (4.48)

where in the last step we used (4.16). Since 𝕟µ is tangent to I , we can use hypersurface indices and
write the equations that define the symmetry generators in terms of intrinsic quantities only, as

£ξqab = 2αξqab, £ξ𝕟a = −αξ𝕟a. (4.49)

These equations allows us to interpret the BMS symmetries as diffeomorphism preserving the equiva-
lence class of conformal transformations

(qab, 𝕟a) ∼ (ω2qab, ω
−1𝕟a). (4.50)

This is the universal structure of asymptotically flat metrics. The upshot is that we have two equivalent
ways of thinking about BMS asymptotic symmetries: as boundary diffeomorphisms that preserve the
boundary conditions, or equivalently as isometries of the universal structure allowed by the boundary
conditions.

This equivalence holds also for the weakened boundary conditions and larger symmetry groups
that have been considered in the literature, such as gBMS, BMSW (details to appear), and also for
null boundaries at finite distance [26].

From the same calculation we can also deduce the field space transformations of the asymptotic
phase space Φ = (M,JA, CAB), through the definition

£ξgµν [Φ] ≡ gµν [Φ + δξΦ]− gµν [Φ]. (4.51)

The result can be written as
δξΦ = £ξΦ+∆ξΦ, (4.52)

where the second term, called anomaly, captures the dependence of Φ on the background fields, which
in this case are the conformal factor, and the foliation u used to define the different metric components
being identified as mass, angular momentum and shear. This gives a more geometric and intuitive
way of understanding the transformation laws, and which furthermore can be derived intrinsically at
I without the need of any bulk expansion. See [24].

5 Fluxes and charges for the BMS symmetry

Charges and fluxes for the BMS symmetry in the radiative phase space were first identified in [1, 2, 3,
4, 5]. Using the Bondi-Sachs parametrization (??) and a Bondi frame with R = 2, we can write the
flux between two cuts of I as

Fξ =

∫
jξ = − 1

32π

∫
ĊABδξC

ABϵI =̂Qξ[S2]−Qξ[S1], (5.1)

32



where
δξ CAB = (f∂u +£Y − ḟ)CAB − 2D⟨ADB⟩f, (5.2)

and

Qξ =
1

8π

∮
S
(2fM + Y AJA)ϵS . (5.3)

For reference, these charge aspects read in Newman-Penrose formalism

M = −
(
ψ2 + σ ˙̄σ +

1

2

(
ð2σ̄ − cc

))
= −Re(ψ2 + σ ˙̄σ), mAJA = −

(
ψ1 + σðσ̄ +

1

2
ð(σσ̄)

)
. (5.4)

These expressions can be derived in three different ways: the Ashtekar-Streubel approach, the
Wald-Zoupas approach, and the Barnich-Brandt approach. We will now briefly describe the methods
and their equivalence. For simplicity we are considering only the case of Bondi frames, namely round
spheres. However non-round spheres can be very useful also within the BMS symmetry, see [24]. We
further restrict attention to the BMS case, for which there is no need of symplectic renormalization,
nor of corner terms. We refer to the literature for the eBMS and gBMS cases where the situation is
more complicated and requires these additional techniques.

5.1 Ashtekar-Streubel approach

• Advantages: Intrinsic at I ; independent of bulk coordinates and bulk extensions of the symme-
try vector fields; independent of symplectic potential ambiguities that don’t affect the symplectic
2-form.

• Caveats: Integration of the angular momentum charge complicated; closed-form ambiguities to
be resolved in a second stage; no relation to canonical generators on Σ

In this approach one first evaluates the pull-back at I of the standard Einstein-Hilbert symplectic
2-form. The result can be described in terms of geometric quantities in an arbitrary coordinate system
of I , however for simplicity let us use the specific foliation induced by Bondi coordinates, and the
parametrization (4.41). This gives

ΩN = − 1

32π

∫
δĊAB ⋏ δCABϵI , (5.5)

known as Ashtekar-Streubel symplectic form since it was first derived in [3]. Here N could be all of
I , or a portion of it. From this formula one can compute the canonical generator on I , finding

−IξΩ−N = δFξ +
1

32π

∮ S2

S1

fĊABδC
ABϵS , (5.6)

where Fξ is the flux given in (5.1), and S1,2 two arbitrary cuts of I . The boundary terms make the
infinitesimal generator not integrable, however the obstruction is measure zero with respect to the
natural measure that one can introduce in the field space. This makes it possible to define a genuine
generator in the full radiative phase space starting from the integrable one defined in the dense subset
[3, 7]. This procedure identifies the flux (5.1) as the canonical generator of BMS symmetries. Indeed
one can prove using the Poisson bracket and the Barnich-Troessaert brackets that it reproduces the
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BMS algebra correctly. On the other hand, it was pointed out in [53] that this flux fails to reproduce
the correct BMS transformation of the shear at the level of the Dirac bracket, suggesting that the
symplectic 2-form should be modified by a corner term. This is something I am currently working on,
but I don’t have a definite answer yet.

Next, in order to introduce the surface charges, one can use Einstein’s equations to show that the
flux is on-shell exact. Hence if we evaluate it between two arbitrary cuts of I , it would provide the
difference of two surface terms, each of which would coincide with the Noether current integrated on
the hyperbolic Σ intersecting I at that cut, see Fig. 3.

Figure 3: Two space-like hypersurfaces intersecting I . By the conservation law dω =̂ 0, the canonical generator

on the phase space defined on the portion of I is equal to the difference of the two canonical generators on the

space-like hypersurfaces.

It is particularly simple and illuminating to do this for the super-translation part of the symmetry.
Specializing (5.1) to a super-translation we have

jBMS
T = − 1

32π
ĊABδTC

ABϵI = − 1

32π
ĊAB(TĊAB − 2DADBT )ϵI

=
1

32π

[
T (−ĊABĊAB + 2DADBĊAB) + 2DA(Ċ

AB∂BT − TDBĊ
AB)

]
ϵI

=̂
1

4π
∂u

(
TM +

1

4
DA(C

ABDBT − TDBC
AB)

)
ϵI . (5.7)

The result can be written as

jBMS
T =̂

1

4π
DaP

a
T ϵI =

1

4π
dPT , (5.8)

where

P a
T =

(
TMρ,

1

4

(
TDBN

AB −NABDBT
))

. (5.9)

This quantity is with Geroch’s super-momentum [1], in Bondi coordinates and with l = −du. Its
Hodge dual defines the 2-form PT := 1

2P
a
T ϵI abcdx

b ∧ dxc, whose pull-back on the cross sections gives

34



P u
T ϵS = TMρϵS , hence we recover (5.3). This calculation shows explicitly the Ashtekar-Streubel

strategy of obtaining the surface charges ‘integrating the fluxes’.
Deriving the charges in this way obviously leaves the ambiguity of adding time-independent terms.

One then has to prove that all time-independent terms that could be added would spoil covariance,
in order to identify a unique charge. The identification is possible for the charge, but not for its
integrand, or aspect, which remains partially ambiguous.

The same procedure for the angular momentum is significantly more complicated. It was carried
out in [5], and one obtains the Dray-Streubel charge given in (5.3).

5.2 Wald-Zoupas approach

• Advantages: Closed-form ambiguity fixed (for fixed symplectic 2-form); possibility of bootstrap-
ping the charge from the Komar formula, which makes it particularly simpler to derive the
angular momentum charge;

• Caveats: Depends on choice of Σ, bulk coordinates and bulk extensions of the symmetry vector
fields; subtlety with certain choices of field-dependent extensions due to extension-dependence
of Komar formula; field-space constant ambiguity to be resolved after the procedure

In the Wald-Zoupas approach, we first select a preferred symplectic potential for (5.5). The
condition of stationarity is identified with the vanishing of the news function, which for the special
case of Bondi frames (and this case only!) can be identified with ĊAB. This leads to the choice

θBMS = − 1

32π

∫
ĊABδC

ABϵI , (5.10)

for which one can check covariance, namely conformal invariance and foliation independence. The
Noether current is then immediately seen to match the Ashtekar-Streubel flux.

To extract the charges however, the Wald-Zoupas strategy is different. Instead of ‘integrating’
the flux, they propose to match the charge with the integrable part of the canonical generator at Σ
obtained subtracting the preferred symplectic potential. This procedure has the advantage that the
charge does not have the ambiguity of adding time-independent terms, as in the previous procedure. It
has the ambiguity of adding a field-space independent term, but this can be easily get rid of requiring
that the charges all vanishing in Minkowski, for instance.

Another potential advantage is that one can bootstrap the calculation from the Komar 2-form.
The idea is that θBMS = θ + δb for a certain b, hence one could be tempted to use the formula

qBMS
ξ

?
= qξ + iξb. However this turns out to be delicate, because the Komar 2-form on the second and

third order expansion of the symmetry vector field off I . And these are not canonical. Worse, if one
uses the common choice of extension (4.44), they are field dependent. In this case (3.37) is no longer
valid, and has to be replaced by

−Iξω =̂ d(δqξ − qδξ − iξθ). (5.11)

The correction qδξ gets rid of the spurious contribution coming from the field dependence of (4.44),
and including it one recovers (5.3). Forgetting it leads to including a soft term in the charge that
spoils conservation in Minkowski for all BMS generators. For more details on this see [21], and also
discussion in [24, 7]. Remarkably, even the charge obtained from δqξ − qδξ can be interpreted as an
improved Noether charge, because it turns out that qδξ = δsξ, and this can be generated adding a
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corner term to the boundary Lagrangian,

c = − 1

8π
βϵS . (5.12)

With this corner term one can indeed recover (5.3) starting from the limit of Komar qξ:

qBMS
ξ = qξ + iξℓ

BT − Iξδc. (5.13)

5.3 Barnich-Brandt approach

• Advantages: Explicit formula directly in terms of the metric components; avoids the subtlety
with field-dependent extensions

• Caveats: Hides the role of the symplectic structure; needs to be supplemented by Wald-Zoupas
prescription in order to identify a covariant and stationary split

The Barnich-Brandt formula gives

−Iξω =̂ − 1

32π
ϵµνρσ

[
(δ ln

√
−g)∇ρξσ + δgρα∇αξ

σ + ξρ
(
∇αδg

ασ + 2∇σδ ln
√
−g

)
− ξα∇ρδgσα

]
dxµ ∧ dxν , (5.14)

where we have subtracted off the extra contribution that comes from the different corner term in the
symplectic structure, and which anyways plays no role in the BMS symmetry because it vanishes in
the limit. An immediate advantage is that this formula gives directly (5.11), so any spurious field
dependence introduced by the choice of extension (4.44) is removed, and one gets [41]

−IξΩΣ =̂ δQξ − Fξ, (5.15)

with the candidate charges and fluxes given precisely by (5.1) and (5.3). So the only thing that remains
to be done is to identify them in a canonical way, which can be done applying the Wald-Zoupas
prescription. This leads to non-trivial insights, for instance the need for Geroch tensor correcting the
formulas (5.1) and (5.3) for frames which are not round spheres. This correction removes the cocycle
found in [41], leading to a centerless realization of the BMS algebra [24].

Because in the presence of dissipation some of the symmetry vector fields are not Hamiltonian, the
algebra cannot be realized using Poisson brackets. In general, two symmetries ξ and χ give

IξIχΩΣ = δχQξ − IχFξ ̸= δχQξ. (5.16)

The key idea of Barnich and Troessaert was to define a bracket with the non-integrable, flux term
subtracted off:

{Qξ, Qχ}∗ := δχQξ − IξFχ = IξIχΩΣ + IχFξ − IξFχ. (5.17)

The result of this calculation depends on the integrable/non-integrable split chosen, or in other words,
on the choice of preferred symplectic potential. It was then proved in [42] that if the split satisfies the
Wald-Zoupas conditions,

{Qξ, Qχ}∗ =̂Q[ξ,χ] +K(ξ,χ), (5.18)

where the only possible cocyle comes from a closed 2-form, or more inuitively, cointains only time-
independent terms. Furthermore, an analogue definition applied to the Noether current on I (namely
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the charge from the point of view of I , or the flux from the point of view of Σ) realized the algebra
without any cocycle. This is a remarkable consequence of insisting on covariance, the key requirement
1 of the generalized Wald-Zoupas prescription.

These results have motivated us also to apply the Wald-Zoupas prescription to larger symmetry
groups. For eBMS, this is indeed possible, see [24] again, and the result provides a solid foundation
for the symplectic structure used in [54, 55]. For gBMS this is harder, and after succeeding for an
intermediate construction that we called the rest-frame Bondi sphere group (RBS), we now have a
candidate and we hope to finish verifications soon.

6 Further reading

• BMS symmetries: [52, 56, 57]; larger symmetries at I : [49, 58, 59, 60, 61, 54, 62, 63, 47, 50, 64]

• Horizons and more general null boundary symmetries: [65, 66, 67, 68, 69, 70, 71, 72, 39, 73]
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