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This article discusses inequalities on lengths of curves on hyperbolic surfaces. In
particular, a characterization is given of which topological types of curves and mul-
ticurves always have a representative that satisfies a length inequality that holds over
all of moduli space.

1 Introduction
Length inequalities for curves play an important role in the understanding of hyperbolic
surfaces and their moduli spaces. A prime example of this is a theorem of Bers, which
states that any closed hyperbolic surface admits a pants decomposition of length
bounded by a constant which only depends on the topology of the surface, and not its
geometry. Short pants decompositions have been very useful in the understanding of
the underlying Teichmüller space, and its large to medium scale geometry. This result
generalizes bounds on the length of the shortest non-trivial closed curve (the systole).
These are both examples of families of curves or multicurves that admit upper bounds
over Teichmüller or moduli space of a given topological surface. More specifically,
these results tell you that any hyperbolic surface of given topology admits a curve, or
a multicurve, taken among a family of topological types, and which satisfies a certain
length bound.

The goal of this short note is to characterizewhich families of curves ormulticurves
admit such upper bounds on their lengths. By multicurve, we mean a finite union of
curves, all of them considered up to free homotopy, and by length we mean the length
of a minimum length, thus geodesic, representative. The bounds are only allowed to
depend on the topology of the underlying surface. Because of the nature of the game,
we are only interested in the topological type of the curves, or said differently, in its
mapping class group orbit. In order to try and satisfy the length inequality, we are
allowed to choose curves of minimal length in the orbit.

The result is stated in terms of length functions. To a multicurve, we can associate
the function, which takes a hyperbolic surface in the Teichmüller T (Σ) of a finite-type
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surface orientable Σ, and which associates to it the length of the (unique) geodesic
in the free homotopy class of the multicurve. The existence of the upper bounds
described depends on whether certain length functions are bounded over Teichmüller
or moduli space.

Theorem 1.1. Let Γ be a multicurve on Σ. Then the quantity

max
X∈T (Σ)

min
φ∈Mod(Σ)

`φ(Γ) (X )

is finite if and only if, for every pants decomposition P, there exists φ in the mapping
class group Mod(Σ) such that i(P, φ(Γ))) = 0.

For simplicity, it is stated only for multicurves but more generally it holds for
families of multicurves (see Theorem 3.3). In more colloquial terms, what the result
says is that if you are given a type of multicurve, then the function that associates to
any hyperbolic surface the multicurve of minimal length of that type, is a bounded
function over moduli space if and only if there is a multicurve of that type disjoint
from any pants decomposition.

Note that, given a lower bound on the systole, by compactness of pinched moduli
space, there is similar conditional length inequality statement (Proposition 2.1) that
holds for any multicurve, but the implied constants depend on topology, curve type
and the lower bound of the systole.

Note that here we are only interested in the very first value in a subset of the length
spectrum. This is obviously very different from recent results about the asymptotic
growth of curves of a given type (see [16] and references therein). This is also very
different from the related problems of finding precise constants, and in particular,
exploring surfaces that are extremal for different geometric quantities. The focus here
is on understanding what type of inequalities are possible. This is of course inspired
by the many uses that have been made of these, or related, inequalities in the study of
the large or medium scale of Teichmüller spaces with different metrics [9, 14] for the
Weil-Petersson metric, [28, 33, 34] for the Teichmüller and Thurston metrics.

Finally, note that this note is about upper bounds of length functions. If one re-
places the max with a min in the above theorem, the quantity is strictly positive if
and only if the multicurve has intersection (coming from a non-simple closed curve
or pairwise intersecting curves). This is a consequence of the collar lemma [25] and
generalisations [4]. Lower bounds that depend on curve type have been studied in
some detail by Basmajian [5].

Organization. The article is organized as follows. The second section is mainly
notation and definitions, and includes Proposition 2.1. The third and final section is
dedicated to Theorem 3.3 and ends with a discussion of which previously known
length inequalities fall within its framework.
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2 Preliminaries and setup

Throughout Σ will be an orientable finite-type surface with χ(Σ) < 0. Σ is entirely
determined by its genus g and number of ends n, and χ(Σ) = 2 − 2g − n.The space of
marked complete hyperbolic structures on Σ, that is Teichmüller space, will be denoted
T (Σ), and should be thought of as a continuous deformation space of hyperbolic
metrics. For the purpose of simplicity, we ask the metrics to be geodesically complete,
and so the ends of X ∈ T (Σ) are realized as cusps. The underlyingmoduli space, that is
the space of hyperbolic structures on Σ up to isometry, will be denotedM (Σ).Mod(Σ)
will be the (full) mapping class group of Σ, that is the group of self-homeomorphisms
of Σ up to isotopy. This group acts on T (Σ) and its quotient isM (Σ).

Formally a curve is the continuous image of a circle on Σ, but we will only be
interested in a curve up to free homotopy. In particular, we only consider essential
curves, that is those non-homotopic to a point or a boundary. A multicurve is a (finite)
collection of curves. Associated to a multicurve Γ is a function which associates to
X ∈ T (Σ) the quantity `Γ (X ), the length of the unique geodesic representative of Γ
on X . These length functions are continuous, analytic and in fact convex [26, 38].

Intersection between curves is defined as minimal intersection among representa-
tives, and is denoted i(·, ·). A curve is simple if it has no self-intersections. A pants
decomposition is a maximal collection of disjoint and distinct simple closed curves,
and decomposes the surface into three-holed spheres (pairs of pants). The boundary
curves of a pair of pants are sometimes called cuffs.

The following result [25] is stated here in non-quantitative terms for simple closed
geodesics. Note that a version also holds for non-simple closed geodesics as well [4],
with the notable difference being that you cannot pinch a non-simple closed curve.

Lemma 2.1 (Collar lemma). A simple closed geodesic of length ` on a hyperbolic
surface X admits a cylindrical neighborhood (its collar) of positive width w(`) which
only depends on ` and such that w(`) → ∞ when ` → 0.

Our main use of the above result will be to consider hyperbolic structures where
curves of a pants decomposition have length tending towards 0, and hence all curves
that are not among the cuffs of the given pants decomposition have length that tend to
infinity.

Given X ∈ T (Σ), the length of its shortest essential curve is its systole and is
denoted sys(X ). Unless X is a pair of pants, the systole is realized by a simple closed
geodesic. For ε > 0, the ε-thick part of Teichmüller space is the subset T ε (Σ) ⊂
T (Σ) consisting of surfaces with sys(X ) ≥ ε . By Mahler’s compactness criterion, the
corresponding thick part of moduli spaceMε (Σ) is compact.

In this paper, we study length inequalities, which here will be upper bounds for
lengths of curves or multicurves with given properties. Generally these inequalities
will be about a topological type of curve or multicurve: two multicurves Γ and Γ′ are
of the same type if there exists φ ∈ Mod(Σ) such that φ(Γ) = Γ′. Given a multicurve
Γ, we can consider its mapping class group orbit. These orbits divide the space of all



H. Parlier 4

multicurves into equivalence classes

[Γ] := {φ(Γ) | φ ∈ Mod(Σ)}

sorted by type. Now given X ∈ T (Σ), we can study the length of a minimal represen-
tative of an equivalence class:

`[Γ](X ) = min
φ∈Mod(Σ)

{
`X (φ(Γ)

}
The existence of a minimum follows from the discreteness of the length spectrum.
This function, due to its mapping class group invariance, descends nicely toM (Σ).
Note that although the function `[Γ](·) remains continuous overM (Σ), it is no longer
smooth. This is due to possible changes of homotopy classes realizing the minimum
length of in an equivalence class.

The following result is a non-explicit general bound that holds for any topological
type of multicurve. The proof is a compactness argument. The constant K in the
statement depends on the topology of Σ, the topological type of Γ and a lower bound
on the systole.

Proposition 2.1. Let [Γ] be a type of multicurve on Σ. For any ε > 0, there exists a
constant K = K (ε, Σ, [Γ]) such that for any X ∈ T ε (Σ), we have

`[Γ](X ) ≤ K .

Proof. The spaceMε (Σ) is compact, hence the continuous function `[Γ](·) admits a
maximum onMε (Σ). This maximum value is exactly K .

As an explicit example of the above result, consider the following result due to
Buser and Sëppala [12]. For a closed surface Σ of genus g ≥ 2, they consider canonical
homology bases, that is collections of 2g simple closed curves {αi, βi }1≤i≤g that
satisfy:
a) i(αi, β j ) = δi j for all i, j ∈ {1, . . . , g} (where δi j is the Kronecker delta),
b) i(αi, α j ) = i(βi, β j ) = 0 for i , j.
Note that such a system of curves automatically generate integer homology. See Figure
1 for an illustration in genus 2.

They prove that any X ∈ T ε (Σ) admits a canonical homology basis with all curves
of length at most

(g − 1)
(
45 + 6 arcsinh

1
ε

)
.

This is an improvement over an earlier quantification in [13]. The above bound shows
that the K in this instance is bounded above by

2g(g − 1)
(
45 + 6 arcsinh

1
ε

)
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α1

β1

α2

β2

Figure 1. A canonical homology basis in genus 2

because there are 2g curves in the family.Of course, for this to be an exact quantification
of the constant K , it would have to be sharp (which it is not). Exact quantifications are
rarely known but, as proved in [12], the real constant must depend on ε . Alternatively,
this dependency on ε can also be deduced from Theorem 1.1.

Naturally, this leads to the existence of upper bounds which only depend on
topology and curve type, but not on systole length. A multicurve type [Γ] is said to
satisfy a strong length inequality if `[Γ](·) is upper bounded overM (Σ). By continuity
of the length function `[Γ](·), this is equivalent to the existence of a surface Xmax ∈

M (Σ) such that
max

X∈M (Σ)
`[Γ](X ) = `[Γ](Xmax).

To see this, one must show that the supremum of the length function cannot be
reached on the boundary of moduli space, that is on a noded surface. As it turns out,
as a consequence of Lemma 3.1 from the next section, a (finite) supremum is always
reached in the ”thick" part of moduli space, and so in particular the sup is indeed a
max.

3 Stretching pants, Bers’ theorem and consequences

The following lemma is by now well-known, but a sketch proof is provided for
completeness. The proof uses strip maps, introduced by Thurston [37], and used to
great effect by many authors [15, 19, 28, 29] to study of deformations of hyperbolic
structures. Recall that a hyperbolic pair of pants is uniquely determined by its cuff
lengths. In order to allow pants with cusp boundary, we use the convention that a cusp
is a cuff of 0 length.

Lemma 3.1 (Pants stretching lemma). Let Yx,y,z be the unique hyperbolic pair of
pants with cuff lengths x, y, z ≥ 0. Then, for any (non-boundary) homotopy class of
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closed curve γ on a pair of pants, and any ε > 0, we have

`γ
(
Yx,y,z

)
< `γ

(
Yx+ε,y,z

)
Sketch proof. Consider on Y = Yx+ε,y,z , the simple orthogeodesic a with both end-
points on the boundary curve of length x + ε (see Figure 2).

a

Figure 2. The orthogeodesic a

Note the closed geodesic γ intersects a at least once. Exactly like in the collar
lemma, a admits an embedded neighborhood, topologically a strip (see Figure 3). The
idea is to now remove at least part of this strip to reduce the length of the boundary
curve.

a

Figure 3. A strip surrounding a

To do this properly, it is more convenient to consider the complete pair of pants
by adding funnels. The arc a can now be extended into a complete simple and infinite
length geodesics. In addition, because the boundary curve of length x + ε is not 0,
there is a family of simple complete geodesics parallel to each other and to a. We
can take any two of these, cut away the strip between them, and paste them together
to obtain a (complete) hyperbolic metric, say Y ′ (see Figure 4). (The slightly sketchy
part is here: in fact it is possible by a variational argument to show that this can be
done such that the length of the new boundary component of Y ′ is exactly x, but we
won’t dwell on this, the main point being that the boundary length has been reduced.)
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Figure 4. Removing the strip neighborhood S(a)

We denote the strip enclosed by these geodesics by S(a).
Now can analyse the result of this operation on the length of γ. Note that, due

to the topology of the strip neighborhood S(a) of a, γ ∩ S(a) is a union of simple
geodesic arcs. We look at each one. In order to find a representative of γ on Y ′, we
replace each simple geodesic arc with its projection to a (see Figure 5). The point is
that the projection strictly reduces lengths.

Figure 5. A local picture of γ under the operation

Thus, this results in a curve on Y ′, in the same homotopy class, and of length
strictly smaller. The corresponding geodesic is thus of length strictly smaller than it
was previously. Hence we have `γ (Y ) > `γ (Y ′) as required.

To make the proof fully rigorous We will mainly need an immediate corollary of
the above result.

Corollary 3.1. For L > 0, let Y be a pair of pants with cuff lengths between 0 and
L. Let YL be the pair of pants with all cuff lengths exactly L. Then, for any interior
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homotopy class of curve γ on the pair of pants, we have `γ (YL ) ≥ `γ (Y ) with equality
only occurring if Y = YL .

Pants decompositions play an essential role in this story. The following result,
originally due to Bers [6, 7], has been since quantified by different authors [3, 10, 31].

Theorem 3.2 (Bers’ constants). There exists a constant B(Σ) such that any X ∈ T (Σ)
admits a pants decomposition with all curves of length at most B(Σ).

Note that this result does not fall in the framework of either Proposition 2.1 or
Theorem 1.1. Indeed, in order to find a short pants decomposition, we are allowed
to choose any topological type of pants decomposition. The number of these grows
with topology (for instance there are roughly ∼ gg different types when Σ is of genus
g and g is large). So here we are not only minimizing among mapping class group
orbits of a fixed multicurve, but we are minimizing among multicurves that belong
to a family. The following result holds for all such families of multicurves. A family
will be denoted {Γα}α∈I where I is an index set (possibly infinite, but countable as
there are only countably many topological types of finite multicurve on a finite type
surface).

Theorem 3.3. Let {Γα}α∈I be a family of multicurves. Then the quantity

max
X∈M (Σ)

min
α∈I

`[Γα](X )

is finite if and only if, for every pants decomposition P, there exists α ∈ I and φ ∈
Mod(Σ) such that i(P, φ(Γα)) = 0.

The statement might seem a little confusing at first, due to the fact that we are
taking a maximum among hyperbolic structures of a double minimum (over a family
and then over the mapping class group orbit). If the family is reduced to a single
curve, the statement becomes Theorem 1.1 from the introduction. The proofs of both
statements are identical, so we prove the more general statement above.

Proof of Theorem 3.3. Webeginwith themore straightforward direction, showing that
if there is a pants decomposition P which is intersected by any mapping class group
orbit of anymulticurve in the family {Γα}α∈I , then there is no upper bound on the length.
This follows directly from Lemma 2.1 (the collar lemma). Indeed, by considering a
sequence of hyperbolic structures with all curves in the pants decomposition of P that
converge to 0, the length of any curve that intersects one of the pants curve necessarily
goes to +∞. As, by hypothesis, there is at least one curve in every multicurve φ(Γα),
for all φ ∈ Mod(Σ) and all α ∈ I, that intersects a curve in P, the result follows.

The other direction will follow from Bers’ theorem (Theorem 3.2) and Corollary
3.1 above.

Take any X ∈ T (Σ). By Bers’ theorem, there exists a pants decomposition of X ,
say P, with all curves of length at most B(Σ). Now, by hypothesis, there exists Γα
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such that i(Γα, P) = 0. Note that Γα can contain curves from P, but none that intersect
curves of P transversally.

By hypothesis all curves that belong to both Γα and P are upper bounded by B(Σ).
We now the corollary to all remaining curves of Γα. Indeed, any such a curve γ ∈ Γα
is contained in a pair of pants. By hypothesis, the cuff lengths of this pair of pants are
at most B(Σ). By Corollary 3.1, `X (γ) is at most the length when the pair of pants
has all cuff lengths equal to B(Σ), which is some finite number that depends on B(Σ)
and the topological type of γ. As there are a finite number of such curves, the result
follows.

There are many instances of the above theorem, each obtained by changing the
multicurve or family ofmulticurves. Note that only the topological type of amulticurve
matters in the statement. Some of these results are in the positive direction: the theorem
implies that there is an upper bound on a minimal length representative that only
depends on the topology of Σ. Others are in the negative direction, that is that certain
multicurves, or families of multicurves, do not admit such upper bounds. We give a
(non-exhaustive) list of results of this type.

I. Even though it was used in the proof, Bers’ theorem is an example obtained
by taking the family of multicurves to be the full set of pants decompositions
(or simply one pants decomposition for each topological type). To put in the
framework of the theorem, the length of a pants decomposition should be defined
as the sum, and not the maximum value.
The quantification of the implied constants - for both the sum and the max - has
attracted some attention over the years, but it does not seem to be an easy problem.
In fact, even the rough growth in terms of genus is not known [10,20,31]. On the
positive side, the exact constant in genus 2 is known by a result of Gendulphe [18],
as is the rough growth in terms of the number of cusps [2, 3].

II. One can also take the full set of all topological types of all multicurves: this boils
down to the systolic inequality. Quantifying the exact constants that appear is an
arduous task. For orientable closed surfaces, the only constant known is again
in genus 2 [23]. Buser and Sarnak [11] showed that the constants must grow
logarithmically in genus, and since then there have been multiple variations and
refinements of this (see for instance [8, 17, 24, 36]), including generalizations in
the world of variable curvature and higher dimensional manifolds [22].

III. A slight variation of the above is to look at the homological systole of a closed
surface Σ. That is, the shortest curve that is not only non-trivial in homotopy, but
also in homology. By cut and paste arguments, the homological systole is always
realized by a non-separating simple closed curve. Hence, it is always in the same
mapping class orbit. As above, few optimal constants are known. However, for
closed surfaces, it is known that the optimal constants are equal to those from
the systolic inequality. [30] Said differently, the systole of a maximal surface is
homologically non-trivial.
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IV. In addition to the results of Buser and Seppälä mentioned previously, one can
try and bound families of homologically independent curves, but that do not
necessarily form (part of) a canonical basis. If one requests a full homology basis,
by the theorem above, there is no upper bound on its length over moduli space.
However, by Bers’ theorem, and the observation that any pants decomposition
contains g homologically independent curves, one can find an upper bound on the
length of up until g curves by a function of topology. So what about g + 1 curves?
Gromov observed [21, Section 5] that anyminimal length homology basis consists
of simple curves that pairwise intersect at most once. Now given g + 1 homolog-
ically independent and simple curves, there must be at least a pair that intersect.
And a pair of intersecting simple curves necessarily intersects all pants decompo-
sitions. Hence by the theorem above, there is no upper bound for such a family and
so strong length inequality stops at exactly g homologically independent curves.
More precise quantifications of the constants have also attracted attention. In
particular the Buser-Sarnak logarithmic bound can be extended to roughly ag
curves for any a < 1 [3].
Finally note that Gromov’s observation above (on the intersection properties of
minimal bases) still forces one to consider multiple, although finite, topological
types of multicurves.

V. In a somewhat opposite direction, consider {Γ}α to be the set of separating simple
closed curves on a closed surface Σ of genus g. Then, as there exists a pants de-
composition consisting only of non-separating curves, it will essentially intersect
any element of the mapping class group orbit of any element of Γ. Hence, for all
α ∈ I, the function `[Γα](·) admits no upper bound over M (Σ). If however one
takes the larger set {Γ}α of all homologically trivial curves (but not homotopically
trivial), then it is a consequence of a theorem of Sabourau [35] that this admits an
upper bound that only depends on genus. This subtle difference lead to a small gap
in Mirzakhani’s study of the expected value of the shortest simple homologically
trivial curve in [27], but this was not the difficult part of her work and has since
been cleared up [32].

VI. For multicurves containing more than one curve, many of these problems admit
variations. Here we suppose the length of a multicurve is the sum of lengths of its
components, but of course one could also consider other variations, such as the
max or the product. For instance, the product of lengths of homologically distinct
curves was studied in [1]. Replacing the sum of the lengths with the maximum
will also satisfy the same boundedness condition of Theorem 3.3, but products
- or other functions of the lengths of the components - need to be checked on a
case-by-case basis.
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