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Chapter 1

Principle of Relativity

In this introductory chapter, we would like to review part of classical mechanics,
with a particular focus on the principle of relativity, in order to be prepared for the
special theory of relativity (SR) afterwards. The physical processes take place in
three-dimensional affine Euclidean space. Affine means in this context that there is
no (distinguished) coordinate origin. Only by establishing a (arbitrary) coordinate
origin does the space become a vector space R3.

The position of an object in this space is described by the position vector r. To
describe the motion of the object, we introduce the time parameter t, so that r(t)
represents the trajectory of the object. In classical mechanics, t is a global parameter,
which is measured in units of a periodic motion (e.g., a pendulum or atomic clock).
Once a unit of time has been agreed upon, the times in different reference frames
differ by at most a constant.

The position vector depends on the coordinate origin and therefore cannot appear
in physical laws. Only vectors such as the velocity vector v(t) = dr(t)

dt = ṙ, which
is independent of a specific choice of coordinate origin, may appear in these laws.1

Vectors are not measurable quantities. To specify a point in position space, in addition
to choosing the coordinate origin, one also needs to establish a unit (e.g., the meter)
and choose the coordinate axes. Three mutually perpendicular rulers of unit length
thus form a coordinate system. We describe this using the unit vectors ei, i = 1, 2, 3,
which point from the origin to the end of the respective ruler. Since the vectors form
an orthonormal system, they satisfy ei · ej = δij . After choosing a basis, the vector
can be uniquely described by its Cartesian coordinates ri, where it holds2

r =
3∑

i=1

riei ≡ riei . (1.1)

We can now ask how the coordinates of two such coordinate systems are generally
1In general relativity, the velocity vector is an element of the tangent space at a point r.
2Note the Einstein summation convention: repeated indices are summed over.

1



2 CHAPTER 1. PRINCIPLE OF RELATIVITY

related to each other. For this, we introduce a second orthonormal basis e′i (which
another observer has established). Since the basis ei is complete, the new basis
vectors e′i can be written as a linear combination of the old basis vectors ei, i.e., we
have e′i = Rijej with the matrix elements Rij ∈ R.3 From the requirement that both
the old and the new coordinate systems are orthonormal, we obtain

δij = e′i · e′j = RikRjl ek · el︸ ︷︷ ︸
=δkl

= RikRjk = (RRt)ij , (1.2)

i.e., the transformation is orthonormal R ∈ O(3) with R−1 = Rt. The new coordinates
r′i are obtained from

rjej = r = r′ie
′
i = r′iRijej , (1.3)

i.e., rj = (Rt)jir
′
i, which is equivalent to r′j = Rjiri. Furthermore, we will use the

notation r = (r1, r2, r3) for the coordinates of the vector r (and not for the vector
itself). Thus, we can compactly write the transformation rule as r′ = Rr. The choice
of a (possibly time-dependent) coordinate system and a time measurement is called
a reference frame. A point in spacetime described by (t, r) in a reference frame is
called an event.

1.1 Galilean Principle of Relativity

The principle of relativity is based on the fact that there is no preferred reference
frame. The motion of a physical object should depend only on the (relative) position
to other objects and not on the choice of the reference frame. Furthermore, it is
required that the physical laws look the same in certain reference frames.

1.1.1 Inertial Frame

The form of the physical laws generally depends on the reference frame. In classical
mechanics, there are distinguished reference frames in which the equations of motion
have a particularly nice form. Such systems are called inertial frames, and in them,
Newton’s law holds

dp

dt
= m

d

dt
v = F , (1.4)

where m denotes the mass of the particle, p the momentum, and F the force acting
on the particle. In particular, free particles move in inertial frames along straight
lines according to

r = v0t+ r0. (1.5)

Empirically, it is observed that the fixed star sky represents an inertial frame.
3As an example, consider a reference frame S′, which is rotated by θ about the e3-axis from S.

Using elementary geometry, we obtain the expression R(θe3) =

 cos θ sin θ 0
− sin θ cos θ 0

0 0 1

.
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S′

S

r r′

w

Figure 1.1: Two reference frames S and S′, which move with velocity w relative to
each other. The coordinates r and r′ of an object in the two reference frames are
related via r′ = r −wt+ d0 and t′ = t+ t0 (R = 113).

1.1.2 Galilean Transformation

One can now ask how to find additional inertial frames S′ starting from an inertial
frame S. For this, we investigate general transformations r 7→ r′ = r′(r, t) =
R(t)r(t) + d(t) and t 7→ t′ = t+ t0 with R(t) ∈ O(3). When considering the case of a
free mass point, we require

0 =
d2r′

dt′2
=
d2r′

dt2
= R̈r + 2Ṙṙ +Rr̈ + d̈ = R̈r + 2Ṙṙ + d̈. (1.6)

where we have used the general parametrization (1.5) of a free mass point. Since this
equation should hold for all possible trajectories, we must require that Ṙ = 0 and
d̈ = 0, i.e., R(t) = R and d(t) = −wt+ d0.

We have thus determined all possible transformations that map one inertial frame to
another. These transformations

t′ = t+ t0, r′ = Rr −wt+ d0, (1.7)

are called Galilean transformations and form a 10-parameter group with the parame-
ters t0 (1), R (3), w (3), and d0 (3 parameters). Thus, we see that any two inertial
frames move relative to each other with a constant velocity w and otherwise only the
coordinate axes are shifted d0 and rotated R, see Fig. 1.1.

1.1.3 Covariance of Newton’s Equations

An equation G(Xr,t) = 0 is called covariant or form-invariant with respect to the
Galilean transformations if it has the same form when expressed in terms of the
transformed quantitiesX ′

r′,t′ , i.e., G(Xr,t) = 0 is equivalent toG(X ′
r′,t′) = 0. Thus, we

can describe the Galilean principle of relativity through the two equivalent statements:
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source

detector

Figure 1.2: (a) Schematic setup of the Michelson interferometer to measure the
Earth’s velocity w relative to the stationary ether. The light emitted from the source
first passes through a semi-transparent beam splitter (gray). After the two beams
have traveled distances 2L1 and 2L2, respectively, their interference is registered at
the detector. In the simplest case, the direction of the Earth’s motion is along arm 1.
This results in the propagation of light in arm 2 being observed from a stationary
reference frame as shown in (b).

• The laws of nature have the same form in all inertial frames.

• The laws of nature are Galilean covariant, i.e., form-invariant under Galilean
transformations.

It follows immediately that an observer cannot determine in which inertial frame he
is located through measurements. In particular, all inertial frames are equivalent.

Newton’s equations F = mr̈ are covariant, provided F is a vector field, i.e., F
transforms (pointwise) like a vector

F ′(r′) = RF (r), (1.8)

where r′ and r are related by a Galilean transformation (1.7). It is straightforward
to verify that r̈′ = Rr̈. Thus, we can show the covariance of Newton’s equation

F ′(r′) = m′r̈′ ⇔ RF (r) = m′Rr̈ ⇔ F (r) = mr̈, (1.9)

where we had to assume that the mass is invariant: m = m′.

1.2 Einstein’s Principle of Relativity

1.2.1 Michelson-Morley Experiment

Maxwell’s equations describe electromagnetic waves that propagate at the speed of
light c = 299, 792, 458m/s. However, it was not clear with respect to which reference
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frame this speed applies. Starting from the Galilean transformations, it is easy to
see that for unrotated coordinate axes (R = 113), velocities simply add. Consider an
object moving along the path r′(t) = v′t with velocity v′ in system S′. The same
object then moves in system S with velocity

v = ṙ = w + v′. (1.10)

In particular, light moves at different speeds in different reference frames.

Michelson (Nobel Prize 1907) therefore developed an experimental setup to determine
in which reference frame (ether) light waves propagate isotropically at speed c. To
do this, he compared the travel times of light to cover distances 2L1 and 2L2 in two
orthogonal directions in an interferometer, see Fig. 1.2(a). Since the Earth rotates
around the Sun at a speed of w ≃ 30 km/s, the time differences should change over
the course of the year.

If the Earth’s velocity w is parallel to arm 1 with respect to the ether, we obtain
the travel time τ1h = L1/(c− w) for the forward path and τ1r = L1/(c+ w) for the
return path. The total travel time of the light beam in arm 1 is therefore given by

τ1 =
2L1

c

1

1− w2/c2
, (1.11)

i.e., corrected by the factor (1 − w2/c2)−1 from the naive value 2L1/c without
considering the relative motion to the ether.

The travel time in arm 2, which is perpendicular to the Earth’s motion, is the same
for the forward and return paths τ2h = τ2r with τ2 = 2τ2h. With respect to the ether,
the speed is simply c. However, in this reference frame, the path due to the motion of
the mirrors is longer. The total path is given by ℓ = 2

[
L2
2+w

2τ22h
]1/2, see Fig. 1.2(b).

Solving the equation τ2 = ℓ/c for τ2 yields

τ2 =
2L2

c

1√
1− w2/c2

(1.12)

i.e., a reduction by another factor (1− w2/c2)−1.

The interferometer measures the difference in optical path lengths

δ = c(τ2 − τ1) =
2

1− w2/c2

(
L2

√
1− w2/c2 − L1

)
(1.13)

with an accuracy of λ ≃ 500 nm given by the wavelength of light. After a quarter of
a year, the apparatus is effectively rotated by 90◦ and we obtain a new path length
difference

δ′ = c(τ2 − τ1) =
2

1− w2/c2

(
L2 − L1

√
1− w2/c2

)
,

since the roles of L1 and L2 have been swapped in the meantime. The difference in
path length differences with a quarter of a year time difference is given by

|δ′ − δ| = 2(L2 + L1)

1− w2/c2

(
1−

√
1− w2/c2

)
w≪c≈ (L1 + L2)

w2

c2
. (1.14)
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It is interesting to see what length of the interference arms is needed to measure
the effect of the relative motion of the Earth to the ether. With w/c ≃ 10−4 and
δ′ − δ ≃ λ ≃ 10−7 m, we obtain L1 + L2 ≃ 10m.

Michelson found that the interference pattern always looks the same, regardless of the
season and thus the orientation of the interferometer, from which one must conclude
that there is no ether (as a distinguished reference frame) and that the speed of light
is the same in all reference frames.

1.2.2 Einstein’s Postulate

The Michelson-Morley experiment led Einstein (1905) to demand, in addition to the
Galilean principle of relativity, which states that the laws of physics have the same
form in all inertial frames, the additional postulate,

• the speed of light has the same value c in all inertial frames,

This principle is the foundation of the special theory of relativity. Inertial frames are
defined such that in them, free particles, as in classical mechanics, follow the law of
inertia r̈ = 0. It is immediately clear that the covariance of the physical laws can no
longer be required under the Galilean transformations, as these lead to the velocity
addition formula (1.10). In Chapter 2, we will investigate which transformation group
is compatible with Einstein’s postulate. However, we would like to first learn a few
simple consequences of Einstein’s postulate.

Since we saw in Section 1.1.2 that assuming an absolute time leads immediately to
the Galilean transformations as general transformations between inertial frames, we
must abandon the concept of absolute time and require that in general t′ ≠ t. The
absolute value of the speed of light allows us to synchronize clocks 1 and 2 in the two
reference frames S and S′ and thus at least partially introduce a common time.4

The protocol for synchronizing two clocks in two different inertial frames S and S′,
which measure time through the same periodic process, is as follows: We imagine that
in the reference frame S, a light flash is emitted from clock 1 at time t0. The beam is
reflected by clock 2 (at rest in system S′) and detected by clock 1 at time t0 +∆t.
Since the speed of light is absolute, we can identify the moment of arrival of the
light beam at clock 2 with the time t0 +∆t/2 in system S and thus synchronize the
clocks. Furthermore, the universality of the speed of light allows us to relate length
measurements to time measurements and define the meter as the 1/299792458-th part
of the distance that a light beam travels in one second. The problem of synchronizing
the clocks is that the procedure is not transitive. If clocks 1 and 2 are synchronized
and also 2 and 3 are synchronized, it does not follow that 1 and 3 are synchronized
as well. This leads us to the concept of the relativity of simultaneity.

4As we will see later, clocks that were synchronized at one time will later drift apart.
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Relativity of Simultaneity

From the absolute time in Galilean spacetime, it follows that two events that occur
simultaneously in reference frame S′ also occur simultaneously in S. This fact is
incompatible with Einstein’s postulate of the universality of the speed of light. To
see this, consider two reference frames that move relative to each other with velocity
w = (w, 0, 0), w > 0. We consider three clocks A,B,C on the x-axis, which are at
rest in S′. Clock B is located between clocks A and C, such that the distance from A
to B is equal to the distance from B to C. An observer in system S′ will find that a
light flash emitted at time t′B from B arrives simultaneously (t′A = t′C) at A and C.

From the perspective of an observer in the (moving) system S, the light flash is
emitted at time tB from B and spreads out with speed c in all directions. Since A
moves towards the light flash and C moves away from it, the inequality tA < tC holds
from the perspective of S. Thus, clocks that are synchronized in system S′ are not
synchronized in system S and therefore the concept of "simultaneity" depends on the
reference frame. The absence of an absolute concept of simultaneity is the cause of
many of the initially paradoxical consequences of the principle of relativity.

Time Dilation

Now consider a clock A that is at rest in system S′ and sends a light flash to a mirror
B at a distance L0 (orthogonal to the relative motion direction −w of reference
frame S). This light flash will return to clock A after the time ∆t′ = 2L0/c. In
reference frame S, mirror B is moving, and the light beam must cover the distance
L =

√
4L2

0 + w2(∆t)2, see Fig. 1.2(b). According to Einstein’s postulate, the path of
the light beam is related to the time difference ∆t by L = c∆t. Solving this equation
for ∆t yields the result

∆t =
2L0√
c2 − w2

= γ∆t′ (1.15)

with the time dilation factor

γ =
1√

1− w2/c2
> 1. (1.16)

From the perspective of S, the process therefore takes longer by a factor of γ. The time
measured by the stationary clock is also referred to as proper time ∆τ . It is always less
than the time difference in a moving system. If an object moves in S with a variable
velocity v(t) from xA = (tA, rA) to xB = (tB, rB), one can introduce a momentary
rest frame S′

t at each time t with w = v(t) and ∆t′ = ∆τ =
√
1− v(t)2/c2∆t. The

clock that moves with the object measures the proper time

τ =
∑

∆τ =

∫ tB

tA

dt
√
1− v(t)2/c2. (1.17)
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The proper time τ is a property of the trajectory and is therefore independent of
the inertial frame. This is immediately clear, as τ is physically determined by the
reading of the clock that moves with the object.

When two observers move relative to each other, both conclude that the clock of the
other runs slower. This initially appears paradoxical but leads to no contradiction, as
simultaneity is relative.

Time dilation is important in understanding muon decay. Cosmic radiation produces
muons at an altitude of about 10 kilometers. These muons have a relatively short
lifetime of ≃ µs. During this time, the muons only travel a distance of a few hundred
meters. Nevertheless, many muons are found to reach the Earth’s surface. This result
can be understood by considering that the speed of the muons is nearly the speed
of light with w = 0.994 c, leading to γ ≃ 10. Thus, the lifetime of the muons in the
Earth’s frame is ten times longer, and the muons travel several kilometers before they
decay. Considering this problem from the rest frame of the muons leads us to the
concept of length contraction, which we will address next.

Length Contraction

As in the previous section, we consider a setup in system S′ consisting of a clock A
and a mirror B at a distance L0. However, this time the light path is parallel to the
relative motion of the two reference frames (i.e., the clock is rotated by 90◦ compared
to the last section). The distance from A to B is determined by the travel time of
light ∆t′ via L0 = c∆t′/2. Now consider the system in the moving reference frame S.
Let ∆th be the travel time of light for the forward path (from A to B). During this
time, the mirror moves by w∆th. The constancy of the speed of light requires that
c∆th = L+ w∆th with L being the distance between the two mirrors in system S.
From this, we obtain for the travel time of the forward path ∆th = L/(c− w). With
an equivalent consideration, we obtain for the return path ∆tr = L/(c+ w).

By adding these two equations, we obtain for the total travel time the expression
∆t = ∆th + ∆tr = 2γ2L/c. On the other hand, due to the time dilation formula,
we have ∆t = γ∆t′. Solving the equation 2L0 = c∆t′ = 2γL for L yields the length
contraction formula

L = L0

√
1− w2/c2 = L0/γ; (1.18)

i.e., a moving ruler appears contracted by a factor of γ (in the direction of motion)
compared to its rest state. With length contraction, we can understand the muon
problem from the rest frame of the muons as a shortening of the distance from the
Earth’s surface to the point of origin of the muons. In this way, length contraction
and time dilation mutually condition each other and only together lead to a consistent
relativistic description.



Chapter 2

Lorentz Transformation

In the last chapter, we saw that Einstein’s postulate, which is supported by the
Michelson-Morley experiment, forces us to rethink our concepts of time and space. In
particular, we must part with the notion of absolute time. In this chapter, we want
to develop Einstein’s postulate into a mathematical theory that allows us to establish
new laws of nature that are compatible with Einstein’s postulate. To do this, we first
need to consider how the new transformations between inertial systems are described.

Just as the Galilean transformations leave Newton’s equations invariant, the Lorentz
transformations are the group of transformations that leave the law of inertia and
Einstein’s postulate invariant. In this sense, the Lorentz transformations in special
relativity allow us to switch from one inertial system to any other inertial system.
After that, the task remains to find a relativistic (i.e., Lorentz-invariant) formulation
of mechanics and electrodynamics, which we will examine in the next chapter. It will
turn out that the Maxwell equations are already Lorentz-invariant under appropriate
transformation of the fields. In contrast, Newtonian mechanics requires a modification.
The reason is that action-at-a-distance laws (e.g., Newton’s law of gravitation) are a
priori non-relativistic, as they refer to the "distance between two bodies at the same
time." This concept is incompatible with the relativity of simultaneity. Therefore,
in relativity theory, all action-at-a-distance laws must be replaced by fields with
relativistic field equations, as in the Maxwell equations.

2.1 Transformation between Inertial Systems

At first glance, it seems that Einstein’s postulate contradicts the law of inertia.
However, this feeling is due to the fact that we are firmly rooted in our classical
picture of the world, and Einstein’s postulate, as seen in the last chapter, comes with
the loss of the absolute concept of simultaneity and thus leads to the introduction
of a time per reference system. To obtain the group of Lorentz transformations,
we consider two inertial systems S and S′, which move relative to each other with

9
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velocity w.

We consider a light pulse that is emitted at (t1, r1) and later arrives at (t2, r2). Due
to Einstein’s postulate, both

(∆r)2 − c2(∆t)2 = 0 and (∆r′)2 − c2(∆t′)2 = 0 (2.1)

hold, with ∆t = t2− t1 and ∆r = r2− r1. The motion of a free particle in an inertial
system is given by straight lines, see (1.5). From the requirement that a Lorentz
transformation should map inertial systems onto each other, it immediately follows
that it maps straight lines to straight lines. This is equivalent to the fact that the
Lorentz transformation is a linear mapping from (∆t,∆r) to (∆t′,∆r′). Due to the
linearity of the transformation, (2.1) is equivalent to1

(∆r′)2 − c2(∆t′)2 = κ(w)[(∆r)2 − c2(∆t)2]. (2.2)

Now consider another reference system S′′, which moves with velocity −w relative to
S′, then we obtain

(∆r′′)2 − c2(∆t′′)2 = κ(−w)κ(w)[(∆r)2 − c2(∆t)2].

Since S′′ is at rest relative to S, we have ∆r = ∆r′′ and ∆t = ∆t′′, from which it
follows that κ(−w)κ(w) = 1. Due to the isotropy of space, κ(w) must also depend
only on the magnitude w and not on the direction of the relative motion. From this,
we can conclude that κ(−w)κ(w) = κ(w)2 = 1 and thus κ(w) = 1.2

The results can be best summarized by combining position and time into the four-
coordinates

x = (xµ) = (x0, x1, x2, x3) = (ct, r) (2.3)

of a particle. Thus, the Lorentz transformations are defined by the fact that they
leave the square of the distance

∆s2 = (∆x′) · (∆x′) = (∆x) · (∆x) = (∆x)µ(∆x)
µ = ηµν(∆x)

µ(∆x)ν (2.4)

invariant,3 with the Minkowski metric

(ηµν) =


1 0 0 0
0 −1 0 0
0 0 −1 0
0 0 0 −1

 . (2.5)

1A linear mapping maps a homogeneous polynomial of degree 2 to a homogeneous polynomial of
degree 2. Since (∆r)2 − c2(∆t)2 = (∆r′)2 − c2(∆t′)2 = 0, it follows from the homogeneity that (2.2)
holds.

2The alternative solution κ(w) = −1 can be discarded since κ = 1 at w = 0.
3Analogous to the fact that rotations R leave the distance

√
(∆r)2 invariant.
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detΛ = 1 detΛ = −1

Λ0
0 ≥ 1

Λ0
0 ≤ −1 PT T

PI4

L+

L↑

Figure 2.1: Structure of the Lorentz group: the Lorentz group L splits into four
disjoint components characterized by detΛ = ±1 and sgn(Λ0

0).

A general affine transformation between the reference systems S and S′ can be written
as x′µ = Λµ

νx
ν + aµ with a ∈ R4 and Λ ∈ GL(4,R). The condition (2.4) leads to the

restriction

ηµνΛ
µ
αΛ

ν
β(∆x)

α(∆x)β = ηµν(∆x
′)µ(∆x′)ν = ηµν(∆x)

µ(∆x)ν ,

which is equivalent to

ηµνΛ
µ
αΛ

ν
β = ηαβ (2.6)

or in matrix notation ΛtηΛ = η. Transformations that satisfy the condition (2.6)
are called elements of the Lorentz group, denoted by L = O(1, 3). The group
of transformations that connect inertial systems with fixed scales is the group of
inhomogeneous Lorentz transformations with x′ = Λx+ a, also called the Poincaré
group.

2.2 Lorentz Group

We consider an element Λ ∈ L. From the relation (2.6), a number of properties of Λ
can be derived. The formation of determinants immediately gives det2 Λ = 1. Thus,
L consists of two components characterized by detΛ = ±1.4 Furthermore, for the
(00)-component, we obtain the property (Λ0

0)
2 −∑3

k=1(Λ
k
0)

2 = 1, i.e., (Λ0
0)

2 ≥ 1.
Thus, the Lorentz group contains two disjoint components characterized by the sign
of Λ0

0.

4The inverse of Λ is obtained by multiplying on the right with Λ−1η as Λ−1 = ηΛtη.
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That all four cases occur is shown by the reflections

I4 =


1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0
0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1

 , P =


1 0 0 0
0 −1 0 0
0 0 −1 0
0 0 0 −1

 ,

T =


−1 0 0 0
0 1 0 0
0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1

 , PT =


−1 0 0 0
0 −1 0 0
0 0 −1 0
0 0 0 −1

 , (2.7)

with P being the reflection at the coordinate origin (parity) and T being the time
reversal. The reflections form a subgroup of L. Other subgroups include, for example,

L+ = {Λ ∈ L| detΛ = 1}, the proper Lorentz transformations,

L↑ = {Λ ∈ L|Λ0
0 ≥ 1}, the orthochronous Lorentz transformations,

L↑
+ = L+ ∩ L↑. (2.8)

A Lorentz transformation, by definition, maps the light cone with ∆s2 = 0 onto itself.
Vectors on the light cone with v · v = 0 are also referred to as null vectors. We also
define vectors that point outside the light cone as spacelike vectors v with v · v < 0
and those that point inside the light cone as timelike vectors with v · v > 0. Timelike
vectors can additionally be subdivided into vectors that point into the timelike future
(v0 > 0) and those that point into the timelike past (v0 < 0).

That L↑
+ is a group can be seen geometrically. A Lorentz transformation Λ ∈ L

maps the interior of the light cone onto itself. The two sub-cones (future and past)
V ± = {x | x · x > 0,±x0 ≥ 0} either remain invariant or are exchanged. The
crucial factor is the sign sgn(Λ0

0), since [Λ(1,0)]0 = Λ0
0. Thus, sgn(Λ0

0) and of
course also detΛ are multiplicative5 under the group operation. The orthochronous
transformations thus map the future onto the future and the past onto the past.

Due to the multiplicity of sgn(Λ0
0) and detΛ, any Λ ∈ L can be written as the

product of an element of the proper orthochronous Lorentz group L↑
+ and a reflection

{I4,P, T ,PT }. Therefore, we will restrict ourselves in the following to the proper
orthochronous subgroup.

2.2.1 Proper Orthochronous Lorentz Group

The 4 × 4 matrix Λ has a total of 16 real entries. The equation (2.6) provides 10
independent equations.6 Thus, elements Λ ∈ L↑

+ are determined by 6 real parameters.
5This follows from the general relation det(AB) = (detA)(detB) for arbitrary square matrices A

and B.
6Transposing (2.6) leads to the same system of equations. Therefore, only 10 of the 16 equations

are independent.
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Three of the parameters can be identified with the three-dimensional rotations. In
fact, we have

Λ(R) =

(
1 0

0 R

)
. (2.9)

This immediately follows ΛtηΛ = η where R ∈ SO(3) with RtR = I3. Thus, the
rotations Λ(R) form a subgroup of L↑

+.

Of greater interest are the remaining three-parameter transformations, which we
expect to connect mutually moving reference systems. To this end, we investigate
whether special solutions exist in the block form

Λ =


a b 0 0
c d 0 0

0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1

 (2.10)

i.e., x2 and x3 are not transformed. Substituting into (2.6) yields the conditions

a2 − c2 = 1, ab− cd = 0, b2 − d2 = −1.

Since we are only interested in solutions from L↑
+, we also require a > 0 and ad−bc = 1.

We can satisfy the first equation by introducing the parameter χ with a = coshχ
and c = − sinhχ. From the second equation, we obtain b = cd/a. Substituting into
ad − bc = 1 yields 1 = d/a, i.e., d = coshχ and b = − sinhχ. Thus, we obtain the
special Lorentz transformations (boosts)

Λ(χ) =


coshχ − sinhχ 0 0
− sinhχ coshχ 0 0

0 0 1 0
0 0 0 1

 = exp


0 −χ 0 0
−χ 0 0 0

0 0 0 0
0 0 0 0

 . (2.11)

From the last identity, it immediately follows that the boosts form a subgroup with
the multiplication law

Λ(χ1 + χ2) = Λ(χ1)Λ(χ2). (2.12)

From this, it can be directly concluded that Λ(χ)−1 = Λ(−χ).
In the following, we want to explain the physical significance of Λ(χ). To do this, we
write the transformation law x = Λ(χ)−1x′ of a boost in components

ct = (coshχ)ct′ + (sinhχ)r′1, r2 = r′2,

r1 = (sinhχ)ct′ + (coshχ)r′1, r3 = r′3. (2.13)

An object that is at rest at position r′ = r′(t′) in the S′ system will therefore move
in the S system with velocity7

w =
dr1
dt

=
dr1
dt′

dt′

dt
=
dr1
dt′

(
dt

dt′

)−1

= c tanhχ (2.14)

7In the literature, χ = artanh(w/c) is referred to as rapidity.
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Thus, we obtain the interpretation that Λ(χ) transforms to a new inertial system
that moves with velocity w along the x-axis relative to S, see Fig. 1.1. By simple
hyperbolic relationships, we obtain

coshχ =
1√

1− tanhχ2
=

1√
1− β2

= γ,

sinhχ = tanhχ coshχ =
β√

1− β2
= βγ (2.15)

with β = w/c. From (2.13) it follows that

t′ = γ(t− wx1/c2), x′2 = x2,

x′1 = γ(x1 − wt), x′3 = x3. (2.16)

For β → 0, we obtain the limiting behavior of the Galilean transformation

t′ = t, x′1 = x1 − wt, x′2 = x2, x′3 = x3.

A transformation into a system S′, which moves with a velocity w in any spatial
direction relative to S, can generally be obtained by a combination of a rotation (so
that w′ is along the x-direction), a boost, and a reverse rotation. However, a much
simpler idea is that one can split the vector r into a component r∥ along w and a
component r⊥ orthogonal to it. Analogous to (2.16), one then obtains

t′ = γ[t− (w · r∥)/c2], r′∥ = γ(r∥ −wt), r′⊥ = r⊥. (2.17)

Since r∥ = (r ·w)w/w2 and r⊥ = r − r∥, one can write a general boost x′ = Λ(w)x
as

Λ(w) =

(
γ −γwt/c

−γw/c I3 + (γ − 1)wwt/w2

)
(2.18)

or in other words

t′ = γ[t− (w · r)/c2],

r′ = r +
γ − 1

w2
(r ·w)w − γwt.

Thus, a boost generally depends on the three real parameters w. It holds that
Λ(w) = Λ(Rw)Λ(χ)Λ(R

t
w) with the rotation Rw defined by w = Rw(w, 0, 0)

t.

The Lorentz transformations become singular for w → c. The speed of light represents
a maximum speed. No object (and no information) can move faster than light.
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2.3 Structure of the Poincaré Group

The group of affine Lorentz transformations is called the Poincaré group. After these
preliminary considerations, we know that a general element of the Poincaré group
has the following form

x′µ = Λµ
ν(w, R)x

ν + aµ (2.19)

Like the Galilean group, the Poincaré group has 10 parameters. Four parameters for
the translation with a and the 6 parameters of the Lorentz group (3 for rotations R
and 3 for boosts w).

In fact, one can write any Lorentz transformation Λ as the product of a rotation
and a general boost with Λ(w, R) = Λ(R)Λ(w) = Λ(R2)Λ(χ)Λ(R1) with R1 = Rt

w

and R2 = RRw. One can easily see that this decomposition is possible for any
Lorentz transformation x′ = Λx. To do this, we consider the linear subspace
M = {x | x0 = x′0 = 0}, formed by the intersection of the position vectors from S
and S′. There are two possibilities: dimM = 2 or dimM = 3.8

In the case that dimM = 3, both M and the orthogonal complement M⊥ = {x |
x · y = 0, ∀y ∈M} = {x | x1 = x2 = x3 = 0} are mapped onto themselves. Thus,
Λ directly has the block form (2.9) and describes a pure rotation with w = 0.

In the case that dimM = 2, we choose two orthonormal position vectors f2,f3 ∈M .
By an appropriate rotation R1 in the spatial space {x0 = 0} ⊃ M , we can achieve
that R1f2 = (0, 1, 0) and R1f3 = (0, 0, 1), i.e., they coincide with the corresponding
unit vectors e2 and e3 in system S. Now consider the image vectors f ′

2 = Λf2 and
f ′
3 = Λf3: due to the definition of M , these are again position vectors. Analogously

to above, we can achieve with a rotation R2 that f ′
2 = R2(0, 1, 0) and f ′

3 = R2(0, 0, 1).

Now, defining Λ′ = Λ(Rt
2)ΛΛ(Rt

1), we have by construction that the vectors x ∈ N
with N = {x | x0 = x1 = 0} are mapped onto themselves under Λ′. Furthermore,
N⊥ = {x2 = x3 = 0} is left invariant as a set under Λ′.9 Therefore, Λ′ must have the
block form (2.11) of a boost.

2.4 Addition of Velocities

It is immediately clear that the Galilean velocity addition v = w + v′ leads to
contradictions with the absoluteness of the speed of light. This requires that with
v = c, v′ = c is also true, regardless of w. The relativistic formulas for velocity

8The image ΛB0 of B0 = {x | x0 = 0} is three-dimensional since Λ is invertible. If one intersects
this set with the three-dimensional subspace B0 = {x′ | x′ = 0}, one obtains the intersection
M = (ΛB0) ∩ B0 with dimension dimM . Since dim(ΛB0) = dimB0 = 3, it immediately follows
that dimM ≤ 3. From dimM + dim[(ΛB0) + B0] = dim(ΛB0) + dimB0 = 6, it follows with
dim[(ΛB0) +B0] ≤ 4 that dimM ≥ 2. Here, V +W denotes the sum of the vector spaces V and W .

9Since N remains invariant and Λ′ leaves the "scalar product" x · y invariant, Λ′ maps the
orthogonal complement onto the orthogonal complement.



16 CHAPTER 2. LORENTZ TRANSFORMATION

addition can be derived directly from the equations (2.17) for a general boost. We
consider two (axis-parallel) reference systems S and S′, whose coordinates are linked
by (2.17) (i.e., they move with w relative to each other). Consider an object that
moves along the path r′(t′) = r′0+v′t′ in S′. The same object will move in the system
S along the path r(t). In four-vector notation, we have the coordinates x(t) = [ct, r(t)]
and x(t′) = [ct′, r′(t′)], which are linked by x = Λ(w)−1x′ = Λ(−w)x′. With the
general formula for a boost, we obtain

dt

dt′
= γ[1 + (w · v′)/c2]

and
dr

dt′
= v′ +

γ − 1

w2
(v′ ·w)w + γw.

The object therefore moves in the system S with velocity

v =
dr

dt
=

γ−1

1 + (w · v′)/c2

[
γw +

γ − 1

w2
(v′ ·w)w + v′

]
. (2.20)

If one splits the velocity v′ into its components parallel (v′
∥) and perpendicular (v′

⊥)
to w, one obtains the compact form

v =
w + v′

∥ + v′
⊥
√
1− β2

1 + (w · v′)/c2
. (2.21)

of the relativistic law of addition of velocities. The inverse relationship is obtained by
replacing w with −w.

In the limit case where w, v′ ≪ c, one obtains the non-relativistic relationship
v = w+v′. If v′ and w are parallel (v′

⊥ = 0), the simplified formula v = (w+v′)/[1+
wv′/c2] results. In fact, one can also obtain this immediately from (2.12) with the
hyperbolic addition formula tanh(χ1+χ2) = (tanhχ1+tanhχ2)/(1+tanhχ1 tanhχ2).
In the case that v is orthogonal to w, the velocities add almost normally with
v = w + v′

√
1− β2, where the additional factor γ−1 arises due to the time dilation

of the reference system S′ relative to S.

It is instructive to derive the velocity addition also in polar coordinates. If one
describes the velocity v in the reference system S by the absolute value v and the
angle θ via cos θ = (v · w)/vw with the relative velocity of the reference systems
and similarly introduces v′, θ′ in the reference system S′ for v′, the addition formula
(2.21) can be rewritten as

v = v · v =

√
w2 + v′2 + 2wv′ cos θ′ − w2v′2 sin2 θ′/c2

1 + wv′ cos θ′/c2
(2.22)

and

tan θ =
v⊥
v∥

=

√
1− β2 v′ sin θ′

w + v′ cos θ′
. (2.23)
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S′

S






w

Figure 2.2: We consider a light source that is at rest in the system S′ and emits light
uniformly in all directions. As can be seen in the figure, relativistic light aberration
leads to the fact that more light is emitted in the forward direction from the perspective
of the reference system S. A similar effect also occurs in non-relativistic physics
when one assumes that the system S′ is at rest with respect to the ether. However,
relativistic and non-relativistic formulas only agree up to first order in β. Furthermore,
the relativistic formula (2.25) for aberration is symmetric, so that an observer in
system S′ observes the same effect for a light source at rest in S.

From (2.22), it immediately follows that with w, v′ ≤ c, we also have v ≤ c. Thus,
the speed of light plays the role of a limiting speed that cannot be exceeded.

Now let us take a closer look at the case of a light particle with v′ = c. It holds
that with v′ = c, v = c is also true regardless of w ≤ c and θ′, which corresponds
exactly to Einstein’s postulate. From the formula (2.23), one obtains in this case the
relativistic formula

tan θ =

√
1− β2 sin θ′

β + cos θ′
(2.24)

for light aberration. We want to rewrite this formula a bit so that the symmetry
(θ, β) ↔ (θ′,−β) becomes obvious. From (2.21), we obtain that sgn(cos θ) = sgn(w ·
v) = sgn(β + cos θ′). Thus, the sign of

cos θ = ±(1 + tan2 θ)−1/2 =
β + cos θ′

1 + β cos θ′

is determined. Taking these two equivalent equations together, one obtains the
symmetric form

tan
θ

2
=

tan θ

1 + 1/ cos θ
=

√
1− β

1 + β
tan

θ′

2
(2.25)

for light aberration, see Fig. 2.2. From this aberration formula, one can derive
the transformation formula for a solid angle element dΩ = d(cos θ) dφ of a light
source. If one aligns the z-axis in the direction of the relative motion of the reference
systems, it holds that dΩ/dΩ′ = d(cos θ)/d(cos θ′). By differentiating the equation
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1− β cos θ = (1− β2)/(1 + β cos θ′), one immediately obtains

dΩ =
1− β2

(1 + β cos θ′)2
dΩ′. (2.26)

2.5 Minkowski Diagrams

Minkowski or spacetime diagrams can be used to solve problems in relativity theory
graphically without analytical calculation. They lead to a simple visualization of how
space and time merge into a spacetime in relativity theory. In Minkowski diagrams,
one forgoes the representation of two of the three spatial dimensions and reduces
everything to the representation of time and one spatial coordinate (either r1 or r).

2.5.1 Relativistic Causality

In Newtonian mechanics, causality is defined by absolute time. An event A can
influence B if and only if tB > tA. In relativity theory, the absolute concept of
time loses its significance. Moreover, causality becomes more restrictive, as now c
represents a maximum speed for any interaction. In fact, the path x = (ct, r) of a
light pulse emitted at t = 0 at r = 0 satisfies

x · x = xµx
µ = ηµνx

µxν = c2t2 − r2(t) = 0. (2.27)

It is easy to see that for objects moving with v < c, x · x > 0 holds. The future of
the event 0 = (0,0) is therefore the events with x · x ≥ 0 and x0 ≥ 0. The past is
accordingly events with x · x ≥ 0 and x0 ≤ 0; cf. the discussion after (2.8).

Relativistic causality requires that an event A can only influence another event B if
B lies in the future of A, i.e., (xB − xA)

2 ≥ 0 and x0B ≥ xA. Equivalently, an event
B can only be influenced by another event A if A lies in the past of B. Due to the
fact that orthochronous Lorentz transformations leave both ∆s2 and the sign of ∆x0

invariant, all reference systems agree on the definition of the future and past and
thus on relativistic causality.

Events with x · x < 0 are spacelike separated from 0 and therefore stand in no causal
relationship (neither future nor past). In Newtonian mechanics, there are no such
spacelike separations, as all events lie either in the future or the past. The possible
causal relationships can be nicely summarized in a Minkowski diagram, see Fig. 2.3(a).

Since the distance ∆s2 is Lorentz-invariant, all observers (in inertial systems) agree
on the causal relationship between two events.

2.5.2 Lorentz Boosts

It is instructive to consider how to represent a Lorentz boost Λ(χ) in a Minkowski
diagram. As mentioned above, we restrict ourselves to the representation of events
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past

future

space-like

Figure 2.3: (a) Classification of all events with respect to a reference event at 0 = (0,0)
into future, past, and spacelike. (b) An event E is described in the two coordinate
systems S and S′, which move with velocity w = tanϑ c relative to each other, by
the coordinates (ctE , r1E) and (ct′E , r

′
1E), respectively. The coordinates have a simple

geometric relationship, which is shown in the figure. (c) Geometric construction with
which, starting from a unit length in the S system, the unit length in the moving S′

system can be determined. To do this, one constructs the intersection point A of the
unit hyperbola r21 − c2t2 = 1 with the r′1 axis. The length OA thus defines the unit
length in the S′ system.

with x2 = x3 = 0. Thus, events are only determined by their two-dimensional
spacetime coordinates (t, r1). Lorentz transformations are not rotations of the (ct, r1)
plane, as they do not leave the Euclidean distance c2t2 + r21 invariant but rather the
Minkowski distance c2t2 − r21 invariant. One can easily determine the direction of
the coordinate axes of the moving S′ system relative to the S system. The ct′ axis is
determined by 0 = r′1 = γ(r1 − wt), i.e., ct = (c/w)r1. Thus, the ct′ axis forms an
angle ϑ with the ct axis given by

tanϑ =
w

c
. (2.28)

Due to the relationship |w| ≤ c, it immediately follows that |ϑ| ≤ π/4 and also
tanϑ = tanhχ. Similarly, the position of the r′1 axis is determined by 0 = t′ =
γ(t− wr1/c

2). Thus, the r′1 axis also forms the angle ϑ with the r1 axis. As shown
in Fig. 2.3(b), the axes for w > 0 are thus "folded together".

By construction, a light beam always moves along the bisector in the positive t
direction. To obtain the correct Lorentz transformation between the reference systems,
the length units on the axes must change during the transformation. To do this, we
can use the fact that a Lorentz transformation leaves the distance c2t2 − r21 invariant.
In particular, for all events that are at unit length, it holds that r21 − c2t2 = 1. As can
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Figure 2.4: Representation in a Minkowski diagram showing that observers moving
relative to each other find that the clock in the other reference system runs slower.
The events E and E′ occur in their respective reference systems at three units (i.e.,
a stationary clock shows 3). The other observer is moving and registers that the
event in the other reference system occurs after 3 units. The situation is therefore
completely symmetric, as both observers find that the clock in the other reference
system runs slower.

be seen in Fig. 2.3(c), this unit hyperbola intersects the r′1 axis at point A. By the
invariance of the distance, this point must be at (0, 1). Thus, the r′1 axis is stretched
relative to the r1 axis.

The stretching factor can be obtained by a simple consideration: all points on the r′1
axis are given in the S system by tanϑ = ct/r1. The intersection point with the unit
hyperbola thus lies at (1− tan2 ϑ)r21 = 1, from which one obtains the unit length

0A =
√
r21 + c2t2 =

√
(1 + tan2 ϑ)r21 =

√
1 + w2/c2

1− w2/c2
(2.29)

on the r′1 axis of the S′ system. The length units of the S′ coordinate system must
therefore be drawn stretched by the factor 0A ≥ 1, both on the r′1 axis and (due to
symmetry) on the ct′ axis. Only with the rescaling of the S′ coordinate system does
the coordinate transformation, as required by special relativity, become symmetric.
For example, Fig. 2.4 shows that each observer finds that the clock in the other
reference system runs slower. Special Relativity



Chapter 3

Relativistic Mechanics

As we have seen in Chapter 1, Newtonian mechanics is not compatible with the
postulate of relativity. In special relativity, we must therefore make the laws of
mechanics covariant under Lorentz transformations. Since four-tensors exhibit a fixed
transformation behavior, cf. Appendix A, the equations of the new mechanics must
equate tensors of the same rank. As a side condition, the old mechanics should be
recovered in the limit v ≪ c.

3.1 Four-Velocity

The motion of an object is defined by the trajectory r(t) with the velocity v(t) = ṙ.
In relativistic notation, the path becomes a world line

x(λ) = [xµ(λ)] = [ct, r(t)] = [ct(λ), r(λ)] (3.1)

with r(λ) = r(t(λ)) and λ being an arbitrary parameter that parametrizes the world
line. As explained in Chapter 2, transformations between different inertial systems
are performed by a Lorentz transformation Λ with x′ = Λx. Therefore, xµ is a
contravariant four-vector.

One would now like to generalize the concept of velocity to a four-vector. To achieve
this, x(τ) must be derived from a Lorentz scalar that coincides with time in the limit
v ≪ c. As explained in (1.17), the proper time

τ(t) =

∫ t

0
dt′
√
1− v(t′)2/c2 =

∫ x(t)

x(0)

√
ηµνdxµdxν/c (3.2)

is precisely a Lorentz scalar. In fact, from the transformation x′ = Λx of a world line,
the invariance of proper time follows:

τ ′(t′) =

∫ x′(t′)

x′(0)

√
ηµνdx′µdx′ν =

∫ x(t)

x(0)

√
ηµνdxµdxν = τ(t).

21
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To make the parametrization in (3.1) independent of the reference system, it is
reasonable to set λ = τ . The derivative of the world line with respect to proper time
yields the covariant four-vector

u(τ) =
dx(τ)

dτ
=
dt

dτ

dx(t)

dt
= γ(t)[c,v(t)] (3.3)

with γ(t) = [1− v(t)2/c2]−1/2, which we call four-velocity. From the four-vector uµ,
one can obtain a Lorentz scalar by contracting it with itself. In fact, it holds that
u · u = uµu

µ = γ2(c2 − v2) = c2 and thus u is always normalized to c, with only 3
parameters being independent.

3.2 Energy-Momentum Relation

With the four-velocity, we can immediately generalize the momentum p to a covariant
four-momentum

(pµ) = (p0,p) = mu = mγ(c,v) (3.4)

In the non-relativistic limit, when v ≪ c and γ → 1, the spatial components of pµ

coincide with the non-relativistic momentum. The spatial part therefore remains
conserved for a free particle in an inertial system. Since pµ is a four-vector, the
complete four-momentum pµ is also conserved in every inertial system. Analogously,
one can conclude that the total momentum P =

∑N
j=1 pj of N particles with four-

momenta pj is conserved in every inertial system.

The question now is which conserved quantity corresponds to the time component p0

in non-relativistic physics. Expanding p0 in powers of v/c gives

p0 =
mc√

1− v2/c2
= mc+

1

2
mv2/c+ . . . . (3.5)

It is immediately apparent that p0c coincides with the kinetic energy Ekin of Newtonian
mechanics, up to the constant mc2. This prompts the identification E = p0c, so that

E = p0c = E0 + Ekin with E0 = mc2. (3.6)

The rest energy E0 = mc2 is precisely Einstein’s famous formula. The relativistic
energy, in contrast to non-relativistic physics, contains a rest energy contribution
that depends only on the mass of the object. Unlike in non-relativistic physics, mass
can be annihilated in relativity, and the corresponding energy can be converted into
other forms of energy.

As an example, let us consider the (symmetric) decay of a particle into two parts. In
the rest frame of the particle, we initially have the four-momentum Pµ = (Mc,0)
with M being the total mass of the particle. After the symmetric decay, the total
momentum Pµ is composed of the momenta of two particles with mass m, which
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move with velocities ±v. The particles have the four-momentum γm(c,±v) with
γ = (1− v2/c2)−1/2, which add up to the total momentum Pµ = 2γm(c,0). From
the conservation of four-momentum, we can now conclude that

2m =M
√
1− v2/c2 < M ; (3.7)

i.e., the total mass is not conserved. The rest energy of the mass defect is given by

(M − 2m)c2 = 2mc2(γ − 1) = 2
1

2
mv2 + . . . (3.8)

and is therefore equal to the non-relativistic energy of the decay products (for v ≪ c).
During the decay of the particle, rest energy is thus converted into kinetic energy of
the decay products.

From the fact that the length of pµ forms a Lorentz scalar, one also obtains the
relativistic energy-momentum relation1

p · p = pµp
µ = (E/c)2 − p2 = m2c2, (3.9)

which holds by construction in all inertial systems.

3.3 Equation of Motion

With this groundwork, it is now possible to formulate mechanics in a Lorentz-covariant
manner. This is most easily done using the Lagrangian formalism. In this formalism,
one assigns an action2

S[r(t)] =

∫ t1

t0

dtL(r,v, t) (3.10)

to each world line x(t) = [ct, r(t)], with the Lagrangian L and v = ṙ. The Hamiltonian
principle requires that the path of a particle is characterized by an extremum of the
action with δS = 0. Various world lines are compared with fixed endpoints r(t0) = r0
and r(t1) = r1. The extremal principle thus leads, with partial integration, to

0 = δS =

∫ t1

t0

dt
3∑

k=1

[
(∂rkL)δrk + (∂vkL)∂tδrk

]
=

∫ t1

t0

dt
3∑

k=1

(
∂rkL− d

dt
∂vkL

)
δrk .

Since the variation δr(t) is arbitrary with δr(t0) = δr(t1) = 0, the Euler-Lagrange
equations follow from the Hamiltonian principle:

d

dt

∂L

∂vk
=
∂L

∂rk
, (3.11)

which play the role of the equations of motion. From the condition δS on the path,
it is directly evident that the equation of motion becomes covariant as long as the
action S is a Lorentz scalar.3

1Note the difference p · p = pµp
µ = ηµνp

µpν and p2 = p2 =
∑3

k=1 p
2
k.

2We use the time t in a reference system S as the curve parameter λ.
3In principle, the actions in different inertial systems can also differ by a factor.
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3.3.1 Free Particle

In non-relativistic mechanics, a free particle is described by the Lagrangian L0 = 1
2mv

2.
For a relativistic generalization of the equations of motion of a free particle, we need
an action that is a Lorentz scalar and reproduces the non-relativistic behavior in the
limit v ≪ c. As we have seen in (3.2), proper time assigns a Lorentz scalar to a world
line. A natural Ansatz is therefore S0 = −mc2τ , where the prefactor E0 is chosen
such that S0 has the unit of action. In fact, we obtain

S0 = −mc2τ = −mc2
∫
dt
√

1− v2/c2 =

∫
dt
(
−mc2 + 1

2
mv2 + . . .

)
, (3.12)

so that the relativistic Lagrangian

L0 = −mc2
√
1− v2/c2 (3.13)

in the limit v ≪ c coincides with the non-relativistic Lagrangian of a free particle, up
to the constant mc2. The relativistic equations of motion

d

dt
(γmv) =

dp

dt
= 0 (3.14)

are obtained as Euler-Lagrange equations for L0.

In this form, however, it is not directly evident that the equation (3.14) is covariant.
To make the covariance explicit, we note that due to the energy-momentum relation
(3.9) with (3.14), ṗ0 is also determined. In fact, by differentiating (3.9) with respect
to t, we obtain

c
dp0

dt
= c

p

p0
· dp
dt

= v · dp
dt

= 0, (3.15)

so that we find the manifestly covariant equation dpµ/dτ = 0.

3.3.2 Particle in a Potential

In Galilean physics, one often considers a particle in a scalar potential V (r, t). The
corresponding problem is not really meaningful in relativistic mechanics. The issue
is that, starting from a scalar potential V , the potential in another reference frame
automatically becomes dependent on the velocity v. Therefore, it is better to start
directly from a vector potential that couples to the velocity. Another point is that there
is no physical force that can be described by a scalar potential, as the gravitational
force is not formulated covariantly and thus only the electromagnetic force fits into
the relativistic concept.

Electrodynamics comes directly with a scalar potential φ(r, t) and a vector potential
A(r, t). The action of the electromagnetic fields on a particle with charge q is
described in classical mechanics by the Lagrangian

L = L0 +
q

c
v ·A− qφ (3.16)



3.3. EQUATION OF MOTION 25

Now, if we replace the free Lagrangian L0 = mv2/2 with the relativistic generalization
(3.13), we see that the action

S =

∫
dtL = −

∫
dτ
(
mc2 +

q

c
u ·A

)
= −

∫
dτ
(
mc2 +

q

c
uµAµ

)
(3.17)

is already covariant, provided that A = (Aµ) = (φ,A) transforms like a four-vector.4

In the case that A = 0 in one reference frame, one obtains a particle in a scalar
potential V (r, t) = q φ(r, t). In this special case, the Euler-Lagrange equations take
the form

dp

dt
= F (3.18)

with p = γmv and F = −∇V being the force acting on the particle. The equation
of motion (3.18) is often written in four-vector notation

dpµ

dτ
= Kµ (3.19)

with Kµ being the Minkowski force. The spatial components of the Minkowski force
arise directly from (3.18) as K = γF , with γdτ = dt. The time component K0 of
the Minkowski force is determined from the additional condition

Kµuµ =
dpµ

dτ
uµ =

m

2

d

dτ
(uµuµ) = 0 (3.20)

i.e., the four-acceleration duµ/dτ ∝ Kµ is always perpendicular to the four-velocity.
Thus, one obtains the complete Minkowski force as5

(Kµ) = γ(v · F /c,F ). (3.21)

As for the free particle, the 0-component of (3.19) is an expression of energy conser-
vation. In fact, we obtain

dE

dt
= c

dp0

dt
= v · F . (3.22)

Thus, v ·F corresponds to the power that the external force F exerts on the particle,
and E = cp0 is (up to the constant mc2) the kinetic energy of the particle.

We now want to derive the Euler-Lagrange equations from L in the general case with
A ̸= 0. For this, we need the easily provable intermediate results

∂L

∂rk
= −q ∂φ

∂rk
+
q

c

3∑
l=1

vl
∂Al

∂rk
,

∂L

∂vk
= γmvk +

q

c
Ak

and
d

dt

∂L

∂vk
=
dpk
dt

+
q

c

(
∂Ak

∂t
+

3∑
l=1

∂Ak

∂rl
vl

)
.

4We will see in Chapter 4 that Aµ transforms like a four-vector in electrodynamics.
5Written out in components, (3.20) gives Kµuµ = γcK0 − γK · v = γcK0 − γ2F · v = 0, which

can easily be solved for K0.
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We thus obtain the equations of motion

dpk
dt

= q

(
− ∂φ

∂rk
− 1

c

∂Ak

∂t

)
+
q

c

3∑
l=1

vl

(
∂Al

∂rk
− ∂Ak

∂rl

)
= qEk +

q

c
(v ∧B)k (3.23)

of a particle on which the Lorentz force FL = qE + qv ∧B/c acts in the electric field
E = −∇φ− ∂tA/c and magnetic field B = ∇ ∧A.6

Note that in the presence of a vector potential, the canonical momentum pkan =
∂vL = p + qA/c does not coincide with the kinematic momentum p = γmv. In
particular, the energy-momentum relation (3.9) refers to the kinematic and not to
the canonical momentum.

One can also bring the equation of motion of a particle in an electromagnetic field into
an explicitly covariant form. For this, one defines the (twice-covariant) electromagnetic
field strength tensor (Faraday tensor) as

Fµν = (dA)µν ≡ ∂Aν

∂xµ
− dAµ

∂xν
. (3.24)

The tensor Fµν is antisymmetric and therefore has 6 independent components. By
explicit calculation, one obtains that the components7

(Fµν) =


0 E1 E2 E3

−E1 0 −B3 B2

−E2 B3 0 −B1

−E3 −B2 B1 0

 (3.25)

are directly given by the electric and magnetic fields. The equation of motion can
thus be written covariantly in the form of (3.19), where the Lorentz force becomes
the manifestly covariant Minkowski force8

Kµ =
q

c
Fµνuν = γ(qv ·E/c,FL)

µ (3.26)

From the antisymmetry of F , it follows directly that the constraint Kµuµ = 0 is
satisfied, cf. Eq. (3.20).

6We denote the vector product between three-vectors by v ∧w = v ×w. For four-vectors, it
becomes the more general outer product (v ∧ w)µν = vµwν − vνwµ, see Chapter 3.4.

7In general, an antisymmetric second-rank tensor in Minkowski spacetime contains a polar vector
E and an axial vector B.

8Note that the magnetic part does no work v · FL = v ·E. Furthermore, one obtains Fµν from
Fµν by replacing E 7→ −E.
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Particle in a Homogeneous Electric Field

The form of the equation of motion (3.19) ensures that even with a constant force,
the speed of light is never exceeded. As an example, consider a particle with mass
m that is subjected to a homogeneous electric field E = (E0, 0, 0). Let v(0) = 0, so
that the motion occurs only in the x-direction. We obtain the equation of motion

d

dt

v1(t)√
1− v1(t)2/c2

= c
d sinhχ(t)

dt
=
qE0

m
= a , (3.27)

with the rapidity χ defined by v1 = c tanhχ. The solution is therefore given by
sinhχ = at/c, which

v1(t) =
at√

1 + (at/c)2
=

{
at, |t| ≪ c/a,

c, |t| ≫ c/a
(3.28)

corresponds. Although the velocity saturates at c, the energy

E =
mc2√

1− v1(t)2/c2
= mc2

√
1 + (at/c)2 (3.29)

continues to increase. The same holds for the relativistic momentum due to E2−p21c2 =
m2c4.

It is also insightful to calculate the world line of an object that experiences constant
acceleration. The trajectory of a spaceship moving with constant acceleration is given
by

r1(t) =

∫ t

0
dt′ v1(t

′) =
c2

a

∫
dχ sinhχ =

c2

a

√
1 + (at/c)2

= const. +
at2

2
+ . . . . (3.30)

Thus, the path of the spaceship is simply a hyperbola, while in Newtonian mechanics,
the path is a parabola. An important quantity is the proper time

τ(t) =

∫ t

0
dt′
√
1− v1(t′)2/c2 =

c

a

∫
dχ =

c arsinh(at/c)

a
, (3.31)

which measures the time in the local reference frame of the spaceship.9

With the hyperbolic path of the constantly accelerated spaceship, the twin paradox
can be resolved: at the initial time t0 = −T/2, the spaceship is at the location
x0 = r1(−T/2). Let us now imagine that one of the twins boards the spaceship while
the other remains at rest at the location x0. At the time t1 = T/2, the spaceship is

9Parametrized by proper time, the path of the spaceship has the simple form r1(τ) =
(c2/a) cosh(cτ/a).
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again at the same location x0 = r1(T/2). For the stationary twin, the time T has
elapsed in between. The other twin, however, measures the proper time (3.31) in the
spaceship. For him, therefore, the shorter time

τ(T/2)− τ(−T/2) = 2c arsinh(aT/2c)

a
< T (3.32)

has passed. Thus, upon reuniting at the location x0, the accelerated twin is younger
than the stationary one. All observers will agree with this statement. Unlike the
time dilation between two inertial systems, see Fig. 2.4, the situation here is not
symmetric, as only one of the twins was accelerated.

Particle in a Homogeneous Magnetic Field

As a second example, we now want to look at the case of a particle in a homogeneous
magnetic field B = (0, 0, B0). Let the initial condition be v(0) = (v0, 0, 0) so that
the motion occurs only in the xy-plane. The equation of motion has the general form

ṗ =
q

c
v ∧B. (3.33)

Since E/mc2 = γ holds and a magnetic field does no work, γ remains constant.
Substituting the relation p = mγv into (3.33) and writing the equation in components,
we obtain

v̇1 = ωv2, v̇2 = −ωv1 (3.34)

with the Larmor frequency ω = qB0/mcγ. The equations are solved by

v1(t) = v0 cos(ωt), v2(t) = −v0 sin(ωt). (3.35)

A further integration leads to the trajectory

r1(t) = ρ sin(ωt), r2 = ρ cos(ωt). (3.36)

We recognize that the particle moves in a circular path with radius ρ = v0/ω =
qv0B0/mcγ.

Due to the constancy of γ, the proper time is simply given by τ = t/γ. An observer
moving along the circular path will therefore find that he requires the proper time
2π/ωγ for one complete revolution. Again, there is no symmetry between the two
reference frames, so that all observers agree that the angular velocity γω measured in
the accelerated reference frame is greater than that in the laboratory frame.

3.4 Angular Momentum

In a closed system, in addition to the conservation of energy and momentum, which is
reflected in the conservation of four-momentum pµ in relativity, Newtonian mechanics
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also holds the conservation of angular momentum L = r ∧ p. The conservation of
angular momentum has its origin in the isotropy of physical laws.

It turns out that the relativistic generalization of angular momentum leads to the
antisymmetric angular momentum tensor10

Lµν = (x ∧ p)µν = xµpν − xνpµ =


0 −cN1 −cN2 −cN3

cN1 0 L3 −L2

cN2 −L3 0 L1

cN3 L2 −L1 0


µν

=

(
0 −cN t

cN x ∧ p

)
(3.37)

see (3.25). Here we have introduced the new vector N = (E/c2)r− pt = mγ(r− vt)
with γ = E/mc2, cf. (3.4), which is also called the dynamic mass moment.

Now consider N particles that are in a closed system. As we have already seen in
Chapter 3.2 with the example of four-momentum, the conservation of total angular
momentum L =

∑N
j=1Lj is only covariant if the complete angular momentum tensor

Lµν =
∑N

j=1(Lj)
µν is conserved. Thus, the mass moment N =

∑N
j=1Nj must also be

conserved. Since the total energy cP 0 =
∑N

j=1Ej is also conserved, the conservation
of dynamic mass moment can be rewritten as

c2N∑N
j=1Ej

=

∑N
j=1(Ejrj − c2pjt)∑N

j=1Ej

= R− V t = const. (3.38)

Thus, we see that the ‘average’ position vector

R =

∑N
j=1Ejrj∑N
j=1Ej

(3.39)

moves uniformly with the velocity

V =
c2
∑N

j=1 pj∑N
j=1Ej

(3.40)

The equation (3.39) provides an extension of the concept of center of mass into the
relativistic context. In fact, in the limit where all velocities are small, it holds that
Ej ≈ mjc

2. Thus, we obtain the classical expressions

R =

∑N
j=1mjrj∑N
j=1mj

and V =

∑N
j=1 pj∑N
j=1mj

. (3.41)

10The fact that L can be regarded as a vector in Newtonian mechanics is due to the special status
of the vector product in three dimensions. In general, L = x ∧ p is given by the outer product of x
and p. Therefore, Lµν is an antisymmetric second-rank tensor with six independent components in
four-dimensional spacetime.
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However, it should be noted that R does not generally transform like the spatial
components of a four-vector. Thus, the center of mass also depends on the observer
and is not simply defined relative to the particles.



Chapter 4

Covariant Formulation of the
Maxwell Equations

In this chapter, we will see that the Maxwell equations already satisfy Einstein’s
principle of relativity. This is not surprising, as the principle is based on the constancy
of the speed of light in all inertial systems; a fact that is already taken into account
in the Maxwell equations. We will learn a manifestly covariant formulation of
electromagnetism and find that the Maxwell equations do not require any correction.
In fact, the special theory of relativity is meant to make mechanics compatible with
Maxwell’s theory without changing the latter.

4.1 Invariants of the Field

From the Faraday tensor Fµν , invariants (scalars) can be formed that do not change
when transitioning to other inertial systems. These are important because they yield
a scalar action whose Euler-Lagrange equations are covariant. It is clear that from
Fµν , the scalar

1

2
FµνF

µν = B2 − E2 (4.1)

and the pseudoscalar1

−1

8
εµνστFµνFστ = E ·B (4.2)

can be formed. The pseudoscalar character of E ·B is immediately clear, as it is the
product of a polar (E) and an axial (B) vector.

From the invariance of E2 −B2, it follows immediately that if E > B holds in one
reference frame, then E′ > B′ holds in any other inertial system. Similarly, from the

1Here we introduce the totally antisymmetric (Levi-Civita) tensor εµνστ (with the conven-
tion ε0123 = 1). The Levi-Civita tensor is a (invariant) pseudotensor, as it holds that εαβγδ =
Λα

µΛ
β
νΛ

γ
σΛ

δ
τε

µνστ = det(Λ)εαβγδ.

31
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invariance of E ·B, it follows that observers in all inertial systems agree on whether
E and B form an obtuse or acute angle.

4.2 Homogeneous Maxwell Equations

The homogeneous Maxwell equations do not couple to charges. Their statement is
that one can transition to the potentials φ and A to describe the physics of the
electromagnetic fields E and B. In fact, the homogeneous Maxwell equations follow
directly from the existence of the potential Aµ. With Fµν = ∂Aµ/∂x

ν − ∂Aν/∂x
µ,

we can verify by simple calculation that2

∂Fµν

∂xµ
=

1

2
εµνστ

∂Fστ

∂xµ
= 0 (4.3)

holds; here we have introduced the dual field strength tensor Fµν = 1
2ε

µνστFστ ,
whose divergence vanishes according to (4.3). The dual field strength tensor has the
components

(Fµν) =


0 −B1 −B2 −B3

B1 0 E3 −E2

B2 −E3 0 E1

B3 E2 −E1 0

 . (4.4)

It is obtained from Fµν by the replacement E 7→ B and B 7→ −E. Thus, the condition
of the vanishing divergence of F leads to the homogeneous Maxwell equations

∂Fµ0

∂xµ
7→ ∇ ·B = 0,

∂Fµj

∂xµ
7→ −1

c
Ḃ −∇ ∧E = 0. (4.5)

4.3 Action of the Electromagnetic Field

The total action of the electromagnetic field with N charged particles can be composed
from the components S = Sf + Sm + Smf . The term Sm is the free action of the
particles and is given by Chapter 3.3.1 as

Sm = −
N∑
j=1

mjc
2

∫
dτj . (4.6)

The interaction of the particles with the electromagnetic field via the Lorentz force is
described by Smf . According to Chapter 3.3.2, this term is given by

Smf = −
N∑
j=1

qj
c

∫
A(xj) · uj dτj = −

N∑
j=1

qj
c

∫
A(xj) · dxj (4.7)

2For example, it holds that εµνστ∂2Aσ/(∂x
τ∂xµ) = 0, since ε is antisymmetric in τ ↔ µ, while

the rest is symmetric. The same applies to the second term.
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with the charge qj of the j-th particle, which plays the role of the interaction constant.

The last term Sf has not been introduced until now. It describes the intrinsic
dynamics of the fields E,B or Fµν . In general, field equations follow as Euler-
Lagrange equations from a Lagrangian density Lf . From the Lagrangian density,
one obtains the Lagrangian function Lf =

∫
d3rLf by integrating over space. After

another integration over time, we then obtain the action Sf =
∫
dtLf =

∫
dΥLf ,

where we have introduced the measure dΥ = dt dV = dt d3r in spacetime. With
the general transformation theorem for integrals, it follows that the measure is a
Lorentz scalar. In fact, a change of variables x′ = Λx leads to dΥ′ = | detΛ| dΥ with
the functional determinant detΛ = ±1. The property that Sf must be a scalar is
therefore equivalent to the requirement that the Lagrangian density Lf is a Lorentz
scalar.

We know that the Maxwell equations for the electromagnetic fields must be linear in
order to satisfy the superposition principle. Therefore, Lf must be quadratic in Fµν .
Since the Maxwell equations are also first order in time and space, no derivatives
of Fµν may appear in Lf . The only scalar that meets these requirements has been
introduced in (4.1). We thus set

Sf = − 1

16π

∫
dΥFµνF

µν =
1

8π

∫
dΥ(E2 −B2), (4.8)

where the prefactor has been chosen so that we obtain the Maxwell equations in the
Gaussian unit system as Euler-Lagrange equations.

It is often helpful to express matter in terms of fields. To do this, one transitions
from the particles with coordinates rj(t) to the charge density

ρ(r, t) =
N∑
j=1

qj δ
(3)[r − rj(t)], (4.9)

which is usually regarded as a continuous function of the spatial coordinate r.
Although the charge qj is a scalar, the same does not hold for the charge density
due to Lorentz contraction. In fact, only dq = ρ d3r is invariant under coordinate
transformation. Since dΥ = dt d3r is also a scalar, ρ transforms like dt, that is, like
the spatial component of a four-vector. In fact, the expression (4.9) can be extended
to the four-current density3

jµ =

N∑
j=1

qjc

∫
dxµj δ

(4)(x− xj) =

N∑
j=1

qj
dxµj (t)

dt
δ(3)[r − rj(t)] = (cρ, j)µ (4.10)

The spatial components form the current density vector

j =
N∑
j=1

qj ṙj δ
(3)(r − rj) . (4.11)

3Here (xµ
j ) = [t, rj(t)] denotes the world line of the j-th particle and dxµ

j the integration along
this world line.



34 CHAPTER 4. MAXWELL EQUATIONS

The relationship holds

∂

∂xµ

(
dxµj
dt

δ(3)[r − rj(t)]

)
=

∂

∂t
δ(3)[r − rj(t)] + ṙj ·∇δ(3)[r − rj(t)] (4.12)

=
∂

∂t
δ(3)[r − rj(t)]− ṙj ·∇rjδ

(3)[r − rj(t)] = 0 .

From this, the continuity equation follows

0 =
∂jµ

∂xµ
=
∂ρ

∂t
+∇ · j (4.13)

in manifestly covariant notation. With the four-current density, the action can be
written as

S = −
N∑
j=1

∫
mc2dτj −

1

c

∫
dΥAµj

µ − 1

16π

∫
dΥFµνF

µν . (4.14)

4.4 Inhomogeneous Maxwell Equations

Applying the Hamiltonian principle to (4.14) yields two types of equations. First,
one can assume the fields to be constant and vary the world lines. This leads to the
relativistic equation of motion (3.23) for each particle. On the other hand, one can
leave the world lines (and thus jµ) invariant and vary the fields. This yields equations
that describe the influence of matter on the fields. The equations for the fields are
obtained as Euler-Lagrange equations

∂

∂xν
∂L

∂(∂Aµ/∂xν)
=

∂L
∂Aµ

, (4.15)

for the potentials Aµ. It should be noted that the Lagrangian density L = Lmf+Lf =
−Aµj

µ/c− FµνF
µν/16π does not contain a contribution from the matter part Sm of

the action, as it does not depend on Aµ.

First, we evaluate the partial derivatives of the Lagrangian density with respect to
the potentials. We obtain (since Fµν only depends on ∂Aµ/∂x

ν)

∂L
∂Aµ

= −1

c
jµ,

∂L
∂(∂Aµ/∂xν)

= − 1

8π
F στ ∂Fστ

∂(∂Aµ/∂xν)
=

1

4π
Fµν . (4.16)

Thus, the Euler-Lagrange equations become

∂

∂xν
Fµν = −4π

c
jµ. (4.17)

Setting µ = 0 in (4.17), we obtain

∇ ·E = 4πρ . (4.18)
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With µ = j, we additionally obtain the three equations

1

c

∂E

∂t
−∇ ∧B = −4π

c
j . (4.19)

Together, (4.18) and (4.19) form the inhomogeneous Maxwell equations. The covari-
ance of these equations follows directly from their equivalence with (4.17).

Taking the four-divergence of (4.17), we obtain

∂2Fµν

∂xµ∂xν
= −4π

c

∂jµ

∂xν
. (4.20)

The left side vanishes identically, as it represents a contraction of a symmetric
tensor ∂2/∂xµ∂xν with an antisymmetric tensor Fµν . Thus, we obtain the continuity
equation ∂jµ/∂xµ = 0, see (4.13).

4.5 Transformation of the Electromagnetic Fields

Since the fields E and B are components of the antisymmetric field strength tensor
Fµν , we can derive their transformation behavior from the general transformation
law F ′

µν = Λµ
σΛν

τFστ . Under a special Lorentz transformation, we obtain from
F ′ = Λ(−χ)FΛt(−χ) after a short calculation4

E′
1 = E1, B′

1 = B1,

E′
2 = γ(E2 − βB3), B′

2 = γ(B2 + βE3),

E′
3 = γ(E3 + βB2), B′

3 = γ(B3 − βE2). (4.21)

As in (2.17), this result can be generalized to an arbitrary Lorentz boost, yielding

E′
∥ = E∥, E′

⊥ = γ

(
E⊥ +

1

c
w ∧B⊥

)
,

B′
∥ = B∥, B′

⊥ = γ

(
B⊥ − 1

c
w ∧E⊥

)
. (4.22)

4.6 Field of a Moving Charge

The inhomogeneous Maxwell equations have the covariant form (4.17). To solve the
homogeneous equations, we can introduce the potential Aµ, which transforms the
equation into the form

□Aµ − ∂2Aν

∂xµ∂xν
=

4π

c
jµ (4.23)

4Note that Λµ
ν(χ) = Λµ

ν(−χ).
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with the d’Alembert operator □ = ∂2/c2∂t2 − ∇2. Since the potentials are only
determined up to a gradient5 one can additionally impose the condition ∂Aν/∂xν = 0,
which is called the Lorenz gauge. Thus, the vector potential satisfies the wave equation

□Aµ =
4π

c
jµ. (4.24)

One can determine the general solution of (4.24) using the Green’s function D(x),
which solves the inhomogeneous equation

□D(x) = δ(4)(x) (4.25)

Using known methods from Fourier analysis, one can show that

Dr(x) = − 1

(2π)4

∫
d4k

e−ikµxµ

kµkµ + i0+ sgn(k0)
(4.26)

solves the above equation for D(x), where the imaginary term in the denominator, as
we will show below, ensures that Dr(x) vanishes for x0 < 0, making Dr the retarded
Green’s function.

For the integration over k0, we need the poles of the integrand in (4.26). These are
located at k±0 = ±|k| − i0+. If x0 < 0, the integration path must be closed in the
upper complex half-plane due to the factor e−ik0x0 . Since the integrand has no poles
in this half-plane, the integral vanishes. For the case that x0 > 0, the path must be
closed in the lower half-plane. In this case, both poles k±0 contribute, and we obtain6

Dr(x) =
Θ(t)

(2π)3

∫
d3k eik·x

sin(c|k|t)
|k|

=
Θ(t)

(2π)2

∫ ∞

0
dk

∫ 1

−1
d(cos θ) eikr cos θ

sin(ckt)

k

=
Θ(t)

2π2r

∫ ∞

0
dk sin(kr) sin(ckt) =

Θ(t)

4πr
δ(ct− r) (4.27)

where Θ(t) is the unit step function. In the form Dr(x) = Θ(x0)δ(x · x)/2π, it is
easy to see that the function Dr(x) is indeed a Lorentz scalar under orthochronous
Lorentz transformations.7

The general solution of the Maxwell equation (4.24) is therefore given by

Aµ(x) = Aµ
0 (x) +

4π

c

∫
d4x′Dr(x− x′)jµ(x′) (4.28)

5The fact that both A and A′ lead to the same field strength tensor F = F ′ as long as
Aµ = A′

µ + ∂χ/∂xµ with an arbitrary function χ(x) is called the gauge freedom of the Maxwell
equations.

6Here, θ denotes the angle between k and x and k = |k|.
7Using the general formula δ[f(x)] =

∑
j δ(x− xj)/|f ′(xj)|, where xj are the (simple) zeros of

f(x), one immediately obtains Θ(t)δ(ct− r)/r = Θ(t)[δ(ct− r) + δ(ct+ r)]/r = 2Θ(t)δ[(ct)2 − r2].
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past light cone

Figure 4.1: Only the intersection point xµ(τret) of the world line xµ(τ) with the past
light cone emanating from the observation point x contributes to the potential at
point x from the charge moving along xµ(τ).

with A0(x) being a solution of the homogeneous wave equation. Since we assume
that the source is localized in space and time, in the limit x0 → −∞, the second
term vanishes and A0(x) corresponds to the incoming solution at the initial time.

Let us consider a point charge q moving along the trajectory r(t) (in the system S),
then the charge and current density are given by

ρ(r, t) = q δ(3)[r − r(t)], j(r, t) = q v(t)δ(3)[r − r(t)] (4.29)

with v(t) = ṙ(t) being the velocity in S. These densities can be written in covariant
form by parametrizing the world line of the particle with the proper time τ . By
simple calculation, one can verify that the four-current density

jµ(x) = qc

∫
dτ uµ(τ)δ(4)[x− x(τ)] (4.30)

represents the covariant formulation of (4.29). Substituting (4.30) into (4.28) (with
Aµ

0 (x) ≡ 0) and subsequently integrating over x′ yields

Aµ(x) = 2q

∫
dτ uµ(τ)Θ[x0 − x0(τ)]δ[(x− x(τ)) · (x− x(τ))]. (4.31)

The remaining integration over τ contributes only at τret if x− x(τret) is a null vector
with x0 > x0(τret); i.e., the contribution comes from the past light cone emanating
from the observation point x. Due to the condition |ṙ| < c, there is only one such
intersection point, see Fig. 4.1. Thus, we obtain the four-potential

Aµ(x) =

[
q uµ(τ)

uν(τ)(xν − xν(τ))

]
ret
, (4.32)

where ‘ret’ indicates that the particle position and the particle velocity must be
evaluated at the retarded time τ = τret. The potential (4.32) is called the Liénard-
Wiechert potential.
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For applications, it is often useful to split the potential into spatial and temporal
components. With Rn = r − r(tret), R = c(t− tret), we obtain

uµ[x
µ − xµ(τret)] = γc2(t− tret)− γ v · [r − r(tret)] = γcR(1− v · n/c) ;

where R describes the distance and n the direction of r−r(tret). Thus, the potentials
are given by

φ(r, t) =

[
q

(1− v · n/c)R

]
ret
, A(r, t) =

[
qv/c

(1− v · n/c)R

]
ret
. (4.33)

4.7 Doppler Effect

In the derivation of (4.26), we introduced the four-wave vector kµ = (ω/c,k) with
kµx

µ = ωt − k · r. From the lecture on electrodynamics, it is known that the
electromagnetic field of a monochromatic light wave is given by

E(x) = E cos(kµx
µ) and B(x) = k̂ ∧E(x) (4.34)

where E ⊥ k specifies the (linear) polarization and k̂ = k/k is the unit vector in
the direction of k. Since the maxima and minima of the electromagnetic fields are
measurable, the phase kµxµ must be a Lorentz scalar, and thus kµ is a covariant
four-vector. With (2.17), we therefore obtain the transformation rules

ω′ = γ(ω −w · k), k′
∥ = γ(k∥ −w ω/c2), k′

⊥ = k⊥. (4.35)

For light waves, the relativistic dispersion relation k0 = ω/c = |k| holds, so that k∥
and k⊥ are determined by ω and the angle θ between k and w with k⊥ = c ω sin θ
and k∥ = c ω cos θ. From (4.35), it follows that these quantities transform as

ω′ = γω(1− β cos θ), tan θ′ =
k′⊥
k′∥

=
sin θ

γ(cos θ − β)
(4.36)

The first formula describes the relativistic Doppler shift, while the second formula
represents light aberration, see (2.24).

Furthermore, we would like to determine the transformation rule of the amplitude E .
To do this, we will use the fact that k̂, Ê, B̂ with B = k̂∧E form an orthonormal basis.
To simplify the calculation, we choose the coordinate system such that w = (cβ, 0, 0)t.
The fields E,B then transform according to (4.21) and we obtain

E ′2 = E2
1 + γ2(E2 − βB3)

2 + γ2(E3 + βB2)
2

= γ2E2[1− 2β(Ê2B̂3 − Ê3B̂2) + β2(1− B̂2
1 − Ê2

1 )]

= γ2E2(1− 2βk̂1 + β2k̂21) = γ2E2(1− βk̂1)
2;
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Here, we have used the orthonormality in the form (Ê ∧ B̂)1 = Ê2B̂3 − Ê3B̂2 = k̂1 and
k̂21 + Ê2

1 + B̂2
1 = 1. With k̂1 = cos θ, we can generally write the transformation of the

wave amplitude as

E ′ =
1− β cos θ√

1− β2
E ⇔ E =

1 + β cos θ′√
1− β2

E ′. (4.37)

4.8 Energy-Momentum Tensor

Analogous to the transition from the Lagrangian function to the Hamiltonian func-
tion in particle mechanics, one can transition from the Lagrangian density to the
Hamiltonian density. Let us first consider the case of free fields with Smf = 0. Then
L does not depend explicitly on xµ, and we expect that there is a conservation law
associated with the energy density

Tµ
ν =

∂Lf

∂(∂Aσ/∂xµ)

∂Aσ

∂xν
− δµνLf = − 1

4π
Fµσ ∂Aσ

∂xν
− δµνLf (4.38)

is connected. In fact, after a short calculation, we obtain

∂Tµ
ν

∂xµ
= − 1

4π

∂

∂xµ

(
Fµσ ∂Aσ

∂xν

)
− ∂Lf

∂xν

= − 1

4π
Fµσ ∂

2Aσ

∂xµxν
+

1

16π

∂FµσF
µσ

∂xν

= − 1

4π
Fµσ ∂

2Aσ

∂xµxν
+

1

8π
Fµσ ∂Fµσ

∂xν

= − 1

4π
Fµσ ∂

2Aσ

∂xµxν
+

1

8π
Fµσ

(
∂2Aσ

∂xµ∂xν
− ∂2Aµ

∂xσ∂xν

)
= 0, (4.39)

where in the second step we used the equation of motion ∂Fµσ/∂xµ = 0. Integrating
the equation (4.39) over space at fixed time, we obtain that

0 =

∫
d3r

∂Tµν

∂xµ
=

1

c

∂

∂t

∫
d3r T 0ν +

∫
d3r

∂

∂rj
T jν =

1

c

∂

∂t

∫
d3r T 0ν , (4.40)

where we assumed that the fields and thus Tµν fall off sufficiently quickly so that
the integration over the divergence gives no contribution. Thus, we obtain the
conservation ∂Pµ/∂t = 0 of the four-vector

Pµ =
1

c

∫
d3r T 0µ, (4.41)

which can be identified with the four-momentum vector of the electromagnetic field.

The tensor Tµν is not uniquely determined by the property ∂Tµν/∂xµ = 0. In fact,
we can add any four-divergence ∂ψµνσ/∂xσ of a tensor ψ with ψµνσ = −ψσνµ to
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Tµν without changing the four-momentum Pµ. We can make the energy-momentum
tensor unique by imposing the additional requirement that the four-dimensional
angular momentum tensor Lµν is given by the ordinary form

Lµν =

∫
(xµdP ν − xνdPµ) =

1

c

∫
d3r (xµT 0ν − xνT 0µ) (4.42)

Just as the vanishing of the four-divergence ∂Tµν/∂xµ represents the local formulation
of four-momentum conservation, the vanishing of the four-divergence ∂(xµT σν −
xνT σµ)/∂xσ yields the angular momentum conservation ∂Lµν/∂t = 0. The local
form of angular momentum conservation therefore requires that

0 =
∂(xµT σν − xνT σµ)

∂xσ
= Tµν − T νµ (4.43)

i.e., Tµν is a symmetric tensor.

To symmetrize the tensor in (4.38), we add the term

Fµσ

4π

∂Aν

∂xσ
=

1

4π

∂(FµσAν)

∂xσ

This gives us the correctly symmetrized expression for the energy-momentum tensor
of the electromagnetic field

Tµν =
1

4π

(
−FµσF ν

σ +
1

4
ηµνFστF

στ
)
. (4.44)

As a side effect, the symmetrized form of Tµν now depends only on the field strength
tensor and no longer directly on the potentials. Moreover, it is traceless, with Tµ

µ = 0.

One can express the energy-momentum tensor directly in terms of the fields E and
B. Substituting (3.25) yields

(Tµν) =

(
u St/c

S/c −σ

)
(4.45)

with the energy density

u =
1

8π
(E2 +B2), (4.46)

the Poynting vector
S =

c

4π
E ∧B (4.47)

and the Maxwell stress tensor

σkl =
1

4π

[
EkEl +BkBl −

1

2
δkl(E

2 +B2)

]
. (4.48)

The local conservation law ∂Tµν/∂xµ contains the Poynting theorem (with ν = 0)

0 =
∂Tµ0

∂xµ
=

1

c

(
∂u

∂t
+∇ · S

)
(4.49)
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and the momentum conservation (with ν = j)

0 =
∂Tµj

∂xµ
=

1

c2
∂Sj
∂t

− ∂σjk
∂rk

(4.50)

with the momentum flux density σjk.

By construction, the angular momentum density is also obtained in the form Lµνσ =
Tµνxσ − Tµσxν ,

∂Lµνσ

∂xµ
=
∂(Tµνxσ − Tµσxν)

∂xµ
= 0. (4.51)

From the continuity equation (4.43), one obtains local conservation quantities corre-
sponding to the tensors L0µν . As discussed in Chapter 3.4, this tensor consists of both
the angular momentum density Lk ∝ εklmL

0lm and the mass moment Nk ∝ L00k,
which is related to the conservation of the center of mass motion.

4.8.1 Conservation Laws in the Presence of Charged Matter

So far, we have considered the charge-free field. If charged particles are now present,
the energy-momentum tensor receives a contribution from the charged particles, which
we would like to determine in the following. In the presence of charge, the divergence
of the energy-momentum tensor yields

∂Tµ
ν

∂xµ
=

1

4π

(
−Fµσ ∂Fνσ

∂xµ
− Fνσ

∂Fµσ

∂xµ
+

1

2
F στ ∂Fστ

∂xν

)
. (4.52)

In this equation, we substitute the Maxwell equations (4.3) and (4.17) in the form

∂Fστ

∂xν
= −∂Fτν

∂xσ
− ∂Fνσ

∂xτ
,

∂Fµσ

∂xµ
=

4π

c
jσ

and obtain

∂Tµ
ν

∂xµ
=

1

4π

(
−1

2
F στ ∂Fτν

∂xσ
− 1

2
F στ ∂Fνσ

∂xτ
− Fµσ ∂Fνσ

∂xµ
− 4π

c
Fνσj

σ

)
.

By renaming the summation indices, we can easily see that the first three terms
cancel each other. Thus, we obtain the result

∂Tµν

∂xµ
= −1

c
F νσjσ. (4.53)

The right side has the interpretation of a Lorentz four-force density (four-momentum
transfer per 4D volume element).

The time component of the equation (4.53) leads to the energy conservation

∂u

∂t
+∇ · S = −j ·E (4.54)
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and the spatial component leads to the momentum conservation

1

c2
∂Sj
∂t

− ∂σjk
∂rk

= −
[
ρE +

1

c
(j ∧B)

]
j

(4.55)

of the field in the presence of matter, described by jµ = (ρc, j). The source term j ·E
in (4.54) describes exactly the power of the field on charged particles via the Lorentz
force v · FL = qv · E, see (3.22). The source of momentum conservation (4.55) is
simply the Lorentz force FL = qE + qv ∧B/c according to the second Newton’s law.

The expression (4.41) shows that one can assign the fields (locally) an energy density
u = T 00 and a momentum density Si/c

2 = T 0i/c. These satisfy the local conservation
laws (4.54) and (4.55). Here, S describes the energy flux density and −σ the
momentum flux density. The source terms describe the energy and momentum
transfer between matter and fields.

Another way to express local energy-momentum conservation is to assign the energy-
momentum tensor of matter

Tµν
m (x) =

N∑
j=1

∫
dτj mju

µ
j u

ν
j δ

(4)(x− xj) =
N∑
j=1

mju
ν
j (t)

dxµj (t)

dt
δ(3)[r − rj(t)] (4.56)

to the matter, see (4.10). The divergence of the energy-momentum tensor of matter
is given by

∂Tµν
m

∂xµ
=

N∑
j=1

mjc
duνj
dt

δ(3)[r − rj(t)] (4.57)

where we have used (4.12). The particles with charge qj satisfy the equation of motion

mj

duνj
dτ

=
qj
c
F νσuσ (4.58)

see (3.26), or equivalently

mj

duνj
dt

=
qj
c
F νσ dxjσ

dt
. (4.59)

Thus, we obtain the result
∂Tµν

m

∂xµ
=

1

c
F νσjσ (4.60)

for the divergence of the energy-momentum tensor of matter. A comparison with
(4.53) shows that the energy conservation of the total system

∂Tµν
tot

∂xµ
=
∂(Tµν + Tµν

m )

∂xµ
= 0 (4.61)

holds.
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4.8.2 Energy-Momentum Tensor of Macroscopic Bodies

Analogous to (4.9), we would like to consider a collection of mass points as a continuous
system with the mass density

µ(r, t) =
N∑
j=1

mjδ
(3)[r − rj(t)] . (4.62)

We first describe the energy-momentum tensor Tµν
r in the local rest frame. The

energy density T 00
r = µc2 then has only the contribution of the rest energy, and the

momentum density T 0i
r vanishes, T 0i

r = T i0
r = 0.

We want to describe an isotropic system, so that in the local rest frame the force is
the same in all directions. We consider a surface element dS with the normal n. The
momentum flux through this surface element is just the force

dFk = σklnl dS, (4.63)

which acts on the surface element. The isotropic force is described by the pressure p
with

dFk = −p nk dS. (4.64)

Equating the two expressions yields the stress tensor σkl = −p δkl and thus the
energy-momentum tensor

(Tµν
r ) =


µc2 0 0 0
0 p 0 0
0 0 p 0
0 0 0 p

 (4.65)

in the local rest frame.

To find the form of the energy-momentum tensor in a general reference frame, it must
be brought into a covariant form with the four-velocity uµ = γ(c,v). The tensor Tµν

must be chosen such that it has the above form in the rest frame with uµ = (c,0). It
is easy to see that

Tµν =
(
µ+

p

c2

)
uµuν − p ηµν (4.66)

satisfies this requirement.8 This expression represents the energy-momentum tensor
of a macroscopic body. From (4.66), we directly obtain

u =
µc2 + pv2/c2

1− v2/c2
, S =

(µc2 + p)v

1− v2/c2
, σkl = −(µ+ p/c2)vkvl

1− v2/c2
− pδkl.

From the expression (4.66), it immediately follows

Tµ
µ = µc2 − 3p. (4.67)

8One can also obtain (4.66) by Lorentz transformation of the expression in the local rest frame.
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By the stability condition Tµ
µ ≥ 0, we thus obtain the inequality9

p ≤ µc2

3
, (4.68)

where the equality sign is never reached for massive particles.

As noted for (4.44), it is found that for the energy-momentum tensor of the radiation
field (without matter) Tµ

µ = 0 holds. Thus, for the isotropic radiation field, the
radiation pressure (with σkl = −pδkl) is given by

p =
u

3
. (4.69)

The equation (4.69) is the equation of state of the electromagnetic field. From this,
one can derive the Stefan-Boltzmann law without additional assumptions using the
first and second laws of thermodynamics. According to the first law, it holds

dU = TdS − pdV . (4.70)

Thus, we obtain (
∂U

∂V

)
T

= T

(
∂S

∂V

)
T

− p (4.71)

by differentiating with respect to V while holding T constant. The second law
provides the Maxwell relation (

∂S

∂V

)
T

=

(
∂p

∂T

)
V

for the free energy. From (4.71), it follows with U = uV and p = u/3 immediately

u(T ) =
T

3

∂u(T )

∂T
− u(T )

3
. (4.72)

Equivalently, it follows

∂ log u(T )

∂ log T
=

T

u(T )

∂u(T )

∂T
= 4. (4.73)

The last equation yields the Stefan-Boltzmann law u(T ) ∝ T 4 upon integration.

We consider a collection of mass points with density µ and (isotropic) pressure p,
which move locally with the velocity v(r, t). The energy-momentum tensor Tµν has
the form

Tµν =
(
µ+

p

c2

)
uµuν − pηµν

9This condition is obtained from (4.56) with Tµ
µ =

∑
j

∫
dτj mjc

2δ(4)(x− xj) ≥ 0.
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with the local four-velocity uµ(r, t) = [c,v(r, t)]/
√

1− v2/c2, see (4.66). If the
mass points represent an ideal fluid without viscosities, the local energy-momentum
conservation holds10

0 =
∂Tµν

∂xµ
=
(
µ+

p

c2

)(
uν
∂uµ

∂xµ
+ uµ

∂uν

∂xµ

)
+ uνuµ

∂

∂xµ

(
µ+

p

c2

)
− ∂p

∂xν
.

After contraction with uν , we obtain the equation

0 =
(
µ+

p

c2

)(
c2
∂uµ

∂xµ
+ uµ

=0︷ ︸︸ ︷
uν
∂uν

∂xµ

)
+ c2uµ

∂

∂xµ

(
µ+

p

c2

)
− uµ

∂p

∂xµ

= c2
∂(µuµ)

∂xµ
+ p

∂uµ

∂xµ
. (4.74)

In the non-relativistic limit, we have uµ = (c,v) and p≪ µc2. Thus, (4.74) simplifies
to the continuity equation

0 =
∂(µuµ)

∂xµ
=
∂µ

∂t
+∇ · (µv).

Subtracting from ∂Tµν/∂xµ the equation (4.74) multiplied by uν/c2, we obtain the
additional condition

0 =
(
µ+

p

c2

)
uµ
∂uν

∂xµ
− ∂p

∂xν
+
uµuν

c2
∂p

∂xµ
. (4.75)

In the non-relativistic limit, the spatial components with ν = j reduce to the Euler
equations

0 = µuµ
∂vj
∂xµ

+
∂p

∂rj
⇔ µ

∂v

∂t
+ µ(v ·∇)v = −∇p,

which connect the convective time derivative of the velocity field with the pressure
gradient.

The energy tensor of the ideal fluid plays a central role in cosmology because the
components of the universe behave approximately like ideal fluids due to their weak
interactions.

4.9 Thermodynamics

4.9.1 Blackbody Radiation

The principle of relativity allows us to derive from Planck’s radiation law

K ′
ω′ =

ℏω′3

4π3c2(eℏω′/kBT − 1)
(4.76)

10We assume that the mass points are uncharged and therefore do not couple to the electromagnetic
field.



46 CHAPTER 4. MAXWELL EQUATIONS

for the intensity dI ′ = K ′
ω′dω′dΩ′ of blackbody radiation at temperature T and

angular frequency ω′ in the rest frame, the corresponding quantity in the moving
laboratory frame. The intensity is determined by the magnitude of the Poynting
vector. For a light wave (4.34), we have the intensity dI ∝ |E ∧B| ∝ E2. From (4.37),
we obtain dI ′/dI = γ2(1 − β cos θ)2 and with the formulas (4.36) for the Doppler
shift of the angular frequency and the transformation formula of a solid angle element

dΩ′ =
1− β2

(1− β cos θ)2
dΩ, (4.77)

see (2.26), we find
K ′

ω′ = Kωγ
3(1− β cos θ)3 . (4.78)

Thus, Planck’s radiation law takes the form in the laboratory frame

Kω =
K ′

ω′

γ3(1− β cos θ)3
=

ℏω3

4π3c2[e(ℏω/kBT )γ(1−β cos θ) − 1]
. (4.79)

A comparison with (4.76) shows that most factors cancel out and only the Doppler
shift ω′ = γω(1− β cos θ) remains.

After integrating (4.79) over all frequencies, we obtain the directional dependence of
the intensity of blackbody radiation11

I(θ) =

∫ ∞

0
dωKω =

σ

π

T 4

γ4(1− β cos θ)4
(4.80)

in the laboratory frame with the Stefan-Boltzmann constant σ = π2k4B/60ℏ3c2. The
intensity is largest in the forward direction with θ ≈ 0, see Fig. 2.2.

The total energy present in the cavity with volume V is obtained from the relation
|S| = cu, which holds for electromagnetic radiation. Thus, we find

U = V

∫
dΩ

I(θ)

c
=

4γ2(1 + 1
3β

2)σ

c
V T 4 = γ(1 + 1

3β
2)U ′, (4.81)

where we have taken into account that V ′ = γV . The equation (4.81) can also
be obtained directly from the transformation u = T 00 = Λ0

µ(−χ)Λ0
ν(−χ)T ′µν =

γ2(u′ − β2σ′11) = γ2(u′ + 1
3β

2u′) where we used that σ11 = −p = −1
3u is, see (4.69).

4.9.2 Ideal Gas

We expect that relativistic effects in the treatment of ideal gases of particles with
mass m in statistical mechanics become noticeable as soon as the typical speed vtyp,

11We use the result
∫∞
0

dω ω3/(eαω − 1) = π4/15α4.
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given by mv2typ = kBT , becomes comparable to the speed of light. We therefore
introduce the dimensionless parameter

α =
c2

v2typ
=
mc2

kBT
(4.82)

In the non-relativistic limit, we have α≫ 1 and one reaches α = 1 at the temperature
Tc = mc2/kB. Relativistic effects in the treatment of ideal gases are academic
since Tc for hydrogen already lies at 1013 K. Nevertheless, we want to determine the
thermodynamic quantities for a relativistic ideal gas.

The energy of a particle is given by the energy-momentum relation

E(p) =
√
m2c4 + p2c2. (4.83)

The Helmholtz free energy has the form F = −NkBT logZ1, where (with p =
mc sinhχ)

Z1 = V

∫
d3p e−E(p)/kBT = 4πV

∫ ∞

0
dp p2e−E(p)/kBT

= 4πV m3c3
∫ ∞

0
dχ coshχ sinh2 χ e−α coshχ

= 4πV m3c3
K2(α)

α
(4.84)

is the partition function of a particle; here, we have introduced the second-order
Macdonald function K2(x) =

∫∞
0 dt cosh(2t) exp(−x cosh t). The Helmholtz free

energy is therefore given up to a constant by

F (V, T,N) = −NkBT [log V + logK2(α)− logα]. (4.85)

The remaining thermodynamic quantities follow from the usual relations

p = −∂F
∂V

, U = F − T
∂F

∂T
= −T ∂(F/T )

∂ log T
. (4.86)

The first equation yields the equation of state

p =
NkBT

V
, (4.87)

which agrees with that of the non-relativistic ideal gas. However, the equation for
the internal energy is modified, and we have newly (we use that d log T = −d logα)

U = NkBT

[
1− α

d logK2(α)

dα

]
. (4.88)

For α ≫ 1, we have the asymptotic form K2(α) ≃
√
π/2α e−α and therefore

d logK2(α)/dα ≃ −1− 1/(2α) and

U ≃ NkBT (α+ 3
2) = Nmc2 + 3

2NkBT, (4.89)
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which agrees with the known result up to the rest energy. By expanding K2(α) to
the next order, one obtains the first relativistic correction to the internal energy

∆U =
15kBT

8mc2
NkBT. (4.90)



Chapter 5

General Relativity

So far, we have only written down the equations of motion of a particle in inertial
frames. From classical mechanics, we know that in non-inertial reference frames,
additional fictitious forces arise. The general theory of relativity (GR) extends the
special theory of relativity by also allowing non-inertial reference frames as valid
frames. As we will see later, the gravitational force is then simply reinterpreted as a
fictitious force in a non-inertial reference frame.

5.1 Geodesic Equation

The description of fictitious forces in relativity is not straightforward, as accelerated
reference frames, as we have already seen in the exercises with the example of Thomas
precession, immediately lead to curved spaces. In these spaces, the Minkowski arc
length ds, which represents an invariant, is described by the (differential) expression
(metric)1

ds2 = gµν(x)dx
µdxν (5.1)

cf. (2.4). This expression is physically invariant, as ds/c indicates the proper time of
an observer moving along a path from xµ to xµ+dxµ. Here, the coordinate-dependent
symmetric matrix gµν(x) takes on the role of the Minkowski metric ηµν in an inertial
frame. In any other reference frame x′µ ≡ x′µ(x), the following holds unchanged:

ds2 = g′µν(x
′)dx′µdx′ν . (5.2)

Thus, the metric tensor transforms doubly covariantly:

gµ′ν′(x) = g′στ (x
′)
∂x′σ

∂xµ
∂x′τ

∂xν
. (5.3)

1It is conventional to write the distance squared as ds2 = (ds)2 to minimize the number of
parentheses. If needed, we therefore use parentheses in the expression d(s2) = 2sds.

49
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Geodesics x(τ) ("shortest" connections) are characterized by the condition

δ

∫ (2)

(1)
ds = δ

∫ t(2)

t(1)
dt
√
gµν(x)ẋµẋν (5.4)

where the endpoints x(1) and x(2) are held fixed, cf. (3.13). As already seen in
Chapter 3.3.1, free particles move along paths that correspond to an extremum of
the proper time

∫
dτ =

∫
ds/c. Accordingly, free particles in general relativity follow

geodesics. Gravity acts here as a fictitious force that alters the explicit form of the
geodesics. It is thus "hidden" in the metric.

To obtain an expression for the geodesic equation, we need to vary the action (5.4).
It should be noted that the variation must be performed with fixed endpoints, rather
than fixed arc length. Therefore, one must introduce a parametrization whose limits
are fixed at t(1) and t(2), with x(t(1)) = x(1) and x(t(2)) = x(2), with the aim of
varying the right-hand side of (5.4). The variation is quite tedious due to the square
root. In practice, one therefore uses the following trick. One introduces the variation
problem

0 = δ

∫ (2)

(1)
dt [λ−1gµν(x)ẋ

µẋν + λ] (5.5)

with a helper function λ(t). The variation of λ(t) leads to the condition that
λ−2gµν ẋ

µẋν = 1, or gµν ẋµẋν = λ2. At the extremum (i.e., on the geodesic), (5.5)
thus takes the form 0 = δ

∫
dt λ. Substituting λ = (gµν ẋ

µẋν)1/2 = ds/dt shows that
the variation problem (5.5) is equivalent to (5.4).

Now, if we parametrize the path by c dτ ′ = λ(t) dt, we obtain

0 = δ

∫ (2)

(1)
dτ ′
[
gµν(x)

c

dxµ

dτ ′
dxν

dτ ′
+ c dτ ′

]
=

1

c
δ

∫ (2)

(1)
dτ ′ gµν(x)

dxµ

dτ ′
dxν

dτ ′
+ δ

∫ (2)

(1)
c dτ ′︸ ︷︷ ︸

=0

. (5.6)

At the extremum, dτ ′ = λ dt/c = ds/c corresponds exactly to the proper time dτ
along the geodesic.2 Thus, we have shown that (5.4) is equivalent to

0 = δ

∫
dτ gµν(x)

dxµ

dτ

dxν

dτ
= δ

∫
dτ gαβ(x)

dxα

dτ

dxβ

dτ
, (5.7)

as long as the path is parametrized by proper time along the geodesic.

The Euler-Lagrange equations for the variational principle (5.7) are the geodesic
equation. From (d/dτ)(∂dxν/dτL)− ∂xνL = 0, we obtain with the Lagrangian from

2Away from the geodesic, τ ′ must of course differ from the proper time, as we want to hold τ ′(1),
τ ′(2) fixed, even though the proper time changes.
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(5.7) the relations

0 = 2
d

dτ

(
gνβ

dxβ

dτ

)
− ∂gαβ
∂xν

dxα

dτ

dxβ

dτ
= 2gνβ

d2xβ

dτ2
+

(
2
∂gνβ
∂xα

− ∂gαβ
∂xν

)
dxα

dτ

dxβ

dτ
. (5.8)

Multiplying these equations by the inverse matrix to gµν , gµν , yields the equations of
motion (geodesic equation)

d2xµ(τ)

dτ2
= −Γµ

αβ
dxα(τ)

dτ

dxβ(τ)

dτ
, (5.9)

with τ being the proper time and the Christoffel symbols3 (symmetrized over α↔ β)

Γµ
αβ =

1

2
gµν

(
∂gαν
∂xβ

+
∂gβν
∂xα

− ∂gαβ
∂xν

)
. (5.10)

5.2 Equivalence Principle

Newton had already noticed that the inertial mass mt, which determines the dynamics
of a body in an inertial frame via mtr̈ = F , is equal to the gravitational mass ms of
the body, which appears in the law of gravitation F = msg. This equality can be
tested, for example, through experiments with pendulums of different compositions,
as their period is proportional to

√
mt/ms.

Assuming the equivalence of inertial and gravitational mass, one cannot measure
gravity in a homogeneous and stationary gravitational field in free fall. For example,
for N mass points with pairwise interaction F (rj − rk) in the non-relativistic limit,
the equations of motion are given by

mj r̈j = mjg +
∑
k

F (rj − rk), (5.11)

where the vectors rj are measured with respect to the Earth, which generates the
gravitational force mjg. Now, transforming to the falling system

r′ = r − 1

2
gt2, t′ = t, (5.12)

yields the equations of motion

mj r̈
′
j =

∑
k

F (r′j − r′k). (5.13)

An experimenter in the freely falling system finds the same laws of mechanics as an
experimenter in an inertial system without gravitational force.

The equivalence principle (Einstein 1907) generalizes this fact to all natural laws:
3The Christoffel symbols are not tensors, as they do not have the correct transformation properties

under coordinate transformations.



52 CHAPTER 5. GENERAL RELATIVITY

Given an event in any gravitational field, one can always find a reference
frame such that within a sufficiently small region, the laws of nature take
the same form as in an unaccelerated Cartesian coordinate system in the
absence of gravitational forces.

Such a reference frame is referred to as a local inertial frame.4 In a local inertial
frame, the laws of special relativity hold. The gravitational force is merely a fictitious
force that can be eliminated by choosing an appropriate local coordinate system.
This makes the equality of gravitational and inertial mass an equivalence. However,
spacetime is generally curved. The equation of motion of a free particle5 is described
by the geodesic equation (5.9), where the right-hand side takes on the role of the
gravitational force (divided by the mass of the particle).

As an example, consider the above transformation (5.12). Since the unprimed
coordinate system is a local inertial frame, the Minkowski expression ds2 = c2dt′2−dr′2
holds for proper time. Since proper time is invariant, one finds in the unprimed
system

ds2 = c2dt′2 − dr′2 = c2dt2 − dr2 − g2t2dt2 + 2t g · dr dt = gµν(x)dx
µdxν (5.14)

with the metric

gµν(x) =

(
1− g2t2/c2 gt t/c

gt/c −I3

)
. (5.15)

The only non-vanishing elements of the Christoffel symbols are given by

Γj
00 = −gj

c2
, (5.16)

so that the geodesic equations take the form

d2t

dτ2
= 0,

d2r

dτ2
= g

(
dt

dτ

)2

The first equation is solved by t = ατ + β and the second is then equivalent to
Newton’s law mr̈ = FG with the gravitational force FG = mg, cf. (5.11) without
interaction.

5.3 Distances and Time Intervals

In general relativity, the coordinates xµ can be chosen arbitrarily. The connection
between the various reference frames is represented by the invariant proper time

4In a local inertial frame, Γµ
αβ = 0.

5In general relativity, a particle on which only the gravitational force acts and not the Lorentz
force is a free particle, as the former is merely a fictitious force.
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x0 + dx′0

,,space”

,,time”
BA

xj + dxjxj

x0

x0 + dx0

Figure 5.1: Synchronization of two adjacent coordinate systems at spatial points A
and B via the exchange of light signals. A light pulse is emitted at point B at time
x0 + dx0, hits the mirror at point A at time x0, before it is detected again at point B
at time x0 + dx′0.

dτ = ds/c with the arc length (5.1). It thus raises the question of how the gen-
eral coordinates relate to the actual distances and time intervals that all observers
(coordinate systems) can agree upon.

As in SR, the proper time τ of a spatial point represents a covariant quantity, namely
the time that a clock in the local rest frame would measure. For such a clock,
dx1 = dx2 = dx3 = 0 and the Minkowski distance ds is then simply c dτ . We thus
obtain

ds2 = c2dτ2 = gµνdx
µdxν = g00(dx

0)2

and thus
dτ =

1

c

√
g00dx

0, (5.17)

from which we obtain
τ =

1

c

∫
dx0

√
g00 (5.18)

as a relationship between proper time and the coordinates xµ.

Next, we want to determine an expression for the spatial distance dl. It is not possible
to simply set dx0 = 0 in the expression (5.1), as in GR the proper time is linked to
the coordinate dx0 in different ways at different spatial points.

To define the spatial distance, we use a similar idea as in the derivation of Lorentz
contraction in SR. We consider two infinitesimally adjacent spatial points A and
B with coordinates xj and xj + dxj . We imagine that at point B, a light signal is
emitted at time x0 + dx0, which is reflected at A at time x0 and detected again at
point B at a later time x0+dx′0 (with fixed spatial coordinates dxj = 0), see Fig. 5.1.
The time dτ required for this (measured at point A) is exactly twice the distance
2dl/c between the two locations.
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The Minkowski distance between two events is given by

ds2 = gjkdx
jdxk + 2g0jdx

0dxj + g00(dx
0)2. (5.19)

Events that are connected by a light signal satisfy ds2 = 0. Solving ds2 = 0 for dx0

yields the two solutions

dx0 =
1

g00

[
−g0jdxj −

√
(g0jg0k − gjkg00)dxjdxk

]

dx′0 =
1

g00

[
−g0jdxj +

√
(g0jg0k − gjkg00)dxjdxk

]
,

which correspond to the sending and receiving of the light signal at point B. The
proper time difference dτ is now simply dx′0 − dx0 multiplied by the time dilation
factor √

g00/c. The distance dl thus results in

dl2 = (cdτ/2)2 = γjkdx
jdxk (5.20)

with the spatial metric
γjk = −gjk +

g0jg0k
g00

. (5.21)

It is important to remember that γjk generally depends on x0, so that the spatial
metric changes with time. It therefore makes no sense to speak of distances that are
more than infinitesimal, as distances depend on the world line along which they are
measured.

As in SR, light signals can also be used to synchronize clocks at different spatial
points and thus establish the concept of "simultaneity." To do this, we again consider
the exchange of light signals between the spacetime points A and B. We define the
average x0 + (dx′0 + dx0)/2c between the time of emission (x0 + dx0) and the time
of reception (x0 + dx′0) of the light signal at point B as simultaneous with the time
x0 at point A. Thus, the time difference ∆t (measured with the time scale x0/c)
between the time at point B and the time at point A is given by

∆t =
1

2c

(
dx′0 + dx0

)
= −g0jdx

j

cg00
. (5.22)

Knowing the time difference allows us to synchronize the clocks at the infinitesimally
adjacent positions A and B with respect to the observer at A. We can continue this
synchronization successively; however, it is not possible to synchronize clocks on a
closed curve, as in general

∮
∆t ̸= 0. Since in general relativity, clocks at different

spatial points run at different rates in the same reference frame (g00 generally depends
on xj), the synchronization does not remain valid. However, the impossibility of
synchronizing clocks is a property of the reference frame, as one can always choose a
system with g0j = 0.
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5.4 Accelerated Reference Frames

In this chapter, we will examine two simple examples of accelerated reference frames
in a flat Minkowski space. These examples can also be treated within the framework
of SR (which we have partially done in the exercises), describing everything from an
inertial frame and then transforming into the local rest frame. One example was the
expression (1.17) for the proper time of a generally accelerated observer.

5.4.1 Rest Frame of a Constantly Accelerated Observer

We consider a reference frame that is subjected to a constant acceleration a along
the x direction. An example is the rest frame of a charged particle subjected to
a homogeneous electric field E = (am/q, 0, 0). Since the y and z coordinates are
unaffected by the acceleration, we will restrict ourselves to the 2× 2 metric in the
(ct, x) subspace. We have determined the path in (3.30). It is given by a hyperbola
of the form

x = h coshχ =
c2

a

√
1 + (at/c)2 (5.23)

with the vertex h = c2/a and sinhχ = at/c, i.e., ct = h sinhχ and dx/dt = c tanhχ.

We now want to introduce new coordinates. We switch from x and t to h ≥ 0 and χ.
An observer who is at rest with respect to h thus performs a constantly accelerated
motion in the inertial frame. The coordinate χ describes the rapidity (which increases
constantly) and h the (inverse) acceleration. We obtain

dx = coshχdh+ h sinhχdχ, c dt = sinhχdh+ h coshχdχ

and therefore

ds2 = c2dt2 − dx2 = h2 dχ2 − dh2. (5.24)

with the (diagonal) metric tensor

(gµν) =

(
h2 0
0 −1

)
, (5.25)

which is also called the Rindler metric. The Rindler metric refers to the Rindler
coordinates (xµ) = (χ, h). Here, x0 = χ is a timelike coordinate (since ds2 > 0 for
dχ ≠ 0 at dh = 0) and x1 = h is a spacelike coordinate (since ds2 < 0 for dh ≠ 0 at
dχ = 0). The proper time of a constantly accelerated observer (h fixed) is given by

τ =
1

c

∫
dx0

√
g00 =

1

c

∫
dχh =

cχ

a
=
c arsinh(at/c)

a
, (5.26)

cf. (3.31).
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Figure 5.2: The Rindler coordinates are shown in
the (t, x) plane, which describes a flat Minkowski
spacetime. The χ axes (dark) run mostly horizon-
tally and the h axes (light) run vertically. Both
are collinear at the Rindler horizon with x2 = c2t2

(dashed line).

The Rindler coordinates only represent events with 0 ≤ x ≤ ct, see Fig. 5.2. In fact, all
events with x2 = c2t2 occur at h = 0, where the Rindler metric is no longer invertible.
Thus, h = 0 represents the boundary of the Rindler chart. Another peculiarity of
the line h = 0 arises from the fact that no observer moving with constant finite
acceleration (h = const.) can receive light from the region where ct ≥ x.6 Also, none
of the observers can send light into the region where ct ≤ −x. From the definition of
h, one also recognizes that at the horizon, the acceleration a diverges. In this sense,
the line h = 0 represents an (event) horizon, the so-called Rindler horizon. As we
will see later, this horizon corresponds to the event horizon of a black hole, as the
Rindler metric exactly corresponds to the Schwarzschild metric of an observer at a
fixed distance from the center (corresponding to the equivalence of acceleration and
gravitation).

5.4.2 Geodesics

The geodesics of the Rindler coordinates are naturally just straight lines in the t, x
coordinates. It is instructive to directly solve the geodesic equation (5.9) in this
simple case to "verify" this fact. Most of the Christoffel symbols vanish. The only
non-vanishing elements are Γ0

01 = Γ0
10 = h−1 and Γ1

00 = h. Thus, the geodesic

6Communication with the region ct > x is, however, not fundamentally impossible. For example,
an observer can stop and then cross the Rindler horizon, so that they can subsequently receive
signals from the region ct > x.
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equations (5.9) take the form

d2χ

dτ2
+

2

h

dχ

dτ

dh

dτ
= 0,

d2h

dτ2
+ h

dχ

dτ

dχ

dτ
= 0. (5.27)

The first equation is equivalent to

h−2 d

dτ

(
h2
dχ

dτ

)
= 0

with the general solution dχ/dτ = cα/h2, α ∈ R. Moreover, we know that for a
massive particle

c2 =
ds2

dτ2
= h2

(
dχ

dτ

)2

−
(
dh

dτ

)2

holds, from which dh/dτ = ±c
√
α2/h2 − 1 results (and thus h ≤ α). Together with

the equation for dχ/dτ , we obtain

dh

dχ
= ±h

√
1− h2/α2.

It is helpful to replace the variable h with β by

±β = artanh(
√
1− h2/α2) = arcosh(α/h).

Thus, d log h/dχ = tanhβ. One directly shows that

dβ

dχ
= ±d arcosh(α/h)

d log h
tanhβ = ∓ 1√

1− h2/α2
tanhβ = −1

and thus β = −χ+ β0, β0 ∈ R. For the velocity, we thus find

v

c
=

1

c

dx

dt
=

[
d(h sinhχ)

dχ

]−1 d(h coshχ)

dχ
=

tanhχ+ (d log h/dχ)

1 + (d log h/dχ) tanhχ

= tanh(β + χ) = tanhβ0,

i.e., it is constant along the geodesics. At time t = 0, the geodesic is at position
x0 = h with

coshβ = coshβ0 = α/|x0|,

i.e., x0 = ±
√
1− v2/c2 α. The integration constants β0 and α thus determine the

velocity v and the initial position x0. The geodesics are thus straight lines

x = x0 + vt

in the original coordinates.
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5.4.3 Unruh Effect

The Unruh effect arises from the fact that the quantum fluctuations of the electro-
magnetic field appear to a uniformly accelerated observer as black body radiation.
The speed of an observer who is constantly accelerated (h fixed) continuously in-
creases. Therefore, the frequency of a source in the inertial frame becomes increasingly
Doppler-shifted. As an example, consider a plane wave proportional to ψ = ei(x+ct)ω/c,
which propagates against the direction of acceleration. In the Rindler coordinates,
the wave takes the form

ψ = exp (iheχω/c) , (5.28)

where the factor heχ corresponds to the blueshift. For the accelerated observer (h
fixed), the wave has the spectrum7

S(Ω) ∝ S̃(Ω) =

∣∣∣∣∫ ∞

−∞
dτ eiΩτψ

∣∣∣∣2 (5.29)

with the proper time τ = hχ/c = cχ/a.

The integral S̃ can be calculated, and we obtain

S̃(Ω) =
2πh

Ωc

1

e2πhΩ/c − 1
, (5.30)

independent of the frequency ω in the rest frame. The spectral distribution resembles
black body radiation at a temperature

TU =
ℏc

2πkBh
=

ℏa
2πkBc

. (5.31)

5.5 Rotating Reference Frame

As a second example, we want to examine the case of a uniformly rotating reference
frame with angular velocity Ω. Since no acceleration occurs along the axis of rotation,
we will restrict ourselves to the discussion of the two spatial directions orthogonal to
the axis of rotation. We denote the coordinates in the stationary inertial frame by
t′, x′, y′ with the metric

ds2 = c2dt′2 − dx′2 − dy′2. (5.32)

The (polar) coordinates in the rotating system are denoted by r, φ, t. They are related
to the coordinates in the inertial system via x′ = r cos(φ+Ωt), y′ = r sin(φ+Ωt), t′ = t.
Substituting this into (5.32) yields

ds2 = (c2 − Ω2r2) dt2 − dr2 − r2 dφ2 − 2Ωr2 dt dφ, (5.33)
7Note that ω 7→ ω + i0+ and Ω 7→ Ω − i0+ for convergence. These shifts correspond to the

description of emission (ω) and absorption (Ω).
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which corresponds to the metric

(gµν) =

c2 − Ω2r2 0 −Ωr2

0 −1 0
−Ωr2 0 −r2

 (5.34)

in the coordinates (xµ) = (t, r, φ); this metric is called the Born metric. The rotating
coordinate system only makes sense for r ≤ c/Ω. Beyond that, g00 becomes negative
due to the fact that the rotational speed exceeds the speed of light.

In a rotating reference frame, clocks can no longer be uniquely synchronized at all
locations. If one calculates the time difference along a closed curve parametrized by
r(φ), we obtain from (5.22)

∆t = −1

c

∮
g0j
g00

dxj =
1

c2

∮
Ωr2dφ

1− Ω2r2/c2
. (5.35)

In the case of "small" rotational speeds Ωr ≪ c, we can expand the denominator.
We obtain

∆t =
Ω

c2

∫
r2dφ =

2Ω

c2
S (5.36)

with S, the area enclosed by the closed curve (with sign).

This result directly provides the explanation for the Sagnac effect, which was discovered
by Georges Sagnac in 1913. Consider a light beam that propagates (e.g., in a
waveguide) along the curve r(φ). The propagation speed is c when the clocks along the
path of the light beam are synchronized and proper time is used for time measurement.
We are interested in the time difference of two light beams that propagate with or
against the direction of rotation to the lowest order in Ωr/c. The difference between
the world time t and the proper time τ is given by 1/

√
g00 = 1 +O(Ωr/c)2 and is

thus subdominant. For the light beam that propagates with the direction of rotation,
we obtain with (5.36) the travel time

∆t⟲ =
L

c
+

2Ω

c2
|S|

with L being the length of the waveguide; the second term arises here due to the
synchronization of the clocks. Conversely, for the light beam that propagates against
the direction of rotation, we obtain the travel time

∆t⟳ =
L

c
− 2Ω

c2
|S|.

Thus, the time difference ∆t = 4Ω|S|/c2, which corresponds to the phase shift ∆φ =
2πc∆t/λ. If one allows the two light beams to interfere in a Sagnac interferometer,
one thus obtains an interference pattern with the periodicity ∆φ = 2πZ. Sagnac
interferometers are used to measure rotations absolutely.
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Next, we want to determine the spatial metric γjk using (5.21). We obtain

dl2 = dr2 +
r2

1− Ω2r2/c2
dφ2. (5.37)

Calculating the circumference of a circle at fixed radius r, we obtain

U =

∫ 2π

0
dφ

r√
1− Ω2r2/c2

=
2πr√

1− Ω2r2/c2
> 2πr.

An observer in the accelerated reference frame will interpret this result as hyperbolic
curvature of space.

5.6 Weak Gravitational Field

In a weak gravitational field ϕ(r) ≪ c2 and at small velocities, the geodesic equations
(5.9) should transition to the Newtonian equations r̈ = −∇ϕ(r). The non-relativistic
action for a particle in the gravitational field takes the form

Snr =

∫
dt
(
mc2 + 1

2mv
2 −mϕ

)
= −mc

∫
dt

(
c− v2

2c
+
ϕ

c

)
,

where we have added the constant
∫
dtmc2 (rest energy) compared to the conventional

expression. A comparison with the covariant expression −mc
∫
ds, see (3.12) and

(5.4), yields the arc length

ds =

(
c− v2

2c
+
ϕ

c

)
dt. (5.38)

Squaring this expression, considering only the leading terms in v/c and ϕ/c2, yields
the result

ds2 = (c2 + 2ϕ)dt2 − dr2, (5.39)

where we have used dr = v dt. The component g00 thus has the value

g00 = 1 +
2ϕ

c2
; (5.40)

additionally, g0j = 0 and gjk = −δjk. The spatial metric is thus simply γjk = δjk, i.e.,
space is Euclidean.

When calculating the Christoffel symbols, it should be noted that in the discussed
approximation, due to the additional factor c, the terms dx0/dτ = cdt/dτ in the
geodesic equations dominate over the terms dxj/dτ . The relevant Christoffel symbol is
thus Γj

00 = ∂ϕ/c2∂xj , which makes the geodesic equation become Newton’s equation
with g = −∇ϕ, cf. Eq. (5.16).
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With the expression (5.17), we obtain the gravitational redshift

dτ =
√
1 + 2ϕ/c2dt ≈ (1 + ϕ/c2)dt, (5.41)

i.e., the proper time of an observer in the gravitational field with ϕ < 0 passes more
slowly.

5.7 Schwarzschild Metric

We have learned that matter moves along a geodesic with ds > 0 in a general reference
frame. Light moves along null geodesics with ds = 0. With the equivalence principle,
the motion of matter in any gravitational field is thus determined. However, one needs
the metric in a space with bodies that influence each other through gravitational
force. This is precisely what the Einstein equations provide, which are the field
equations for the metric tensor gµν(x). In these, the energy-momentum distribution
of matter and radiation enters as the source of the field. Thus, the metric influences
the matter and radiation on one hand, and vice versa – in contrast to SR. We will not
be able to learn the Einstein equations in this introduction, as we lack the necessary
prerequisites from differential geometry.

Schwarzschild found the spherically symmetric, exact solution (Schwarzschild metric)

ds2 =
(
1− rs

r

)
c2dt2 −

(
1− rs

r

)−1
dr2 − r2(dθ2 + sin2 θ dφ2) (5.42)

of the Einstein field equations in vacuum with a point-like source at the origin, where
rs is a parameter whose physical significance we will learn later. The parameters of
the chart are defined for r > rs, 0 ≤ θ < π and 0 ≤ φ < 2π. For r → ∞, the metric
asymptotically approaches the Minkowski metric (in polar coordinates)

ds2 = c2dt2 − dr2 − r2(dθ2 + sin2 θ dφ2), (5.43)

thus t represents the time and r the coordinates of a (infinitely distant) observer in
their inertial frame. At the Schwarzschild radius r = rs, the chart becomes singular
and the opening of the light cones with ds = 0 approaches zero. This manifests itself
in the fact that the redshift diverges, as the proper time is given by

dτ =
√
1− rs/r dt, (5.44)

so that for r → rs, time appears to pass more and more slowly for the external
observer. However, only the chart used becomes singular, not the metric. This can
be seen from the fact that det g = −r4 sin2 θ does not vanish at r = rs. In fact, one
sees that at the Schwarzschild radius, the signature of the coordinates t and r swap,
thus radius and time reverse their roles.

One can visualize the spatial metric

dl2 =
(
1− rs

r

)−1
dr2 + r2(dθ2 + sin2 θ dφ2) (5.45)
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Figure 5.3: Flammes paraboloid: Spatial metric of the Schwarzschild solution (dt = 0).
The horizontal plane corresponds to the radius r and the angle φ (at the equator
with θ = π/2). The vertical direction (w) is an additional dimension. The distances
on the paraboloid correspond to the spatial distances of the Schwarzschild solution.
The paraboloid has a saddle-shaped (hyperbolic) curvature at every point.

of the Schwarzschild solution in the following way. One reduces the variables by
restricting to the equatorial plane with θ = π/2. The curvature is obtained by
embedding in Euclidean space (with cylindrical coordinates)

dl2 = dr2 + r2dφ2 + dw2 (5.46)

with the additional dimension w. Restricting the space to the flamme paraboloid with

w2 = 4rs(r − rs) , (5.47)

see Fig. 5.3, yields 2wdw = 4
√
rs(r − rs) dw = 4rs dr and thus the metric

dl2 =
rs

r − rs
dr2 + dr2 + r2dφ2 =

(
1− rs

r

)−1
dr2 + r2dφ2 , (5.48)

which corresponds exactly to the spatial metric of the Schwarzschild solution at the
equator.

Let us consider as an example light that moves radially towards the Schwarzschild
radius. Since light moves along a null geodesic, the motion is determined by ds =
dθ = dφ = 0. The null geodesic equation thus takes the simple form8

(
1− rs

r

)
c2dt2 =

(
1− rs

r

)−1
dr2 (5.49)

and thus
cdt

dr
= ±(1− rs/r)

−1, (5.50)

8This form also follows from the general geodesic equation (5.66) with V (r) = 0, due to L = l = 0.
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where the sign + (−) corresponds to the outgoing (incoming) radial null geodesic.
Integration yields the result

c(t− t0) = ±(r + rs log |r − rs|). (5.51)

Thus, it appears to an infinitely distant observer as if light takes an infinite time to
reach the Schwarzschild radius. This is a manifestation of the infinite redshift.

The radial distance l of an observer at position r from the Schwarzschild radius is
given by

l =

∫ r

rs

dl =

∫ r

rs

dr′√
1− rs/r′

=
√
r(r − rs) + rs log

(√
r/rs − 1 +

√
r/rs

)
> r − rs. (5.52)

This distance is always greater than r − rs, but it is not infinite. The Schwarzschild
radius is thus located at a well-defined spatial distance for an external observer, see
Fig. 5.3.

5.7.1 Eddington-Finkelstein Metric

To resolve the singularity of the Schwarzschild chart, we want to introduce a new
time coordinate v such that the incoming null geodesics become straight lines with
v = const. This is achieved through the following coordinate transformation,

cv = ct+ r + rs log |r − rs|, (5.53)

so that the outgoing radial null geodesic equation becomes v = t0, cf. (5.51). Differ-
entiation leads to

c dv = c dt+ (1− rs/r)
−1dr

and thus one obtains the Eddington-Finkelstein metric

ds2 = c2(1− rs/r)dv
2 − 2cdvdr − r2(dθ2 + sin2 θ dφ2). (5.54)

One recognizes that the line element is regular at r = rs. Thus, the Eddington-
Finkelstein metric analytically continues the Schwarzschild metric. Now considering
null geodesics in the new coordinates, one has by construction v = t0 for the incoming
geodesics. Incoming light rays thus simply pass through the Schwarzschild radius.

The outgoing radial null geodesic is determined by ds = dθ = dφ = 0. The solution
with dv = 0 yields the incoming null geodesic. Therefore, for an outgoing light
particle, we find the geodesic equation

cdv

dr
=

2

1− rs/r
(5.55)
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with the solution [cf. (5.50)]

c(v − v0) = 2(r + rs log |r − rs|), (5.56)

or expressed in the original coordinates

c(t− t0) = r + rs log |r − rs|. (5.57)

Thus, outgoing light particles cannot cross the Schwarzschild radius. The surface
r = rs thus acts like a partially transparent membrane that only allows light particles
to pass from the outside to the inside. Therefore, the Schwarzschild radius is also
called the event horizon, as it forms the boundary of all events that can, in principle,
be detected by an external observer.

5.7.2 Non-Relativistic Limit

For small velocities dr/dt ≪ c and large distances r ≫ rs (that is, in the non-
relativistic limit), the Schwarzschild metric becomes

ds2 =
(
1− rs

r

)
c2dt2 − dr2 − r2(dθ2 + sin2 θ dφ2). (5.58)

A comparison with (5.39) shows that the Schwarzschild metric describes a gravitational
potential of the form ϕ = −c2rs/2r. For an object of mass M , in classical physics,
ϕ = −GM/r with the gravitational constant G = 6.7 · 10−11m3/kg s2. Thus, one
obtains the formula

rs =
2GM

c2
(5.59)

for the Schwarzschild radius, expressed in terms of the mass of the central object.
For the sun with M⊙ ≈ 2 · 1030 kg, for example, rs ≈ 3 km.

5.7.3 Metric Near the Event Horizon

Near the event horizon, we introduce the new radial coordinate h with r = rs+h
2/4rs.

Expanding the Schwarzschild metric for h≪ rs leads to the metric

ds2 =
h2

4r2s
c2dt2 − dh2 − r2s(dθ

2 + sin2 θ dφ2). (5.60)

Thus, the spacetime near the event horizon is given by the Rindler metric (5.24). Here,
the time t of an infinitely distant observer plays the role of rapidity with χ = ct/2rs
and the distance from the event horizon h corresponds to the acceleration via a = c2/h.
Thus, one can understand the vicinity of a black hole with Fig. 5.2. The Rindler
horizon with h = 0 plays the role of the event horizon, where the chart becomes
singular. The event horizon lies for the distant observer at t = ±∞ (corresponding in
the figure to χ = ±∞), as objects moving towards it become increasingly redshifted.
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By the fact that the Schwarzschild metric becomes the Rindler metric near the event
horizon, the Unruh effect also occurs there. In this context, the radiation emitted
from the event horizon due to quantum fluctuations is called Hawking radiation. To
calculate the Hawking temperature TH , it is important to consider that the radiation
emitted near the event horizon is redshifted before it reaches the distant observer
(with proper time t). We thus obtain the result

TH =

√
g00

c
TU =

ℏc
4πkBrs

=
ℏc3

8πGMkB
, (5.61)

where we have used √
g00/c = h/2rs and (5.31). The Hawking temperature of the

sun is thus TH ≈ 6 · 10−8 K.

5.7.4 Geodesics

The Lagrange function for the variational principle of geodesics (5.7) for the Schwarzschild
metric is given by

L =
(
1− rs

r

)
c2
dt2

dτ2
−
(
1− rs

r

)−1 dr2

dτ2
− r2

(
dθ2

dτ2
+ sin2 θ

dφ2

dτ2

)
. (5.62)

The Euler-Lagrange equation for θ is

− d

dτ

(
r2
dθ

dτ

)
+

(
r
dφ

dτ

)2

sin θ cos θ = 0 (5.63)

is identically satisfied for a path in the equatorial plane with θ = π/2, which we want
to assume without loss of generality.9 Thus, the Lagrange function becomes

L =
(
1− rs

r

)
c2
dt2

dτ2
−
(
1− rs

r

)−1 dr2

dτ2
− r2

dφ2

dτ2
. (5.64)

Since the variables φ and t are cyclic, the conservation laws r2dφ/dτ = ℓ (angular
momentum) and c(1− rs/r)dt/dτ = E ("energy") hold. Since the Lagrange function
is given by L = (ds/dτ)2, it is also conserved. For massive objects, L = c2, while for
light, L = 0.

Substituting the cyclic variables into (5.64) yields

L =
(
1− rs

r

)−1
(
E2 − dr2

dτ2

)
− ℓ2

r2
. (5.65)

Thus, we obtain
dr2

dτ2
+ V (r) = E2 (5.66)

9Since the problem is spherically symmetric, one can always choose a coordinate system such
that the path lies in this plane.
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with the "potential"

V (r) =
(
1− rs

r

)(
L+

ℓ2

r2

)
. (5.67)

It is convenient to introduce the variable u = 1/r. From du/dτ = −u2dr/dτ and
dφ/dτ = ℓu2 we obtain for u′ = du/dφ the result

u′2 =

(
du/dτ

dφ/dτ

)2

=
E2 − V

ℓ2
=

E2

ℓ2
− (1− rsu)

(
L

ℓ2
+ u2

)
. (5.68)

Differentiating the equation with respect to φ and then dividing by 2u′, we obtain
the result

u′′ + u− rsL

2 ℓ2
=

3rsu
2

2
. (5.69)

The equation can be explicitly solved with elliptic functions. In the following, we will
consider a few special cases.

5.7.5 Perihelion Precession

Let us consider the motion of a massive object with L = c2, then (5.69) becomes

u′′ + u− c2
m

ℓ2
= 3mu2 (5.70)

with m = rs/2 = GM/c2. In Newtonian physics, for the motion of a body around a
central body (Kepler problem), we have

ṙ2 − 2GM

r
+
ℓ2

r2
= 2E, φ̇ = ℓ/r2. (5.71)

Thus, for u = 1/r, we obtain

u′′ + u− GM

ℓ2
= 0. (5.72)

Comparing (5.70) and (5.69) shows that (apart from E2 − 1 = 2E) the term propor-
tional to u2 represents the relativistic correction. This term corresponds to the term
∝ r−3 in (5.67).

The general solution of (5.72) has the form

u0 =
1

d
[1 + ε cos(φ− φ0)] (5.73)

with d = ℓ2/GM . For 0 < ε < 1, the path is an ellipse. The perihelion is located at
φ = φ0 + 2πZ. By rotating the coordinate system, we can achieve that φ0 = 0.

Next, we want to determine relativistic corrections to the Kepler orbits. To do this,
we set u = u0 + u1 and obtain (to first order in m)

u′′1 + u1 =
3m

d2
(1 + 2ε cosφ+ ε2 cos2 φ). (5.74)
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With the initial conditions u1 = u′1 = 0 at perihelion (φ = 0), the three equations
(A1 = 3m/d2, A2 = 6mε/d2, A3 = 3mε2/d2)

u′′1 + u1 =


A1

A2 cosφ

A3 cos
2 φ

(5.75)

have the solutions

u1 =


A1(1− cosφ)
1
2A2φ sinφ

A3[
1
2 − 1

6 cos(2φ)− 1
3 cosφ].

(5.76)

Only the second term contributes to

u′(2π) = A2π =
6πmε

d2
. (5.77)

Due to u′′(2π) = −ε/d (to 0th order), the perihelion shift (the shift of the zero point
of u′) is given by

∆φ = − u′(2π)

u′′(2π)
=

6πm

d
=

6πGM

c2a(1− ε2)
, (5.78)

where a is the semi-major axis of the elliptical orbit. For Mercury, we find ∆φ ≈ 43′′

per century (′′ = arcseconds), which is now confirmed to 1%. Note that other
disturbances are about ten times larger.

5.7.6 Deflection of Light

Next, we consider lightlike geodesics with L = 0. Then (5.69) becomes

u′′ + u = 3mu2. (5.79)

The equation u′′ + u = 0 describes straight light rays with u0 = b−1 sinφ, where the
perihelion is chosen at φ = π/2 and b is the impact parameter. The zeros φ = 0, π of
u0 correspond to the directions of the asymptote as r → ∞.

As above, we consider the influence of general relativity with perturbation theory. To
first order in m, we need to solve the equation

u′′1 + u1 =
3m

b2
sin2 φ. (5.80)

We obtain with u1 = u′1 = 0 at perihelion the solution in the form

u =
1

b
sinφ+

3m

b2
[
1
2 + 1

6 cos(2φ)− 1
3 sinφ

]
=
φ

b
+

3m

b2
(12 + 1

6) +O(m2), (5.81)
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B
S

S′

δ

δ

Figure 5.4: Sketch of the deflection of light emitted by a star at position S and
detected at B. The light is deflected due to the mass of the sun (gray circle) and the
star thus appears at position S′, corresponding to an angular shift of δ.

i.e., the zero point of u shifts to φ∞ = −2m/b. The total deflection is

δ = 2|φ∞| = 4GM

c2b
≈ 1.75′′

b/R⊙
, (5.82)

see Fig. 5.4. This effect can be observed during a total solar eclipse. The experimental
agreement is about 1%.

5.7.7 Stability of Circular Orbits

In this chapter, we want to investigate for which radii r ≥ rs it is possible to perform
(stable) circular motion. For an object on a circular path, the radial force

Fr = −∂V
∂r

= − 1

r4
(
c2rsr

2 − 2ℓ2r + 3ℓ2rs
)

(5.83)

must vanish. This is the case when the two attractive forces, the Newtonian gravity
(first term) and the relativistic term (third term), balance against the centrifugal
force (second term). The angular momentum is then given by

ℓ2 =
c2r2

2r/rs − 3
(5.84)

determined. For a given angular momentum, the quadratic equation (5.83) has two
solutions

r> =
ℓ2

c2rs

(
1 +

√
1− 3c2r2s

ℓ2

)
, r< =

ℓ2

c2rs

(
1−

√
1− 3c2r2s

ℓ2

)
=

3ℓ2

c2r>
.

For small radii (less than r<), the attractive relativistic term dominates in (5.83).
For radii between r< and r>, the total force is repulsive, while it becomes attractive
again for large radii (greater than r>). Thus, the path at r< is unstable against small
disturbances: If the radius decreases slightly, the particle is accelerated towards the
center.

The path at r> is stable. However, it only exists for r ≥ 3rs (ℓ2 ≤ 3r2sc
2). At r = 3rs,

we have the maximum angular momentum |ℓ| = r2 |dφ/dτ | =
√
3crs. The unstable
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path at r< exists for 3
2rs ≤ r ≤ 3rs, where the lower limit corresponds to an angular

momentum |ℓ| → ∞. For radii r < 3
2rs, there are no circular orbits (not even unstable

ones).

Next, we want to determine what speed v = r dφ/dτs a body has that orbits a black
hole at a distance r, measured with the proper time τs of a stationary observer at
the same distance. We know that ℓ/r = rdφ/dτ . Thus, we only need to convert
the time to the proper time τs of a stationary observer. We have dτ/dτs = γ−1,
with γ = (1− v2/c2)−1/2 the time dilation of the moving body with respect to the
stationary observer. Thus, we obtain the equation v = γ−1ℓ/r with the solution

v =
c√

2(r/rs − 1)
, (5.85)

where we have used (5.84). At the critical radius r = 3rs for stable circular motion,
the speed is therefore v = 1

2c and at the radius r = 3
2rs, below which there are no

circular motions, we have v = c. The circular motion is therefore stable for 0 < v < 1
2c

and unstable for 1
2c < v < c. Since light always propagates at the speed of light, the

circular null geodesics only exist at the radius r = 3
2rs (this result can be directly

derived as a solution of the null geodesics). Light particles are therefore bound at the
radius r = 3

2rs and this radius is also called the photon sphere.
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Appendix A

Tensors

We consider a real (finite-dimensional) vector space V . Then, r-fold covariant and
s-fold contravariant tensors are multilinear mappings

T : V × · · · × V︸ ︷︷ ︸
r−times

×V ∗ × · · · × V ∗︸ ︷︷ ︸
s−times

7→ R (A.1)

with V ∗ being the dual space to V , i.e., V ∗ is the vector space of linear mappings
V 7→ R. Note that the space of (r, s)-tensors T s

r (V ) again forms a vector space. For
example, we have

T 0
0 = R, T 0

1 = V ∗, T 1
0 = V ∗∗ = V. (A.2)

In particular, a scalar product g(v,v) ∈ T 0
2 , i.e., doubly covariant.

Let now e1, . . . ,en be a basis of V and e∗1, . . . ,e∗n the corresponding dual basis
of V ∗ with e∗i(ej) = δij . With a basis, we can express the tensor T through its
components

Ti1...ir
j1...js = T(ei1 , . . . ,eir , e

∗j1 , . . . ,e∗js) (A.3)

via
T = Ti1...ir

j1...jse∗i1 ⊗ · · · e∗ir ⊗ ej1 ⊗ · · · ⊗ ejs , (A.4)

where we have used the Einstein summation convention. Here we have introduced
the basis

e∗i1 ⊗· · ·e∗ir ⊗ej1 ⊗· · ·⊗ejs(el1 , . . . ,elr , e
∗k1 , . . . ,e∗ks) = δi1 l1 · · · δir lrδj1k1 · · · δjsks

of the multilinear mapping, see (A.1).

The following operations can be defined on tensors:

Addition and multiplication with scalars: With S,T ∈ T s
r and a, b ∈ R, we

have aS + bT ∈ T s
r given by

(aS + bT)i1...ir
j1...js = aSi1...ir

j1...js + bTi1...ir
j1...js ;

i.e., T s
r is a vector space.
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Tensor product: With S ∈ T s1
r1 and T ∈ T s1

r2 , the tensor product S ⊗ T ∈ T s
r is

defined by

(S⊗ T)i1...ir
j1...js = Si1...ir1

j1...js1Tir1+1...ir
jr1+1...js ,

where r = r1 + r2 and s = s1 + s2.

Contraction: From a tensor T ∈ T s
r , one can obtain a tensor S = K l

kT ∈ T s−1
r−1

through contraction. With 1 ≤ k ≤ r and 1 ≤ l ≤ s, we define

Si1...ir−1
j1...js−1 = Ti1...ik−1iik+1ir

j1...jl−1ijl+1...js .

Note: for T ∈ T 1
1 , K1

1 corresponds to the trace operation, K1
1T = trT.

Scalar Product

In physical applications, we usually have a distinguished scalar product g(v,w) ∈ T 0
2 .

In components, this is expressed by the symmetric matrix gij = gij . This allows one
to raise and lower indices. In particular, the scalar product in components is given by

g(v,w) = gijv
iwj = vjw

j = viwj (A.5)

with the operation of lowering vj = gjiv
i and wj = gjiw

i. By inverting this relation-
ship, we obtain vi = gijvj with the inverse gij = (g−1)ij , such that gijgjk = δik.

Euclidean Space

The Euclidean space R3 with Cartesian basis is defined by the scalar product gij = δij .
In this space, raising and lowering indices is trivial, and therefore the indices are
usually written only below. In general, we are interested in how tensors transform
under a change of basis. As already seen in Chapter 1, the components of vectors
r ∈ T 1

0 transform as r′ = Rr. Due to the trivial scalar product, there is no difference
between co- and contravariant transformation, and we find that a general tensor
transforms as

T ′
i1...in = Ri1j1 · · ·RinjnTj1...jn (A.6)

.

Minkowski Space

The Minkowski space is defined by the Lorentz scalar product gij = ηij with

(ηµν) = (ηµν) =


1 0 0 0
0 −1 0 0
0 0 −1 0
0 0 0 −1

 (A.7)
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since η−1 = η.

Now consider a basis transformation Λ, under which the components of a four-vector
x transform as x′ = Λx.1 We write this, taking into account the correct raising
of indices, as x′ν = Λν

µx
µ. By lowering the indices, we obtain analogously the

transformation rule for a covariant vector as x′ν = Λν
µxµ with

Λν
µ = ηνσΛ

σ
τη

τµ =
(
Λ−1

)µ
ν . (A.8)

A general tensor therefore transforms under a basis transformation as

T ′
i1...ir

j1...js = Λi1
µ1 · · ·Λir

µrΛj1
ν1 · · ·Λjs

νsTµ1...µr
ν1...νs . (A.9)

Tensors that transform in this way are also called four-tensors or Lorentz tensors.

Tensor Fields

Note that due to the established transformation rules (A.6) and (A.9), equations
between tensors of the same rank are automatically covariant. This nice property
can be (pointwise) generalized to tensor fields Ti1...ir j1...js(t, r). Tensor fields addi-
tionally allow for the definition of derivative operations, alongside the aforementioned
operations.

In Euclidean space, the gradient S = ∂T of Ti1...in(r) is automatically a tensor of
rank n+ 1 defined by

Ski1...in = (∂T)ki1...in =
∂

∂rk
Ti1...in(r). (A.10)

Using the chain rule

∂

∂r′k
=
∂rl
∂r′k

∂

∂rl
=
∂[(R−1)lmr

′
m + const]

∂r′k

∂

∂rl
= (R−1)lk

∂

∂rl
= Rkl

∂

∂rl

it is easy to see that S indeed transforms like a tensor under a change of coordinates.
In fact, we then obtain

∂

∂r′k
T ′
i1...in(r

′) = RklRi1j1 · · ·Rinjn

∂

∂rk
Ti1...in(r).

In Minkowski space, it can be shown that the gradient S = ∂T of an (r, s)-tensor is
an (r + 1, s)-tensor. Analogous to the Euclidean case, we obtain with the chain rule

∂

∂x′µ
=
∂xν

∂x′µ
∂

∂xν
=
∂[(Λ−1)νσx

′σ + const]
∂x′µ

∂

∂xν
= (Λ−1)νµ

∂

∂xν
= Λµ

ν ∂

∂xν
.

1We denote the four-vector as in the main part without boldface.
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And therefore, S indeed transforms like an (r + 1, s)-tensor with the transformation
law

S′
µi1...ir

j1...js(x′) = ∂x′µT ′
i1...ir

j1...js(x′)

= Λµ
νΛi1

µ1 · · ·Λir
µrΛj1

ν1 · · ·Λjs
νs

∂

∂xν
Tµ1...µr

ν1...νs(x)

= Λµ
νΛi1

µ1 · · ·Λir
µrΛj1

ν1 · · ·Λjs
νsSνµ1...µr

ν1...νs(x).
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