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“The greatest quality of humans lies in their ability to recognize patterns and solve problems.

These problems are sometimes artificial, as in much of mathematics, while others arise from

our effort to understand nature and, by extension, the universe itself. I believe this is the

natural direction we should follow, rather than using our intelligence to wage war against one

another, treating peace merely as a pause while preparing for the next conflict. We share the

same world and we should take care of it, together.”

— A path to harmony and well-being

“Il fine di una rivolta, che sia il calcio in bocca ad un maschio violento o i tre giorni di un

rave party, é la sospensione del tempo e l’apertura di squarci nel quotidiano dentro la quale

sperimentare gioiosamente avventure di libertá reale e collettiva... la bellezza di riappropiarsi

di una parte di ciò che ti viene sottratto ogni giorno... un atto d’amore spontaneo verso sé

stessi e verso gli altri.”

— Un articolo

“The mass of men lead lives of quiet desperation.”

— Henry David Thoreau, Walden.

“Aveva quella bellezza di cui solo i vinti sono capaci. E la limpidezza delle cose deboli. E la

solitudine, perfetta, di ciò che si è perduto.”

— Alessandro Baricco, Oceano Mare.

“Je ne puis vivre personnellement sans mon art. Mais je n’ai jamais placé cet art au-dessus

de tout.”

— Albert Camus, Discours de Suède.
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Abstract

By higher-spin gravities, we refer to any extension of gravity that includes at least one mass-

less field of spin greater than two, interacting non-trivially with the spin-2 graviton. These

theories are expected to provide a pathway toward a deeper understanding — and possibly a

solution — to quantum gravity. A central feature of such models is the presence of an enhanced

gauge symmetry, known as higher-spin symmetry, which is often (though not always) infinite-

dimensional. This symmetry plays a crucial role in constraining the dynamics and may provide

a mechanism to address the ultraviolet (UV) non-renormalisability of gravity by restricting the

set of allowed counterterms — potentially reducing them to a finite set or eliminating them all

— thereby rendering the quantum theory effectively classical.

Among the various ways to study interactions in higher-spin gravity — such as the Noether

procedure, the BV-BRST formalism, Unfolding, Twistors, and a few others — this thesis focuses

on the light-front approach. In particular, most of the results are derived from the analysis of the

holomorphic and non-holomorphic quartic constraints, which arise from requiring the closure

of the non-linearly realised Poincaré algebra — thereby ensuring the Poincaré invariance of the

theory.

Recently, it was discovered — quite surprisingly — that a particular type of theory, known as

chiral higher-spin theory, can be fully consistent while involving only cubic interaction vertices,

provided that all such vertices are included (except simple truncations, such as restricting to

only even spins). This remarkable feature is closely tied to deep concepts such as integrability,

twistor theory, deformation quantisation, and to the chirality of the theory.

To date, this represents the only example of a perturbatively local higher-spin extension of

gravity that propagates the correct degrees of freedom expected for a gravitational theory —

apart from including only one chirality of the graviton couplings. All other known examples are

either not perturbatively local (e.g. the collective-dipole approach or not making specific well-

defined predictions for interactions as in Vasiliev’s equations) or exhibit non-unitarity already

at the free level (as in conformal higher-spin gravity) or do not have propagating degrees of

freedom as in 3d-examples of matter-free higher-spin theories.

This theory, already compelling in its own right, may serve as a promising starting point

for the search for a complete, unitary theory of higher-spin gravity — potentially achievable

by extending it while preserving a controlled or mild form of non-locality. Importantly, any

higher-spin gravity in 4d has to contain the (anti)-chiral theory as a subsector.

This thesis explores three main directions. First, it examines the possibility of truncating

iii
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the chiral higher-spin theory, considering whether it can be isolated as a special case within

a broader class of consistent chiral higher-spin theories, and initiates a systematic program

for classifying all possible chiral higher-spin gravities. Second, it aims to shed light on the

connection between the quartic holomorphic constraint and a constraint that arises in the

context of 2d Celestial CFT — specifically, OPE associativity — which is conjectured to be

dual to asymptotically flat 4d bulk gravity. Third, it explores potential no-go and yes-go results

by attempting to solve the non-holomorphic quartic constraint and by searching for possible

four-point interaction vertices that ensure the consistency of the theory up to fourth order, for

both lower- and higher-spin fields.



Outline and main results of the Thesis

The present work is a natural continuation of the study initiated by Bengtsson, Bengtsson, and

Brink in 1983 [1–3], and later developed by Metsaev in 1991 [4, 5]. More recently, in 2017,

Ponomarev and Skvortsov revisited and extended the formalism [6]. This thesis builds upon

their approach and aims to explore new results within that framework.

The thesis is based on the following three research papers:

1. [7] M. Serrani, “On classification of (self-dual) higher-spin gravities in flat

space,” JHEP 08 (2025) 032, arXiv:2505.12839 [hep-th].

2. [8] M. Serrani, “Associativity of celestial OPE, higher spins and self-duality,”

JHEP 04 (2026) 047, arXiv:2508.16804 [hep-th].

3. [9] M. Serrani, “Massless spinning fields on the Light-Front: quartic vertices

and amplitudes,” arXiv:2602.12826 [hep-th].

The first two papers have been published in JHEP, while the third is currently available as

an arXiv preprint and has been submitted to JHEP. The thesis begins with an introductory

chapter, followed by one chapter corresponding to each of the three papers.

Chapter 1: Introduction. The first part of the introduction is intended to guide the reader

smoothly into the concepts and ideas of higher-spin gravity. The second part provides a brief

historical overview of the light-front approach to higher-spin interactions, along with essential

background material to facilitate the understanding of the core of the thesis.

We emphasise that the particular focus on certain topics within higher-spin gravity reflects

the author’s personal choice and subjective experience, and is by no means intended to provide

a comprehensive overview of the full literature on the subject. Rather, it should be viewed as a

personal account. The field is rapidly evolving, and for a more extensive and up-to-date review

of higher-spin gravity, covering both massless and massive fields, we refer the reader to [10].

Chapter 2: Self-dual higher-spin theories in flat space. This chapter is devoted to

the study of the light-cone quartic holomorphic constraint in 4d higher-spin theory. The main

results are:

• A complete solution to the light-cone holomorphic constraint for both even- and odd-

derivative vertices, in the presence or absence of a gauge group G.

v
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• We provide a systematic framework for classifying all consistent lower- and higher-derivative

chiral higher-spin theories.

• A full classification of chiral higher-spin theories with one- and two-derivative vertices,

with and without a gauge group G.

Chapter 3: Associativity of celestial OPE, higher-spins and self-duality. This chap-

ter is dedicated to exploring the connection between the light-cone holomorphic constraint in

4d higher-spin theory and the OPE associativity constraint in 2d Celestial CFT. The main

results are:

• Finding an explicit solution to the OPE associativity constraint in the most general case,

including higher-spin fields and higher-derivative vertices.

• We highlight and clarify the connection between several ideas: (a) the operator prod-

uct expansion (OPE) associativity in celestial conformal field theory (CCFT); (b) the

vanishing of tree-level amplitudes; (c) the Jacobi identity for the kinematic algebra; (d)

the light-cone holomorphic constraints. Naturally, (b), (c) or (d) are closely related to

self-duality.

Chapter 4: Massless spinning fields on the Light-Front (quartic vertices and am-

plitudes). This chapter is devoted to the study of the full light-cone quartic constraint in 4d

higher-spin theory and on the construction of all local four-point higher-spin amplitudes in the

spinor-helicity formalism. The main results are:

• We develop a systematic method to determine the Hamiltonian four-point density, ei-

ther by explicitly constructing or by systematically checking the existence (via Frobenius

integrability) of local quartic vertices solving the quartic light-cone constraint.

• By computing local quartic vertices with increasing numbers of derivatives that solve the

quartic light-cone constraint, we conjecture the complete set of quartic vertices satisfying

the light-cone consistency conditions.

• We reproduce known no-go and yes-go results for lower-spin interactions.

• We find all allowed unitary local higher-spin theories and identify new families of local

quasi-chiral higher-spin theories.

• We determine all local higher-spin four-point amplitudes satisfying factorisation in the

spinor-helicity formalism.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The greatest quality of humans lies in their ability to recognize patterns and solve problems.

These problems are sometimes artificial1, as in much of mathematics, while others arise from

our effort to understand nature and, by extension, the universe itself.

Theoretical physics perfectly embodies this concept: it begins by studying structures pro-

vided by nature2, passes through abstract mathematical constructions, and leads to a deeper

understanding of observed phenomena. The ultimate aim of physics is to develop a consistent

mathematical framework that can describe all possible observations as accurately as possible.

This is a challenging task for several reasons. First, nature’s complexity often makes phe-

nomena appear chaotic3, and recognizing meaningful patterns within them is far from trivial.

Second, there is the fundamental difficulty of defining what we mean by “observation” or, in

the language of modern physics, “observables”4. And even more subtle is the question of what

it means to describe phenomena “as accurately as possible”. As we now understand, certain

aspects of reality may be intrinsically unpredictable, as in quantum mechanics, and we cannot

expect mathematics to reveal what nature itself conceals.

Let us also keep in mind the key distinction between physics and mathematics; the role

played by experiments. In the end, physics must be guided by experimental evidence, and we

must be prepared to abandon even the most mathematically elegant theory if it fails to match

observations.

1Here, by “artificial” I mean “made by humans”. I do not intend to delve into the philosophical debate over
whether mathematics is invented or discovered — a question which, in any case, I believe is not well defined.

2The first people we can call “physicists” are those who looked to the stars and uncovered patterns through
astronomy and plane geometry. From Thales of Miletus (c. 624–546 BCE), who is credited with predicting a so-
lar eclipse and recognizing that the Moon shines by reflecting the Sun’s light, to Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), who
ushered in modern physics through the scientific method, combining careful experimentation with mathematical
reasoning.

3Here, by “chaotic”, we mean systems in which, without a solid theoretical prediction, it becomes extremely
difficult to identify any patterns. There exist processes — even fully deterministic ones — that are chaotic by
definition. A well-known example is the so-called “butterfly effect”, where tiny variations in initial conditions
can lead to dramatically different outcomes.

4These are physical quantities that can, in principle, be measured experimentally. In classical physics, they
can correspond to the position of a particle, its energy, angular momentum, or also the electric or magnetic field
strength. In quantum physics the most famous ones are scattering amplitudes that give rise to cross sections;
a quantitative measures of the probability for a given physical process to occur.

3



4 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

At the time of writing this thesis, there is a broad consensus within the scientific community

that our current understanding of the physical world rests on two well-established and exper-

imentally confirmed theoretical frameworks. Historically, the first is General Relativity (GR),

formulated by Albert Einstein in 1915 [11], which provides a classical description of gravity as

the curvature of spacetime. The second is Quantum Field Theory (QFT), whose development

began in the 1920s through the contributions of many physicists and unifies quantum mechanics

with special relativity. By the late 1970s, it was established as the theoretical framework that

underpins the Standard Model (SM) of particle physics [12].

General Relativity describes the classical evolution of space-time and its classical interaction

with matter fields. Aside from being a beautiful mathematical construction rooted in pseudo-

Riemannian geometry, it has, to date, successfully reproduced all known physical observations.

From its early predictions, such as the perihelion precession of Mercury and the deflection of

light by the Sun [13, 14], to the groundbreaking discovery of gravitational waves in 2015 [15, 16],

the theory has proven remarkably accurate.

The Standard Model of particle physics describes the quantum interactions of matter (spin-1
2

fermions) and gauge bosons (spin-1) with unprecedented precision, as confirmed by high-energy

collisions at the LHC and numerous other experiments around the world. Theoretically, it

describes three of the four known forces of nature, Quantum Electrodynamics (QED)5, the Weak

force6 and the Strong force7. To date, the most accurate prediction is in the context of QED via

the measurements of the electron magnetic dipole moment a
(exp)
e = g−2

2
= 0.00115965218059(13)

[17] and a
(theo)
e = 0.001159652182032(745) [18], where g = 2 corresponds to the value predicted

by the Dirac equation, and the rest is called anomalous magnetic moment of the electron and

comes from loop corrections ae =
α
2π

+O(α2), where α = e2

4π
∼ 1

137
is the fine structure constant

of QED.

In the Standard Model, the theoretical idea that stands out is the concept of symmetries

and a special thanks goes to Emmy Noether [19] for introducing this concept. In particular, it

is built upon the concept of gauge symmetries8. It is a QFT with gauge symmetry SU(3)C ×
SU(2)L×U(1)Y and it is precisely this gauge structure that ensures the renormalisability9 of the

5The theory describing the interactions of matter via the exchange of photons (the quanta of lights), massless
spin-1 particles, and which classical counterpart is standard electrodynamics.

6The theory responsable for the radioactive decay of atoms and which mediators are the W+, W− and Z
massive spin-1 particles.

7The theory governed by Quantum Chromodynamics (QCD), responsable for the existence of atoms and
allowing the confinements of quarks into protons, neutrons, and other hadron particles via the exchange of
gluons, massless spin-1 particles.

8Gauge symmetries are local symmetries, in contrast to global symmetries. Global symmetries are expected
to be absent in any consistent theory of quantum gravity, as suggested by one of the Swampland conjectures [20].
On the other hand, gauge symmetries are just redundancies of description (as is manifested in the light-cone
gauge, for example). Nevertheless, they can be extremely useful, e.g. it would be painful to explain GR without
using differential geometry where diffeomorphisms play the role of such gauge symmetries.

9Renormalisability is synonymous with predictivity at all energy scales. Strictly speaking, a theory is called
(non-)renormalisable if it allows for predictions at both low- and high-energies using a (in-)finite number of free
parameters. In the Standard Model, there are 19 such parameters, which must be determined experimentally.
An ambiguity in the choice of the gauge group is present as well as in the choice of the matter content, which
is one of the open problems.



5

theory. Another key concept is that of spontaneous symmetry breaking (SSB), the phenomenon

by which a global or a gauge symmetry is broken at low energies. In the SM, this breaking

is triggered by the Higgs field10 [21–23], which acquires a non-zero vacuum expectation value.

This mechanism has far-reaching consequences, such as giving mass to the W± and Z bosons,

as well as to fermions via Yukawa interactions.

Let us also note that the SM is built upon a set of fundamental particles11 with spins

0, 1
2
, 1. As we will explore in this thesis, our main focus is on investigating the possibility of

constructing a fundamental theory that includes higher-spin particles (s > 2), alongside the

familiar lower-spin fields.

While some might say that the golden age of 20th-century physics — characterized by both

theoretical breakthroughs and experimental excitement — is coming to an end, this view is

probably too pessimistic. Rather than a decline, it seems we are in a transitional phase, and

we need to recalibrate our approaches. A new era of discovery could well be on the horizon.

On the experimental side, growing attention is being directed toward the possibility of

observing the universe through entirely new eyes. In particular, there is significant excitement

surrounding the upcoming LISA mission [24] and the Einstein Telescope [25], which are expected

to give groundbreaking results and place stringent constraints on potential deviations from

General Relativity.

On the theoretical side, it is increasingly more important to develop models and theories well

in advance of experimental verification. Since the phenomena we are probing are becoming ever

more subtle and elusive — though not necessarily less important, and often more fundamental

— we are now in a position where we must know the answer before we see it in the data12. This

is notably the case with the detection of gravitational waves: identifying the signal required

using filters13 specifically tuned to theoretically predicted waveforms. Indeed, there is currently

a major effort devoted to predicting all possible gravitational waveforms [27], arising from

a wide variety of processes — from binary systems with diverse mass ratios, to black hole

mergers, or intriguing phenomena such as superradiance [28]. This exemplifies the nature of

modern physics. Therefore, more than ever, we must focus our efforts on the theoretical side

— building as many consistent models and frameworks as possible to guide current and future

experiments in their search for new physics.

10The Higgs field is a spin-0 complex scalar field.
11In principle, there exist many other massive excited states that can have arbitrarily large spin, both integer

and half-integer. However, these are not considered fundamental for two main reasons. First, fundamental
particles are those that participate in interactions in an essential way, meaning they explicitly appear in the
action of the fundamental theory. Second, fundamental particles are stable and do not decay, unlike excited
states. The only possible exception might be the proton, whose absolute stability remains unconfirmed, although
its lifetime is extremely long.

12Possibilities of discovering something due to serendipity, like happened for the discovery of radioactivity or
the Cosmic Microwave Background (CMB) radiation is less and less probable nowadays. Though, at least in
the theoretical side, this can still happen.

13Extracting gravitational waves (GW) signals from the (typically much bigger) detector noise is both a
technological and a theoretical challenge. The idea of matched filtering is to enhance the signal-to-noise ratio
through smart integration techniques. This is possible only if the waveform is predicted in advance with high
precision, for more details, see Chapter 7 of [26].
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Interestingly, contemporary physics still faces a range of unresolved challenges, both phe-

nomenological and theoretical.

On the phenomenological side, key open problems include the nature and origin of dark

matter, dark energy, the Hubble tension, the matter–antimatter asymmetry, and the non-zero

neutrino masses, among others.

On the theoretical side, major puzzles persist, such as the strong CP problem, the hierar-

chy problem, the black hole information paradox, the trans-Planckian problem in inflationary

cosmology, and the challenge of formulating a consistent theory of quantum gravity.

This thesis is devoted to the problem of quantum gravity. A resolution of this issue could

also shed light on several of the other problems mentioned above, most notably, the black hole

information paradox.

Quantum gravity is the effort to reconcile General Relativity with the principles of quantum

mechanics. The natural starting point is to study gravity within the framework of quantum

field theory. While this is indeed possible, it turns out that General Relativity is perturbatively

non-renormalizable as a QFT [29, 30].

The motivation behind the search for a theory of quantum gravity can be several. First,

since the other fundamental interactions are all described by quantum field theories, unifying all

forces of nature into a single consistent framework strongly suggests that gravity, too, must be

quantised. Second, General Relativity predicts its breakdown through the singularity theorems

[31, 32], which indicate the inevitability of singularities such as those inside black holes and at

the origin of the universe. These are regions where the classical description of spacetime ceases

to be valid, and a quantum theory of gravity becomes essential. Quantum gravitational effects

are expected to become significant at energy scales close to the Planck mass, Mpc
2 =

√
ℏc5
G
∼

1019GeV , which is far beyond the reach of any current or foreseeable experiments on Earth (at

LHC we “only” reach ∼ 104GeV ). At present, the most promising avenues for probing quantum

gravity effects come from astrophysical observations, such as the study of gravitational waves

generated by black hole or neutron star mergers. Alternatively, the only option is to turn to

Gedanken (thought) experiments.

Another possibility is to study quantum gravity at low energies. While this approach may

not directly help with the problem of quantum gravity, it could nonetheless provide crucial

evidence that gravity — like all other known forces — obeys the laws of quantum mechanics.

Several proposed tabletop experiments aim to test this, based on the idea of preparing a massive

object in a non-classical state (e.g. an entangled state). The object can then be probed

to determine whether it exhibits genuine quantum behavior. Although quantum decoherence

makes such experiments extremely challenging, recent technological advances suggest that they

may become feasible in the near future, see [33]. Importantly, it remains an open question

whether gravity is fundamentally quantum or purely classical. These types of experiments

could offer a definite answer to this issue.

Let us recall that, even though General Relativity is non-renormalisable, it is still possible to

extract meaningful and nontrivial information from its quantisation. Two important examples



7

are the following.

First, General Relativity can be treated as an effective field theory (EFT) [34–36]. Within

this framework, it remains a well-defined QFT at energies well below the Planck scale, allowing

for the computation of quantum corrections to classical results. Notably, this includes quantum

corrections to the Newtonian potential [37].

Second, one can study quantum fields propagating on a fixed classical curved background

[38]. This semiclassical approach has led to one of the most profound theoretical predictions

of the past century: the discovery that black holes radiate as black bodies, emitting radiation

with a specific temperature, now known as the Hawking temperature TH [39, 40], and entropy

SBH ∼ AH , where AH is the area of their event horizon. Together, these quantities obey the

four laws of black hole thermodynamics [41, 42]. This provided the first insight that the degrees

of freedom of a quantum gravity theory may be stored on a codimension-one hypersurface. This

holographic perspective foreshadows the AdS/CFT correspondence, which was first hinted at

in the work of ’t Hooft [43, 44], then Flato and Fronsdal [45], then Brown and Henneaux [46]14,

then Susskind [47], then Polyakov [48], and later established by Maldacena [49].

Up to date, several theories have been proposed for a theory of quantum gravity: String

theory, Higher-spin gravity, Loop quantum gravity, Asymptotic Safety, Higher-derivative grav-

ity, Lorentz violating gravity, Group field theory, Causal dynamical triangulation, Causal Set

Theory, Emergent Gravity, Non-Commutative Geometry, Matrix models, and even more un-

conventional ideas such as p-adic String Theory.

Each approach distinguishes itself by the way it attempts to solve the problem of quantum

gravity. Some introduce new frameworks, such as the worldsheet formulation in String Theory,

which also requires higher dimensions and an infinite tower of massive states. Others, like

Lorentz-violating gravity theories, relax some of the fundamental principles of quantum field

theory by breaking Lorentz invariance at high energy and in specific ways. More conservative

approaches, such as Asymptotic Safety, aim to show that gravity itself remains well-behaved

at high energies due to a yet-to-be-established UV fixed point. Moreover, these theories have

different goals: while some focus on quantising gravity, others, like String Theory, are more

ambitious, attempting not only to quantise gravity but to unify it with the Standard Model of

particle physics and more.

This thesis is devoted to the study of higher-spin gravity, with a particular focus on the

search for consistent interactions between higher-spin fields using a specific framework known

as the light-front approach. Higher-spin gravity is a proposed extension of Einstein’s general

relativity, which includes — alongside the spin-2 graviton — at least one interacting massless

field of spin greater than two. While less ambitious than string theory in scope15, its goal is

14The contributions of Flato and Fronsdal, along with those of Brown and Henneaux, were acknowledged as
early precursors to the AdS/CFT correspondence only after the correspondence had been firmly established.

15String theory, in addition to addressing the ultraviolet problem of gravity, aims to unify all four fundamental
interactions and to provide a framework capable of explaining all possible phenomenological processes. In
contrast, higher-spin gravity takes a more modest approach and is best regarded as a toy model for exploring
aspects of quantum gravity within a mathematically consistent framework. While there are strong reasons
— discussed below — to believe that higher-spin gravity is unlikely to be the ultimate theory of nature, it
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to address the ultraviolet (UV) divergences of gravity by introducing a finite, or more likely

infinite, tower of higher-spin fields.

Higher-spin theories16 are gauge theories, and they are fundamentally tied to the concept of

gauge symmetry manifesting in the form of a Lie algebra. The algebra associated with a higher-

spin theory is called higher-spin algebra and is usually, but not always, infinite dimensional.

This is a consequence of the fact that, usually, we need to deal with arbitrary higher-spin fields,

and thus infinitely many of them.

To introduce and motivate the study of such a theory, it is useful to draw a parallel with

supersymmetry. Supersymmetry (SUSY), first introduced in [50], is based on the idea of a

symmetry that relates fermions and bosons. This symmetry offers several theoretical advan-

tages: it partially addresses the hierarchy problem, improves the ultraviolet behavior of gravity,

and plays a central role in the formulation of superstring theory [51, 52], a better-behaved, su-

persymmetric extension of bosonic string theory. These improvements are largely due to the

enhanced cancellation of divergences in supersymmetric models.

Examples of such cancellations include the finiteness to all orders in perturbation theory

of N = 4 Super Yang-Mills (SYM) theory [53, 54], and the improved UV behavior observed

in supergravity (SUGRA) models [55–57].17 A direct group-theoretical consequence of super-

symmetry is that the field content (the spectrum) must organize into so-called supermultiplets,

which allows for representations of the supersymmetry algebra [58].

The idea of higher-spin gravity is similar in spirit, though it ask for a symmetry that

relates massless fields of all spins. As a consequence, one would naively expect that consistent

representations of the higher-spin symmetry require multiplets that include an infinite tower of

massless fields, with some notable exceptions, such as consistent truncations to only even-spin

fields, or to only odd-spin fields in the presence of a U(N) gauge algebra [59]. However, as

we will explore in this thesis, there also exist constructions with a finite number of higher-spin

fields, at least when the theory is restricted to a chiral sector.

The presence of higher-spin symmetry should make the UV divergences of gravity disap-

pear, by restricting the allowed counterterms — potentially reducing them to a finite set or

eliminating them all — thereby rendering the genuine quantum problems to the classical ones

(indeed, if the higher-spin symmetry kills all but finitely many counterterms, the theory is

renormalizable, at least). This could also be the key mechanism behind the improved UV

behavior observed in string theory. Then supersymmetry might play a secondary role: rather

than being the primary reason for UV finiteness, it could simply facilitate the construction of

consistent models18. The true origin of finiteness might instead lie in the presence of an infinite

nonetheless offers a valuable and mathematically elegant first step toward a deeper understanding of quantum
gravity.

16Note that by higher-spin gravity we refer to a theory in which higher-spin fields interact among themselves
as well as with a spin-2 graviton, whereas higher-spin theories more generally refer to models where the last
requirement can be relaxed.

17Supergravity refers to any gravitational theory with a local supersymmetric algebra and can be systemati-
cally derived by gauging a global supersymmetric theory.

18Note that there exist consistent non-supersymmetric tachyon-free models [60–62].
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tower of higher-spin states, which become massless in the high-energy (tensionless) limit of

string theory, α′ →∞ [63–65].

From this perspective, our physical world could correspond to a spontaneously broken phase

of an underlying higher-spin theory19 [66, 67], where the symmetry is no longer manifest, and

the higher-spin fields acquire masses. This mechanism could also provide a pathway for a

phenomenological theory of higher-spin, maybe pointing towards string theory, or maybe not.

19it is important to emphasize that, unlike the internal gauge symmetries of the Standard Model, higher-spin
symmetry is a spacetime gauge symmetry. This distinction significantly complicates both the formulation of
consistent interactions and the description of symmetry breaking, making the study of higher-spin theories more
subtle.
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1.1 Higher-spin gravity

The first account on higher-spin fields dates back to Majorana’s proposal [68] where he gen-

eralised the Dirac relativistic invariant wave equations for the spin-1
2
particle (the electron) to

arbitrary higher-spin fields, both integer and half-integer. This was then further revisited by

Dirac himself [69]. A few years later, in a seminal work of Wigner [70], all unitary irreducible

representations UIRs of the inhomogeneous Lorentz group ISO(3, 1) in 4d were classified, via

the novel method of induced representations.20

This method reduces the problem of classifying the representation of a group (in this case,

the Poincaré group ISO(d−1, 1) ≡ Rd−1,1⋊SO(d−1, 1)) to that of classifying representations of
its stability subgroups (“little group”). In particular, the little group of massless particles (p2 =

0) is ISO(d−2), which in turn admits two stability subgroups. The subgroup SO(d−2), which

stabilises the origin in Rd−2, gives rise to finite-dimensional representations describing particles

with fixed, arbitrary helicity λ. The subgroup SO(d − 3) , which stabilises a (d − 3)-sphere

of radius µ > 0 in Rd−2, leads to infinite-dimensional representations known as continuous (or

infinite) spin representations, see [72, 73].

Higher-spin theory could be understood as the program aimed at constructing consistent

interacting field theories21 for all massless UIRs of the Poincaré group, with the possible ex-

ception of the continuous spin ones, and with particular emphasis on the spin-2 graviton. It

remains an open question whether all UIRs of Poincaré correspond to physical particles. To

date, only massive UIRs and massless ones with low-spin (λ ≤ 2) are known to exist in nature.

The first step in this direction was already taken by Bargmann and Wigner [74], trying to

associate, to any UIRs of Poincaré, a manifestly covariant differential equation whose (positive-

energy) solutions transform accordingly to the corresponding UIR. The restricted program of

searching them only for massive and massless representations in d = 4 was completed in [74].

For a generalisation to any dimensions, see [71]. In 3d the complete programme was completed

in [75].

An important step toward a modern field-theoretical description of free higher-spin fields

was made by Singh and Hagen [76, 77], who constructed a Lagrangian formulation for massive

fields of arbitrary spin. Their work built upon earlier results, notably the Lagrangian descrip-

tions of massive spin-2 and spin-3
2
by Fierz and Pauli [78], and by Rarita and Schwinger [79],

respectively. Furthermore, in [78], the field equations for arbitrary massive spin were written

down, and these are the same as those reproduced by the Singh–Hagen Lagrangian description.

A few years later, Fronsdal, by taking the massless limit of the Singh–Hagen Lagrangian,

managed to realise an action principle for free massless integer helicity fields [80] and, in collab-

oration with Fang [81], extended it to half-integer helicities. Fronsdal subsequently generalized

the formulation to (A)dS backgrounds [82]. The resulting field equations are two-derivative and

20For a modern and comprehensive review of UIRs of the Poincaré group in arbitrary spacetime dimensions
and their relation to relativistic field equations, see [71].

21Free particles are of limited physical interest. Even if they exist, they would neither be directly detected
nor have any observable effect, making them essentially a theoretical abstraction.
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are built out from totally symmetric tensor fields, φµ1···µs for a spin-s field. A notable feature

of the resulting Lagrangian is the emergence of a novel gauge symmetry δφµ1···µs = ∂(µ1ξµ2···µs),

accompanied by a peculiar double-tracelessness condition on the fields φ
νρ

µ1···µs−4νρ = 0 and

traceless gauge parameters ξ
ν

µ1···µs−3ν = 0, which becomes essential starting from spin-3 and

above.

We notice that in d ≥ 5, the classification of UIRs of the Poincaré group, while qualitatively

similar to the 4d case, becomes more intricate. In higher dimensions, there are additional ways

to embed these UIRs into mixed-symmetry tensor representations, with the first covariant

formulation of mixed-symmetry fields developed by Labastida [83]. Such descriptions may offer

practical advantages and, notably, they naturally arise in string theory spectra, though for

massive fields.

We also point out that the Fronsdal formulation and, in general, the metric-like one, are

not the only available descriptions of massless higher-spin fields. As we will describe in detail,

the light-cone has a very simple free Lagrangian for arbitrary massless higher-spin fields, albeit

at the cost of manifest Lorentz covariance. Another alternative approach is offered by the

frame-like formulation of higher-spin fields, which generalizes the vielbein formalism of gravity;

see [84] for a comprehensive review.

The idea of the frame-like approach to higher-spin fields is to emulate the Cartan formulation

of gravity [85]22 via the vielbein eaµ and the spin-connection ωa,b
µ .23 By studying the Unfolding

equations of higher-spin fields, it is possible to find the proper generalisation of the Cartan

formulation for a spin-s particle. This corresponds to a set of one-forms ωa(s−1),b(k) (Weyl

modules) for k ≤ s − 1 and zero-forms Ca(s+k),b(s) (gauge modules) for k ≥ 0. Therefore, all

spins together cover all two-row Young diagrams of the Lorentz group, each appearing in one

copy. Roughly speaking, the zero-forms encode the physical degrees of freedom of the theory

and the one-forms (the gauge parameters associated with them) the gauge symmetries.

One of the deep earlier results is the Flato-Fronsdal theorem [45] for so(3, 2). The theorem

says, roughly speaking, that the tensor product of two singletons decomposes into a direct sum

of UIRs of the 4d anti-de Sitter group that are massless fields of all spins, each appearing in one

copy. More precisely, D
(
1
2
, 0
)
⊗D

(
1
2
, 0
)
=
∑∞

s=0D(s+1, s), where D
(
1
2
, 0
)
is the Rac singleton

representation24 of so(3, 2) and
∑∞

s=0D(s+ 1, s) are the UIRs corresponding to massless fields

22Notice that in the literature this is sometimes referred to as the first-order formulation of gravity, or the
tetrad formulation. To be precise also Palatini formulation of gravity [86] is first-order but as independent
variables use the metric gµν and the connection Γρ

µν .
23Here a, b, ... = 0, 1, ..., d − 1 are so(d − 1, 1) frame indices, referring to the local Minkowski frame, while

µ, ν, ... = 0, 1, ..., d− 1 are spacetime coordinate indices.
24Same as for the flat case, where free fields are associated to UIRs of the Poincaré, in AdSd free fields can

be identified with UIRs of its isometry algebra, the non-compact group SO(d − 1, 2). Analysing all the UIRs,
there is a peculiar representation. Representations that saturate the so-called unitarity bounds, on the field
theory side they coincide with fields that acquire a gauge symmetry. Surprisingly, this also happens for the
scalar representation. This representation is so short that it does not have enough degrees of freedom to live in
the bulk, but it can correspond to a scalar field in d− 1 dimension Minkowski space, with SO(d− 1, 2) playing
the role of the (d− 1)-dimensional conformal group. There is also an analogue for the fermionic representation.
These “remarkable” representations where discovered in AdS4 by Dirac [87] and called Di, for the fermionic
singleton D

(
1, 1

2

)
, and Rac, for the scalar singleton D

(
1
2 , 0
)
.
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of spin-s. They are closely related to the same “all two-row Young diagrams” representations of

the Lorentz algebra one finds in the spectrum of zero-forms. This fact is related to the concept

of higher-spin algebra.

Even before Fronsdal, in d = 4 another (twistor-inspired) approach to massless fields with

spin was proposed by Penrose starting from [88], see also [89–91], which allows one to bypass

some of the restrictions of the Fronsdal description, e.g. to construct gravitational interactions

in flat space (more generally, any self-dual spacetime), and is the way to covariantize chiral

higher-spin theory. When going back from twistor space to the usual spacetime, it employs a

“very chiral” spinorial representation of so(3, 1) ∼ sl(2,C) Lorentz fields.

Once the free description, in the metric-like, or the frame-like, or the chiral, or the light-

front approach is found, we need to search for possible consistent interactions. By consistent,

we mean Lorentz invariant and perturbatively local.

In this regard, a fundamental concept for a theory of higher-spin fields is the existence

of a higher-spin algebra25, just as for supergravity, it is the existence of a supersymmetry

algebra. This is defined as a (typically infinite-dimensional) Lie algebra that arises from the

global symmetries of a higher-spin theory. The higher-spin algebra is usually the starting point

for the construction of a fully non-linear higher-spin theory. Indeed, to search directly for a

consistent theory of higher spins is complicated, but it can be easier to construct first higher-

spin algebras and then try to consider interactions order by order. The first higher-spin algebra

in 4d, shs(1,C), containing AdS4 as a subalgebra, was found by Fradkin and Vasiliev in [59].

The higher-spin algebra can be seen as the first step towards a complete higher-spin theory.

We could say that it corresponds to the first cubic deformation, like for the Lie algebra in

Yang-Mills theory. Though, as for Yang-Mills, we need to add higher-order terms in order to

make the theory consistent.

In the following, we explain in detail the light-front approach, as one of the methods to

introduce consistent interactions in higher-spin theories. There are some pros and cons. The

most important “pro” is that one deals with physical degrees of freedom only. All redundancies

due to gauge symmetry are eliminated. The outcome does not depend on which particular

Lorentz tensor one has (luckily or unluckily) chosen to embed the physical degrees of freedom

into (modulo gauge redundancies). Therefore, one gets unambiguous results concerning (non)-

existence of a certain type of interactions (this is to be contrasted with the non-existence of

gravitational interactions in flat space within the Fronsdal approach, which is simply a drawback

of this particular covariant approach and has no fundamental meaning). There is no higher-

spin algebra in the light-cone gauge. Instead, it gets transferred (if the covariant description

is available at all) to the form of the generators of the Poincaré algebra. We should also point

out that the most minimal QFT setup is to have the Hamiltonian, the time-ordered exponent

of which gives the S-matrix, and the existence of other generators of the Poincaré algebra

allows one to prove the Poincaré invariance of the S-matrix. There is no theorem that would

guarantee the existence of a manifestly covariant description that gives the same S-matrix. The

25For a formal definition and an introduction see [92].
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most important “con” is the lack of the manifest Lorentz symmetry, which is the price to pay.



14 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

1.2 Higher-spin interactions in the light-front

The standard approach in contemporary physics is to formulate theories using Lorentz covariant

fields, so that the equations are manifestly Poincaré invariant. However, particularly in the

case of higher-spin fields, there exist multiple ways to embed the physical degrees of freedom

— two in four dimensions — into tensorial fields. As a result, when searching for interactions,

their presence or absence may strongly depend on the specific field realisation chosen. In this

context, the light-front approach provides a more reliable framework: by directly working with

the physical degrees of freedom, it offers a systematic and complete method to explore consistent

interactions without the ambiguities introduced by covariant fields. Therefore, it stands out as

the safest and most exhaustive method for analysing interactions of (higher-spin) theories.

The light-front approach to quantum field theory is a way to work only with the physical

degrees of freedom of the theory. It can either be reached from the gauge fixing of a covariant

formulation or — and it is important to stress — we can start directly with a theory in the light-

front, with no reference to any covariant description — such a covariant formulation may not

even exist. This method is generally considered as the most effective for establishing rigorous

no-go results or identifying promising yes-go results. However, to construct a complete theory,

to simplify computations, to improve its geometrical interpretation, to better exploit all the

symmetries and to study its quantum properties, one typically needs a covariant formulation.

We will elaborate more on these points in the following sections.

The light-front quantisation of relativistic quantum field theory was introduced in Dirac’s

seminal 1949 paper [93]. In that work, Dirac proposed three distinct forms of Hamiltonian

dynamics based on different choices of the time coordinate: the instant form (the conventional

one), the point form, and the front form — now commonly referred to as light-front or light-

cone quantisation26. These formulations differ in the number of kinematical versus dynamical

Poincaré generators, as well as in the structure of the Cauchy initial-value problem (to be fair,

the light front is not a Cauchy surface and there are some subtle global issues related to that).

Given a particular foliation of spacetime, let Σ be the codimension-one hypersurface on

which quantisation is performed. The subset of Poincaré generators that leave Σ invariant

forms a subgroup of the Poincaré group, known as the stability group GΣ of Σ. In [94],

Leutwyler and Stern, under the assumption that the stability group GΣ acts transitively on Σ,

proved that there are exactly five inequivalent classes of hypersurfaces. Dirac had originally

identified only three of them, missing two cases which, however, are less significant since their

stability groups are rather small.

The light-front approach has been applied in a wide range of problems since Dirac’s work.

It was rediscovered in the context of current algebra, as the “infinite momentum frame” in [95].

It was used to study quantum electrodynamics in a laser beam [96, 97]. It was applied to gauge

26The term light-cone can be somewhat misleading. Quantisation does not occur on the light-cone itself, but
rather on a light-like codimension-one hypersurface defined by constant x+. Geometrically, this corresponds
to the wavefront of a plane light wave, which is why Dirac referred to it as the front form. Nevertheless, the
terminology light-cone is widely used in the literature, including in the higher-spin context.
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theories, notably in QED [98, 99], and later in QCD [100]. The motivation was to provide a more

robust theoretical framework that could reconcile the constituent quark model (CQM) and the

quark parton model, originally proposed by Richard Feynman [101] to describe hadrons. The

importance of the light-front approach in the context of QCD is also closely tied to the strongly

coupled nature of the theory. Indeed, in the infrared (IR) regime, QCD exhibits confinement

and becomes strongly coupled, in contrast to its behavior in the UV, where asymptotic freedom

holds [102, 103]. Being strongly coupled in the IR means that standard QFT techniques —

such as perturbation theory and Feynman diagrams — are no longer directly applicable. The

light-front approach offers a powerful framework for studying QFT in such non-perturbative

regimes and for studying relativistic bound states. For an extensive review on the subject,

along with an interesting introduction to light-front field theory for lower-spin fields, see [104].

The light-front approach has played a crucial role in both string theory and supersymmetry.

Notably, it was instrumental in the first proof of the finiteness of 4d N = 4 super Yang-Mills

(SYM) theory [53, 54]. It was also used for the initial quantisation of bosonic string theory [105]

and later extended to superstring theory [106]. Moreover, for certain supersymmetric theories

with extended supersymmetry, the light-cone superspace remains the only known consistent

off-shell superspace formulation. Examples include 4d N = 4 super Yang-Mills (SYM) theory

[53, 54], 11d N = 1 SUGRA [107, 108], 10d N = 1 SYM [109]. Additionally, the light-cone

gauge provides one of the most effective methods to extract physical states in string theory

[105].

It is important to distinguish two kinds of “light-cone” approach. One is just to take an

advantage of the light-cone gauge as a manifestly unitary gauge (the one that keeps only the

physical degrees of freedom). Another one is the actual light-cone/front quantization where x+

is chosen as “time” and one looks for the deformation of the generators of the Poincare algebra.

More recently, the light-front approach has also been applied to higher-spin interactions, as

we will now see and describe in detail. The use of the light-front approach to study possible

interactions in higher-spin theories began in 1983 with the work of Bengtsson, Bengtsson,

and Brink [1–3], where cubic interactions in flat space were found by solving the cubic light-

cone constraint, and the complete classification of cubic vertices was obtained in [3]. Just a

few months later, the first covariant cubic vertex was constructed in [110] via the Noether

procedure, starting from a free massless spin-3 Fronsdal field ϕµνλ and trying to make it self-

interacting27. The idea is to search for a Yang–Mills-type theory only involving a higher-spin

field with an odd spin, in this case spin-328. Although a non-abelian algebra emerged at the first

27The same analysis was performed in [111] for a cubic coupling of the form 4−2−2 but the same conclusion
was found. Consistency at the first non-trivial order, the cubic, but impossibility to extend it further.

28For Yang-Mills, starting from a Maxwell-type action S2 = −
∫
d4xFµν

a F a
µν and gauge symmetry δ0A

a
µ =

∂µξ
a, the first non-trivial order give the vertex S3 =

∫
d4xfabcA

a
µ∂

µAb
νA

cν and the gauge transformation

δ1A
a
µ = −fa

bcξ
bAc

µ, where fabc is a structure constant. A similar result can also be found for odd higher-spin

fields. Though, for Yang-Mills, at the next order we find S4 = − 1
4

∫
d4xfe

acfebdA
a
µA

bµAc
νA

dν and δ2 = 0, with
the additional requirement that the structure constant fabc have to satisfy the Jacobi identity, and the procedure
terminates. For higher-spin fields, the Noether procedure usually fails at the quartic order, see e.g. [112].
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non-trivial order, it was obstructed at the next order [113, 114]29. This led to the realization

that a consistent interacting theory would likely require an infinite tower of massless higher-

spin fields. A related paper where conserved currents for massless fields of arbitrary spin were

explicitly constructed is [115]. Moreover, some years before, it was realized in [116, 117] that

the minimal coupling of gravity to higher-spin particles is problematic. In particular, such

couplings introduce terms proportional to the Riemann tensor, which cannot be cancelled by

the variations of the metric in flat space. This observation motivated the study of higher-spin

interactions in (A)dS backgrounds, especially after the positive results obtained in [118, 119],

where the earlier no-go results could be avoided thanks to the presence of the cosmological

constant Λ, which is produced together with the Riemann tensor from the commutator of two

covariant derivatives [∇,∇]ξ ∼ Rξ + Λξ.

It is useful to note that the same year the existence of the gravitational two-derivative

interactions of massless higher-spin fields in flat space was discovered in the light-cone gauge

[3], which went almost unnoticed, even by the authors. One can also show that there is a one-

to-one correspondence between interactions of massless higher-spin fields in flat and anti-de

Sitter spacetimes [120, 121]. As discussed in [122], what happens is that the two-derivative

gravitational interaction cannot be written (locally) within the Fronsdal approach in flat space.

Instead, one can construct a (2s− 2)-derivative vertex. In anti-de Sitter space, a specific linear

combination of the 2- and (2s− 2)-derivative vertices of type s− s− 2 can be written down in

terms of Fronsdal fields (this is the Fradkin-Vasiliev vertex [118, 119]). Therefore, what breaks

down when going to flat space is the Fronsdal approach, while the gravitational and all other

interactions are smooth!

One of the cornerstones of the light-front approach to higher-spin interactions are the two

papers by Metsaev [4, 5], where, for the first time, the quartic light-cone constraint was system-

atically analyzed, leading to, what we will call, the Metsaev solution. This result completely

determines the values of the coupling constants for all cubic vertices.

It is known that light-cone perturbation theory proceeds as follows: the n-order constraint

fixes the form of the n-point vertices up to some free coefficients, while the (n + 1)-order con-

straint determines those coefficients, which we will apply at the lowest cubic and quartic orders.

Therefore, the importance of the quartic constraint lies not only in its role in constructing the

quartic interaction vertices themselves, but, more fundamentally, in its ability to fix the free

parameters of the cubic theory — thereby determining the consistent higher-spin spectrum.

Moreover, as we will see, it is sufficient to consider only a specific sector of the quartic

constraint — namely, the (anti-)holomorphic part — to fix these free coefficients and, with

them, the spectrum of higher-spin fields required for consistency. The (anti)-holomorphic part

is a subset of the quartic consistency relations to which the quartic interaction vertices make

no contribution, which is a “miracle” that happens for massless fields in 4d.

25 years later, the results of Metsaev were reviewed in [6], where new features were un-

29A more recent analysis [112], using the antifield formalism to search for consistent deformations, assuming
arbitrary symmetric Fronsdal gauge fields in dimensions strictly greater than three, showed that this deformation
is obstructed even when an infinite tower of higher-spin fields is introduced.
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covered, most notably, the possibility of consistently truncating the theory at the cubic level,

including only the holomorphic vertices. The resulting fully consistent theory was named the

chiral higher-spin theory.

Let us emphasize that by the chiral theory30, we refer to a theory in which positive and

negative helicities are treated in a specific — but different — way. It is important to clarify a

common misconception: chirality does not mean that one helicity completely decouples from

the interactions. Rather, both helicities participate, but the interactions are structured in a

chiral way. In the light-cone gauge, this is very easy to describe, as we will review below.

A very important remark to make about chiral (or self-dual) theories is that even though they

are non-unitary and not parity invariant theories, they are consistent subsectors of the complete

theories [124]. By consistent subsectors, we mean that at the level of scattering amplitudes, all

amplitudes we can compute in a self-dual theory exactly coincide with the ones of the complete

theory. It is also true that all solutions of self-dual theories are solutions of the full ones.

However, due to the chirality of the interactions, not all of the amplitudes can be reproduced

by the chiral theory. For instance, both SDYM and SDGR are consistent subsectors of YM

and GR. Moreover, they are one-loop exact and finite theories, with no quantum divergences.

Therefore, the chiral higher-spin theory also represents a consistent subsector of the putative

full complete higher-spin theory (which is not available at present and is likely non-local).

We now turn to an introduction to the basics of the light-front approach to quantum field

theory. We stress that in this thesis, the light-front formalism is primarily employed as a

tool to introduce interactions in a consistent and the most general way. Although we make

use of canonical quantisation, our focus is not on studying quantum properties such as loop

corrections or renormalisation. Consequently, potential issues related to the quantisation of

light-cone theories are not of concern in our treatment. For further discussion on these aspects,

see [125, 126]. It remains an open question whether quantum field theories formulated in

different forms of dynamics (e.g. instant form vs. light-front form) are physically equivalent.

We now introduce the light-front approach to higher-spin theories to settle our notations

and make the presentation of the following three chapters more accessible. A more detailed

discussion can be found in the first sections of [6, 123, 127], in [128, 129], and also in the lecture

notes [130].

The light-front deformation procedure relies on two key ingredients: the Hamiltonian for-

mulation of quantum field theory in the light-cone gauge, and the non-linear realization of the

Poincaré algebra via higher-order corrections to the quadratic free Hamiltonian. As Dirac said

in his work [93], the “real difficulty in the construction of a theory of a relativistic dynamical

system” lies in determining the interaction terms (the potentials) that are consistent with the

commutation relations of the Poincaré algebra.

30Chirality in the light-cone formulation is expected to correspond to self-duality in the covariant approach.
This correspondence is well established in lower-spin theories, such as self-dual Yang–Mills (SDYM) and self-
dual gravity (SDGR). See [123] for the formulation of Chiral theory as a self-duality constraint. A part of this
thesis is also devoted to make the connection between what was initially called chiral higher-spin theories and
self-dual theories more transparent.
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While the problem is conceptually straightforward, the challenge lies in performing a signif-

icant amount of computation to determine the correct form of the interactions. Once the free

field realization for massless higher-spin fields is in place, the analysis of the cubic constraints

gives a number of cubic interactions vertices. The coupling constants in front of them remain

free at this order, as well as the spectrum of fields cannot be fixed yet. As we will see, it is only

at the level of the quartic constraints that the spectrum of a theory begins to be constrained.

For simplicity, we will work in four dimensions. Although the assumption of 4d will not

affect the early stages of the analysis, it will become important later on. Spinning massless

fields in d-dimensional Minkowski space are described by irreps of the SO(d − 2) little group.

Totally symmetric fields carry (d+s−5)!
s!(d−4)!

(d + 2s − 4) propagating degrees of freedom. For d = 4

and s ≥ 1, we have only 2 degrees of freedom, and this simplifies their description. For the

analysis of both massive and massless higher-spin fields in d-dimensions using oscillators, see

[128].

We refrain from discussing no-go results in the light-cone approach in this section as they

are delegated to Chapter 4.

Notations. We use both light-cone coordinates (in fact, double-null) and the light-cone gauge.

In flat spacetime, we adopt the 4d Minkowski metric with “mostly plus” signature

xµ = (x0, x1, x2, x3) , ηµν = diag(−,+,+,+) , (1.2.1)

ds2 = −(dx0)2 + (dx1)2 + (dx2)2 + (dx3)2 . (1.2.2)

We define light-cone coordinates as

x+ =
x3 + x0

√
2

, x− =
x3 − x0

√
2

, x =
x1 − ix2

√
2

, x̄ =
x1 + ix2

√
2

, (1.2.3)

∂− = ∂+ =
∂3 + ∂0

√
2

, ∂+ = ∂− =
∂3 − ∂0

√
2

, ∂ =
∂1 + i∂2

√
2

, ∂̄ =
∂1 − i∂2

√
2

, (1.2.4)

where the metric and the wave-operator become

xµ = (x+, x−, x, x̄) , ds2 = 2 dx+dx− + dxadxa = 2 dx+dx− + 2 dxdx̄ , (1.2.5)

2 = ∂µ∂
µ = (2∂+∂− + ∂a∂a) = 2(∂+∂− + ∂∂̄) . (1.2.6)

The light-front scalar product becomes

AµB
µ = A+B

+ + A−B
− + AB̄ + ĀB = A−B+ + A+B− + AB̄ + ĀB , (1.2.7)

and our definitions for the derivatives imply

∂+x− = ∂−x+ = ∂x = ∂̄x̄ = 1 . (1.2.8)
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In the light-front, x+ is taken to be the time variable and ∂− is the time derivative. Moreover,

one assumes that ∂+ is always non-zero and therefore can be inverted as an operator. The

coordinate x− defines the longitudinal direction, whereas x1 and x2, or equivalently x and x̄,

are the transverse directions. We also use the following shorthand notation:

d2x = dxdx̄ , d2p = dpdp̄ , (1.2.9)

d3x = dx−d2x , d3p = dp+d2p , (1.2.10)

δ2(x− y) = δ(x− y)δ(x̄− ȳ) , δ2(p+ q) = δ(p+ q)δ(p̄+ q̄) , (1.2.11)

δ3(x− y) = δ(x− − y−)δ2(x− y) , δ3(p+ q) = δ(p+ + q+)δ2(p+ q) . (1.2.12)

In the following part of the introduction, Greek indices µ, ν, ... = 0, 1, 2, 3 label 4d spacetime

coordinates; Latin indices a, b, ... = 1, 2 are reserved for the transverse directions; when needed,

i, j, k, ... = 1, 2, 3 denote the standard spatial coordinates, with x0 as the time variable.

Massless spin-1 field. Before studying higher-spin fields in the light-front formulation, we

consider a simple example of a spin-1 field, which highlights three key features characteristic of

this approach. Starting from the Maxwell Lagrangian for a free spin-1 field

S = −1

4

∫
d4xFµνF

µν , F µν = ∂µAν − ∂νAµ , δAµ = ∂µξ , (1.2.13)

whose equations of motion are

∂νF
νµ = 2Aµ − ∂µ∂νA

ν = 0 . (1.2.14)

There are various ways to gauge fix the theory; two standard gauges are the Coulomb gauge

∂iAi = 0 and the Lorentz gauge ∂µAµ = 0. Here we employ the light-cone gauge that consists

of setting A+ = 0. This directly eliminates one component of the gauge field and can be reached

by a suitable gauge transformation

A+ → A+ + ∂+ξ =⇒ ∂+ξ = −A+ =⇒ ξ = − 1

∂+
A+ . (1.2.15)

The first remark is that this gauge can be achieved once we assume that the operator ∂+ is

invertible. Indeed, in the presence of zero modes (p+ = 0), when ϕ satisfies ∂+ϕ = 0, this

gauge cannot be reached. Therefore, when working in the light-cone gauge, we need to assume

∂+ϕ ̸= 0 (p+ ̸= 0). Notice that the problem of physical zero modes or topological obstructions

is typical of the gauge fixing procedure in general. Zero modes are subtle and can affect the

vacuum structure, the topological sectors, and quantisation. For a further look at the subtleties

with zero modes in the light-cone gauge, some discussion can be found in [126, 131–135]. From

now on, we will assume the operator ∂+ to be always invertible.
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Let us look at the equations of motion (1.2.14) in the “+” direction

∂+(∂+A− + ∂aA
a) = 0 =⇒ A− = − ∂a

∂+
Aa . (1.2.16)

As we see, no time derivatives are involved; hence the equation for A− acts as a constraint rather

than a dynamical equation, implying that A− is not a dynamical field. It is also important that

the action is quadratic in A− (i.e. the path integral is Gaussian in A−). Therefore, solving the

classical equations of motion for A−, as above, is equivalent to performing the path integral

over A− exactly.

The second remark is that the operator 1
∂+ has to be interpreted as the Green’s function of

the derivative operator ∂+. Explicitly, one can define [53, 99]

∂+

(
1

∂+
ϕ(x, x−)

)
= ϕ(x, x−) =⇒ 1

∂+
ϕ(x, x−) =

∫
dy−ϵ(y− − x−)ϕ(x, y−) , (1.2.17)

where ϵ(x) is the sign function, and, in this context, x = {x+, x, x̄}. The non-local form of the

constraint is not problematic: the operator 1
∂+ is well-defined as an integral operator.

Third and final remark is that the appearance of terms such as 1
∂+ originates from the

elimination of non-dynamical fields and does not indicate any genuine physical non-locality.

They arise naturally when solving the constraint equations. While ∂+ is formally non-local in

x−, it remains causal in light-front time x+, and therefore does not violate physical locality.

Equivalently, this can be seen from momentum space: for any physical field, locally, one can

always choose a frame where p+ > 0, so the operator 1
p+

is well-defined.31 In contrast, terms

involving 1
∂a
, or equivalently 1

∂
or 1

∂̄
do indicate genuine non-localities, even in light-cone gauge,

and would correspond to true non-local behavior when interpreted in a covariant framework.

Let us look at the equations of motion (1.2.14) in the transverse “a” direction

2Aa − ∂a(∂bA
b + ∂+A−) = 0 =⇒ 2Aa ≈ 0 , (1.2.18)

whereby ≈ we indicate that the equation is valid on the solution of the equations of motion for

auxiliary fields (A− in our case is an auxiliary field). Then the two components of Aa describe

a massless vector field. Finally, looking at the equations of motion (1.2.14) in the “−” direction

2A− − ∂−(∂bA
b + ∂+A−) = 0 =⇒ 2A− ≈ ∂a

∂+
2Aa ≈ 0 , (1.2.19)

we see that this condition is automatically satisfied. Thus, in the light-front formulation, a

spin-1 field is described by a massless vector Ai satisfying the Klein–Gordon equation (1.2.18).

Equivalently, it can be represented by two complex conjugate scalar fields A and Ā, correspond-

31This is entirely analogous to Coulomb gauge (∂iAi = 0), where solving Gauss’s law expresses the electric
field (and the Coulomb potential) in terms of an instantaneous non-local kernel 1

|x⃗−y⃗| .
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ing to helicities +1 and −1. The action can then be rewritten in the form

S = −1

2

∫
d4x∂µA

a∂µAa = −
∫

d4xĀ2A . (1.2.20)

Light-front gauge from Fronsdal fields. We start from the off-shell Fronsdal massless

spin-s field

ϕµ(s) , ϕ νρµ(s−4)
νρ = 0 , δϕµ(s) = ∂µξµ(s−1) , ξ νµ(s−3)

ν = 0 , (1.2.21)

and its equations of motion

F µ(s) = 2ϕµ(s) − s∂µ

(
∂νϕ

νµ(s−1) − s− 1

2
∂µϕ νµ(s−2)

ν

)
= 0 , (1.2.22)

where we used the standard notation

ϕµ(s) ≡ ϕ(µ1µ2...µs) , (∂x)µ(s) ≡
∂

∂x(µ1

∂

∂xµ2
· · · ∂

∂xµn)
, (1.2.23)

to denote symmetric tensors. Fixing the light-cone gauge amounts to setting to zero all off-shell

fields ϕµ(s) that have at least one upper “+” index

ϕ+µ(s−1) = 0 . (1.2.24)

First, let us observe that the light-cone gauge above can always be reached. Indeed, it amounts

to finding a ξ such that

∂+ξµ(s−1) + (s− 1)∂µξ+µ(s−2) = −ϕ+µ(s−1) . (1.2.25)

This can be reached step by step, starting by fixing ξ+...+ up to ξµ(s−1). For example, for the

spin-1 case, we find as before

ξ = − 1

∂+
ϕ+ , (1.2.26)

while for spin-2, we first set to zero ϕ++ by using ξ+ as

ξ+ = − 1

2∂+
ϕ++ , (1.2.27)

and then set to zero ϕ+µ by using ξµ as

ξµ = − 1

∂+

(
ϕ+µ − ∂µ

2∂+
ϕ++

)
, (1.2.28)

and so on for the generic spin-s massless field. As before, this gauge can be reached only if we

assume the operator ∂+ to be invertible everywhere; then we assume there are no zero modes.

We know that in four dimensions, massless fields propagate only two physical degrees of
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freedom — the two helicity states, corresponding to positive and negative helicity. In the light-

cone gauge, not all components of the field are set to zero explicitly. Many field components

are eliminated via their equations of motion. Only two components remain dynamical. As we

now discuss, all other components can be expressed in terms of the two physical helicity states

by solving the non-dynamical equations of motion, i.e. the constraints.

The components of the equation of motions (1.2.22) with two “+” after imposing the gauge

(1.2.24) give

∂+∂+ϕ νµ(s−2)
ν ≈ 0 =⇒ ϕ νµ(s−2)

ν ≈ 0 =⇒ ϕ ab(s−2)
a ≈ 0 . (1.2.29)

Traceless symmetric two-dimensional tensors, such as ϕa(s), have only 2 non-vanishing compo-

nents, which we denote

ϕs = ϕx(s) , ϕ−s = ϕx̄(s) , (1.2.30)

where we use the indices x and x̄ to denote the transverse directions in terms of the two complex

conjugate variables. For real Fronsdal fields, these are complex conjugate to each other, and

they correspond to the two physical helicity +s and −s states. The components of (1.2.22)

with only one “+” give

∂+∂νϕ
νµ(s−1) ≈ 0 =⇒ ∂νϕ

νµ(s−1) ≈ 0 , (1.2.31)

so the field is also transverse. Focusing on µ with values in the transverse directions, we obtain

∂+ϕ−a(s−1) + ∂bϕ
ba(s−1) ≈ 0 =⇒ ϕ−a(s−1) ≈ − ∂b

∂+
ϕba(s−1) . (1.2.32)

This implies that on-shell ϕ with a single “−” can be expressed in terms of the two independent

fields we introduce in (1.2.30). We can continue considering one more “−” index as

∂+ϕ−−a(s−2) + ∂bϕ
−ba(s−2) ≈ 0 =⇒ ϕ−−a(s−2) ≈ − ∂b

∂+
ϕ−ba(s−2) . (1.2.33)

Then using (1.2.32) we get

ϕ−−a(s−2) ≈
(
∂b
∂+

)2

ϕbba(s−2) , (1.2.34)

then can be expressed in terms of ϕ±s. We can proceed like this iteratively, and we find in

general that

ϕ−(n)a(s−n) ≈
(
− ∂b
∂+

)n

ϕb(n)a(s−n) . (1.2.35)

This finally shows that each component of the Fronsdal field that was not gauged away by

(1.2.24) can be expressed in terms of the two dynamical fields ϕ±s. The dynamical fields satisfy
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the Klein-Gordon equations

□ϕ±s = 0 , (1.2.36)

which is the easiest way to see what the Fronsdal action reduces to. Finally, if we substitute

the terms ϕ±s into the Fronsdal action

S =
1

2

∫
d4xϕµ(s)G

µ(s)[ϕ] , Gµ(s)[ϕ] = F µ(s) − s(s− 1)

4
ηµµF νµ(s−2)

ν , (1.2.37)

we get

S = −1
2

∫
d4x∂µϕ

−s∂µϕ+s . (1.2.38)

Let us emphasize that, although the fields ϕ−s and ϕ+s resemble scalar fields32, only ϕ0 trans-

forms as a scalar under Lorentz transformations. The other fields transform differently, as we

will briefly discuss in the following section.

Notice that starting from any covariant formulation, we should find the same light-front

formulation. For instance, by starting from the chiral formulation used in [122], we find the

same result.

Basics of the light-front approach. Quantum field theory in flat spacetime has a rigorous

definition and requires a Hilbert space endowed with a unitary action of the Poincaré algebra.

The generators of the 4d Poincaré algebra iso(3, 1) are the four momenta P µ and the six

operators Jµν which combine angular momentum Li and Lorentz boost Ki accordingly to

Li =
1

2
ϵijkJ jk , Ki = J0i . (1.2.39)

The commutation relations (to be realized via Poisson brackets in classical theory and via

commutators in quantum theory) defining the algebra are

[P µ, P ν ] = 0 , (1.2.40a)

[Jµν , P ρ] =P µηνρ − P νηµρ , (1.2.40b)

[Jµν , Jρσ] = Jµσηνρ − Jνσηµρ − Jµρηνσ + Jνρηµσ . (1.2.40c)

There are two main frameworks to quantise a field theory:

• The Lagrangian formalism is a manifestly covariant approach. Starting from a Lagrangian

density, and consequently an action functional, quantisation can be performed covariantly

via the path integral formulation. In the case of gauge theories, gauge fixing is required to

define the functional integral properly. To preserve covariance and systematically handle

gauge symmetries, one typically employs BRST-BV quantisation methods.

• The Hamiltonian formalism [136, 137] breaks manifest covariance due to the choice of a

32For our purposes, we will treat them as if they are scalar fields, complex conjugate of each other.
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hypersurface on which quantisation is performed. Quantisation proceeds via the canonical

quantisation. This framework is particularly well-suited to the light-front quantisation.

Moreover, the Hamiltonian formalism offers greater control over constrained systems and

provides an explicit description of time evolution. In what follows, we adopt this Hamil-

tonian perspective.

Canonical quantisation consists of postulating equal-time commutation relations between the

fields and their conjugate momenta. This procedure requires selecting a hypersurface Σ (at

fixed time) on which the initial data are defined and from which the evolution of the system is

determined. This choice induces a foliation of spacetime into space-like or light-like (as in the

light-front approach) hypersurfaces, each characterized by a normal vector n⃗ that is time-like

or light-like, respectively.

To ensure causality, the hypersurface must intersect every physical world-line once and only

once, so as to guarantee both the existence and uniqueness of the evolution. The particular

choice of this surface leads to different quantisation schemes [93], each associated with a distinct

stability subgroup of the Poincaré group, i.e. the subgroup of symmetries that leaves the hyper-

surface invariant. The generators associated with the stability group are called kinematical (K)

and do not receive any corrections due to interactions, while the others are called dynamical

(D) generators.

The canonical equal-time quantisation uses t = t0 as a choice for the space-like hypersur-

face Σt upon which to quantise. The stability group of a space-like hypersurface consists of

spatial rotations Li and translations P i. Instead, all boosts Ki and time translations P 0 = H

affect time; as a consequence, they do not preserve the surface, and they receive contributions

from interactions. Therefore, out of the 10 Poincaré generators, we have 6 kinematical and 4

dynamical ones.

The light-front quantisation instead uses a light-like hypersurface, given by the choice of

x+ = const that becomes our “time” direction, and the new Hamiltonian is H = P−. This, of

all five possible quantisations [94], is the one with the least number of dynamical generators.

There are just three of them. Below is the list of the kinematical and dynamical generators of

iso(3, 1) we will have to work with:

Kinematical: P+, P a, Ja+, J+−, Jab : 7 . (1.2.41)

Dynamical: P−, Ja− : 3 . (1.2.42)

The time evolution of any operator G is determined by the Hamiltonian as Ġ = ∂−G =

i[H,G]. Therefore, if the Poincaré algebra relations are satisfied at the initial light-cone time

x+ = 0, then they are satisfied at all times. As a consequence, generators that have an explicit

x+ dependence like

J−+ = x−∂+ − x+P− , Ja+ = xa∂+ − x+∂a , (1.2.43)
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should be declared to be kinematical, as we indeed have done above, since the dynamical part

vanishes at x+ = 0. The x+ dependence can then be reconstructed by using the equations of

motion.

Each generator can be decomposed as G = G2 + Gint, where G2 denotes the free part

(quadratic in the fields) and Gint encodes the interactions (higher-order in the fields). By

definition, the kinematical generators are fixed to their free expressions and do not receive

any corrections from interactions (they do not evolve with time). In contrast, the dynamical

generators do get Gint contributions, but not arbitrary ones. Their form is highly constrained

by the requirement that the full algebra of generators — kinematical and dynamical — must

be preserved at all orders in the interaction expansion.

The explicit form of all commutation relations in the light-front can be seen in [6]. The

simplest type of commutator is

[K,K] = K , (1.2.44)

and they are automatically satisfied at the non-linear level. Two more types of commutators

are

[K,D] = K =⇒ [K,Dint] = 0 , [K,D] = D =⇒ [K,Dint] = Dint . (1.2.45)

Both of them result in linear differential equations on the deformation Dint, and will be called

kinematical constraints. These can be easily solved exactly for Dint at any order, and they will

restrict the form of the dynamical generators. The last type of commutator is

[D,D] = 0 =⇒ explicitly: [Ja−, J c−] = 0 , [Ja−, P−] = 0 , (1.2.46)

and are the most difficult to solve, and the main challenge of the light-front deformation pro-

cedure. These are called dynamical constraints.

Free action and canonical quantisation. In four dimensions, all massless spinning fields

have two degrees of freedom, i.e. effectively they are made by two scalar fields — except for the

scalar field itself. We denote ϕλ and ϕ−λ, the helicity +λ and −λ scalar fields33, respectively. As

we have seen, this can be achieved starting from a covariant formulation, such as the Fronsdal

action, and then going to the light-cone gauge. However, we must remember that the light-front

formulation exists on its own. We then start from the free action.

The free action for a generic helicity λ massless field is (here, it is convenient to abbreviate

ϕ ≡ ϕ+s and ϕ̄ ≡ ϕ−s)

S2 ≡
∫

d4xL2 = −1
2

∫
∂µϕ̄∂

µϕ d4x = −
∫ (

∂+ϕ̄ϕ̇+ ∂+ϕ ˙̄ϕ+ V (ϕ)
)
d4x , (1.2.47)

where V (ϕ) = (∂aϕ̄∂
aϕ). Since the Lagrangian is linear in the velocities, we cannot solve for

33In the light-front literature, the helicity is more commonly denoted by λ. We will adopt this notation from
now on.
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the momenta Π and Π̄. At this point, an even simpler model is to take a single real scalar field

S2 ≡
∫

d4xL2 = −1
2

∫
∂µϕ∂

µϕ d4x = −
∫ (

∂+ϕϕ̇+ V (ϕ)
)
d4x , (1.2.48)

where V (ϕ) = 1
2
(∂aϕ∂

aϕ). Since we cannot solve for the velocity ϕ̇, we find a primary constraint:

Φ(x) = Π(x)− δL2

δ(ϕ̇(x))
= Π(x) + ∂+ϕ(x) , (1.2.49)

and the “naive” canonical Poisson brackets are then

[ϕ(x, x+),Π(y, y+)]x+=y+ = δ3(x− y) , (1.2.50)

where we have defined x = {x−, x, x̄}. The (extended) Hamiltonian is given by

H2 =

∫
d3x [V (ϕ) + u(x)Φ(x)] , (1.2.51)

where one needs to integrate over the equal-time x+ hypersurfaces. In fact, we do not have a

single constraint, but infinitely many of them, parameterized by the space point x. The (now

in plural) constraints are second class

[Φ(x),Φ(y)] = [Π(x), ∂+ϕ(y)] + [∂+ϕ(x),Π(y)] = 2∂+
x δ

3(x− y) . (1.2.52)

The factor of two above is crucial! Basically, the constraints “want” us to identify Π with

−∂+ϕ. A way to do it is to reduce everything to the constraint surface and to compute the

Dirac bracket. For a general system of second class constraints Φα one has

[F,G]D = [F,G]− [F,Φα]C
α,β[Φβ, G] , (1.2.53)

where Cα,β is the inverse of [Φα,Φβ]. In our case, the inverse has the kernel 1
2
(∂+)−1δ(x − y),

with (∂+)−1 understood as discussed above. The net effect is that the Dirac bracket differs

from the naive one by a factor of two

[ϕ(x, x+),Π(y, y+)]x+=y+ = 1
2
δ3(x− y) , (1.2.54)

and we can interpret Φ as −∂+ϕ. Curiously enough, one finds also

[ϕ(x, x+), ϕ(y, y+)]x+=y+ =
1

2∂+
δ3(x− y) , (1.2.55)

while in the initial system ϕ(x) were commuting to zero, of course. Coming back to the higher-
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spin fields, we find

[∂+
x ϕ

λ(x, x+), ϕs(y, y+)]x+=y+ =
1

2
δλ,−sδ3(x− y) , (1.2.56)

or, equivalently

[ϕλ(x, x+), ϕs(y, y+)]x+=y+ =
1

∂+
x − ∂+

y

δλ,−sδ3(x− y) . (1.2.57)

As standard in the Hamiltonian formulation, the Dirac bracket above gives the equation of

motion, and then the time evolution of the system via

Ḟ (ϕ) ≡ ∂−F (ϕ) = [F (ϕ), H2] . (1.2.58)

In particular, for F (ϕ) = ϕλ(x) we have

∂−ϕλ(x) = [ϕλ(x), H2] = −
∂∂̄

∂+
ϕλ(x) . (1.2.59)

The Poisson bracket with the factor of 1
2
just derived will be used many times in the text below.

Free field realisations. At this point, we can find a field realisation of the Poincaré algebra

on the “scalar” field ϕλ, see e.g. [138] for an excellent review of many aspects of the light-cone

formulation. The standard linear free field realisation of the Poincaré algebra (1.2.40a) is

[xµ, ∂ν ] = −ηµν , P µ · ϕλ = ∂µϕλ , Jµν · ϕλ = (xµ∂ν − xν∂µ + Sµν)ϕλ , (1.2.60)

where Sµν is the spin part of the angular momentum. It is straightforward to check that this

realisation does satisfy the Poincaré algebra. In the light-cone gauge, we require

S+µ · ϕλ = 0 , Sµν · ∂µϕλ = 0 , (1.2.61)

where the first condition tells us that the only non-zero components of Sµν are Sxx̄, Sx−, and

Sx̄−. The second condition tells us that we can express the components of Sx− and Sx̄− in

terms of Sxx̄ as

Sx− · ϕλ = −Sxx̄ · ∂

∂+
ϕλ , Sx̄− · ϕλ = Sxx̄ · ∂̄

∂+
ϕλ . (1.2.62)

Then, the helicity representation is specified by the action of Sxx̄ generating the Wigner little

group

Sxx̄ · ϕλ = −λϕλ , (1.2.63)

where λ is the helicity of the field. There is a formal way to prove that Sxx̄ does really correspond

to the helicity operator and then λ to the helicity, defined as the proportionality coefficients

between the Pauli-Lubanski pseudovector W µ and the momenta P µ; see Appendix B of [130]
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for a clear explanation. Notice that the fact that the field transforms non-trivially under Sxx̄ is

what distinguishes a scalar field from a spinning field. We can go through the same argument

starting from the complex conjugate field ϕ−λ.

The free action (1.2.47) is Poincaré invariant, by checking it is invariant under the transfor-

mations (1.2.60). We can read the Noether current associated with them:

P µ : T µ,ν =
∑
λ

δL2

δ(∂νϕλ)
∂µϕλ − ηµνL2 , (1.2.64)

Jµν : Lµν,ρ = xµT ν,ρ − xνT µ,ρ +Rµν,ρ , (1.2.65)

where T µ,ν is the energy-momentum tensor and Lµν,ρ the angular-momentum tensor, with Rµν,ρ

the spin part

Rµν,ρ =
∑
λ

δL2

δ(∂ρϕλ)
Sµνϕλ . (1.2.66)

The Noether charges can be found by integrating over a fixed-time hypersurface as

P µ
2 =

∫
d3xT µ,+ , Jµν

2 =

∫
d3xLµν,+ , (1.2.67)

and explicitly, they read as

P µ
2 = −

∑
λ

∫
d3x∂+ϕ−λpµ2ϕ

λ , Jµν
2 = −

∑
λ

∫
d3x∂+ϕ−λjµν2 ϕλ . (1.2.68)

The terms pµ2 and jµν2 above correspond to the free field realisation (1.2.60) of the Poincaré

algebra rewritten in light-cone coordinates. The kinematical operators are

p+2 = ∂+ , p2 = ∂ , p̄2 = ∂̄ , (1.2.69a)

jx+2 = x∂+ , jx̄+2 = x̄∂+ , j−+
2 = −x−∂+ , (1.2.69b)

jxx̄2 = x∂̄ + x̄∂ − λ , (1.2.69c)

and the dynamical generators are

p−2 = h2 = −
∂∂̄

∂+
, jx−2 = −x∂∂̄

∂+
− x−∂ + λ

∂

∂+
, jx̄−2 = −x̄∂∂̄

∂+
− x−∂̄ − λ

∂̄

∂+
. (1.2.70)

As it should be, the charges generate the algebra via the commutator (still the Poisson bracket,

in fact):

[ϕλ, P µ
2 ] = pµ2ϕ

λ , [ϕλ, Jµν
2 ] = jµν2 ϕλ , (1.2.71)

where for p−2 = h2 and P−
2 = H2 we correctly reproduce the Hamiltonian evolution.

Momentum space. In the core of the thesis, we will work with fields in the momentum

space. We introduce here the notation and conventions for the Fourier transformations with
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respect to x− and the transverse directions x and x̄ as

ϕ(x, x+) =
1

(2π)
3
2

∫
ϕ(p, x+)ei(x

−p++x·p)d3p , (1.2.72)

ϕ(p, x+) =
1

(2π)
3
2

∫
ϕ(x, x+)e−i(x−p++p·x)d3x , (1.2.73)

followed by a change of variables p = iq, in order to avoid complex i factors around. Effectively,

the Fourier transform amounts to the replacement

∂

∂xµ
→ qµ , xµ → − ∂

∂qµ
, (1.2.74)

and by analogy with the coordinate space, we denote q = {q+, q, q̄}. We also adopt the notation

ϕλ
q ≡ ϕλ(q+, q, q̄, x+ = 0) . (1.2.75)

The free field realisation of the kinematical Poincaré generators becomes34

p+2 = β , p2 = q , p̄2 = q̄ , (1.2.76a)

jx+2 = −β ∂

∂q̄
, jx̄+2 = −β ∂

∂q
, j−+

2 = −Nβ − 1 = − ∂

∂β
β , (1.2.76b)

jxx̄2 = Nq −Nq̄ − λ , (1.2.76c)

where Nq = q∂q and Nq̄ = q̄∂q̄ are the Euler operators. The dynamical generators are

h2 = −
qq̄

β
, jx−2 =

∂

∂q̄

qq̄

β
+ q

∂

∂β
+ λ

q

β
, jx̄−2 =

∂

∂q

qq̄

β
+ q̄

∂

∂β
− λ

q̄

β
. (1.2.77)

The equal-time commutator in terms of the Fourier transformed fields becomes

[ϕλ
q , ϕ

s
p] = δλ,−s δ

3(q + p)

2q+
, (1.2.78)

and the Noether charges, by the Fourier transform of (1.2.68), take the form

P µ
2 = −

∑
λ

∫
d3q d3p δ3(q + p)p+ϕ−λ

p pµ2(q, ∂q)ϕ
λ
q , (1.2.79)

Jµν
2 = −

∑
λ

∫
d3q d3p δ3(q + p)p+ϕ−λ

p jµν2 (q, ∂q)ϕ
λ
q , (1.2.80)

where once we solve for the delta function δ3(q + p) we get

Qξ =

∫
d3q q+ϕ−λ

−qOξ(q, ∂q)ϕ
λ
q . (1.2.81)

34Following standard notations in the light-cone, we rename β = p+.
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This is the general form of the Poincaré charges, where ξ is the generator of the Poincaré algebra

associated with a Killing vector ξ. For ξµ = aµ and ξµ = bµνxν , we recover the standard free

charges.

The Poincaré algebra is realised via the commutator in the usual way

δξϕ
λ
q = [ϕλ

q , Qξ] . (1.2.82)

Notice that the action of the free charges differs from (1.2.60)-(1.2.63). This is the case because

we realised the symmetries on the hypersurface at x+ = 0, then the x+ dependence disappears.

The action of a generator realised on an equal-time surface with x+ ̸= 0 is related to its

realization at x+ = 0 through the Hamiltonian equations of motion.

Notice that due to the nontrivial integration measure q+ in (1.2.81), the conjugate operators

are defined as

O† = − 1

q+
OT (−q)q+ , (1.2.83)

where the transposed operator is defined as usual via integration by parts, e.g. qT = q, ∂T
q =

−∂q. In particular, the generators of the Poincaré algebra are Hermitian O† = O, like p† = p.

Using the Dirac bracket (1.2.78) and

δξϕ
λ
q =

1

2
Oξϕ

λ
q +

1

2
O†

ξϕ
λ
q = Oξϕ

λ
q , (1.2.84)

for Hermitian operators, one can verify that the following is satisfied:

[Qξ, Qη] = Q[ξ,η] , [δξ, δη] = δ[ξ,η] . (1.2.85)

This relation implies that the algebra satisfied by the charges is the same as the one realised by

the symmetry generators (i.e. the Killing vectors ξ). A useful formula that is used to compute

the constraints is

[F (ϕ), Qξ] =

∫
dvOξ(v)ϕ

λ
v

∂

∂ϕλ
v

F (ϕ) . (1.2.86)

This section provided the essential toolkit needed to understand, compute, and analyse both the

kinematical and dynamical constraints. However, we will not solve these constraints explicitly

here. Instead, our focus will be on examining the results and offering a series of observations.

For a detailed treatment of the explicit solutions, we refer the reader to [6, 123, 130], as well

as to the introduction of Chapter 4.

Deformation procedure. To start the light-front deformation procedure, we need a general

ansatz for the dynamical generators at the interacting level. The three dynamical generators

take the form

H = P− = H2 +
∑
n

Hn , Jx− = Jx−
2 +

∑
n

Jx−
n , J x̄− = J x̄−

2 +
∑
n

J x̄−
n , (1.2.87)
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where

Hn =
∑
λi

∫
d3nq δ3

(∑
i

qi

)
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (1.2.88)

Jx−
n =

∑
λi

∫
d3nq δ3

(∑
i

qi

)[
jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (1.2.89)

J x̄−
n =

∑
λi

∫
d3nq δ3

(∑
i

qi

)[
j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂qj

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn . (1.2.90)

To simplify notation, we denote the densities35 as

hn = hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

, jn = jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn
, j̄n = j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

. (1.2.91)

All the effort is now devoted to constraining — and, when possible, determining — the precise

structure of these densities.

Let us now make a few remarks concerning this specific choice of generators:

• The delta function imposes the conservation of the total momenta q+ and transverse

momenta q and q̄ as a consequence of the translation invariance imposed by P+ and PA.

• The operators hn, jn and j̄n do all depend on transversal momenta qi, q̄i and q+i , but

not on the time x+ and, hence, its momenta q−i since we need to construct generators at

x+ = 0 only.

• For cubic vertices, the combination qiq̄i can be eliminated via a field redefinition

h2(qi) ≡ −
qiq̄i
βi

. (1.2.92)

At the cubic level, a field redefinition is closely related to going on-shell (i.e. setting H2 =

0). However, this equivalence no longer holds at higher orders. For a detailed discussion

of field redefinitions within the Hamiltonian light-front framework, see Appendix B of

[128].

• The explicit hn correction to both Jx− and J x̄− is a trick which slightly simplifies the

remaining kinematical constraints for jn and j̄n.

• The form of the three densities hn, jn, and j̄n is not only tightly constrained by both

kinematical and dynamical constraints, but, most importantly, is constrained by locality.

The locality requirement rules out any terms involving 1
q
or/and 1

q̄
, which would introduce

genuine non-localities. However, as previously noted, terms like 1
β
are allowed, since they

naturally arise from solving the equations of motion and do not signal physical non-

locality. Furthermore, permitting more severe forms of non-locality — such as dividing

35We call them densities because we integrate them.
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by the free Hamiltonian 1
H2

— would trivialise the deformation procedure, in the sense

that any interaction would appear to be consistent.

We can rewrite the dynamical constraints (1.2.46) as

[Ja−, J c−] = 0 ⇐⇒ [Ja−
2 , J c−

n ]− [J c−
2 , Ja−

n ] =
∑
i,j>2

i+j=n+2

[J c−
i , Ja−

j ] , (1.2.93)

[Ja−, H2] = 0 ⇐⇒ [Ja−
2 , Hn]− [H2, J

a−
n ] =

∑
i,j>2

i+j=n+2

[Hi, J
a−
j ] . (1.2.94)

Interestingly, in Appendix B of [6], it was proved that the [Ja−, J c−] = 0 constraint is auto-

matically satisfied provided that the [Ja−, H2] = 0 constraint is solved and Ja− is solved for in

terms of H at any given order.

Kinematical constraints. These constraints can be solved exactly. Those involving P+ and

PA are solved by the delta functions enforcing momentum conservation. The analysis of the

remaining kinematical constraints can be found in [6]. The outcome is that all densities must

depend on specific combinations of momenta, denoted Pij, defined as

Pij = qiβj − qjβi , P̄ij = q̄iβj − q̄jβi , (1.2.95)

where P̄ij = −P̄ji and Pij = −Pji. In four dimensions, there are N − 2 such independent

variables for an N -point function. Once these N − 2 independent variables are chosen, the

kinematical constraints require that the densities be expressed in the following form:

hn = hn(Pij, P̄ij, βk) , (1.2.96)

jn = jn(Pij, P̄ij, βk) , same for j̄n . (1.2.97)

We also find the following homogeneity conditions

hn : #P̄−#P =
∑
k

λk , #P̄+#P = −#β , (1.2.98)

jn : #P̄−#P =
∑
k

λk − 1 , #P̄+#P = −#β , (1.2.99)

j̄n : #P̄−#P =
∑
k

λk + 1 , #P̄+#P = −#β . (1.2.100)

Cubic Dynamical constraints. The cubic dynamical constraints determine the form of the

cubic vertices, up to an overall coefficient — the coupling constant. For three-point vertices,

with N = 3, there is only one independent variable P and one P̄. In particular, after imposing

momentum conservation, we find

P12 = P23 = P31 = P =
1

3

[
(β1 − β2)q3 + (β2 − β3)q1 + (β3 − β1)q2

]
, (1.2.101)
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and the same for P̄. Both P and P̄ are cyclic invariant, then σ123P = P, and σ123P̄ = P̄.
The restriction to the cubic order of the dynamical constraint (1.2.94) is

[H, Ja−]
∣∣∣
3
= [H3, J

a−
2 ]− [Ja−

3 , H2] = 0 . (1.2.102)

This can be solved, and leads to the classification of cubic vertices in the light-cone gauge:

hλ1,λ2,λ3 =Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

+ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

, (1.2.103)

jλ1,λ2,λ3 =
2

3
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (1.2.104)

j̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = −
2

3
C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

P−λ123−1

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (1.2.105)

with λ123 = λ1 + λ2 + λ3 and we defined

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 = β1(λ2 − λ3) + β2(λ3 − λ1) + β3(λ1 − λ2) , (1.2.106)

while C and C̄ are the holomorphic and anti-holomorphic coupling constants, respectively.

Some observations are in order:

• An interesting feature of the cubic interactions, which is hard to see in any covariant de-

scription, is that the vertices split into holomorphic, P-dependent, and anti-holomorphic,

P̄-dependent. Indeed, field redefinition at the cubic level (1.2.92) allows one to eliminate

any power of PP̄ ∼ H2 (via an appropriate canonical transformation) but not P or P̄
separately. Covariant descriptions usually lead to some PP̄-terms by default. This split

is fundamental for identifying the chiral higher-spin theory, as it isolates the two distinct

chiral sectors of the cubic vertices.

• The dynamical information about the theory is encoded in the coupling constants Cλ1,λ2,λ3

and C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 . Note that λ1+λ2+λ3 > 0 for Cλ1,λ2,λ3 unless λi = 0 and λ1+λ2+λ3 < 0

for C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 unless λi = 036. There is a unique λi = 0 vertex, which corresponds to

(ϕ0)3. It is a matter of choice where to put this scalar cubic self-interaction, into C or C̄.

• To have the right dimension, we should set

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (ℓP )
λ1+λ2+λ3−1cλ1,λ2,λ3 , (1.2.107)

where c are dimensionless and ℓP is some constant of length. Any choice of c leads to a

theory that is consistent up to the cubic order. At this order, all interactions do not feel

36These constraints on the helicities arise from the light-front locality condition, which forbids inverse powers
of q and q̄. In terms of P and P̄, this translates into the requirement that only non-negative powers of P and P̄
are allowed.
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each other’s presence since the constraint (1.2.102) is a linear equation with respect to

H3, J3, i.e. any linear combination of solutions is a solution again.

• Let us notice that even if in (1.2.103)-(1.2.105) we displayed both the value of the Hamil-

tonian and the boost densities, the latter are not independent from the former, and we

can always find jn and j̄n starting from hn. Conceptually, this is clear; the theory must

be completely specified by the form of the Hamiltonian H, and the boosts Jx− and J x̄−

must follow from it.37

Light-front vs covariant cubic vertices. The classification of light-front cubic vertices is

given in equation (1.2.103). A parallel classification exists in covariant approaches; for our

purposes, we refer the reader to [112, 120]. The literature on the subject is extensive — for a

slightly broader overview, see also the references in [6]. In the covariant (Fronsdal) formalism,

one generically has two cubic vertices (this holds specifically in 4d) for any triplet of spins

in 4d. As we can see from (1.2.103), there exists a specific vertex hλ1,λ2,λ3 for every possible

combination of helicities (λ1, λ2, λ3). Therefore, the two classifications do not coincide: the

light-front approach allows for a broader set of vertices. This mismatch can be attributed to

two reasons. First, in covariant approaches, the existence of interactions heavily depends on

the field content; for example, the local electromagnetic interaction mediated by Aµ would look

non-local in terms of the field strength Fµν , i.e. we cannot realize the minimal electromagnetic

interaction with Fµν provided the locality is under control. Second, the notion of locality

between the two formalisms can differ. Indeed, some light-front vertices can be written in

covariant form only at the cost of introducing some non-localities [139].

To clearly illustrate the difference between the two approaches, we can list, for each triplet

of spins38 (s1, s2, s3), the possible number of interaction vertices in both frameworks. In the

light-front approach, one can distinguish between different types of vertices using the total

helicity sum |λ1 + λ2 + λ3| , which corresponds to the total power of P or P̄. In coordinate

space, this translates to the total number of derivatives appearing in the vertex (whenever it

has a realization via the Fronsdal field). Instead, in the covariant approach, we can write the

total number of derivatives. In the light-front approach, we have the following independent

vertices with P̄

(+s1,+s2,+s3) , (+s1,+s2,−s3) , (+s1,−s2,+s3) ,

(−s1,+s2,+s3) , (+s1,−s2,−s3) ,
(1.2.108)

and similarly for the P-vertices, where all signs have to be flipped. Let us order spins as

s1 ≥ s2 ≥ s3. It is important that the last (+ − −)-configuration is only available when

s1 > s2 + s3, while the second to last is when s1 < s2 + s3. Therefore, we always have four

P̄-vertices. These are, however, not real and are not parity invariant on their own. Remember

37The procedure to extract jn and j̄n once hn is known is described in section 3.1 of [127].
38By spin we refer to the modulus of the helicity, s = |λ|. Hence, s is always positive, with λ = ±s.
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that parity has the following effect

P (ϕλ) = ϕ−λ , P (Cλi) = C−λi , P (P) = P̄ . (1.2.109)

Therefore, to have parity invariant vertices, the independent vertices with opposite helicities

must both be present and with the same coupling constant. This yields 4 parity invariant

vertices.

In contrast, in the covariant formulation, there exist only two vertices. With s1 ≥ s2 ≥ s3

we find the following helicity configurations:

(+s1,+s2,+s3)⊕ (−s1,−s2,−s3) , (+s1,+s2,−s3)⊕ (−s1,−s2,+s3) . (1.2.110)

For a more detailed account of the various types of vertices — such as current interactions,

abelian vertices, and, most notably, the non-abelian ones — see [6, 120]. In particular, one can

see the two-derivative gravitational interactions corresponding to (+s,−s,+2) and (−s,+s,−2)
helicity configurations.

Let us also point out that the classification of the vertices coincides with the one that

can be quite easily obtained in the spinor-helicity formalism. However, there is an important

distinction. In the light-front approach, the vertices (1.2.103) are actual densities, used to

construct the interacting Hamiltonian of the system. As such, they carry off-shell information

— something not accessible in the purely on-shell spinor-helicity framework [140, 141]. This

justifies the more involved procedure required to derive them.

Quartic-order, Metsaev solution and Chiral higher-spin theory. The first challenging

constraint comes at the quartic order. It is at the quartic order that the spectrum of a theory

gets fixed, as well as all the cubic couplings. The constraint (1.2.94) at the quartic order is

[H, Ja−]
∣∣∣
4
= [H4, J

a−
2 ] + [H3, J

a−
3 ]− [Ja−

4 , H2] = 0 . (1.2.111)

A remarkable property of (1.2.111) observed in [4] is that the chiral sectors receive no contri-

bution from H4 and Ja−
4 .39 In other words, there are two closed subsystems of equations, for

CC and for C̄C̄, that are independent of higher orders:

[H3(P̄), Jx−
3 ] = 0 , [H3(P), J x̄−

3 ] = 0 . (1.2.112)

These equations are very constraining, especially for higher-spin fields. Solving the holomorphic

(CC) or anti-holomorphic (C̄C̄) constraint allows one to find the allowed spectrum and cubic

vertices and to fix all the couplings Cλ1,λ2,λ3 . This is the Metsaev solution, originally discovered

by Metsaev in [4, 5]. However, it was only in [6] that it was realized that, by truncating

the theory to a single chiral sector — either holomorphic or anti-holomorphic — the resulting

39This becomes clear by analyzing the homogeneity degree in q and q̄ of the various subsectors of the com-
mutators, and observing that the chiral sectors decouple and must be consistent independently of the quartic
generators.
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theory becomes consistent at all orders on its own, without the need for higher-order interaction

vertices.

The Metsaev solution completely determines all cubic couplings to take the following form:

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 =
(ℓp)

λ123−1

Γ(λ1 + λ2 + λ3)
, C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 =

(ℓ̄p)
λ123−1

Γ(λ1 + λ2 + λ3)
. (1.2.113)

Moreover, if one requires the theory to be unitary and parity invariant, the coupling constants

above must satisfy the relation:

C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = (Cλ1,λ2,λ3)∗ . (1.2.114)

This condition then requires the inclusion of higher-point vertices, in addition to the cubic ones,

in order to ensure the consistency of the theory. In the final chapter, we will analyse the full

quartic constraint and study the quartic vertices.

Chiral higher-spin theory is defined as the maximal consistent theory that includes all cubic

vertices of a single chirality (practically speaking, we mean that it includes only C or only

C̄ couplings, i.e. the total helicity in every vertex is either positive, for the chiral theory, or

negative, for the anti-chiral one) — either holomorphic or anti-holomorphic. When fields are

assumed to transform in a specific representation (which we will discuss in more detail later in

the thesis) of a gauge group G, all such chiral vertices are activated. In the absence of a gauge

group, only the vertices with an even number of derivatives — i.e. those for which |λ1+λ2+λ3|
is even — are allowed, as a consequence of the symmetry property of the cubic vertices.

Simple actions for chiral theories. Using the cubic vertices (1.2.103) we can write down

in a simple way some consistent to all orders cubic actions. The action for SDYM in the

light-front, which was first given by Chalmers and Siegel in [142], is

S =

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 δ
3(q1 + q2)(ϕ

−1
q1
)a
q2q̄2
β2

(ϕ1
q2
)a

+

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 d
3q3 δ

3(q1 + q2 + q3)gfabc
P̄12

β1β2

β3(ϕ
1
q1
)a(ϕ1

q2
)b(ϕ−1

q3
)c ,

(1.2.115)

where g ∼ C1,1,−1 is the SDYM coupling constant and fabc is the structure constant of some Lie

algebra g. By varying (1.2.115) with respect to ϕ−1, we obtain the SDYM equations of motion

for the helicity +1 field in the light-front. Once rewritten in the coordinate representation, we

get

2(ϕ1(x))a − 2fabc∂
+

(
∂̄

∂+
(ϕ1(x))b(ϕ1(x))c

)
= 0 , (1.2.116)

where we used the antisymmetry of fabc to simplify the result.
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The action for SDGR in the light-front was also given by Chalmers and Siegel in [142], is

S =

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 δ
3(q1 + q2)ϕ

−2
q1

q2q̄2
β2

ϕ2
q2

+

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 d
3q3 δ

3(q1 + q2 + q3)g
P̄2
12

β2
1β

2
2

β2
3ϕ

2
q1
ϕ2
q2
ϕ−2
q3

,

(1.2.117)

where g ∼ C2,2,−2 is the SDGR coupling constant. By varying (1.2.117) with respect to ϕ−2, we

obtain the SDGR equations of motion for the helicity +2 field in the light-front. Once rewritten

in the coordinate representation, we get

2ϕ2(x) + 2g(∂+)2
(

∂̄2

(∂+)2
ϕ2(x)ϕ2(x)− ∂̄

∂+
ϕ2(x)

∂̄

∂+
ϕ2(x)

)
= 0 . (1.2.118)

The action for a general chiral higher-spin theory in the light-front is

S =
1

2

∑
λ

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 δ
3(q1 + q2)ϕ

−λ
q1

q2q̄2
β2

ϕλ
q2

+
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d3q1 d

3q2 d
3q3 δ

3(q1 + q2 + q3)C
λ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123
12

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
,

(1.2.119)

where λ123 = λ1+λ2+λ3 and Cλ1,λ2,λ3 denote the coupling constants of the theory, which must

be properly fixed in the case of a specific chiral higher-spin theory. A more detailed discussion

of this point will be provided in the core of the thesis.
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Chapter 2

On classification of (self-dual)

higher-spin gravities in flat space

Abstract: There1 is a great number of higher-spin gravities in 3d that can have both finite

and infinite spectra of fields and can be formulated as Chern-Simons theories. It was believed

that this is impossible in higher dimensions, where higher-spin fields do have propagating

degrees of freedom. We show that there are infinitely many higher-spin theories in the 4d flat

space featuring nontrivial local interactions that can have either a finite or infinite number of

fields. We classify all one- and two-derivative (i.e. with gauge and gravitational interactions)

higher-spin theories by solving the holomorphic constraint in the light-cone gauge obtained by

Metsaev. Therefore, these theories are consistent subsectors of the higher-spin extensions of

self-dual Yang-Mills/gravity, which in turn are truncations of the chiral higher-spin gravity.

1The content of this chapter is identical to the content of the paper.

39
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2.1 Introduction

The basic idea of looking for extensions of gravity by massless fields with higher spins dates

back to at least as early as [80]. The first candidate spectrum of a higher-spin theory was

proposed in [45] and contains massless fields of all spins from 0 to ∞. It was obtained via

the representation theory of the AdS4 symmetry group, which, in modern terms, corresponds

to working out the spectrum of single-trace operators in the free vector model and using the

AdS/CFT dictionary to read off the spectrum of the dual theory. It also came with the idea

[143] that interactions of higher-spin fields have something to do with the scattering of dipoles

— bilinears in the free fields — on the boundary of AdS4, which was a precursor to the modern

AdS/CFT duality with vector models on the boundary, see e.g. [144–148].

Despite the above mentioned initial input, where it is AdS4 and not the flat space that

played a role, the systematic study of possible interactions had first been started in the light-

front approach2 by Bengtsson, Bengtsson and Brink [1–3] in the flat space with the complete

classification of cubic vertices obtained in [3]. Around the same time, the first covariant cubic

vertices had been found in [110, 113], where it also became evident that the smallest spectrum

of fields to admit consistent interactions has to be infinite and unbounded in spin. One cannot

help mentioning numerous no-go theorems, most notably the Weinberg low energy theorem

[149] and the Coleman-Mandula theorem [150] that seem to shut down the whole higher-spin

idea. Analogues of both Weinberg’s and Coleman-Mandula theorems can be extended to AdSd

[151–156].3 However, these results mostly indicate that higher-spin theories should be integrable

in some sense, in particular, the S-matrix must be trivial or simple enough, rather than telling

anything about the (non)-existence of these theories as field theories.

The present understanding of the problem of higher-spin interactions is that it is difficult for

the masslessness of higher-spin fields to coexist with the usual requirements of locality within

the field theory approach.4 This problem is insensitive to the sign of the cosmological constant.

However, it takes a rather technical argument to see how the construction of interactions order

by order breaks down in the flat space, see e.g. [112, 123, 157], while it is much easier to arrive

at the same conclusion for the negative cosmological constant by using AdS/CFT [158–161],

2Introduced in a seminal paper by Dirac [93].
3The initial impulse towards anti-de Sitter space [118] was triggered by the fact that these analogues had

not yet been available and by the encouraging result [118] on the construction of “gravitational interactions”
of higher-spin fields that avoid the no-go of [116]. However, the cubic gravitational interactions in the flat
space were also constructed with the help of the light-front approach, the same year, as a part of the complete
classification [3]. As discussed in [122], the “non-existence” of the gravitational interactions for higher-spin fields
in flat space [116] is related to a somewhat degenerate nature of the description based on symmetric (Fronsdal)
fields and is not an invariant statement about higher-spin fields. In particular, the “gravitational” interaction
of [118] is a linear combination of several independent (the minimal and nonminimal) vertices in the light-cone
gauge.

4One of the possible applications of higher-spin gravities, apart from the general search for fundamental
interactions, is to provide simple models of quantum gravity where the extended symmetry associated with
massless fields should eliminate counterterms. One would not expect a quantum gravity model to be a local
field theory, which can partially explain why it is difficult to stick to the usual definitions of locality when
higher-spin fields are involved. Therefore, the higher-spin problem can also be rephrased as how to deal with
nonlocalities that higher-spin fields usually lead to.
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see, however, [162].

There are a number of well-defined, i.e. local or perturbatively local, higher-spin gravities

known to date. In lower dimensions, d < 4, the graviton and massless higher-spin fields do not

have propagating degrees of freedom, which neutralizes the locality problem. Also, the famous

no-go theorems do not apply. For example, there is a great number of (matter-free) higher-

spin gravities in 3d (purely massless, conformal and partially-massless) that can be formulated

with the help of the Chern-Simons theory with a Lie algebra into which the gravitational sl2

subalgebra is embedded in a sufficiently nontrivial way, [163–170]. An example of a matter-

coupled theory has recently been constructed in [171]. In d = 2 one can use the BF-theory in

a similar way [172].

In d ≥ 4 the situation has been more complicated and, for that reason, less rich in models.

The first perturbatively local theory has been the conformal higher-spin gravity of Segal and

Tseytlin [173–176], which is a higher-spin extension of conformal gravity. The local Weyl

symmetry keeps interactions perturbatively local. A recent example is chiral higher-spin gravity

[4–6, 123], which can be thought of as a higher-spin extension of self-dual Yang-Mills theory

and of self-dual gravity at the same time. The theory admits two simple contractions that are

higher-spin extensions either of self-dual Yang-Mills (HS-SDYM) or of self-dual gravity (HS-

SDGR) [122, 123]. Chiral theory and its contractions can also be double-copied [177] to give

theories with even bigger spectra. Recently, a quasi-chiral theory has also been found [178].

All of these theories have an infinite, unbounded in spin, spectrum of fields.5

Let us stress that the light-front approach has always played an important role in the study

of higher-spin interactions, see e.g. [121, 128, 181, 182].6 Its main appealing feature is that all

unphysical degrees of freedom are eliminated and one can get unambiguous results concerning

(non)existence of certain interactions.7 In the present paper, we study the consistency condition

that appears at the quartic order in the light-cone gauge. It was obtained and analysed by

Metsaev in [4, 5]. An immediate consequence [6] of this result is the existence of chiral higher-

spin gravity.8 What we show is that there are more sufficiently interesting solutions hidden in

there.

In a few words, the analysis of the quartic consistency proceeds as follows. One begins with

5One can also mention a higher-spin extension of the IKKT matrix model [179], which is a noncommutative
field theory with higher-spin fields in the spectrum. Also, one can try to reverse-engineer the AdS/CFT duals
of the vector models, see e.g. [180].

6To be fair, one should also mention covariant results, e.g. [120, 183–185], see also a very general review [10].
7Any covariant approach picks a certain embedding of the physical degrees of freedom into a Lorentz-

covariant field and, depending on the embedding, may miss important types of interactions. For example, the
conclusion of [116] that there are no gravitational interactions of higher-spin fields relied on a particular choice
of a Lorentz-covariant field, while gravitational two-derivative interactions are present on the list [3] within the
light-front approach. Similarly, while the graviton described by the symmetric tensor allows one to construct
the usual gravitational interactions, it is impossible to do so if a different Lorentz tensor is chosen [186].

8Note that the light-cone approach is instrumental in getting sharp no-go’s [123] or existence statements
[6]. However, once some positive result is established, it is also helpful to have a Lorentz-invariant formulation,
e.g. to study solutions, compute amplitudes, extend the results into (anti)-de Sitter space, some of which was
achieved for chiral higher-spin gravity in [187–193]. Still, the first quantum corrections have been computed in
the light-cone gauge [194–198]. Another interesting direction is AdS/CFT duality for chiral higher-spin gravity
[189, 199–201].
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some cubic interaction vertex Vλ1,λ2,λ3 , which also implies the presence of fields with helicities

λ1,2,3 in the spectrum. Every light-cone vertex leads to the standard spinor-helicity amplitude,

e.g.

Vλ1,λ2,λ3

∣∣∣
on-shell

∼ [12]λ1+λ2−λ3 [23]λ2+λ3−λ1 [13]λ1+λ3−λ2 ,
∑

λi > 0 (2.1.1)

and there is a similar expression with ⟨|⟩ when
∑

λi < 0. The propagator connects +λ to −λ.
The quartic light-cone constraint is equivalent to the Poincaré invariance of the S-matrix, see

e.g. [127]. To have a nontrivial quartic constraint, one either has λi = −λj among the already

introduced vertices or has to add more fields/interactions to “make them talk” to each other.9

However, the quartic constraint may not be satisfied as is and may force one to introduce more

exchange diagrams and, hence, more fields/interactions.

Quite often, the process does not stop till the chiral higher-spin gravity is reached. One

can confine oneself to gauge and gravitational interactions (i.e. one- and two-derivative ones)

that are present in the contractions — HS-SDYM and HS-SDGR — of the chiral higher-spin

gravity. As we show, there are still many nontrivial solutions in this subclass of interactions,

and we classify them all. Therefore, all the theories we found belong to the class of higher-spin

extensions of self-dual Yang-Mills and of self-dual gravity. In a bit more detail, we have found

9 families of HS-SDGR-like theories with finitely many fields (plus 4 particular cases) and 3

families with infinitely many fields. As for HS-SDYM-like theories, we have found 8 families

with finitely many fields (plus 2 particular cases) and 2 families with infinitely many fields.

It is tempting to make a parallel with the matter-free higher-spin gravities in 3d, which can

always be formulated as Chern-Simons theories [167]. They provide a huge variety of options

to have a finite number of higher-spin fields. Our results reveal that the case of 4d is somewhat

similar if one restricts oneself to holomorphic/anti-holomorphic interactions/amplitudes.

Among other highlights, one can mention that there are particular low-spin couplings, e.g.

V−1,0,2, that induce higher-spin amplitudes from the Poincaré invariance of the S-matrix, which

is surprising. There are also consistent solutions with both a finite spectrum and higher-

derivative nonabelian interactions. We also find that it is possible for the graviton to have

colour (multi-graviton theories) once we restrict to the self-dual subsector. Another curiosity

is that there are solutions with fractional helicities, e.g. λ = 2/3, 4/3, ..., which, at least at

present, are more of an oddity.

The outline of the paper is as follows: In Section 2.2, we briefly summarise the derivation

of the holomorphic quartic constraint, along with some basics of the light-front approach to

higher-spin interactions. In Section 2.3, we review and extend the solution of the holomorphic

constraint [4–6, 123, 202] to all integer spins, allowing for arbitrary couplings involving both

even- and odd-derivative interactions. We also analyse the constraint in the presence of a

9Of course, one can always introduce abelian interactions, which correspond to all λ1,2,3 > 0 or λ1,2,3 < 0 in
a vertex or have a non-abelian interaction that is, nevertheless, consistent on its own because one cannot even
form an exchange diagram, e.g. one can take vertex V666,−13,−42 and it does not lead to any nontrivial quartic
constraint.
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U(N) gauge group. In Section 2.4, we present our main results: the complete classification of

two-derivative chiral higher-spin theories, all of which are contained within HS-SDGR, and the

classification of all one-derivative chiral higher-spin theories in the presence of a gauge group,

contained within HS-SDYM. We also discuss the higher-derivative case and highlight some

interesting features. Additionally, we provide explicit solutions for the couplings in certain

chiral higher-spin theories. In Section 2.5, we compute the 4-pt amplitudes of a generic chiral

higher-spin theory. Finally, in Section 2.6, we conclude with some comments and outline

possible directions for future work.

We also include five appendices. In Appendix 2.7, we settle our notation and review stan-

dard results of the light-front approach to massless higher-spin fields. In Appendix 2.8, we

provide some simple yet useful formulas used in the main text. In Appendix 2.9, we solve the

holomorphic constraint for the low-derivative cases. In Appendix 2.10, we consider the holo-

morphic constraint for the gauge groups SO(N) and USp(N). In Appendix 2.11, we consider

the holomorphic constraint for the case where all fields take values in the adjoint representation

of some Lie algebra of internal symmetry.

2.2 Quartic higher-spin Lorentz constraints

We begin by reviewing the derivation of the quartic holomorphic constraint. To construct

higher-spin vertices in 4d flat space using the light-cone gauge, one begins by expressing the

Poincaré algebra generators in terms of free fields. These are initially quadratic in the fields.

The idea is to deform them by adding higher-order local terms and require that the modified

generators continue to satisfy the Poincaré algebra, order by order in the fields.

An extensive study of this approach to construct consistent interactions for massless higher-

spin fields, along with various results, can be found in [6]. We review some relevant notation

and results in Appendix 2.7. Here, we begin by recalling the results for the cubic vertices and

boost generators, which are fixed up to field redefinitions to be

hλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

+ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

, (2.2.1)

jλ1,λ2,λ3 =
2

3
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (2.2.2)

j̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = −
2

3
C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

P−λ123−1

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (2.2.3)

where λ123 = λ1+λ2+λ3. Here, C
λ1,λ2,λ3 are coupling constants and the main task is to deter-

mine which ones lead to consistent theories, i.e. which couplings may not be zero and what the

relations between various couplings are. Written in this form, the cubic vertices exhibit a clear

separation between holomorphic and anti-holomorphic components, corresponding respectively

to the terms involving P̄ and P in the equations above. These expressions can be used to

construct the Hamiltonian H and the dynamical boost generators Jz− and J z̄− via Eqs. (2.7.8)
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and (2.7.9).

By examining the expressions for H and the dynamical boosts Jz−, J z̄−, we can assume

certain symmetry properties of the couplings Cλ1,λ2,λ3 to simplify our computations.10 Indeed,

one can observe that the parity under the exchange (λi, qi) ↔ (λj, qj) of both hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

and

jq1,q2,q3λ1,λ2,λ3
is given by (−)λ123 . Indeed, we have11

Hλ1,λ2,λ3

3 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

) P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (2.2.4)

Hλ2,λ1,λ3

3 = Cλ2,λ1,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

) P̄λ123

βλ2
1 βλ1

2 βλ3
3

ϕλ2
q1
ϕλ1
q2
ϕλ3
q3

q1↔q2
= (−)λ123Cλ2,λ1,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

) P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (2.2.5)

and the same symmetry considerations apply to the boost generators. Therefore, we can assume

that the coupling constants are symmetric for even-derivative interactions and antisymmetric

for odd-derivative ones:

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (2.2.6)

where σ ∈ Σ3 represents an odd permutation. Then we can use the following form for the

generators:

H3 =
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (2.2.7)

Jz−
3 =

∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jq1,q2,q3λ1,λ2,λ3

− 1

3
hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (2.2.8)

i.e. to sum over all triplets of helicities instead of all distinct (up to permutation) triplets. This

observation also implies that odd-derivative couplings involving at least two identical fields12

vanish by symmetry Cλ,λ,λ′ ≡ 0.

The quartic dynamical constraint takes the simple form

H2j
z−
4 = Jz−

2 h4 + [H3, J
z−
3 ] . (2.2.9)

We can observe, by examining the degree of homogeneity of q, that these two conditions must

be satisfied independently

[H3(P̄), J3] = 0, [H3(P), J̄3] = 0 . (2.2.10)

We refer to them, respectively, as holomorphic and anti-holomorphic quartic constraints.

10This assumption is harmless, as it can be made without loss of generality.
11For simplicity, we focus only on the holomorphic part, but the same reasoning applies more generally.
12In this context, “identical” refers to fields with the same helicity, since no additional quantum numbers are

yet considered.
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In particular, it is worth noting that if we assume the theory to be purely holomorphic (or

anti-holomorphic) and to satisfy the holomorphic quartic constraints, it will be a well-defined

theory at any order and will contain only cubic interactions. These are the theories we will

study. We can explicitly write down the holomorphic constraint as

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jλi
3 (qi)−

hλi
3 (qi)

3

(∑
k

∂

∂q̄k

)]
×

δ

(∑
j

pj

)
h
αj

3 (pj)

[
3∏

i=1

ϕλi
qi
,

3∏
j=1

ϕαj
pj

]
.

(2.2.11)

In computing the Poisson bracket, we get∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

∑
α1,α2,α3

[ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, ϕα1

p1
ϕα2
p2
ϕα3
p3
] = 9

∑
λ1,λ2

∑
α1,α2

∑
ω

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
[ϕω

q3
, ϕ−ω

p3
] , (2.2.12)

and the constraint can be brought to the form

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
δ

(∑
j

pj

)
9 δλ3,−α3

δ(q3 + p3)

2q+3
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
×(

jλi
3 (qi) +

∑
k ̸=3

∂

∂q̄k

hλi
3 (qi)

3

)
h
αj

3 (pj) .

(2.2.13)

Once we substitute the explicit form of the generators in (2.2.7), we get

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

(β1 + β2)β
λ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4

]
,

(2.2.14)

where λij ≡ λi + λj and we have to remember that the couplings Cλ1,λ2,λ3 have the symmetry

(2.2.6).

In general, we can also assume that the fields live in some representation of a gauge group

G. The simplest option is to take the fields to be N × N matrices, i.e. ϕ ∈ MatN and make

the replacement:

ϕλ
q → (ϕλ

q )aT
a ≡ (ϕλ

q )
A
B , H3 ∼ ϕλ1

q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3

→ H3 ∼ Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
) . (2.2.15)
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In the presence of a gauge group the holomorphic constraint takes the form

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jλi
3 (qi)−

hλi
3 (qi)

3

(∑
k

∂

∂q̄k

)]
×

δ

(∑
j

pj

)
h
αj

3 (pj)

[
Tr

3∏
i=1

ϕλi
qi
,Tr

3∏
j=1

ϕαj
pj

]
,

(2.2.16)

and once we compute the Poisson bracket and substitute the explicit form of the generators,

we get

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

(β1 + β2)β
λ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
)
]
.

(2.2.17)

In this case, we have used the following form for the generators:

H3 =
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
) , (2.2.18)

Jz−
3 =

∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jq1,q2,q3λ1,λ2,λ3

− 1

3
hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
Tr(ϕλ1

q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
) . (2.2.19)

Note that both hq1,q2,q3
λ1,λ2,λ3

and jq1,q2,q3λ1,λ2,λ3
are symmetric under the cyclic permutation of (λi, qi). By

applying the same argument as before, we can assume Cλ1,λ2,λ3 to be cyclic symmetric.

We will now proceed to solve the holomorphic constraint explicitly, both with and without

a gauge group.

2.3 Quartic holomorphic constraint

In this section, we solve the light-cone holomorphic constraint for any integer helicity. We

begin by studying the case without a gauge group, and then extend the analysis to several cases

where the fields take values in certain representations of G = U(N), SO(N), and USp(N). Our

primary focus will be on the U(N) case, as the others follow a similar pattern. Additional

comments on the other cases are provided in Appendix 2.10.

2.3.1 Light-cone holomorphic constraint

We solve the holomorphic constraint (2.2.14) for fixed integer helicities λ1,2,3,4 on the exter-

nal legs, considering both even- and odd-derivative interactions. As we will see, however,

Eq. (2.2.14) may require additional couplings to be nonzero on top of the initial input. These,

in turn, can trigger further instances of Eq. (2.2.14) involving different helicity configurations,

leading to an iterative process where new constraints arise. Consequently, finding a consistent
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solution to the cubic deformation involves more than solving the constraint for fixed external

helicities. Complete solutions to (2.2.14) will be presented in the next section.

The analysis begins by following Appendix A of [6]. We rewrite the light-cone holomorphic

constraint as13∑
ω

Sym

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

β1 + β2

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34

]
= 0 .

(2.3.1)

Here, Sym denotes the sum over 6 distinct contributions

(1234) = {1234}+ {1324}+ {1423}+ {3412}+ {2413}+ {2314} . (2.3.2)

Starting from the variables P̄ij and βi, using momentum conservation, only 5 of them are

independent. For instance, we can choose P̄12, P̄34 and three of the βi’s. The various relations

can be found in Appendix 2.8.

Now we can sum the two contributions (1234) ↔ (3412) and ω ↔ −ω, and after defining

new independent variables

2A = P̄12 + P̄34 = P̄23 − P̄14 , 2B = P̄13 − P̄24 = P̄34 − P̄12 , 2C = P̄14 + P̄23 = −P̄13 − P̄24 ,

(2.3.3)

and using the relations in Appendix 2.8, the β dependence disappears

(λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

β1 + β2

P̄34 +
(λ3 − ω − λ4)β3 − (λ4 − ω − λ3)β4

β3 + β4

P̄12

= (λ1 − λ2)P̄34 + (λ3 − λ4)P̄12 +
ω

2
(P̄13 − P̄23 + P̄24 − P̄14)

= (λ1 − λ2 + λ3 − λ4)A+ (λ1 − λ2 − λ3 + λ4)B − 2ωC .

(2.3.4)

The constraint (2.3.1) can then be rewritten as a polynomial in just 3 independent variables∑
ω

(−)ω
[
((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

+ (−)λ24+ω((λ14 − λ23)B + (λ12 − λ34)C − 2ωA) C1324ω(B − C)λ13+ω−1(B + C)λ24−ω−1

+ ((λ12 − λ34)C + (λ13 − λ24)A− 2ωB) C1423ω(C − A)λ14+ω−1(C + A)λ23−ω−1
]
= 0 , (2.3.5)

where λij ≡ λi+λj and C1234ω ≡ Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 . We will use the fact that C1234ω is a product

of two couplings only at the end; for now, we will treat it as a generic function.

To avoid unnecessary minus signs between products of couplings and extra i factors between

couplings, we assign an additional factor of i to odd-helicity fields. This is equivalent to taking

even-helicity fields to be Hermitian and odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian matrices (with

13Note that we use a different notation compared to [6], writing the pair of couplings with the exchanged
helicity in the middle, as in Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 . This is equivalent, since, as we have seen above, the couplings
are always cyclic symmetric.
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singlets treated as 1× 1 matrices). With this convention, the factor (−)ω in (2.3.5) is removed.

Before we begin solving the constraint, we set the following definitions:

k1234
+ ≡ (−)λ12

∑
ω

(−)ωC1234ω , k1234
− ≡

∑
ω

C1234ω , k1234
ω+ ≡ (−)λ12

∑
ω

(−)ωω C1234ω ,

k1234
ω− ≡

∑
ω

ω C1234ω , k1234
ω2+ ≡ (−)λ12

∑
ω

(−)ωω2 C1234ω , k1234
ω2− ≡

∑
ω

ω2 C1234ω , (2.3.6)

f 1234
+ (A,B) ≡ (−)λ34

∑
ω

(−)ωC1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1 ,

f 1234
ω+ (A,B) ≡ (−)λ34

∑
ω

(−)ωω C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1 ,

f 1234
− (A,B) ≡

∑
ω

C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1 ,

f 1234
ω− (A,B) ≡

∑
ω

ω C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1 ,

(2.3.7)

where the upper index 1234 indicates the order of the external helicities. We can then rewrite

the constraint (2.3.5) using the functions (2.3.7) just defined as

((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B)f 1234
− (A,B)− 2ωCf 1234

ω− (A,B)

+ ((λ14 − λ23)B + (λ12 − λ34)C)f 1324
+ (B,C)− 2ωAf 1324

ω+ (B,C)

+ ((λ12 − λ34)C + (λ13 − λ24)A)f
1423
− (C,A)− 2ωBf 1423

ω− (C,A) = 0 .

(2.3.8)

We divide the solution into four distinct cases, which differ based on the form of the constraint

once specific relations among the external helicities are imposed. The general approach proceeds

as follows:

• First, we determine the polynomial form of the functions appearing in (2.3.8) — up to

some free coefficients (later identified with those in (2.3.6)) — by setting to zero all

monomials except those that can be generated by at least two different functions f ····
± .

• Second, we substitute these polynomial expressions back into the constraint (2.3.8) to

derive relations among the coefficients in (2.3.6).

• Third, once all coefficients in (2.3.6) are fixed, the equation (2.3.5) is solved and we can

extract the products of couplings C1234ω from the functions f ····
± via a simple change of

variables.

As we will see, we always end up with a system of the general form

C1234ω ∼ (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , Λ ≡ λ1 + λ2 + λ3 + λ4 . (2.3.9)

Assuming this form and using the formulas collected in Appendix 2.8, we obtain the following
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simple relations, which will be useful later:

(λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω+ − 2k1234

ω2+ =
1

2
(2− Λ)k1234

+ , (λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω− − 2k1234

ω2− =
1

2
(2− Λ)k1234

− ,

k1234
ω+ =

1

2
(λ34 − λ12)k

1234
+ , k1234

ω− =
1

2
(λ34 − λ12)k

1234
− , (2.3.10)

k1212
ω2+ =

Λ− 2

4
k1212
+ , k1212

ω2− =
Λ− 2

4
k1212
− .

These relations allow us to solve k····
ω± and k····

ω2± in terms of k····
± . Given the symmetry properties

of the couplings (2.2.6), we obtain the relations

k1234
∓ = k2134

± = (−)Λk1243
± , k3412

− = k1234
− , k3412

+ = (−)Λk1234
+ . (2.3.11)

In all cases, we will present both the general solution and the solution assuming only even-

derivative vertices (i.e. k····
+ = k····

− ). In the following, we focus on Λ ≥ 4; for lower-derivative

cases, fewer constraints arise due to the somewhat degenerate structure of the monomials. The

cases Λ = 2, 3 are analysed separately in Appendix 2.9.

Case 1. Here, we assume that all helicities are equal, i.e. λ1 = λ2 = λ3 = λ4. The constraint

(2.3.5) becomes∑
ω

ω C1111ω
[
C(A−B)2λ+ω−1(A+B)2λ−ω−1 + (−)ωA(B − C)2λ+ω−1(B + C)2λ−ω−1

+B(C − A)2λ+ω−1(C + A)2λ−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.3.12)

First, we determine the polynomial form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1111
ω− (A,B) = 2(k1111

ω2+AB
Λ−3 − k1111

ω2−A
Λ−3B) , (2.3.13a)

f 1111
ω+ (B,C) = 2(k1111

ω2−BCΛ−3 − k1111
ω2+B

Λ−3C) , (2.3.13b)

f 1111
ω− (C,A) = 2(k1111

ω2+CAΛ−3 − k1111
ω2−C

Λ−3A) . (2.3.13c)

By changing variables and using S = A+B, D = A−B, we can derive a system of equations

for the couplings by solving (2.3.13) for fixed ω. The resulting system is

C1111ω =
k1111
ω2− + (−)ωk1111

ω2+

2Λ−4

(
Λ− 3

2λ− ω − 1

)
∀ω ̸= 0 . (2.3.14)

Now, substituting (2.3.13) into (2.3.12), we obtain an additional constraint

(k1111
ω2− − k1111

ω2+ )A
Λ−3BC = 0 ⇒ k1111

ω2− = k1111
ω2+ ⇒ k1111

ω2E ̸= 0, k1111
ω2O = 0 ,

k1111
ω2E ≡

∑
ω∈even

ω2 C1111ω , k1111
ω2O ≡

∑
ω∈odd

ω2 C1111ω . (2.3.15)
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Only the solutions with even ω survive. This was expected, since by symmetry, odd-derivative

vertices with at least two equal helicities vanish. The final solution is

C1111ω =
k1111
ω2E (Λ− 3)!

2Λ−5(2λ+ ω − 1)!(2λ− ω − 1)!
∀ω ̸= 0 even . (2.3.16)

Consistency is guaranteed by the relation

∑
ω∈even

ω2(Λ− 3)!

2Λ−5(2λ+ ω − 1)!(2λ− ω − 1)!
= 1 . (2.3.17)

Note that the product Cλ,λ,0C0,λ,λ decouples from the system; indeed, it does not contribute

to the constant k1111
ω2E and does not appear in the constraint (2.3.12); it is then unconstrained.

As we will see, this has important consequences, such as allowing for non-vanishing amplitudes

and ensuring the correct relations among the couplings.

Case 2. Here, we assume λ12 = λ34 and λ14 = λ23, which implies λ1 = λ3 and λ2 = λ4. The

constraint (2.3.5) becomes∑
ω

[
((λ1 − λ2)A− ωC) C1212ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ12−ω−1

− (−)ωωA C1122ω(B − C)2λ1+ω−1(B + C)2λ2−ω−1

+ ((λ1 − λ2)A− ωB) C1221ω(C − A)λ12+ω−1(C + A)λ12−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.3.18)

First, we determine the polynomial form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1212
− (A,B) =k1212

− AΛ−2 − 2k1212
ω− AΛ−3B − k1212

+ BΛ−2

=k1212
− AΛ−2 − k1212

+ BΛ−2 , (2.3.19a)

f 1212
ω− (A,B) =k1212

ω− AΛ−2 − 2k1212
ω2−A

Λ−3B + 2k1212
ω2+AB

Λ−3

=2(k1212
ω2+AB

Λ−3 − k1212
ω2−A

Λ−3B) , (2.3.19b)

f 1122
ω+ (B,C) =k1122

ω+ BΛ−2 + 2((λ2 − λ1)k
1122
ω+ − k1122

ω2+ )B
Λ−3C

− 2((λ2 − λ1)k
1122
ω− − k1122

ω2− )BCΛ−3 − k1122
ω− CΛ−2 . (2.3.19c)

In this case k1212
ω+ and k1212

ω− are zero because the sum runs over both ω and −ω, then

k1212
ω+ = (−)λ12

∑
ω

ω C1212ω = 0 , k1212
ω− =

∑
ω

(−)ωω C1212ω = 0 . (2.3.20)

The same happens to the coefficients k1221
ω+ and k1221

ω− . The functions f 1221
− (C,A) and f 1221

ω− (C,A)

have the same form as f 1212
− (A,B) and f 1212

ω− (A,B).

Now, by using (2.3.11), we have k1212
± = k1221

∓ and by substituting the functions back into

(2.3.18), we obtain the constraints

k1122
ω− = (λ2 − λ1)k

1212
− = k1122

ω+ , (2.3.21)
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and

k1122
ω2− + (λ1 − λ2)k

1122
ω− = k1212

ω2− , k1122
ω2+ + (λ1 − λ2)k

1122
ω+ = k1212

ω2+ . (2.3.22)

Notice that the only nontrivial constraints are those in (2.3.21), while (2.3.22) are automatically

satisfied, as can be seen using (2.3.10). From the relations above, we can rewrite (2.3.19) as

f 1212
− (A,B) = k1212

− AΛ−2 − k1212
+ BΛ−2 , (2.3.23a)

f 1212
ω− (A,B) = 2(k1212

ω2+AB
Λ−3 − k1212

ω2−A
Λ−3B) , (2.3.23b)

f 1122
ω+ (B,C) = (λ2 − λ1)k

1212
− (BΛ−2 − CΛ−2) + 2(k1212

ω2−BCΛ−3 − k1212
ω2+B

Λ−3C) . (2.3.23c)

From the functions (2.3.23a) and (2.3.23b), we obtain

C1212ω =
k1212
− + (−)λ12+ωk1212

+

2Λ−2

(
Λ− 2

λ12 − ω − 1

)
∀ω , (2.3.24)

C1212ω =
k1212
ω2− + (−)λ12+ωk1212

ω2+

2Λ−4(Λ− 2)

(
Λ− 2

λ12 − ω − 1

)
∀ω . (2.3.25)

These systems are, in fact, equivalent due to the relation given in (2.3.10). From the function

(2.3.23c), we obtain

C1122ω =
k1212
− + (−)ωk1212

+

2Λ−2

(
Λ− 2

2λ2 − ω − 1

)
∀ω ̸= 0 . (2.3.26)

Also in this case, the product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 remains unconstrained. Now, assuming we only

have even-derivative vertices, we can rewrite (2.3.24) and (2.3.26) as

C1212ω =
k1212
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ12 − ω − 1)!
∀ω , (2.3.27)

C1122ω =
k1212
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(2λ1 + ω − 1)!(2λ2 − ω − 1)!
∀ω ̸= 0 . (2.3.28)

Here, the sum runs over odd or even values of ω, depending on the parity of the external

helicities. Everything discussed above holds for Λ ≥ 5. For Λ = 4, although some monomial

powers become degenerate, the conditions in (2.3.21) are still satisfied, leading to the same

solution.

Case 3. Here, we assume λ12 = λ34, in which case the constraint becomes∑
ω

[
((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ12−ω−1

+ (−)λ24+ω((λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωA) C1324ω(B − C)λ13+ω−1(B + C)λ24−ω−1

+ ((λ13 − λ24)A− 2ωB) C1423ω(C − A)λ14+ω−1(C + A)λ23−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.3.29)
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First, we determine the polynomial form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 − k1234
+ BΛ−2 , (2.3.30a)

f 1324
+ (B,C) = (−)Λ(k1324

+ BΛ−2 + ((λ24 − λ13)k
1324
+ − 2k1324

ω+ )CBΛ−3 − k1324
− CΛ−2) , (2.3.30b)

f 1423
− (C,A) = k1423

− CΛ−2 − ((λ23 − λ14)k
1423
+ − 2k1423

ω+ )CAΛ−3 − k1423
+ AΛ−2 , (2.3.30c)

f 1234
ω− (A,B) = k1234

ω− AΛ−2 + ((λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω− − 2k1234

ω2− )A
Λ−3B

− ((λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω+ − 2k1234

ω2+ )AB
Λ−3 − k1234

ω+ BΛ−2 . (2.3.30d)

The functions f 1324
ω+ and f 1423

ω− have the same form as f 1234
ω− . We can now substitute these

functions into (2.3.29), leading to the constraints

k1234
− = k1423

+ , k1324
+ = (−)Λk1234

+ , k1234
ω+ = k1234

ω− = 0 ,

k1324
ω− =

1

2
(−)Λ(λ24 − λ13)k

1423
− , k1423

ω− =
1

2
(−)Λ(λ23 − λ14)k

1324
− ,

((λ23 − λ14)k
1423
ω− − 2k1423

ω2− ) = (−)Λ((λ24 − λ13)k
1324
ω− − 2k1324

ω2− ) ,

(2.3.31)

and

k1324
ω+ =

1

2
(λ24 − λ13)k

1324
+ , k1423

ω+ =
1

2
(λ23 − λ14)k

1423
+ ,

k1234
ω2− =

1

2
((λ14 − λ23)k

1423
ω+ + 2k1423

ω2+ ) , k1234
ω2+ =

1

2
(−)Λ((λ23 − λ14)k

1324
ω+ + 2k1324

ω2+ ) .
(2.3.32)

Using the relations above, we can rewrite (2.3.30) as

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 − k1234
+ BΛ−2 , (2.3.33a)

f 1324
+ (B,C) = (−)Λ(k1324

+ BΛ−2 − k1324
− CΛ−2) , (2.3.33b)

f 1423
− (C,A) = k1423

− CΛ−2 − k1423
+ AΛ−2 , (2.3.33c)

f 1234
ω− (A,B) = 2(k1234

ω2+AB
Λ−3 − k1234

ω2−A
Λ−3B) . (2.3.33d)

Notice that the only nontrivial constraints are those in (2.3.31), while (2.3.32) are automatically

satisfied, as can be seen using (2.3.10). From the function (2.3.33a), we find

C1234ω =
(k1234

− + (−)ω+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , (2.3.34)

and an identical expression holds for the external helicity configurations (1324) and (1423).

Now, assuming only even-derivative vertices, from the constraints (2.3.31) we obtain

k1234
+ = k1324

+ = k1423
+ , (2.3.35)
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that leads to the solution

C1234ω =
k1234
+ (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω . (2.3.36)

The same solution applies to the other two orderings of external helicities (1324) and (1423).

Everything discussed above holds for Λ ≥ 5. For Λ = 4, although some monomial powers

become degenerate, the conditions in (2.3.31) are still satisfied, leading to the same solution.

Case 4. Here, we solve (2.3.5) assuming generic helicities. First, we determine the polynomial

form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1234
− (A,B) =k1234

− AΛ−2 − k1234
+ BΛ−2 , (2.3.37a)

f 1234
ω− (A,B) =k1234

ω− AΛ−2 + ((λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω− − 2k1234

ω2− )A
Λ−3B

+ ((λ12 − λ34)k
1234
ω+ + 2k1234

ω2+ )AB
Λ−3 − k1234

ω+ BΛ−2 . (2.3.37b)

The functions f 1324
+ (B,C) and f 1423

− (C,A) have the same form as f 1234
− (A,B), and the functions

f 1324
ω+ (B,C) and f 1423

ω− (C,A) have the same form as f 1234
ω− (A,B).

From equation (2.3.37a), we can extract the system for the couplings and by substituting

the functions (2.3.37) into (2.3.5), also the relations among them:

C1234ω =
(k1234

− + (−)ω+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , same for (1324) and (1423) ,

k1234
− = k1423

+ , k1324
+ = (−)Λk1234

+ , k1423
− = (−)Λk1324

− .

(2.3.38)

This gives the most general solution to the constraint (2.3.5) in the presence of both even- and

odd-derivative couplings. We also find these further constraints

k1234
ω− =

1

2
(λ34 − λ12)k

1234
− , k1234

ω+ =
1

2
(λ34 − λ12)k

1234
+ , k1324

ω+ =
1

2
(λ24 − λ13)k

1324
+ ,

k1324
ω− =

1

2
(λ24 − λ13)k

1324
− , k1423

ω− =
1

2
(λ23 − λ14)k

1423
− , k1423

ω+ =
1

2
(λ23 − λ14)k

1423
+ ,

(λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω− − 2k1234

ω2− = ((λ23 − λ14)k
1423
ω+ − 2k1423

ω2+ ) ,

(λ24 − λ13)k
1324
ω+ − 2k1324

ω2+ = (−)Λ((λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω+ − 2k1234

ω2+ ) ,

(λ23 − λ14)k
1423
ω− − 2k1423

ω2− = (−)Λ((λ24 − λ13)k
1324
ω− − 2k1324

ω2− ) .

(2.3.39)

However, these are automatically satisfied, as can be seen using (2.3.10). Everything discussed

above holds for Λ ≥ 5. For Λ = 4, although some monomial powers become degenerate, the

conditions in (2.3.38) are still satisfied, leading to the same solution.

The next problem is to find a meaningful solution14 to (2.3.38). This can be done by

examining each case individually; however, finding a general procedure to classify all solutions

is not straightforward.

For instance, we observe that a solution involving only odd-derivative vertices (i.e. k····
+ =

14By this, we mean a solution that involves several couplings, perhaps, including the gravitational ones.
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−k····
− ) is inconsistent with (2.3.38). Consequently, any consistent solution must involve a non-

trivial combination of both even- and odd-derivative couplings (or only even).

Let us rewrite the coefficients in a more convenient form, which will facilitate the identifi-

cation of additional constraints:

k1234
E =

1

2
(k1234

− + k1234
+ ) =

∑
(λ12+ω)∈even

C1234ω , (2.3.40)

k1234
O =

1

2
(k1234

− − k1234
+ ) =

∑
(λ12+ω)∈odd

C1234ω . (2.3.41)

We can then rewrite the system governing the couplings in the form

C1234ω =
k1234
E (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ (λ12 + ω) ∈ even , (2.3.42)

C1234ω =
k1234
O (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ (λ12 + ω) ∈ odd . (2.3.43)

Recall that C1234ω is a product of two terms. Therefore, following the procedure outlined in

Appendix A of [6], assuming that all even couplings are non-vanishing, and using (2.3.42) we

find that the unique solution (Metsaev solution) for the couplings is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 ∼ 1

(λ1 + λ2 + λ3 − 1)!
,

3∑
i=1

λi ∈ even . (2.3.44)

Similarly, assuming that all odd-derivative vertices are activated and using (2.3.43), we obtain

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 ∼ ϵλ1λ2λ3

(λ1 + λ2 + λ3 − 1)!
,

3∑
i=1

λi ∈ odd , (2.3.45)

where ϵλ1λ2λ3 is a totally antisymmetric tensor. Using (2.3.40) and (2.3.41), the constraint

(2.3.38) becomes

k1234
E + k1234

O = k1423
E − k1423

O , k1324
E − k1324

O = (−)Λ(k1234
E − k1234

O ) ,

k1423
E + k1423

O = (−)Λ(k1324
E + k1324

O ) .
(2.3.46)

Now, assuming (2.3.44), which implies k1234
E = k1324

E = k1423
E , we arrive at

k1234
O = −k1423

O , k1234
O = (−)Λk1324

O = k1423
O , (2.3.47)

that implies k····
O = 0. Therefore, in the presence of all even-derivative couplings, no consistent

solution can accommodate the inclusion of any odd-derivative interactions.
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On the other hand, assuming (2.3.45), we have k1234
O = k1324

O = k1423
O = kO, which leads to

k1234
E − k1423

E + 2kO = 0, k1324
E + (−)Λ+1k1234

E + (−)ΛkO − kO = 0 ,

k1423
E + (−)Λ+1k1324

E + (−)Λ+1kO + kO = 0 .
(2.3.48)

Attempting to find a solution for even or odd Λ leads to kO = 0. Therefore, this case is also

ruled out.

We conclude that any viable solution must involve a truncated spectrum — i.e. one that

cannot contain all even- and/or odd-derivative couplings — and must feature nontrivial relations

among the couplings. A detailed investigation of this possibility is left for future work. From

this point onward, we restrict our analysis to the case in which only even-derivative vertices

are present.

When only even-derivative vertices are present (i.e. k····
+ = k····

− ), the solution to (2.3.38)

yields

k1234
+ = k1324

+ = k1423
+ = k1234

− = k1324
− = k1423

− , (2.3.49)

and these are the solutions we will study in detail.

Summary. The general solution to the holomorphic constraint (2.3.5) is given by

C1234ω =
(k1234

− + (−)ω+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , same for (1324) and (1423) ,

k1234
− = k1423

+ , k1324
+ = (−)Λk1234

+ , k1423
− = (−)Λk1324

− , Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .

(2.3.50)

Assuming only even-derivative vertices, the solution to the holomorphic constraint is given by

C1234ω =
k1234
+ (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , same for (1324) and (1423) ,

k1234
+ = k1324

+ = k1423
+ , Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .

(2.3.51)

Let us stress that C1234ω is not assumed to factorize into Cλ1,λ2,λ3 .

Lower-spin analysis. We begin by examining solutions for lower helicities, specifically 0, 1, 2.

The corresponding even-derivative couplings are given by

{C−2,2,2, C−1,1,2, C0,0,2, C0,1,1, C0,2,2, C1,1,2, C2,2,2} . (2.3.52)

In total, we have 7 couplings: 5 abelian and 2 non-abelian.15 We can now explore all possible

chiral theories that can be constructed from these couplings.

15The non-abelian vertices are the most interesting ones, as they deform the gauge algebra in a covariant
formulation. The abelian ones do not. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, in general, abelian vertices can
also be constrained and may play an important role in ensuring the consistency of the theory. Since we work
in the light-cone gauge and with holomorphic theories, we define abelian couplings as those with λi ≥ 0 and∑

i λi > 0. Note that (0, s, s) is still considered abelian this way, which is justified since the spin-zero exchange
disappears from the constraint. Such couplings are, obviously, consistent on their own unless there are non-
abelian couplings.
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We begin with two-derivative theories, involving the couplings {C−2,2,2, C−1,1,2, C0,0,2, C0,1,1}.
All possible two-derivative chiral theories with lower-spin fields that solve the constraints are

{C−2,2,2} , graviton coupling , (2.3.53a)

{C1,1,0} , photons coupled to scalars , (2.3.53b)

{C−2,2,2 = C0,0,2} , graviton coupled to scalars , (2.3.53c)

{C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2} , graviton coupled to photons , (2.3.53d)

{C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2 = C0,0,2, C0,1,1} , graviton, photons and scalars . (2.3.53e)

We use the following notation: within {· · · }, we list the active couplings. When a coupling

appears alone, it is considered unconstrained — that is, it can appear in the theory’s action with

a free coefficient. However, the constraints may sometimes impose nontrivial relations among

these couplings. It is important to specify the active couplings before solving the constraints.

Notably, the resulting theories do not always correspond to truncations of the larger one.

For instance, the above theories do not always correspond to a truncation of the larger one

(2.3.53e) by setting to zero certain couplings, but rather to distinct theories. For example, to

obtain (2.3.53d) from (2.3.53e), we remove C0,0,2, which is not equivalent to setting it to zero in

(2.3.53e). Note that the relations above follow from the well-known universality of gravitational

interactions.

If we allow for the higher-derivative terms, the most general theory we obtain is

{C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2 = C0,0,2, C0,1,1, C0,2,2, C1,1,2, C2,2,2} . (2.3.54)

The fact that the couplings satisfy the constraints implies that a consistent action can be written

in the light-cone gauge. In principle,16 it may be possible to find a covariant formulation of the

theory with an appropriate gauge symmetry.

Let us consider, for example, the largest two-derivative theory (2.3.53e). In this case, the

covariant (parity completed) action corresponds to the truncation to the cubic order of the

Einstein-Maxwell-scalar theory

S =

∫
d4x
√
−g
(

1

2k
R− 1

2
∇µφ∇µφ−

1

4
F µνFµν +

1

4
aφF µνFµν

)
, (2.3.55)

where ∇ is the gravitational covariant derivative, g is the determinant of the metric, k = 8πG

is the gravitational coupling, R is the Ricci scalar, φ is the scalar field, and Fµν = ∂µAν −∂νAµ

is the Maxwell–Faraday 2-form. The parameter a is the coupling constant between the scalar

and the vector field. The values of the coefficients in the action are directly related to those

appearing in light-cone gauge: we have k ∼ C−2,2,2, while the relations among the other

couplings are determined by minimal couplings imposed by diffeomorphism invariance, and

16In some cases, a covariant formulation of the theory may not exist or may require introducing non-localities.
However, a covariant description can often be found, as is the case here.
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a ∼ C0,1,1. Note that we can always include a scalar cubic coupling C0,0,0, corresponding to a

potential term of the form V (φ) ∼ φ3. As expected from the covariant perspective, most of

the abelian couplings remain unconstrained.17

The covariant (parity completed) higher-derivative action of (2.3.54) corresponds to the

truncation to the cubic order of

S =

∫
d4x
√
−g
(

1

2k
R− 1

2
∇µφ∇µφ−

1

4
F µνFµν +

1

4
aφF µνFµν + bR3 + cRF 2 + dR2φ

)
,

R3 = RµνρσR
µν

αβR
ρσαβ , RF 2 = RµνρσF

µνF ρσ , R2 = RµνρσR
µνρσ ,

k ∼ C−2,2,2 , a ∼ C0,1,1 , b ∼ C2,2,2 , c ∼ C1,1,2 , d ∼ C0,2,2 . (2.3.56)

It is worth emphasising the importance of the freedom in the product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 . Without

this freedom, we would obtain the constraint (as in the case of chiral higher-spin gravity)

C2,2,2 =
3

10

(C0,2,2)2

C−2,2,2
, C1,1,2 =

C0,1,1C0,2,2

C−2,2,2
. (2.3.57)

This would be in contrast with the covariant framework, where it is perfectly possible to intro-

duce both R3 and FR2 terms with arbitrary coefficients in a Lorentz-invariant way. This is a

further consistency check for our solutions.

We also point out that a method for constructing covariant chiral Lagrangians was recently

developed in [122], using the spinorial representation of the Lorentz group in four dimensions,

SO(3, 1). This formalism appears to be the most suitable for formulating Lagrangian descrip-

tions of all consistent chiral higher-spin theories identified in the light-cone approach.

Higher-spin analysis. We now begin to search for complete solutions involving higher-spin

fields. In particular, we need to require that C1234ω factorizes into the product of two couplings.

While it is commonly believed that the presence of higher-spin fields imposes strong constraints

on the theory, requiring an infinite spectrum of fields, we will show that this is not always the

case. In fact, we can find many interesting families of solutions, some with finite spectra

and others with infinite ones. Well-known examples such as HS-SDGR, HS-SDYM, and chiral

higher-spin gravity will appear as special cases.

To better understand the underlying logic, particularly for higher-derivative interactions,

we will sometimes label the couplings by their number of derivatives, rather than by the specific

helicities. We denote a generic n-derivative coupling as Cn, allowing us to schematically rewrite

the system of couplings (2.3.51) as

CnCm = CmCn =
kΛ(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(n− 1)!(m− 1)!
, kΛ =

∑
ω

C1234ω , Λ = n+m. (2.3.58)

Remember, we consider n,m even and n,m ≥ 2. The key observation is that (2.3.5) decomposes

into independent constraints at fixed total derivative order Λ; the same can be seen from the

17This is a typical feature of lower-spin theories. As we introduce higher-spin interactions, we will see that
many abelian couplings become constrained as well.
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system above. Let us assume a chiral theory that includes 2- and 4-derivative interactions.

Using (2.3.58), we can write the system (very schematically)18 as
C2C2 = C2C2 ,

C2C4 = C2C4 ,

C4C4 = 5
8
(C4C4 + 2C2C6) .

(2.3.59)

The first line corresponds to the 2-derivative sector, which is consistent on its own and includes

HS-SDGR and other theories all contained in the former. However, problems arise when we

try to go beyond 2-derivative interactions.

If we include 4-derivative interactions, the second constraint above is consistent and admits

solutions, but the third equation becomes inconsistent unless 6-derivative couplings are intro-

duced. Proceeding to the next order, we can resolve the previous inconsistency, but another

one will arise: 
C4C4 = 5

8
(C4C4 + 2C2C6) ,

C2C6 = 3
16
(C4C4 + 2C2C6) ,

C4C6 = 7
16
(2C4C6 + 2C2C8) ,

C6C6 = 63
128

(C6C6 + 2C4C8 + 2C2C10) .

(2.3.60)

The first two equations are consistent and fix the previous problem. However, truncating

the theory at 6 derivatives makes the remaining equations inconsistent, thereby requiring the

inclusion of terms up to 10-derivative couplings. This structure arises from the identity

∑
ω

(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
= 1 ∀ ω , (2.3.61)

which underlies the consistency of the system (2.3.51).

This pattern persists at all orders: truncating the theory at any finite number of derivatives

generally introduces inconsistencies at higher orders, pointing toward a unique solution with

all couplings turned on, which is the full chiral higher-spin theory.

However, there is an alternative. One can impose that lower-derivative couplings do not

generate higher-order constraints. For instance, a theory involving only C2 and C4 couplings

must be arranged so that no C4C4 term ever arises. Surprisingly, this condition can be satisfied,

and it provides a pathway for classifying all consistent chiral higher-spin theories in 4d flat space.

2.3.2 Light-cone holomorphic constraint with U(N) gauge group

Here, we solve the holomorphic constraint in the presence of a U(N) gauge group in the most

general setting, allowing for both even- and odd-derivative vertices. The generators of the u(N)

18We emphasize that this is just a sketch to understand the main logic behind the existence of a truncated
spectrum, especially for higher derivative theories. To identify consistent theories, one must solve all the
constraints explicitly. This will be carried out in the next section for lower-derivative theories.
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algebra satisfy the Poisson bracket

[(ϕλ
p)

A
B, (ϕ

µ
q )

C
D] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
θλδ

C
Bδ

A
D , (2.3.62)

where θλ = eixλ is a phase factor reflecting a possible ambiguity in the commutator.

The constraint is given in (2.2.17). Due to the trace, we can decompose the contributions

into several colour-ordered terms, as

(1234) = [1234] + [1342] + [1423] + [1324] + [1243] + [1432] ,

[1234] = {1234}+ {2341}+ {3412}+ {4123} .
(2.3.63)

We will focus on a single colour-ordered term, [1234], as the same will follow for the other

orders. The constraint for [1234] takes the form

∑
ω

Cycl
[
(−)ωθω

(λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

β1 + β2

C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34

]
= 0 . (2.3.64)

As before, we can apply the trick of summing the terms (1234)↔ (3412) and ω ↔ −ω, followed
by a change of variables to A,B,C. However, we must now account for the phase θω, and the

simplification works only if we have θω = θ−ω. This is the case due to the antisymmetry of the

Poisson bracket.19 The constraint then becomes∑
ω

[
(−)ωθω((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

+ (−)λ14θω((λ12 − λ34)C + (λ13 − λ24)A− 2ωB) C4123ω(C − A)λ14+ω−1(C + A)λ23−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.3.66)

Following the same conventions used in [195] and in analogy with the previous case, we fix

θω = (−)ω. This choice is again equivalent to taking even-helicity fields to be Hermitian and

odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian matrices.

As in the previous case, we divide the solution into several subcases. However, we note that

the constraints (2.3.5) and (2.3.66) are structurally very similar. In fact, the only difference

lies in the form of the functions, which, in this case, include only half of the terms present

in the previous one. Therefore, we focus on two representative cases, as the others follow

straightforwardly.

In the following, we assume Λ ≥ 3. Indeed, as in the previous case, for lower derivatives,

fewer constraints arise due to the partially degenerate structure of the monomials. Therefore,

the case Λ = 2 is treated separately in Appendix 2.9.

19Using the antisymmetric property of the Poisson bracket, we have

[(ϕλ
p)

A
B , (ϕ

µ
q )

C
D] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
θλδ

C
Bδ

A
D = −[(ϕµ

q )
C
D, (ϕλ

p)
A
B ] =

δµ,−λδ3(p+ q)

2p+
θ−λδ

A
DδCB , (2.3.65)

that implies θλ = θ−λ.
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Case 1. Here, we assume all helicities are equal, i.e. λ1 = λ2 = λ3 = λ4. In this case, the

constraint (2.3.66) becomes∑
ω

ω C1111ω
(
C(A−B)2λ+ω−1(A+B)2λ−ω−1

+ (−)ωB(C − A)2λ+ω−1(C + A)2λ−ω−1
)
= 0 .

(2.3.67)

First, we determine the polynomial form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1111
ω− (A,B) = −2k1111

ω2
−

AΛ−3B , f 1111
ω+ (C,A) = 2k1111

ω2
−

CAΛ−3 . (2.3.68)

Upon substituting them back into the constraint, we find it is trivially satisfied. From the

functions (2.3.68), we find the system

C1111ω =
k1111
ω2− (Λ− 3)!

2Λ−4(2λ+ ω − 1)!(2λ− ω − 1)!
∀ ω ̸= 0 ,

k1111
ω2− =

∑
ω

ω2 C1111ω .
(2.3.69)

As in the previous analysis, here too, just by looking at (2.3.66), one can see that the product

Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 decouples from the system; therefore, it is unconstrained.

Case 2. Here, we solve (2.3.66) assuming generic helicities. First, we determine the polyno-

mial form of the functions (2.3.7) as

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 , (2.3.70a)

f 1234
ω− (A,B) = k1234

ω− AΛ−2 + ((λ34 − λ12)k
1234
ω− − 2k1234

ω2− )A
Λ−3B . (2.3.70b)

The functions f 4123
+ and f 4123

ω+ have the same form as f 1234
− (A,B) and f 1234

ω− (A,B), respectively.

Upon substituting these into (2.3.66) gives

k1234
− = k4123

− . (2.3.71)

From the function (2.3.70a), we find the system

C1234ω =
k1234
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω ,

k1234
− =

∑
ω

C1234ω .
(2.3.72)

and an identical expression holds for the external helicity configurations (4123). In all other

cases, when particular relations among the couplings are imposed, the same pattern follows.

The same procedure used to find a solution to the constraint for U(N) can be applied to

other gauge groups, such as G = SO(N), USp(N), where the case of SO(N) was first studied

in [5]. We comment on them in Appendix 2.10.
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Another interesting case is when all fields are taken to live in the adjoint representation of

a Lie algebra. This scenario is studied in Appendix 2.11.

Summary. A solution to the holomorphic constraint in the presence of U(N) gauge group is

given by even- and odd-derivative vertices that satisfy

C1234ω =
k1234
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , same for (4123) ,

k1234
− = k4123

− , Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .

(2.3.73)

Lower-spin analysis. We now examine all solutions in the presence of a gauge group, focus-

ing on lower helicities 0, 1, 2. The complete set of even- and odd-derivative couplings that can

be constructed is given by

{C−2,1,2, C−2,2,2, C−1,0,2, C−1,1,1, C−1,1,2, C−1,2,2, C0,0,1, C0,0,2,

C0,1,1, C0,1,2, C0,2,2, C1,1,1, C1,1,2, C1,2,2, C2,2,2} .
(2.3.74)

In total, we have 15 couplings: 9 abelian and 6 non-abelian. We now search for possible

consistent chiral theories.

We highlight the lower-spin couplings as follows: blue indicates those which, on their own,

require higher-spin couplings for consistency; red denotes those which, when combined with

any other coupling, also require higher-spin ones; uncoloured couplings are, as we will show in

more detail below, the only consistent lower-spin couplings.

We begin by considering one-derivative interactions, involving the subset of couplings

{C−2,1,2, C−1,0,2, C−1,1,1, C0,0,1} . (2.3.75)

Consistent theories are given by

{C−1,1,1} , Yang-Mills coupling , (2.3.76a)

{C−1,1,1 = C0,0,1} , Yang-Mills coupled to scalars , (2.3.76b)

{C−2,1,2 = C−1,1,1} , coloured graviton . (2.3.76c)

Note that including C−1,0,2 and at least one other of the couplings in (2.3.75) leads, by consis-

tency, to an infinite tower of higher-spin fields.

If instead we look for the minimal consistent theory that includes C−1,0,2, we still necessarily

generate at least one higher-spin field. Indeed, C−1,0,2 gives rise to an exchange via the scalar

field, which is proportional to C−1,0,2C−1,0,2. Next, the minimal consistent set of couplings is

given by20

C2,−1,0C0,2,−1, C2,2,−3C3,−1,−1, C2,−1,0C0,−1,2 . (2.3.77)

20We are making use of the concept of the small crystal (2.4.52), which will be introduced and justified in the
next section.
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In particular, the solutions for the couplings give

{C−1,0,2, C−3,2,2, C−1,−1,3 =
(C−1,0,2)2

C−3,2,2
} . (2.3.78)

This is a surprising result on its own: a one-derivative lower-spin coupling induces higher-spin

couplings!

Another interesting option is the coloured graviton. It is well known that, under the usual

assumptions, gravitons cannot carry colour [203]. However, we find that it is possible to have

multi-graviton theories provided we restrict to the self-dual case, which is thanks to C−2,1,2.

However, we expect that once the unitary completion is considered — via the inclusion of its

parity-related anti-self-dual counterpart C−2,−1,2 — the general quartic constraint will lead to

non-localities.

Now we can start to include higher-derivative couplings, then the most general consistent

theory is

{C−1,1,1 = C−2,1,2 = C0,0,1, C0,1,1, C1,1,1} . (2.3.79)

Indeed, any attempt to include one of the couplings highlighted in blue or red in (2.3.74) leads to

inconsistencies, forcing us to introduce higher-spin fields. This is consistent with expectations

from the covariant formalism. For example, the coupling C−2,2,2 would lead to “colour gravity”,

which is known not to be consistent [203], at least including only lower spins.

Save for the C−2,1,2 coupling, the covariant (parity completed) action, corresponding to

(2.3.79), is the truncation to the cubic order of

S =

∫
d4x

(
− 1

2α2
Tr(FµνF

µν)− 1

2
DµφDµφ+ aF 3 + b φF 2

)
,

F 3 = Tr(FµνF
µ
αF

να) , φF 2 = Tr(φFµνF
µν) ,

α ∼ C−1,1,1 , a ∼ C1,1,1 , b ∼ C0,1,1 .

(2.3.80)

Here, D denotes the covariant derivative, F a
µν = ∂µA

a
ν − ∂νA

a
µ + fabcAb

µA
c
ν is the YM field

strength and α ∼ C−1,1,1 indicates the YM coupling. The relations among the couplings are

determined by the minimal coupling, required by the gauge invariance.

Higher-spin analysis. The study of solutions involving higher-spin fields follows the same

logic as in the case without a gauge group.

2.4 Low-derivative chiral higher-spin theories

In this section, we provide a complete classification of chiral higher-spin theories with one- and

two-derivatives. In particular, we identify new families of theories beyond the well-known HS-

SDYM, HS-SDGR, and full chiral higher-spin gravity. These novel higher-spin theories feature
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a reduced spectrum, which in turn allows more freedom to the couplings.21

In the following, we always consider that at least two cubic couplings “talk” with each

other (i.e. they share at least one pair of opposite helicities.). In fact, it is always possible to

construct well-defined theories with isolated couplings that do not “talk”, but such cases are

rather trivial.

2.4.1 Two-derivative chiral higher-spin theories

Here, we classify all inequivalent solutions of chiral higher-spin theories involving two-derivative

interactions. As previously established, satisfying the holomorphic constraint (2.3.1) requires

respecting two basic rules:

• Starting from a single pair of two-derivative couplings C2C2, four additional ones are

required. In particular, the following set of couplings must be present together:

Cλ1,λ2,2−λ12Cλ12−2,λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,2−λ13Cλ13−2,λ2,λ4 , Cλ1,λ4,2−λ14Cλ14−2,λ2,λ3 . (2.4.1)

We also impose
∑4

i=1 λi = 4 to ensure that only two-derivative interactions are present.

We refer to the collection of the 6 couplings above as a small crystal. An exception is the

pair Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 , which is excluded from the small crystal, as it does not participate

in the constraint (2.3.5).

• These couplings have to satisfy the following system of equations:

Cλ1,λ2,2−λ12Cλ12−2,λ3,λ4 = Cλ1,λ3,2−λ13Cλ13−2,λ2,λ4 = Cλ1,λ4,2−λ14Cλ14−2,λ2,λ3 ,

Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .
(2.4.2)

While this system does not affect the classification below, it plays a role in determining

relations among the couplings in any given theory. Notably, a solution is always guaran-

teed to exist — namely the one corresponding to HS-SDGR — in which all two-derivative

couplings in the theory take the same value. However, in general, for smaller theories than

HS-SDGR, some couplings remain unconstrained and correspond to free parameters. In

what follows, we assume that all such free parameters are kept different from zero.

We begin by outlining the method used to identify solutions and introducing some key termi-

nology. We define a crystal as a self-consistent set of couplings that, taken together, satisfy

the condition (2.4.1). Each crystal is uniquely determined by the C2C2 pair of couplings from

which it originates.

In particular, starting from a set of external helicities (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4), they uniquely identify

a crystal. We refer to this configuration as the seed.

21Let us note that the problem of solving the light-cone constraints should be closely related to the problem of
classifying higher-spin algebras, as in [59, 153], see also [123] for the steps towards establishing such a relation.
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For instance, the seed (2, 2− 2λ, λ, λ) generates the crystal

C2,2−2λ,−2+2λC2−2λ,λ,λ, C2,λ,−λCλ,2−2λ,λ, C2,λ,−λCλ,2−2λ,λ

C2,2,−2C2,−2,2, C2,−2,2C−2,2,2, C2,2,−2C2,2,−2

C2,2,−2C2,2−2λ,−2+2λ, C2,2−2λ,−2+2λC2−2λ,2,−2+2λ, C2,−2+2λ,2−2λC−2+2λ,2,2−2λ

C2,λ,−λCλ,2,−λ, C2,2,−2C2,λ,−λ, C2,−λ,λC−λ,λ,2 .

(2.4.3)

To construct the crystal above, we do as follows. The first line represents the small crystal

generated by the seed. We then search for all possible pairs that we can connect (via fields with

opposite helicity) to generate other small crystals. We repeat this process till it terminates.

Note that all couplings involved are two-derivative ones.

The crystal above defines a specific chiral higher-spin theory with two-derivative interac-

tions. It contains a finite amount of couplings, a finite spectrum, and includes the SDGR

interaction C2,−2,2. We can observe that starting from a different seed, corresponding to a

small crystal other than the initial one, would generate a different crystal. For instance, start-

ing from (2, 2,−2, 2) leads to SDGR, producing only the second line of (2.4.3). Starting from

(2, λ, 2,−λ) or (2, 2, 2− 2λ,−2 + 2λ) would still generate smaller solutions.

We say that two crystals are equivalent if their seeds can be mapped into each other via a

combination of the following two operations:

• A general permutation of the external legs:

(λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4)→ (λσ1 , λσ2 , λσ3 , λσ4) , σ ∈ S4 . (2.4.4)

This is a simple consequence of the symmetry of the corresponding amplitude, which

is also seen from the three products of couplings in (2.4.1) that contribute to the same

holomorphic constraint.

• An affine transformation of the helicities:

(λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4)→ (λ′
1, λ

′
2, λ

′
3, λ

′
4) , λ⃗′

i = Âλ⃗i + b⃗ . (2.4.5)

What we mean is that a solution can have some of the helicities λi as free parameters

and two solutions that differ by an affine integer-valued transformation of these free

parameters should be considered equivalent.22

Observations and simple solutions. Here, we present some general observations that en-

able us to readily recover known solutions and identify new ones.

First, HS-SDGR is a well-defined theory. It contains all higher-spin fields and all possible

chiral two-derivative couplings, and is thus defined by the largest possible crystal. Moreover,

starting from a seed containing only even helicities, we will never generate odd ones. Conversely,

22We just mean that, for example, if the classification contains theories with helicities λ, λ + 1, λ + 2 and
2λ′ − 1, 2λ′, 2λ′ + 1 for any λ, λ′, then this is the same solution (parameterised by λ = 2λ′ − 1).
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it is not possible to construct a theory with only odd helicities. This tells us that HS-SDGR

admits a consistent truncation to the even-helicity sector.

Some solutions have only (++−) cubic couplings. This possibility was first pointed out

in [123] while exploring possible subalgebras of the “gauge algebra” of HS-SDGR (see also

[202]). A covariant action for the case including all (++−) couplings and no scalar fields was

constructed in [122].

To see the existence of such theories using our method, we have to start from a small crystal

(2.4.1) and impose that the newly generated couplings never produce any (−−+) terms. We

can achieve this by requiring

λ1, λ2, λ3 ≥ n ≥ 2 , n ∈ Z . (2.4.6)

As a consequence

λ4 = 4− λ123 ≤ −n ≤ −2 ,
2− λij ≤ −n ≤ −2, i, j = {1, 2, 3} ,

λij − 2 ≥ n ≥ 2, i, j = {1, 2, 3} .

(2.4.7)

These define consistent truncations of HS-SDGR: we have a truncation for every n ≥ 2 where

all couplings will only contain fields of helicities |λ| ≥ n. We can also observe that there exist

solutions containing all possible cubic couplings constructed from the truncated spectrum.23

To see it, we need to prove that any coupling with |λ| ≥ n can be reached by a small crystal

generated by two couplings with helicities |λ| ≥ n. To do this, we simply use that pair of

couplings as the seed of the small crystal. These are exactly the truncations found in [123].

Note that this does not prevent the existence of consistent “smaller”24 theories. Indeed,

as we will see later, this is the case. We should interpret the solutions we just described as a

collection (finite or infinite) of crystals, nested one inside the other. This idea is related to the

notion of subalgebras, see [123].

An additional interesting observation arises when we attempt to include a scalar field. A

two-derivative cubic coupling involving a scalar takes the form Cλ,2−λ,0 and generates (even on

its own, but here we assume the presence of two such couplings) the small crystal

Cλ1,2−λ1,0C0,λ2,2−λ2 , Cλ1,λ2,2−λ12Cλ12−2,2−λ1,2−λ2 , Cλ1,2−λ2,λ2−λ1Cλ1−λ2,2−λ1,λ2 . (2.4.8)

This crystal contains both (++−) and (−−+) couplings if at least one of the helicities satisfies

λ ≥ 3 or λ ≤ −1. Therefore, it is not possible to consistently add a scalar field and retain only

(++−) couplings while preserving Lorentz invariance; adding a scalar necessarily introduces

(−−+) couplings as well.

The only exceptions occur for λ = 1, which gives a crystal with a single coupling C1,1,0, or

23This is, in fact, a more general statement. As we will see, all consistent two-derivative chiral higher-spin
theories are entirely determined by their spectrum.

24Here by smaller we mean theories that contain fewer fields and/or fewer cubic couplings.



66 CHAPTER 2. SELF-DUAL HIGHER-SPIN THEORIES IN FLAT SPACE

λ = 0, 2, yielding the two couplings C2,0,0 and C−2,2,2.

We can now ask which is the simplest theory that includes the SDGR coupling C−2,2,2 and

a generic coupling containing at least one scalar field Cλ,2−λ,0. The smallest crystal containing

them is generated by the seed (2, λ, 0, 2− λ), which gives the spectrum

±{0, 2, λ, λ− 2, 2λ− 2} . (2.4.9)

The cubic couplings are then all possible ones constructed from the spectrum above:

{C−2,2,2, C2,−λ,λ, C2,2−λ,λ−2, C2,2−2λ,2λ−2, C0,0,2, C2−2λ,λ,λ, C0,2−λ,λ, C2−λ,2−λ,2λ−2} . (2.4.10)

One final observation is that we can easily recover the minimal coupling25 to gravity for higher-

spin fields, thanks to the small crystal

C2,2,−2C2,λ,−λ, C2,λ,−λCλ,2,−λ, C2,−λ,λC−λ,2,λ . (2.4.11)

This configuration yields the following solution to the system of equations:

C2,2,−2C2,λ,−λ = C2,λ,−λCλ,2,−λ ⇒ C2,2,−2 = C2,λ,−λ . (2.4.12)

This result demonstrates the universality of gravitational interactions, even for higher-spin

fields. An expression of what is commonly referred to as the equivalence principle.

Both the crystal (2.4.9) and (2.4.11) will appear again in the classification we present below.

Spectrum ⇒ couplings. There is an interesting “experimental fact” that all two- and one-

derivative theories we classify below have all possible cubic couplings that can be constructed

from the spectrum of the helicities that participate in the interactions, which we can call

“interacting spectrum”. In other words, suppose that the free approximation contains fields

with helicities S ′ = {λ′
i}, while the cubic couplings contain a subset of these helicities S ′ ∋ S =

{λi}. Then, the theory contains all cubic vertices Vλi,λj ,λk
, λi+λj +λk = 1 or 2. Some theories

contain free parameters, and for the above to hold, we assume these parameters are generic —

that is, they do not vanish. The fact that the (interacting) spectrum determines the couplings

is nontrivial, and as we will show later, this property no longer holds in the higher-derivative

case.

All two-derivative solutions. To construct inequivalent crystals, we begin with a seed

containing generic helicities (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4), with the condition
∑4

i=1 λi = 4. We then proceed

as follows:

25For massless fields, the minimal coupling corresponds to the cubic interaction with the lowest number of
derivatives, two for gravitational interactions and one for gauge interactions. Note also that the mass dimension
of the coupling scales as 1−|λ1+λ2−λ3|. Consequently, the gravitational minimal coupling has mass dimension
−1 and is proportional to 1/MP , while the gauge (spin-1) coupling is dimensionless and corresponds to the
electric charge e for photons or the gauge coupling g for gluons. For a more detailed explanation, including
a generalization to massive higher-spin fields, we refer to [204]. There, all cubic interactions — not only the
minimal ones — are classified using the spinor-helicity formalism, which is also adapted to the massive case.
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• First, we construct the small crystal generated by the seed and identify all possible rela-

tions among the helicities that would generate new small crystals. This is done by fixing

two generic helicities to be opposite to each other.

• For each such relation, once imposed, we compute the newly generated crystals and then

look for further constraints they induce.

• Since the initial small crystal contains three independent helicities — taken to be (λ1, λ2, λ3)

— we iterate this process up to three times and then stop.

• Finally, we identify inequivalent crystals, modulo the equivalence relations (2.4.4) and

(2.4.5).

In general, the solutions may also include non-integer helicities,26 that would correspond to

non-physical configurations. In the classification below, we only report the physical solutions.

We present the solutions starting from the three-parameter family, then proceed to the two-

and one-parameter families, followed by particular cases. However, it is important to interpret

the classification in the opposite direction. The solution with the greatest helicity freedom

remains valid until an additional relation is imposed, reducing the number of free parameters.

As all solutions are completely determined by the (interacting) spectrum, for each inequiv-

alent crystal, we only write down the interacting spectrum in the following way: ±{λ1, ...} ∪
{s1, ...}. The spectrum of a theory consists of fields with helicity ±λ1, ..., ±s1, ...27. The cubic
vertices are given by all possible triplets of fields with helicities ±λ1, ... and +s1, ... (no −s1!)
such that the total helicity is (1)2 for (one-)two-derivative theories.

Note that a crystal can exhibit two possible behaviours when a new relation among the

helicities is imposed:

• The new relation may trigger the formation of new and different small crystals. This

leads to an inequivalent crystal compared to the original one, but with one less degree of

freedom in the helicities.

• The new relation does not result in any new small crystals. In this case, the resulting

crystal is simply a contraction of the original one, in the sense that, although it contains

fewer fields and couplings, it is not independent of the original.

We begin by describing inequivalent crystals with a finite spectrum of fields and a finite

number of cubic couplings. The first case is the simplest and least interesting, involving only a

26In particular, most of them do not contain half-integer spins, which should be interpreted as (bosonic)
fermions (note, that the generators for fermions are slightly different and are not just obtained but letting λ be
half-integer). Instead, they involve helicities like λ = 2

3 ,
4
3 , or other generic rational values. These configurations,

even though they may be mathematically interesting they are not physically relevant. For this reason, we decided
to omit them in the classification. Nevertheless, it is tempting to consider λ ∈ R since the light-cone generators
tolerate that. One can also speculate that the light-cone gauge allows one to define “fractional spin” in four
dimensions.

27The free Hamiltonian always contains pairs of fields with opposite helicities.
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single small crystal. This case gives a three-parameter family of solutions, with the following

seed (λ1, λ2, λ3, 4− λ123) and the crystal contains 10 fields:

±{2− λ12, 2− λ13, 2− λ23} ∪ {λ1, λ2, λ3, 4− λ123} . (2.4.13)

There are 4 two-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (λ1, λ2, 0, 4− λ12) generates a crystal with 22 fields:

±{0, λ1 − 2, λ2 − 2, λ1 − λ2, 2λ1 − 2, 2λ2 − 2, 6− 2λ12,

2− λ12, 4− λ1 − 2λ2, 4− 2λ1 − λ2} ∪ {λ1, λ2, 4− λ12} .
(2.4.14)

It is obtained by imposing λ3 = −λ3 ⇒ λ3 = 0.

2. The seed (λ1, λ2, 2, 2− λ12) generates a crystal with 8 fields:

±{2, λ1, λ2, 2− λ12} . (2.4.15)

It is obtained by imposing λ13 − 2 = λ1 ⇒ λ3 = 2.

3. The seed (λ1, λ2, 2− 2λ1, 2 + λ1 − λ2) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{λ1, 2λ2 − 2, 2λ1 − λ2, 2− λ12, 2 + 2λ1 − 2λ2} ∪ {λ2, 2− 2λ1, 2 + λ1 − λ2} . (2.4.16)

It is obtained by imposing 2− λ13 = λ1 ⇒ λ3 = 2− 2λ1.

4. The seed (λ1, λ2, 2− λ1, 2− λ2) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{0, 2λ1 − 2, 2λ2 − 2, λ1 − λ2, 2− λ12} ∪ {λ1, λ2, 2− λ1, 2− λ2} . (2.4.17)

It is obtained by imposing 2− λ13 = λ13 − 2⇒ λ3 = 2− λ1.

There are 5 one-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 6− 4λ, λ, 3λ− 2) generates a crystal with 24 fields:

±{0, λ− 2, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 4, 4λ− 4, 5λ− 6, 6λ− 6,

7λ− 8, 8λ− 10, 9λ− 10, 12λ− 14} ∪ {λ, 3λ− 2, 6− 4λ} .
(2.4.18)

It comes from (2.4.14) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = 2λ1 − 2⇒ λ2 = 3λ1 − 2.

2. The seed (0, 4− 3λ, λ, 2λ) generates a crystal with 31 fields:

±{0, λ, λ− 2, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 2, 4λ− 4, 4λ− 2, 5λ− 4, 6λ− 6, 6λ− 4,

7λ− 6, 8λ− 6, 9λ− 8, 10λ− 8, 12λ− 10} ∪ {2λ, 4− 3λ} .
(2.4.19)

It comes from (2.4.14) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = λ1 ⇒ λ2 = 2λ1.
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3. The seed (4− 3λ, 2− 2λ, λ, 4λ− 2) generates a crystal with 16 fields:

±{12λ− 10, 9λ− 8, 8λ− 6, 6λ− 6, 5λ− 4, 2λ− 2, λ} ∪ {4− 3λ, 4λ− 2} . (2.4.20)

It comes from (2.4.16) by imposing λ1 = 2− 2λ2.

4. The seed (1, 2− 2λ, λ, λ+ 1) generates a crystal with 16 fields:

±{0, λ, λ− 1, 2λ, 2λ− 1, 3λ− 1, 4λ− 2} ∪ {1, λ+ 1, 2− 2λ} . (2.4.21)

It comes from (2.4.16) by imposing 2λ2 − 2 = 2− 2λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 1.

5. The seed (6λ− 6, λ, 4− 3λ, 6− 4λ) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{2λ− 2, 3λ− 4, 7λ− 8, 8λ− 10, 12λ− 14} ∪ {λ, 6λ− 6, 6− 4λ} . (2.4.22)

It comes from (2.4.16) by imposing λ1 + λ2 − 2 = 2− 2λ2 ⇒ λ1 = 4− 3λ2.

There are 4 particular finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 1, 1, 2) generates a crystal with 5 fields:

±{0, 1, 2} . (2.4.23)

This corresponds to SDGR coupled to the photon and a scalar field.

2. The seed (0, 0, 2, 2) generates a crystal with 3 fields:

±{0, 2} . (2.4.24)

This corresponds to SDGR with a scalar field.

3. The seed (−2, 2, 2, 2) generates a crystal with 2 fields:

±{2} . (2.4.25)

This corresponds to SDGR.

4. The seed (1, 1, 1, 1) generates a crystal with 2 fields:

{0, 1} . (2.4.26)

This corresponds to the abelian vertex φF 2 alone.

Below, we present the crystals with infinite spectra and infinitely many cubic couplings, which

we refer to as infinite crystals. We explicitly indicate whether helicities 0 and ±2 are present
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in the theory, as these fields are of particular relevance. There is 1 two-parameter family of

infinite crystals:

1. The seed (−λ1, λ1, 4− λ2, λ2) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{2, (2− λ2)k ± 2, (2− λ2)k ± λ1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.27)

It is obtained by imposing λ3 = −λ1.

There are 2 one-parameter families of infinite crystals:

1. The seed (−2, 6,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

± {2, 4k} , k ∈ Z≥0 , λ ≡ 2 (mod 4) , (2.4.28a)

± {0, 2, 2k} , k ∈ Z≥0 , λ ≡ 0 (mod 4) , (2.4.28b)

± {0, 2, k} , k ∈ Z≥0 , λ odd . (2.4.28c)

It comes from (2.4.16) by imposing λ2 = λ2 − λ1 − 2 ⇒ λ1 = −2 or from (2.4.27) by

imposing λ2 = −2.

2. The seed (0, 6− 2λ, λ− 2, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 2, (2− λ)k, (2− λ)k ± 2} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.29)

It comes from (2.4.14) by imposing λ1 = λ2 − 2.

There are some particular infinite solutions:28

• The following seeds generate all integer helicities:

{(0, 0, 1, 3), (0, 1,−1, 4), (0, 3,−3, 4), (1, 2,−2, 3),
(1,−1,−2, 6), (1, 4,−4, 3), (1,−1, 1, 3)} .

(2.4.30)

• The following seeds generate all even helicities:

{(0, 2,−2, 4), (0, 0, 0, 4), (0, 4,−4, 4), (0, 0,−2, 6),
(0, 6,−6, 4), (0, 10,−10, 4), (4,−4,−2, 6), (0, 10,−4,−2)} .

(2.4.31)

• The following seeds generate all helicities λ ≡ 2 (mod 4):

{(2,−2,−2, 6), (10,−10,−2, 6), (6,−6,−2, 6)} . (2.4.32)

In the following, we present additional crystals which, as described above, are merely contrac-

tions of larger crystals, even though they exhibit a different spectrum. Nevertheless, they are

28We include these cases because they arise by fixing specific helicities in the finite crystals discussed above.
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relevant, and we include them here as well. We also indicate whether the crystal coincides with

its small crystal, and whether it contains only (++−) couplings. There is 1 two-parameter

family of finite crystals:

1. The seed (λ1, λ2, λ1, 4− 2λ1 − λ2) generates a crystal with 7 fields:

±{2λ1 − 2, 2− λ12} ∪ {λ1, λ2, 4− 2λ1 − λ2} . (2.4.33)

It is a contraction of (2.4.13) by imposing 2− λ12 = 2− λ23 ⇒ λ3 = λ1. It coincides with

the small crystal.

There are 13 one-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 1, 3− λ, λ) generates a crystal with 21 fields:

±{0, 1, λ− 1, λ− 2, 2λ− 4, 2λ− 3, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 5, 3λ− 4, 4λ− 6} ∪ {λ, 3− λ} . (2.4.34)

It is a contraction of (2.4.14) by imposing λ2 = 2− λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 1.

2. The seed (2, λ, 0, 2− λ) generates a crystal with 9 fields:

±{0, 2, λ, λ− 2, 2λ− 2} . (2.4.35)

It is a contraction of (2.4.14) by imposing 2λ2 − 2 = λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 2.

3. The seeds (0, λ, λ, 4− 2λ) and (2λ− 2, λ, 2− λ, 4− 2λ) generate a crystal with 11 fields:

±{0, λ− 2, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 4, 4λ− 6} ∪ {λ, 4− 2λ} . (2.4.36)

It is a contraction of (2.4.14) by imposing λ1 − λ2 = λ2 − λ1 ⇒ λ2 = λ1 and of (2.4.16)

by imposing 2− 2λ1 = 2λ2 − 2⇒ λ1 = 2− λ2, respectively.

4. The seed (0, 6− 3λ, λ, 2λ− 2) generates a crystal with 17 fields:

±{0, 2− λ, 2λ− 4, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 4, 4λ− 6, 5λ− 8, 6λ− 10} ∪ {λ, 6− 3λ} . (2.4.37)

It is a contraction of (2.4.14) by imposing λ2 = 2λ1 − 2.

5. The seed (2, 2,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with 4 fields:

±{2, λ} . (2.4.38)

It is a contraction of (2.4.15) by imposing λ2 = 2. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.
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6. The seed (2, 2− 2λ, λ, λ) generates a crystal with 6 fields:

±{2, λ, 2λ− 2} . (2.4.39)

It is a contraction of (2.4.15) by imposing λ2 = λ1. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings.

7. The seed (6− 4λ, λ, λ, 2λ− 2) generates a crystal with 6 fields:

±{3λ− 4, 2λ− 2} ∪ {λ, 6− 4λ} . (2.4.40)

It is a contraction of (2.4.16) by imposing λ1 = 2λ2−2. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.

8. The seed (2− 2λ, 2− 2λ, λ, 3λ) generates a crystal with 8 fields:

±{λ, 4λ− 2, 6λ− 2} ∪ {2− 2λ, 3λ} . (2.4.41)

It is a contraction of (2.4.16) by imposing λ2 = 2− 2λ1.

9. The seed (10− 6λ, λ, 2λ− 2, 3λ− 4) generates a crystal with 10 fields:

±{2λ− 2, 3λ− 4, 4λ− 6, 5λ− 8} ∪ {λ, 10− 6λ} . (2.4.42)

It is a contraction of (2.4.16) by imposing 2 + λ1 − λ2 = 2λ2 − 2 ⇒ λ1 = 3λ2 − 4. This

crystal contains only (++−) couplings.

10. The seed (1, 1, 2− λ, λ) generates a crystal with 8 fields:

±{0, λ− 1, 2λ− 2} ∪ {1, λ, 2− λ} . (2.4.43)

It is a contraction of (2.4.17) by imposing 2λ2 − 2 = 2− 2λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 1.

11. The seed (λ, λ, 2− λ, 2− λ) generates a crystal with 5 fields:

±{0, 2λ− 2} ∪ {λ, 2− λ} . (2.4.44)

It is a contraction of (2.4.33) by imposing λ1 + λ2 − 2 = 2 − λ1 − λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 2 − λ1. It

coincides with the small crystal.

12. The seed (4− 3λ, 2− λ, λ, 3λ− 2) generates a crystal with 11 fields:

±{0, 2λ− 2, 4λ− 4, 6λ− 6} ∪ {4− 3λ, 2− λ, λ, 3λ− 2} . (2.4.45)

It is a contraction of (2.4.17) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = 2λ1 − 2⇒ λ2 = 3λ1 − 2.
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13. The seed (4− 3λ, λ, λ, λ) generates a crystal with 4 fields:

±{2λ− 2} ∪ {λ, 4− 3λ} . (2.4.46)

It is a contraction of (2.4.33) by imposing 2λ1− 2 = λ1 + λ2− 2⇒ λ2 = λ1. This crystal

contains only (++−) couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.

We also present 5 additional one-parameter families of infinite crystals which, although arising

as specific contractions of (2.4.27), also originate from the two-parameter families of finite

crystals. As such, they are important for the complete classification.

1. The seed (0, 0, 4− λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 2, (2− λ)k, (2− λ)k ± 2}, k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.47)

It comes from (2.4.14) by imposing λ1 = 0.

2. The seed (0, 4,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

± {0, 2, k}, k ∈ Z≥0 , λ odd , (2.4.48a)

± {0, 2, 2k}, k ∈ Z≥0 , λ even . (2.4.48b)

It comes from (2.4.14) by imposing 4 − λ1 − λ2 = −λ1 ⇒ λ2 = 4. This seed leads to

HS-SDGR. In particular, starting from an even λ yields a truncation of HS-SDGR to even

helicities, while an odd λ gives the full HS-SDGR spectrum.

3. The seeds (2,−2, 4−λ, λ), (2λ−6, λ, 4−λ, 6−2λ) and (λ, λ,−λ, 4−λ) generate a crystal

with the following fields:

±{2, (2− λ)k ± 2} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.49)

It comes from (2.4.15) by imposing λ2 = −2 and from (2.4.16) by imposing 2 − 2λ1 =

λ2 − λ1 − 2⇒ λ1 = 4− λ2 and from (2.4.33) by imposing λ2 = −λ1, respectively.

4. The seed (2 + 2λ, λ,−λ, 2− 2λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{2, 2kλ± 2, (2k + 1)λ} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.50)

It comes from (2.4.16) by imposing λ2 = −λ1.

5. The seed (λ, 2 + λ,−λ, 2− λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 2, kλ± 2, kλ} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.51)

It comes from (2.4.17) by imposing λ2 = −λ1.
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Further observations. From the classification above, we find that the only seeds leading to

the full HS-SDGR theory are:

(λ,−λ, 1, 3) Cλ,−λ,2C−2,1,3, Cλ,1,1−λCλ−1,−λ,3, Cλ,3,−1−λCλ+1,−λ,1 ,

(λ,−λ, 0, 4) Cλ,−λ,2C−2,0,4, Cλ,0,2−λCλ−2,−λ,4, Cλ,4,−2−λCλ+2,−λ,0 , λ odd ,

(λ,−λ,−1, 5) Cλ,−λ,2C−2,−1,5, Cλ,−1,3−λC−3+λ,−λ,5, Cλ,5,−3−λC3+λ,−λ,−1 , λ ≡ 0 (mod 3) ,

(−2, 6, λ,−λ) C−2,6,−2C2,λ,−λ, C−2,λ,4−λC−4+λ,6,−λ, C−2,−λ,4+λC−4−λ,6,λ , λ odd .

Therefore, HS-SDGR is the unique solution iff at least one of these C2C2 coupling pairs is

turned on.

Another noteworthy observation is that the only finite crystals containing the SDGR cou-

pling C−2,2,2 — and which can thus be interpreted as chiral higher-spin gravity theories — are

those generated by (2.4.15) and its contractions. In contrast, all infinite crystals include the

SDGR coupling.

As we will see later, when solving the system of equations for the couplings associated with

a crystal, some solutions may allow certain couplings to vanish. This gives rise to a sub-crystal,

which corresponds to a subalgebra in the terminology of [123]. As shown in [123], solutions

to the light-cone holomorphic constraint correspond, with a few exceptions, to specific Lie

algebras.

2.4.2 One-derivative chiral higher-spin theories

Here, we classify all inequivalent solutions of chiral higher-spin theories involving one-derivative

interactions in the presence of a U(N) gauge group. For SO(N) and USp(N), the classification

of the crystals remains the same. The only difference is in the system for the couplings, as

discussed in Appendix 2.10. Satisfying the holomorphic constraint (2.3.64) requires two basic

rules:

• Starting from a single pair of couplings C1C1, four additional ones are required. In

particular, the following set of couplings must be present together:

Cλ1,λ2,1−λ12Cλ12−1,λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,1−λ13Cλ13−1,λ2,λ4 , Cλ1,λ4,1−λ14Cλ14−1,λ2,λ3 . (2.4.52)

We also impose
∑4

i=1 λi = 2 to ensure that only one-derivative interactions are present.

We refer to the collection of the 6 couplings above as a small crystal. An exception is the

pair Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 , which is excluded from the small crystal, as it does not participate

in the constraint (2.3.66).

• These couplings have to satisfy the following system of equations:

Cλ1,λ2,1−λ12Cλ12−1,λ3,λ4 = Cλ4,λ1,1−λ14Cλ14−1,λ2,λ3 ,

Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .
(2.4.53)



2.4. LOW-DERIVATIVE CHIRAL HIGHER-SPIN THEORIES 75

The same equations also appear for the other colour-ordered constraints (2.3.63). While

this system does not affect the classification below, it plays a role in determining relations

among the couplings in any given theory. Notably, a solution is always guaranteed to exist

— namely the one corresponding to HS-SDYM — in which all one-derivative couplings in

the theory take the same value. However, in general, for smaller theories than HS-SDYM,

some couplings remain unconstrained and correspond to free parameters. In what follows,

we assume that all such free parameters are kept different from zero.

To justify the need for the small crystal in (2.4.52), we recall that the constraint (2.3.66)

applies only to a single colour-ordered case, specifically [1234], and requires just two pairs of

couplings. We make a simplifying assumption that Cλ1,λ2,ω ̸= 0 implies Cλ2,λ1,ω ̸= 0. As a

result, we also need to satisfy the colour-ordered constraint [1342], which in turn implies that

all permutations must be included and all colour-ordered constraints must be fulfilled.

Apart from the change in the number of derivatives of the vertices, the classification strategy

remains unchanged. Then we follow the same procedure as in the two-derivative case. Let us

give an example of a crystal generated by the seed (1, 1,−λ, λ), which yields

C1,1,−1C1,−λ,λ, C1,−λ,λC−λ,1,λ, C1,λ,−λCλ,1,−λ

C1,1,−1C1,−1,1, C1,−1,1C−1,1,1, C1,1,−1C1,1,−1 .
(2.4.54)

The above defines a specific chiral higher-spin theory with one-derivative interactions. It con-

tains only a finite number of couplings, a finite spectrum, and the SDYM interaction C−1,1,1.

The notion of equivalence between crystals is the same as in the two-derivative case.

Observations and simple solutions. First, HS-SDYM is a well-defined theory. It contains

all higher-spin fields and all possible chiral one-derivative couplings, and is thus defined by the

largest possible crystal. Moreover, starting from a seed containing only odd helicities, we will

never generate even ones. This tells us that HS-SDYM admits a consistent truncation to the

odd-helicity sector.

As in the two-derivative case, solutions that include only (++−) cubic couplings are allowed.
The argument is the same as before, starting from the small crystal (2.4.52) and by requiring

λ1, λ2, λ3 ≥ n ≥ 1 , n ∈ Z . (2.4.55)

As a consequence

λ4 = 2− λ123 ≤ −n ≤ −1 ,
1− λij ≤ −n ≤ −1 , i, j = {1, 2, 3} ,

λ1j − 1 ≥ n ≥ 1 , i, j = {1, 2, 3} .

(2.4.56)

These define consistent truncations of HS-SDYM, and we can have arbitrary truncations, con-

taining fields of helicities |λ| ≥ n. As before, there exist solutions that incorporate all possible

cubic couplings constructed from the truncated spectrum.
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Let us try to include a scalar field. A one-derivative cubic coupling involving a scalar field

takes the form (λ, 1− λ, 0) and generates the small crystal

Cλ1,1−λ1,0C0,λ2,1−λ2 , Cλ1,λ2,1−λ12Cλ12−1,1−λ1,1−λ2 , Cλ1,1−λ2,λ2−λ1Cλ1−λ2,1−λ1,λ2 . (2.4.57)

This crystal contains both (++−) and (−−+) couplings if at least one of the helicities satisfies

λ ≥ 2 or λ ≤ −1. Therefore, adding a scalar necessarily introduces (−−+) couplings as well.

The only exceptions occur for λ = 0, 1, which gives a crystal with two couplings C0,0,1, C−1,1,1.

We can now ask which is the simplest theory that includes the SDYM coupling C−1,1,1 and

a generic coupling containing at least one scalar field Cλ,1−λ,0. The smaller crystal containing

them is generated by the seed (0, 1, 1− λ, λ), which gives the spectrum

±{0, 1, λ, λ− 1, 1− 2λ} . (2.4.58)

The cubic couplings are then all the possible ones constructed from the spectrum above:

{C0,0,1, C0,1−λ,λ, C1,−λ,λC1,1−λ,−1+λ, C1−λ,1−λ−1+2λ, C1−2λ,λ,λ, C−1,1,1, C1,1−2λ,−1+2λ} . (2.4.59)

One final observation is that we can easily recover the minimal coupling to the spin-1 gauge

field for higher-spin fields, thanks to the small crystal

C1,1,−1C1,λ,−λ, C1,λ,−λCλ,1,−λ, C1,−λ,λC−λ,1,λ . (2.4.60)

This configuration yields the following solution to the system of equations:

C1,1,−1C2,λ,−λ = C1,λ,−λCλ,1,−λ ⇒ C1,1,−1 = C1,λ,−λ . (2.4.61)

This result demonstrates the universality of the coupling to spin-1 for higher-spin fields.

Both the crystal (2.4.58) and (2.4.60) will appear again in the classification we present below.

All one-derivative solutions. We follow the same procedure as in the two-derivative case.

Recall that, in this case as well, the spectrum completely determines the cubic couplings.

The first solution is a three-parameter family with the following seed (λ1, λ2, λ3, 2 − λ123)

and the crystal contains 10 fields:

±{1− λ12, 1− λ13, 1− λ23} ∪ {λ1, λ2, λ3, 2− λ123} . (2.4.62)

There are 4 two-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, λ1, 2− λ12, λ2) generates a crystal with 22 fields:

±{0, 1− 2λ1, 1− λ1, 1− 2λ2, 3− 2λ12, 2− λ1 − 2λ2, 1− λ2,

2− 2λ1 − λ2, 1− λ12, λ1 − λ2} ∪ {λ1, 2− λ12, λ2} .
(2.4.63)
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It is obtained by imposing λ3 = −λ3 ⇒ λ3 = 0.

2. The seed (1, λ1, 1− λ12, λ2) generates a crystal with 8 fields:

±{1, λ1, 1− λ12, λ2} . (2.4.64)

It is obtained by imposing λ13 − 1 = λ1 ⇒ λ3 = 1.

3. The seed (1− 2λ1, λ1, 1 + λ1 − λ2, λ2) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{λ1, 1− 2λ2, 1 + 2λ1 − 2λ2, 1− λ12, 2λ1 − λ2} ∪ {1− 2λ1, 1 + λ1 − λ2, λ2} . (2.4.65)

It is obtained by imposing 1− λ13 = λ1 ⇒ λ3 = 1− 2λ1.

4. The seed (1− λ1, λ1, 1− λ2, λ2) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{0, 1− 2λ1, 1− 2λ2, 1− λ12, λ1 − λ2} ∪ {1− λ1, λ1, 1− λ2, λ2} . (2.4.66)

It is obtained by imposing 1− λ13 = λ13 − 1⇒ λ3 = 1− λ1.

There are 4 one-parameter families of solutions:

1. The seed (0, 3− 4λ, λ, 3λ− 1) generates a crystal with 24 fields:

±{0, 7− 12λ, 5− 9λ, 5− 8λ, 4− 7λ, 3− 6λ, 3− 5λ,

2− 4λ, 2− 3λ, 1− 2λ, 1− λ} ∪ {3− 4λ, λ,−1 + 3λ} .
(2.4.67)

It comes from (2.4.63) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = 2λ1 − 1⇒ λ2 = 3λ1 − 1.

2. The seed (0, 2− 3λ, λ, 2λ) generates a crystal with 31 fields:

±{0, 5− 12λ, 4− 10λ, 4− 9λ, 3− 8λ, 3− 7λ, 2− 6λ, 3− 6λ, 2− 5λ,

1− 4λ, 2− 4λ, 1− 3λ, 1− 2λ, 1− λ,−λ} ∪ {2− 3λ, 2λ} .
(2.4.68)

It comes from (2.4.63) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = λ1 ⇒ λ2 = 2λ1.

3. The seed (2− 3λ, 1− 2λ, λ, 4λ− 1) generates a crystal with 16 fields:

±{5− 12λ, 4− 9λ, 3− 8λ, 3− 6λ, 2− 5λ, 1− 2λ, λ} ∪ {4λ− 1, 2− 3λ} . (2.4.69)

It comes from (2.4.65) by imposing λ1 = 1− 2λ2.

4. The seed (6λ− 3, λ, 2− 3λ, 3− 4λ) generates a crystal with 13 fields:

±{7− 12λ, 5− 8λ, 4− 7λ, 2− 3λ, 1− 2λ} ∪ {3− 4λ, λ, 6λ− 3} . (2.4.70)

It comes from (2.4.65) by imposing λ1 + λ2 − 1 = 1− 2λ2 ⇒ λ1 = 2− 3λ2.
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There are 2 particular finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 0, 1, 1) generates a crystal with 3 fields:

±{1, 0} . (2.4.71)

This corresponds to SDYM coupled to a scalar field.

2. The seed (−1, 1, 1, 1) generates a crystal with 2 fields:

±{1} . (2.4.72)

This corresponds to SDYM.

There is 1 two-parameter family of infinite crystals:

1. The seed (−λ1, λ1, 2− λ2, λ2) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{1, (1− λ2)k ± 1, (1− λ2)k ± λ1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.73)

It is obtained by imposing λ3 = −λ1.

There is 1 one-parameter family of infinite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 3− 2λ, λ− 1, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 1, (1− λ)k, (1− λ)k ± 1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.74)

It comes from (2.4.63) by imposing λ1 = λ2 − 1.

There are some particular infinite solutions:

• The following seeds generate all integer helicities:

{(−1, 0, 1, 2), (0, 0, 0, 2), (−2, 0, 2, 2), (−1, 0, 0, 3), (−3, 0, 2, 3),
(−5, 0, 2, 5), (−4, 0, 2, 4), (−2,−1, 0, 5), (−2,−1, 2, 3)} .

(2.4.75)

• The following seeds generate all odd helicities:

{(−1,−1, 1, 3), (−5,−1, 3, 5), (−3,−1, 3, 3)} . (2.4.76)

In the following, we present additional crystals obtained through specific contractions of the

spectra of the previously discussed crystals.

There is 1 two-parameter family of finite crystals:
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1. The seed (λ1, λ1, 2− 2λ1 − λ2, λ2) generates a crystal with 7 fields:

±{1− 2λ1, 1− λ12} ∪ {λ1, 2− 2λ1 − λ2, λ2} . (2.4.77)

It is a contraction of (2.4.62) by imposing 1− λ12 = 1− λ23 ⇒ λ3 = λ1. It coincides with

the small crystal.

There are 11 one-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 1, 1− λ, λ) generates a crystal with 9 fields:

±{0, 1, λ, 2λ− 1, λ− 1} . (2.4.78)

It is a contraction of (2.4.63) by imposing 2λ1 − 1 = λ1 ⇒ λ1 = 1.

2. The seeds (0, λ, λ, 2− 2λ) and (2λ− 1, λ, 1− λ, 2− 2λ) generate a crystal with 11 fields:

±{0, 3− 4λ, 2− 3λ, 1− 2λ, 1− λ} ∪ {2− 2λ, λ} . (2.4.79)

It is a contraction of (2.4.63) by imposing λ1 − λ2 = λ2 − λ1 ⇒ λ2 = λ1 and of (2.4.65)

by imposing 1− 2λ1 = 2λ2 − 1⇒ λ1 = 1− λ2, respectively.

3. The seed (0, 3− 3λ, λ, 2λ− 1) generates a crystal with 17 fields:

±{0, 5− 6λ, 4− 5λ, 3− 4λ, 2− 3λ, 1− 2λ, 2− 2λ, 1− λ} ∪ {3− 3λ, λ} . (2.4.80)

It is a contraction of (2.4.63) by imposing λ2 = 2λ1 − 1.

4. The seed (1, 1,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with 4 fields:

±{1, λ} . (2.4.81)

It is a contraction of (2.4.64) by imposing λ2 = 1. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.

5. The seed (1, 1− 2λ, λ, λ) generates a crystal with 6 fields:

±{1, 1− 2λ, λ} . (2.4.82)

It is a contraction of (2.4.64) by imposing λ2 = λ1. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings.

6. The seed (3− 4λ, λ, λ, 2λ− 1) generates a crystal with 6 fields:

±{2− 3λ, 1− 2λ} ∪ {3− 4λ, λ} . (2.4.83)
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It is a contraction of (2.4.65) by imposing λ1 = 2λ2−1. This crystal contains only (++−)
couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.

7. The seed (1− 2λ, 1− 2λ, λ, 3λ) generates a crystal with 8 fields:

±{1− 6λ, 1− 4λ, λ} ∪ {3λ, 1− 2λ} . (2.4.84)

It is a contraction of (2.4.65) by imposing λ2 = 1− 2λ1.

8. The seed (5− 6λ, λ, 2λ− 1, 3λ− 2) generates a crystal with 10 fields:

±{4− 5λ, 3− 4λ, 2− 3λ, 1− 2λ} ∪ {5− 6λ, λ} . (2.4.85)

It is a contraction of (2.4.65) by imposing 1 + λ1 − λ2 = 2λ2 − 1 ⇒ λ1 = 3λ2 − 2. This

crystal contains only (++−) couplings.

9. The seed (λ, λ, 1− λ, 1− λ) generates a crystal with 5 fields:

±{0, 1− 2λ} ∪ {1− λ, λ} . (2.4.86)

It is a contraction of (2.4.77) by imposing λ1 + λ2 − 1 = 1 − λ1 − λ2 ⇒ λ2 = 1 − λ1. It

coincides with the small crystal.

10. The seed (3λ− 1, λ, 1− λ, 2− 3λ} generates a crystal with 11 fields:

±{0, 3− 6λ, 2− 4λ, 1− 2λ} ∪ {2− 3λ, 1− λ, λ,−1 + 3λ} . (2.4.87)

It is a contraction of (2.4.66) by imposing λ2 − λ1 = 2λ1 − 1⇒ λ2 = 3λ1 − 1.

11. The seed (2− 3λ, λ, λ, λ) generates a crystal with 4 fields:

±{1− 2λ} ∪ {2− 3λ, λ} . (2.4.88)

It is a contraction of (2.4.77) by imposing 2λ1− 1 = λ1 + λ2− 1⇒ λ2 = λ1. This crystal

contains only (++−) couplings. It coincides with the small crystal.

There are 7 one-parameter families of infinite crystals which, although arising as specific con-

tractions of (2.4.73), also originate from the two-parameter families of finite crystals:

1. The seed (0, 0, 2− λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 1, (1− λ)k, (1− λ)k ± 1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.89)

It comes respectively from (2.4.63) by imposing λ1 = 0.
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2. The seed (0, 2,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 1, k} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.90)

It comes from (2.4.63) by imposing 2 − λ1 − λ2 = −λ1 ⇒ λ2 = 2. This seed leads to

HS-SDYM.

3. The seeds (1,−1, 2−λ, λ) and (λ, λ,−λ, 2−λ) generate a crystal with the following fields:

±{1, (1− λ)k ± 1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.91)

It comes from (2.4.64) by imposing λ2 = −1 and from (2.4.77) by imposing λ2 = −λ1,

respectively.

4. The seed (1− 2λ, 2− λ, λ, 2λ− 1) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{1, (1 + λ)k ± 1} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.92)

It comes from (2.4.65) by imposing 1 + λ1 − λ2 = 2λ1 − 1⇒ λ2 = 2− λ1.

5. The seed (1 + 2λ, λ,−λ, 1− 2λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{1, 2kλ± 1, (2k + 1)λ} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.93)

It comes from (2.4.65) by imposing λ2 = −λ1.

6. The seed (−1, 3,−λ, λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

± {0, 1, k} , k ∈ Z≥0 , λ even , (2.4.94a)

± {1, 2k + 1} , k ∈ Z≥0 , λ odd . (2.4.94b)

It comes from (2.4.65) by imposing λ2 = λ2−λ1−1⇒ λ1 = −1. This leads to HS-SDYM.

In particular, starting from an odd λ yields a truncation of HS-SDYM to odd helicities,

while an even λ gives the full HS-SDYM spectrum.

7. The seed (λ, 1 + λ,−λ, 1− λ) generates a crystal with the following fields:

±{0, 1, kλ± 1, kλ} , k ∈ Z≥0 . (2.4.95)

It comes from (2.4.66) by imposing λ2 = −λ1.
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Further observations. From the classification above, we find that the only seeds leading to

HS-SDYM are:

(λ,−λ, 2, 0) Cλ,−λ,1C−1,2,0, Cλ,2,−1−λC1+λ,−λ,0, Cλ,0,1−λC−1+λ,−λ,2 ,

(λ,−λ, 3,−1) Cλ,−λ,1C−1,3,−1, Cλ,3,−2−λC2+λ,−λ,−1, Cλ,−1,2−λC−2+λ,−λ,3 , λ even ,

(λ,−λ,−2, 4) Cλ,−λ,1C−1,−2,4, Cλ,−2,3−λC−3+λ,−λ,4, Cλ,4,−3−λC3+λ,−λ,−2 , λ ≡ 0 (mod 3) ,

(−2,−1, 0, 5) C−2,−1,4C−4,0,5, C−2,0,3C−3,−1,5, C−2,5,−2C2,−1,0 .

Therefore, HS-SDYM is the unique solution iff at least one of these pairs of C1C1 couplings is

turned on.

Another interesting observation is that the only finite crystals containing the SDYM coupling

C−1,1,1 are those arising from (2.4.64) and its contractions. In contrast, all infinite crystals do

contain the SDYM coupling.

2.4.3 Higher-derivative

Here, we explore the various features that emerge in the higher-derivative case, which also

makes its classification more involved. We focus on the case without a gauge algebra. When

a gauge algebra is present, one simply needs to include odd-derivative couplings as well; the

rest of the analysis remains unchanged. Satisfying the holomorphic constraint (2.3.1), requires

respecting two basic rules:

• Starting from a single pair of couplings CnCm, with n+m = k+2 being the total number

of derivatives, the following set of 3k couplings must be present together:29

k

Cλ1,λ2,k−λ12

2

Cλ12−k,λ3,λ4 ,
k

Cλ1,λ3,k−λ13

2

Cλ13−k,λ2,λ4 ,
k

Cλ2,λ3,k−λ23

2

Cλ23−k,λ1,λ4

k−2

Cλ1,λ2,k−2−λ12

4

Cλ12+2−k,λ3,λ4 ,
k−2

Cλ1,λ3,k−2−λ13

4

Cλ13+2−k,λ2,λ4 ,
k−2

Cλ2,λ3,k−2−λ23

4

Cλ23+2−k,λ1,λ4

· · · , · · · , · · ·
2

Cλ1,λ2,2−λ12

k

Cλ12−2,λ3,λ4 ,
2

Cλ1,λ3,2−λ13

k

Cλ13−2,λ2,λ4 ,
2

Cλ2,λ3,2−λ23

k

Cλ23−2,λ1,λ4 .

We also impose
∑4

i=1 λi = k + 2 to ensure that only couplings with up to k derivatives

are present. We refer to the collection of the 3k couplings above as a small crystal. An

exception is the pair Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 , which is excluded from the small crystal, as it does

not participate in the constraint (2.3.5).

29Sometimes, for convenience, we indicate the number of derivatives of a coupling on top of it.
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• These couplings have to satisfy the following system of equations:

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 =
k1234
+ (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω ,

same for (1324) and (1423) ,

k1234
+ = k1324

+ = k1423
+ , Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .

(2.4.96)

While this system does not affect the classification, it plays a role in determining relations

among the couplings in any given theory. Notably, a solution is always guaranteed to

exist — namely the one corresponding to full chiral higher-spin theory, with the Metsaev

solution (2.3.44).

Let us examine a specific example to highlight the key differences from the lower-derivative

case. The seed (6,−4, 2, 2), with Λ = 6, generates the higher-derivative crystal

C6,−4,[2,0]C [−2,0],2,2, C6,2,[−4,−6]C [4,6],−4,2, C6,2,[−4,−6]C [4,6],−4,2

C2,6,−6C6,−6,2, C2,−6,6C−6,6,2, C2,2,−2C2,6,−6

C2,6,−6C6,−4,0, C2,−4,4C−4,6,0, C2,0,0C0,6,−4

C−4,6,0C0,−4,6, C−4,−4,10C−10,6,6, C−4,6,0C0,6,−4

C−10,6,6C−6,2,6, C−10,2,10C−10,6,6, C−10,6,6C−6,6,2

C2,10,−10C10,−10,2, C2,−10,10C−10,10,2, C2,2,−2C2,10,−10

C2,10,−10C10,−4,−4, C2,−4,4C−4,10,−4, C2,−4,4C−4,10,−4

C2,4,−4C4,−4,2, C2,−4,4C−4,4,2, C2,2,−2C2,4,−4

C2,2,−2C2,−2,2, C2,−2,2C−2,2,2, C2,2,−2C2,2,−2

C2,2,−2C2,0,0, C2,0,0C0,2,0, C2,0,0C0,2,0

C2,2,[0,−2]C [0,2],0,2, C2,0,[2,0]C [−2,0],2,2, C2,2,[0,−2]C [0,2],2,0 ,

(2.4.97)

where the square bracket [−,−] is a notation to indicate the range of exchanged helicities,

incremented by steps of 2.30

The above crystal contains the following 10 couplings:

{
2

C−2,2,2,
2

C−4,2,4,
2

C−4,0,6,
2

C−6,2,6,
2

C0,0,2,
2

C−4,−4,10,
2

C−10,6,6,
2

C−10,2,10,
4

C0,2,2,
4

C−4,2,6} . (2.4.98)

It includes SDGR, but does not contain all possible couplings that can be constructed from the

30If we want to include both even- and odd-derivative interactions and/or in the presence of a gauge group,
the step would be of 1.
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spectrum up to 4-derivatives. In particular, it omits the following 12 couplings:

{
2

C−6,−2,10,
2

C−6,4,4,
2

C−2,−2,6,
2

C−2,0,4,
4

C−10,4,10,
4

C−6,0,10,

4

C−6,4,6,
4

C−4,−2,10,
4

C−4,4,4,
4

C−2,0,6,
4

C−2,2,4,
4

C0,0,4} .
(2.4.99)

The solution for the couplings in the crystal (2.4.97) is:

{C−2,2,2 = C0,0,2 = C−4,2,4 = C−6,2,6 = C−10,2,10 ,

C−4,−4,10 =
(C−4,0,6)2

C−10,6,6
, C0,2,2 =

C−2,2,2C−4,2,6

C−4,0,6
} .

(2.4.100)

The first line is a manifestation of the universality of gravitational interactions.

It is worth stressing that, without the freedom of having an arbitrary value for the product

of couplings Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 , we would get an additional constraint:

C2,2,2 =
10

3

(C0,2,2)2

C−2,2,2
. (2.4.101)

This is the same constraint encountered in (2.3.57) for the higher-derivative theory for lower

spins, and also here it would lead to a vanishing amplitude.

The example above illustrates all the new features of the higher-derivative case:

• The couplings are no longer fully determined by the spectrum. In the example above,

some 2- and 4-derivative couplings are missing. This complicates the classification of

higher-derivative chiral theories.

• The presence or absence of a gauge group becomes more relevant. In its presence, odd-

derivative vertices must also be included, leading to potentially very different solutions,

unlike the similarity observed in the lower-derivative case.

• As already seen in (2.3.79) and in the example above, the freedom to choose the prod-

uct Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 becomes relevant. It is also tied to the possibility of obtaining non-

vanishing amplitudes.

Simple observations. Full chiral higher-spin theory is a well-defined theory. It contains all

higher-spin fields and all possible chiral even-derivative cubic couplings, and is thus defined

by the largest possible crystal. Moreover, starting from a seed containing only even helicities,

we will never generate odd ones. This tells us that full chiral higher-spin admits a consistent

truncation to the even-helicity sector.

As in the low-derivative cases, we have solutions that include only (++−) cubic couplings.

Starting from a small crystal, we impose that the newly generated couplings never produce any

(−−+) terms, by requiring

λ1, λ2, λ3 ≥ n ≥ k , n ∈ Z . (2.4.102)
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As a consequence

λ4 = k + 2− λ123 ≤ −n ≤ −k ,
ℓ− λij ≤ −n ≤ −k , i, j = {1, 2, 3} , ℓ = {2, 4, ..., k} ,

λij − ℓ ≥ n ≥ k , i, j = {1, 2, 3} , ℓ = {2, 4, ..., k} .

(2.4.103)

These define consistent truncations of the full chiral higher-spin theory and can have arbitrary

truncations containing fields of helicities |λ| ≥ k. There also exist solutions that include all

possible cubic couplings constructed from the truncated spectrum.

Note that a theory that includes both higher-derivative and the SDGR coupling C−2,2,2,

or one that includes a scalar field, inevitably leads to the presence of both types of couplings

(++−) and (−−+).

Metsaev solution. Including the self-interacting higher-derivative coupling C−λ,λ,λ, for |λ| >
2, uniquely leads to the Metsaev solution. We now present a proof of this statement.

We begin by using the coupling C−λ,λ,λ to form the small crystal

2λ

Cλ,−λ,[2λ−2,2]C [2−2λ,−2],λ,λ,
2λ

Cλ,λ,[−2,2−2λ]C [2,2λ−2],−λ,λ,
2λ

Cλ,λ,[−2,2−2λ]C [2,2λ−2],−λ,λ . (2.4.104)

From this point onward, we write only the necessary permutations of the small crystal and, for

clarity, indicate the total number of derivatives above each pair.

Starting from the small crystal above, we can generate further ones, forming a chain of small

crystals:

2λ

Cλ,−λ,[2λ−2,2]C [2−2λ,−2],λ,λ,
2λ

Cλ,λ,[−2,2−2λ]C [2,2λ−2],−λ,λ , (2.4.105a)

4λ−4

Cλ,2λ−2,[λ−4,4−3λ]C [4−λ,3λ−4],−λ,2λ−2,
4λ−4

Cλ,−λ,[4λ−6,2]C [6−4λ,−2],2λ−2,2λ−2 , (2.4.105b)

8λ−12

Cλ,4λ−6,[3λ−8,8−5λ]C [8−3λ,5λ−8],−λ,4λ−6,
8λ−12

Cλ,−λ,[8λ−14,2]C [14−8λ,−2],4λ−6,4λ−6 , (2.4.105c)

· · · , · · · .

Since |λ| > 2,31 we can reach a pair of arbitrary numbers of total derivatives, and generate the

coupling Cλ,−λ,n for arbitrary n ≥ 2. Taking two such couplings, we can generate the small

crystal

n12

Cλ,n1,[n2−λ−2,2−n1−λ]C [λ−n2+2,λ+n1−2],−λ,n2 ,
n12

Cλ,−λ,[n12−2,2]C [2−n12,−2],n1,n2 . (2.4.106)

The coupling C [2−n12,−2],n1,n2 has now n1, n2 as arbitrary helicities. Looking again at (2.4.105),

we see that couplings of the form Cλ,n3,2 can always be generated. In particular, they can be

31Indeed, for λ = 2, we have the SDGR coupling C−2,2,2, which does not lead to the full chiral higher-spin
theory.
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generated from Cλ,−λ,n and C [2−n23,−2],n3,n2 in this way:

n23

Cλ,−λ,[n23−2,2]C [2−n23,−2],n3,n2 ,
n23

Cλ,n3,[n2−λ−2,2−n3−λ]C [2+λ−n2,λ+n3−2],−λ,n2 . (2.4.107)

Then by suitably choosing n2, we can always generate Cλ,n3,2 with arbitrary n3.

Now we can pair Cλ,n3,2 with Cn1,n2,[2−n12,−2] by choosing n3 = k + 2− λ− n12 and generate

k+2

Cn1,n2,[k−n12,2−n12]C [n12−k,n12−2],λ,n3 ,
k+2

Cn1,n3,[k−n13,2−n13]C [n13−k,n13−2],n2,λ . (2.4.108)

Then Cn1,n2,[k−n12,2−n12] is a generic cubic coupling Cn1,n2,n3 involving up to k derivatives with

arbitrary k. This proves that all couplings must be present.

Therefore, following Appendix A of [6] we conclude that the Metsaev solution is the unique

one in the presence of at least one higher-derivative coupling of the form C−λ,λ,λ. While this

result has long been known in the higher-spin literature, to the best of our knowledge, it has

not been rigorously proven before.

As a consequence of the result above, we can make two additional observations. Firstly, in

the presence of a coupling of the type Cλ,−λ,n with 2n− λ ≥ 2, one has to add Cλ,−λ,λ, thereby

recovering the Metsaev solution. Secondly, if we assume the existence of at least one nonabelian

higher-derivative coupling, the following reasoning applies. Higher derivatives imply that many

values of ω can appear in the exchange. Therefore, starting from a generic pair (assuming

λ1 ≥ λ2), we can always recover the specific type of coupling mentioned above:

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 =⇒ Cλ1,λ2,−λ2C−λ2,λ3,λ4 . (2.4.109)

This again leads to the Metsaev solution. In this sense, one can view the emergence of the

Metsaev solution as more tied to the presence of high-derivative vertices rather than to the

presence of higher-spin fields themselves.

Note that in the presence of a gauge group, we can follow the same logic as above by replacing

the condition on C−λ,λ,λ with the requirement |λ| > 1. Consequently, a colour-graviton can

self-interact through the coupling C−2,2,2 only if all cubic couplings are present.

2.4.4 Solutions for the couplings

Now that we have the classification, we can solve the system for the couplings for each case. This

also provides information about the sub-crystals contained within each inequivalent crystal, as

well as explicit solutions for the couplings. The couplings generally have more freedom than in

HS-SDGR, HS-SDYM, and the full chiral higher-spin theory. We do not present all cases here

— only some examples — to clarify the logic and display explicit solutions.

We begin by noting that the crystal in (2.4.23) correctly reproduces the result of (2.3.53).

The simplest example involving higher-spin fields is given by (2.4.38), which admits the follow-
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ing solutions for the couplings:

{C2,λ,−λ = C2,2,−2} , (2.4.110a)

{C−2,2,2} , (2.4.110b)

where we list only the nonzero couplings. The first line corresponds to the full crystal, and the

second to its sub-crystal, which coincides with SDGR.

The crystal (2.4.15) admits the solutions:

{C2,−λ2,λ2 = C2,2−λ1−λ2,−2+λ1+λ2 = C2,−λ1,λ1 = C−2,2,2, Cλ1,λ2,2−λ1−λ2} , (2.4.111a)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,−λ2,λ2 = C2,−λ1,λ1} , (2.4.111b)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,−λ1,λ1 = C2,2−λ1−λ2,−2+λ1+λ2} , (2.4.111c)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,−λ2,λ2 = C2,2−λ1−λ2,−2+λ1+λ2} , (2.4.111d)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,−λ1,λ1} , (2.4.111e)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,−λ2,λ2} , (2.4.111f)

{C2,2,−2 = C2,2−λ1−λ2,−2+λ1+λ2} , (2.4.111g)

{C2,2,−2, Cλ1,λ2,2−λ1−λ2} . (2.4.111h)

Thus, both (2.4.38) and SDGR are contained as sub-crystals. Note that the coupling Cλ1,2−λ1−λ2,λ2

is free and is what makes this crystal more than just a sum of (2.4.38).

We give two other examples, where the couplings differ from the standard Metsaev-type

solution. The crystal (2.4.35) has the solution:

{C−2,2,2 = C0,0,2 = C2,2−2λ,−2+2λ = C2,2−λ,−2+λ = C2,−λ,λ,

C2−λ,2−λ,−2+2λ =
(C0,2−λ,λ)2

C2−2λ,λ,λ
, C0,2−λ,λ, C2−2λ,λ,λ} .

(2.4.112)

Here, we only illustrate the solution involving all the couplings, not all the possible truncations.

As we can see, there is more freedom compared to HS-SDGR, where all couplings must be equal.

The crystal (2.4.45) has the solution:

{C4−3λ,4−3λ,−6+6λ =
(C0,4−3λ,−2+3λ)2

C6−6λ,−2+3λ,−2+3λ
, C4−3λ,2−λ,−4+4λ =

C0,4−3λ,−2+3λC0,2−λ,λ

C4−4λ,λ,−2+3λ
,

C2−2λ,2−λ,−2+3λ =
C0,4−3λ,−2+3λ, C0,2−λ,λ

C4−3λ,λ,−2+2λ
, C2−λ,2−λ,−2+2λ =

(C0,2−λ,λ)2

C2−2λ,λ,λ
,

C4−4λ,λ,−2+3λ, C4−3λ,λ,−2+2λ, C0,4−3λ,−2+3λ, C0,2−λ,λ, C6−6λ,−2+3λ,−2+3λ, C2−2λ,λ,λ} .

(2.4.113)

2.5 Amplitudes

In [195, 196], it was shown that the tree-level and one-loop amplitudes of the full chiral higher-

spin theory constructed from the Metsaev couplings vanish. A more general statement about
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solutions of the holomorphic constraints was made in [123], see also [202, 205]. Here, we show

that this result can be extended to all chiral higher-spin theories, with a caveat.

Let us compute the 4-pt amplitude for a generic chiral higher-spin theory. We use identities

from Appendix 2.8, which hold on-shell (H2 = 0). The amplitude can be written as

A = As +At +Au =
∑
ω

C1234ω P̄
λ12+ω
12

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

1

(q1 + q2)2
P̄λ34−ω
34

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

+ 2↔ 4 + 2↔ 3

=
P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
ω

(
C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1

12 P̄λ34−ω−1
34 − C1423ωP̄λ14+ω−1

14 P̄λ23−ω−1
32

− C1324ωP̄λ13+ω−1
13 P̄λ24−ω−1

24

)
=

P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
ω

(
C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1

12 P̄λ34−ω−1
34

+ C2314ωP̄λ23+ω−1
23 P̄λ14−ω−1

14 + C1324ωP̄λ13+ω−1
31 P̄λ24−ω−1

24

)
= 0 ,

(2.5.1)

where in the last equality we assume only even couplings, so the sum is over even or odd values

of ω only. Plugging in the general solution (2.3.51), we obtain

A =
k1234
+ P̄12P̄34

2Λ−2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i (q1 + q2)2

(
(P̄12 + P̄34)

Λ−2 − (P̄34 − P̄12)
Λ−2

+ (P̄23 + P̄14)
Λ−2 − (P̄14 − P̄23)

Λ−2 + (P̄31 + P̄24)
Λ−2 − (P̄24 − P̄31)

Λ−2
)
,

(2.5.2)

which, using the variables A,B,C, becomes

A =
k1234
+ P̄12P̄34∏4

i=1 β
λi
i (q1 + q2)2

(
(A)Λ−2 − (B)Λ−2 + (C)Λ−2 − (−A)Λ−2 + (−B)Λ−2 − (−C)Λ−2

)
= 0 .

(2.5.3)

The same conclusion holds if we include odd-derivative couplings, as long as the conditions

(2.3.50) are satisfied.

There is a caveat: in the case discussed above, we did not account for the fact that the

product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 can be arbitrary. When this is properly taken into account, certain

exceptions to the vanishing of the amplitudes may arise. For example, we can examine the

amplitude in the simplest higher-derivative theory that includes the abelian R2ϕ and/or R3

terms (2.3.54), and compute the (2, 2, 2, 2) scattering amplitude

A(2, 2, 2, 2) = P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
2
i

∑
ω

C2,2,ωC−ω,2,2
(
P̄3+ω
12 P̄3−ω

34 + P̄3+ω
23 P̄3−ω

14 + P̄3+ω
31 P̄3−ω

24

)
=

P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
2
i

(C2,2,0C0,2,2 − 10

3
C2,2,−2C2,2,2)

(
P̄3
12P̄3

34 + P̄3
23P̄3

14 + P̄3
31P̄3

24

)
.

(2.5.4)

Here the freedom in choosing C2,2,0C0,2,2 allows for a non-vanishing amplitude. Notice that

this does not contradict the Weinberg no-go theorem [206], since these are abelian (Born-Infeld

type) vertices, not constrained by the Weinberg low-energy theorem.
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Note that in a larger theory (e.g. one including all higher-spin fields), the products Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2

may be subject to constraints.

We can also demonstrate the vanishing of amplitudes in the presence of a gauge group.

Remember that in this case we can separate the colour factor and rewrite it in the form

A(12 · · ·n) =
∑

σ∈Sn/Zn

Tr(T aσ1T aσ2 · · ·T aσn )Ã(σ1σ2 · · · σn) . (2.5.5)

By considering a single colour-ordered amplitude, namely [1234], since the same is valid for the

others, we obtain

Ã(1234) = P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
ω

(
C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1

12 P̄λ34−ω−1
34 − C2341ωP̄λ23+ω−1

23 P̄λ41−ω−1
41

)
=

P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
ω

(
C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1

12 P̄λ34−ω−1
34 + (−)ωC1423ωP̄λ14+ω−1

14 P̄λ23−ω−1
23

)
=

P̄12P̄34

2Λ−2(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

(
(P̄12 + P̄34)

Λ−2 + (P̄14 − P̄23)
Λ−2
)
∼ (AΛ−2 − AΛ−2) = 0 .

(2.5.6)

Here, we include both even- and odd-derivative vertices in the sum.

Again, examples exist where the amplitude does not vanish. For instance, in the lower-spin

theory with an F 2ϕ and/or F 3 interactions, the amplitude A(1111) can be nonzero, thanks to

the freedom of the product C1,1,0C0,1,1.

In principle, there seems to be no obstruction to extending the analysis of [194–196] to show

that all tree-level amplitudes vanish, up to the small caveat we discussed, for any generic n-pt

scattering in all chiral higher-spin theories.

2.6 Conclusions and discussion

One of the main results of the paper is that we have shown that, contrary to common belief,

there are nontrivial higher-spin theories with finite spectra of fields. We have found a great

number of nontrivial solutions to the quartic consistency condition in the light-cone gauge,

which enriches the space of higher-spin theories in 4d. However, we have not found all of

them since we omitted the higher-derivative interactions, and this is the first obvious direction

for future work. In addition, the choice of representations for the colour cases has been very

restrictive and we have not studied theories that have both coloured and singlet fields under

some gauge algebra as well. Lastly, we have completely omitted fermions and, as a result,

supersymmetric theories.

So far, we have directly analysed the quartic consistency condition in the light-cone gauge. It

was shown in [123] that it entails the Jacobi identity for a Lie algebra, save for some degenerate

cases. Therefore, it seems plausible that the problem can be solved by the algebraic tools
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and one can find a class of finite- and infinite-dimensional Lie algebras that lead to consistent

higher-spin theories.32 The latter would make the parallel to the case 3d higher-spin gravities

even more pronounced.

It is worth discussing to what extent the new theories are “nontrivial”. Obviously, one can

take any number of abelian couplings and add them up, which imposes no constraints in the

light-cone gauge. One can also activate some Cλ1,λ2,λ3 that do not “talk” to each other, i.e.

no exchange diagram can be formed. These cases are trivial. Whenever an exchange diagram

exists, there is a nontrivial equation for the couplings, which quite often forces us to introduce

further couplings that contribute to the same exchange diagram to make it Poincaré invariant.

From what we can see, there does not seem to be any way to discriminate such cases further,

i.e. to divide couplings into “more nonabelian” and “less nonabelian”. Nevertheless, the final

results, i.e. the set of couplings that need to be turned on, can be rather different. For example,

C+s,+s,−s, s > 2 leads to the full chiral higher-spin gravity and activates all couplings save for

C0,0,0. Also, the presence of scalar couplings Cλ1,λ2,0 is very important.

It is also important to note that in the classification we presented we assume that all

coupling constants, if more than just one, are nonvanishing. First of all, this gives a simple

way to list all cubic vertices that belong to a given theory, which is what we call “spectrum

determines couplings/cubic vertices”. Secondly, the equations for the couplings Ci have the

schematic form C1C2 + C3C4 + ... = 0 with many degenerate points. Nevertheless, if some of

the coupling constants are set to zero, we will have to end up with another theory that belongs

to the classification. It would be interesting to study the “degeneration tree” that determines

the relation between various theories in the classification when some of the coupling constants

are set to zero.

There are a number of natural future directions triggered by the results obtained in the

paper.

Covariantization. So far, it has always been possible to covariantize the results obtained in

the light-cone gauge, e.g. [122], and we expect this to be true for the new theories. Any

cubic interaction can easily be written in a covariant way, e.g. one can extract such

couplings from the equations of motion of chiral theory in flat space [187–191]. However,

the covariantization of chiral theory forces one to introduce higher-order interactions.

Therefore, the covariantization of the new theories may not be straightforward.

We also note that the covariant form of HS-SDYM and HS-SDGR obtained in [122] does

not contain vertices of type (−−+) and the scalar field as in [123], see also [202].

Twistor space. Self-dual theories admit a simple description on twistor space. This applies to

HS-SDYM and HS-SDGR as well, [178, 207–209], see also [210] for the self-dual conformal

higher-spin gravity. However, the twistor formulation of chiral higher-spin gravity was

lacking, see [209] for the first steps and [211] for the very recent update.

32Not all of the new theories feature a spin-two field, i.e. not all of them are “gravities”.
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(Anti)-de Sitter space. All known higher-spin gravities are smooth in the cosmological con-

stant, and one could expect this to be true for the new solutions. However, the light-cone

analysis becomes more complicated, see [121]. In particular, there seem to be more con-

straints, because AdS4 cubic vertices have a more complicated structure compared to their

flat space limits, but some interesting results can still be obtained [198, 199, 212–214].

Therefore, covariantization of the new theories seems a necessary step to proceed.

Quantum corrections. One can quite generally show that most holomorphic solutions of the

quartic light-cone consistency condition have vanishing tree level amplitudes, [123] and

also the present paper. This implies that there are no UV-divergences in these theories

at least at one-loop. However, for the theories that have a finite spectrum, one cannot

expect the additional mechanism (regularized sum over the spectrum) that would make

them vanish [194–196]. After all, the scattering of higher-spin fields might have nontrivial

S-matrix [215]. For a more recent analysis of anomalies for higher-spin theories in twistor

space, see [216].

Celestial holography. It was shown in [217] that chiral higher-spin gravity solves the celestial

OPE associativity condition. We expect that all of the theories constructed here (and

other, higher derivative, solutions that are yet to be found) do solve the same constraints.

On the other hand, the study of flat space holography for chiral higher-spin gravity has

just begun in [202, 218–220]. It would be interesting to see if similar statements can be

made about the new theories.

Unitary higher-spin theory. It would be interesting to investigate whether some of these

chiral higher-spin theories — especially the higher-derivative ones — admit a local unitary

completion, given that they display more freedom in their couplings. In any case, studying

their unitary completions could provide valuable insights and better control over the non-

localities. We have also found that there exist some exotic low-spin couplings, e.g.33

C−2,1,2 that pass certain consistency checks and, in general, more freedom (holomorphic

and anti-holomorphic vertices can be considered independent) is available in the choice

of vertices as compared to covariant approaches [3–5, 181, 221]. Therefore, it is worth

investigating if more consistent theories can be constructed with the usual, low-spin fields.

Higher dimensions. Recently, some of the chiral higher-spin “magic” has been extended to

6d and, more generally, to all even dimensions [222]. One can hope that some of the

results of the present paper can be extended to even dimensions.
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2.A Standard results and notations

The 4d Poincaré algebra iso(3, 1) is defined as

[PA, PB] = 0 , (2.7.1a)

[JAB, PC ] =PAηBC − PBηAC , (2.7.1b)

[JAB, JCD] = JADηBC − JBDηAC − JACηBD + JBCηAD , (2.7.1c)

where PA are the generators of translations and JAB of Lorentz transformations.

To perform canonical quantisation in quantum field theory, one has to choose a hypersurface.

A standard approach is to select equal time slices, t = t0, and define the Hamiltonian H = P 0

as the operator responsible for evolving the system in the time direction.

In this work, however, we adopt light-front quantisation, where we fix a light-like hyper-

surface and treat x+ as our time direction. The corresponding Hamiltonian is then given by

H ≡ P−.34

We consider general massless higher-spin fields, which in 4d possess two degrees of freedom.

These are denoted ϕ±s, representing helicities ±s, and are complex conjugates of each other.

We use both light-cone coordinates and the light-cone gauge. In flat spacetime, we adopt

the 4d Minkowski metric with mostly plus signature as

ds2 = −(dx0)2 +
3∑

i=1

(dxi)2 . (2.7.2)

We define light-cone coordinates as

x+ =
x3 + x0

√
2

, x− =
x3 − x0

√
2

, z =
x1 − ix2

√
2

, z̄ =
x1 + ix2

√
2

, (2.7.3)

and the metric becomes

ds2 = 2 dx+dx− + 2 dzdz̄ . (2.7.4)

We work with Fourier transformed fields with respect to x− and the transverse directions.

The Dirac bracket is given by

[ϕµ
p(x

+), ϕν
q (x

+)] = δµ,−ν δ
3(p+ q)

2p+
. (2.7.5)

34Unlike standard equal time slices of the spacetimeM at fixed x0, we consider surfaces of constant x+, and
for simplicity we can fix x+ = 0. Choosing initial data on a light-like surface changes the standard Cauchy
problem, requiring careful treatment of boundary conditions. A detailed discussion can be found in [135, 223].
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The free field realisation of the kinematical Poincaré generators is35

P+ = β , P = q , P̄ = q̄ , (2.7.6a)

Jz+ = −β ∂

∂q̄
, J z̄+ = −β ∂

∂q
, J−+ = −Nβ − 1 , (2.7.6b)

Jzz̄ = Nq −Nq̄ − λ , (2.7.6c)

where Nq = q∂q is the Euler operator. The dynamical generators are

H2 = −
qq̄

β
, Jz−

2 =
∂

∂q̄

qq̄

β
+ q

∂

∂β
+ λ

q

β
, J z̄−

2 =
∂

∂q

qq̄

β
+ q̄

∂

∂β
− λ

q̄

β
. (2.7.7)

We now deform the dynamical generators using a local ansatz:36

H =H2 +
∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (2.7.8)

Jz− = Jz−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (2.7.9)

J z̄− = J z̄−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂qj

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn . (2.7.10)

Let us define the momentum combinations

Pij = qiβj − qjβi , P̄ij = q̄iβj − q̄jβi , (2.7.11)

where P̄ij = −P̄ji and Pij = −Pji. Solving order by order all constraints required by the closure

of the Poincaré algebra [6], leads to the classification of cubic vertices:

hλ1,λ2,λ3 =Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

+ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

, (2.7.12)

jλ1,λ2,λ3 =
2

3
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (2.7.13)

j̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = −
2

3
C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

P−λ123−1

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (2.7.14)

with λ123 = λ1 + λ2 + λ3 and where we define

Pa
12 = Pa

23 = Pa
31 = Pa =

1

3

[
(β1 − β2)q

a
3 + (β2 − β3)q

a
1 + (β3 − β1)q

a
2

]
, (2.7.15)

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 = β1(λ2 − λ3) + β2(λ3 − λ1) + β3(λ1 − λ2) . (2.7.16)

35Following standard notations in the light-cone, we rename β = p+.
36Only the dynamical generators are deformed. One advantage of working in light-front quantisation is the

reduced number of dynamical generators. Out of 10 Poincaré generators only 3 are dynamical (H, Jz−, J z̄−),
compared to 4 in the usual equal-time quatisation (H0, J0a).



94 CHAPTER 2. SELF-DUAL HIGHER-SPIN THEORIES IN FLAT SPACE

Note that due to momentum conservation P is cyclic invariant, then σ123P = P , same for P̄.
Here Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 are a priori independent coupling constants. For dimensional

reasons, we can introduce a length parameter to compensate for the powers of momenta. We

denote it by ℓP , which can naturally be associated with the Planck length. The couplings take

the form

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (ℓP )
λ123−1cλ1,λ2,λ3 , C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = (ℓP )

λ123−1c̄λ1,λ2,λ3 . (2.7.17)

If we demand unitarity, in the case with no internal symmetry, we have to impose

C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = (Cλ1,λ2,λ3)∗ . (2.7.18)

If we include a gauge group, unitarity imposes

C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123(Cλ1,λ2,λ3)∗ for: SO(N), USp(N) . (2.7.19)

2.B Useful relations

In 4d and light-cone gauge, for a given N -pt function, there are N−2 independent P̄ij variables.

In particular, for 4-pt scattering, we have 2 independent P̄ variables, which, for example, can

be chosen to be P̄12, P̄34. Additionally, there are three independent β’s. All other P̄ij can be

expressed as

P̄13 =
β3P̄12 + β1P̄34

β1 + β2

, P̄14 = −
P̄12(β1 + β2 + β3) + β1P̄34

β1 + β2

, (2.8.1a)

P̄23 =
β2P̄34 − β3P̄12

β1 + β2

, P̄24 =
P̄12(β1 + β2 + β3)− β2P̄34

β1 + β2

. (2.8.1b)

Below, we collect some useful relations for n > 0 that are employed in the main text:

n∑
k=0

(
n

k

)
k (k − 1) · · · (k − ℓ+ 1) =n (n− 1) · · · (n− ℓ+ 1) 2n−ℓ , (2.8.2a)

n∑
k∈even/odd

(
n

k

)
k (k − 1) · · · (k − ℓ+ 1) =n (n− 1) · · · (n− ℓ+ 1) 2n−ℓ−1 . (2.8.2b)
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These identities can be derived by taking ℓ derivatives of the binomial theorem. In particular,

the following relations will also prove useful:

n∑
k=0

(
n

k

)
(−)k(A−B)k(A+B)n−k = 2nBn , (2.8.3)

n∑
k=0

(
n

k

)
(A−B)k(A+B)n−k = 2nAn , (2.8.4)

n∑
k∈even

(
n

k

)
(A−B)k(A+B)n−k = 2n−1(An +Bn), (2.8.5)

n∑
k∈odd

(
n

k

)
(A−B)k(A+B)n−k = 2n−1(An −Bn) , (2.8.6)

n∑
k=0

(
n

k

)
(−)kk (k−1) · · · (k − ℓ+ 1)(A−B)k(A+B)n−k

= n (n− 1) · · · (n− ℓ+ 1)(B − A)ℓ(2B)n−ℓ ,

(2.8.7)

n∑
k=0

(
n

k

)
k (k − 1) · · ·(k − ℓ+ 1)(A−B)k(A+B)n−k

= n (n− 1) · · · (n− ℓ+ 1)(A−B)ℓ(2A)n−ℓ .

(2.8.8)

Finally, for 4-pt scattering, the following relations hold on-shell:

(qi + qj)
2 = − 2

βiβj

PijP̄ij ,
4∑

j=1

PijP̄jk

βj

= 0 . (2.8.9)

From these, we deduce
P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
=

P̄31P̄24

(q1 + q3)2
=

P̄14P̄23

(q1 + q4)2
. (2.8.10)

2.C Low-derivative constraints

We begin by analysing the cases Λ = 2 and Λ = 3 for the constraint (2.3.5). For simplicity, we

adopt the following notation in both cases:

C1234
i ≡ Cλ1,λ2,i−λ12Cλ12−i,λ3,Λ−λ123 , (2.9.1)

with analogous definitions for the orderings (1324) and (1423).
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Case Λ = 2. In this case, only one-derivative interactions are present, and the constraint is

(λ13 − 1)(C1234
1 − C1324

1 + C1423
1 ) = 0 , (2.9.2a)

(1− λ23)(C
1234
1 − C1324

1 + C1423
1 ) = 0 , (2.9.2b)

(λ12 − 1)(C1234
1 − C1324

1 + C1423
1 ) = 0 . (2.9.2c)

These equations are consistent with the antisymmetry of the couplings, and they admit the

solution

C1234
1 = C1324

1 − C1423
1 . (2.9.3)

Therefore, in one-derivative theories, it is possible to find solutions even when only odd-

derivative vertices are present. This stands in contrast to the general case, where odd-derivative

vertices must be accompanied by even-derivative ones for consistent solutions to exist.

As expected, this solution does not lead to a self-interacting photon. For example, assuming

a theory with the coupling C−1,1,1, substituting it into (2.9.3) gives C−1,1,1 = 0. This result

also follows directly from symmetry arguments — in particular, Cλ,λ,λ′ ≡ 0 for odd-derivative

vertices, with the sole exception of C0,0,1, which gives rise to the self-dual sector of scalar

QED. In this case, the symmetry argument no longer applies because the two scalar fields need

not be identical; rather, they can be complex conjugates of one another. Accordingly, it is

more appropriate to write the coupling as C0,0̄,1 corresponding to the cubic interaction ϕϕ̄A+.

Furthermore, the constraint (2.9.3) leaves C0,0̄,1 unconstrained.

Case Λ = 3. In this case, the sum runs over two values of ω and includes two-derivative

interactions. The constraint becomes

(2λ13 − 3)((−)λ12C1234
1 + (−)λ12+1C1234

2 + (−)λ14C1423
1 + (−)λ14C1423

2 ) = 0 , (2.9.4a)

(3− 2λ23)((−)λ12C1234
1 + (−)λ12C1234

2 + (−)λ13C1324
1 + (−)λ13C1324

2 ) = 0 , (2.9.4b)

(2λ12 − 3)((−)λ13C1324
1 + (−)λ13+1C1324

2 + (−)λ14C1423
1 + (−)λ14+1C1423

2 ) = 0 . (2.9.4c)

Using the definitions in (2.3.6), this can be rewritten as

(2λ13 − 3)(k1234
− − k1423

+ ) = 0 , (3− 2λ23)(k
1234
+ + k1324

+ ) = 0 , (2.9.5a)

(2λ12 − 3)(k1324
− + k1423

− ) = 0 . (2.9.5b)

These are the same conditions found for the general case (2.3.50).

Case Λ = 2 with a gauge group. We now consider the constraint (2.3.66) at Λ = 2 with a

U(N) gauge group. The constraint for the [1234] colour-ordering takes the form

(λ13 − 1)((−)1−λ12θ1−λ12C
1234
1 + (−)λ14θ1−λ14C

4123
1 ) = 0 , (2.9.6a)

(1− λ23)((−)1−λ12θ1−λ12C
1234
1 + (−)1−λ14θλ14C

4123
1 ) = 0 , (2.9.6b)

(λ12 − 1)((−)1−λ12θ1−λ12C
1234
1 + (−)λ14θ1−λ14C

4123
1 ) = 0 , (2.9.6c)
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and gives the solution

(−)1−λ12θ1−λ12C
1234
1 = (−)1−λ14θ1−λ14C

4123
1 ⇒ C1234

1 = (−)λ24θ1−λ12θ1−λ14C
4123
1 . (2.9.7)

Meanwhile, the constraint corresponding to the colour ordering [2341] leads to

C2341
1 = (−)λ13θ1−λ23θ1−λ14C

1234
1 . (2.9.8)

Using the identity C4123
1 = C2341

1 , we find θ1−λ23θ1−λ14 = 1, which implies four possible choices

θλ = +1,−1, (−)λ, (−)λ+1 . (2.9.9)

The cases θλ = +1,−1 and θλ = (−)λ, (−)λ+1 yield, respectively

C1234
1 = (−)λ24C4123

1 , C1234
1 = C4123

1 . (2.9.10)

In the main text, we consider C1234
1 = C4123

1 , in analogy with the higher-derivative case. More-

over, for the classification of crystals, the specific values of the couplings are not important.

As we will see in Appendix 2.11, the special solutions with θω = ±1 are closely tied to the

existence of solutions in which all fields transform in the adjoint representation.

For the gauge groups SO(N) and USp(N), by using the symmetry properties given in

(2.10.3) and (2.10.10) of Appendix 2.10, we arrive at the same constraint (2.9.7) as in the

U(N) case. However, here the solutions to the various colour-ordered constraints mix due to

these symmetry properties, which also determine the symmetry of the couplings. In particular,

we find the following solutions.

For θλ = (−)λ, (−)λ+1 the solution is given by

C1234
1 = C4123

1 = C1324
1 , (2.9.11)

and for SO(N) the symmetry of the couplings is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = (−)λ) , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = −Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = (−)λ+1) , (2.9.12)

while for USp(N) the symmetry of the couplings is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = (−)λ+1) , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = −Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = (−)λ) . (2.9.13)

For θω = +1,−1 the solution is given by

C1234
1 = (−)λ24C4123

1 = (−)λ14C1324
1 , (2.9.14)
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and for SO(N) the symmetry of the couplings is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = −1) , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = −Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = 1) , (2.9.15)

while for USp(N) the symmetry of the couplings is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = 1) , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = −Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 (θω = −1) . (2.9.16)

2.D SO(N) and USp(N) gauge groups

Without diving into explicit computation, we examine the SO(N) and USp(N) cases. For

SO(N), the Poisson bracket takes the form

[(ϕλ
p)AB, (ϕ

µ
q )CD] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
(δACδBD + θλδADδBC) , (2.10.1)

and also here, due to the antisymmetry of the Poisson bracket, we have θλ = θ−λ. Moreover, in

this case, the phase can be related to the symmetry properties of the field under transposition

[(ϕλ
p)BA, (ϕ

µ
q )CD] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
(δBCδAD + θλδBDδAC) = θλ[(ϕ

λ
p)AB, (ϕ

µ
q )CD] , (2.10.2)

where we used the identity θ2λ = θλθ−λ = 1 and we find the property (ϕλ
q )BA = θλ(ϕ

λ
q )AB. This

implies the following symmetry for the couplings:

(ϕλ
q )BA = θλ(ϕ

λ
q )AB ⇒ Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123θλ1θλ2θλ3C

λσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (2.10.3)

where σ ∈ Σ3 is an odd permutation. Given this, the Poisson bracket yields

[Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕω
qω),Tr(ϕ

λ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
ϕ−ω
−qω)] =

1

2q+ω

(
θλ3θλ4Tr(ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ4
q4
ϕλ3
q3
) + θωTr(ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
)
)
,

(2.10.4)

where we contract only ϕω
qω , and the constraint becomes∑

ω

(−)ωCycl
[(

θωC1234ω + (−)λ34+ωθλ3θλ4C1243ω
)
×

(λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

2(β1 + β2)
P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34

]
= 0 .

(2.10.5)

Using (2.10.3) we find the relation

C1243ω = (−)λ34+ωθλ3θλ4θλωC1234ω . (2.10.6)
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The constraint (2.10.5) can then be solved in the same way as for U(N). If we additionally

require that there be no relative signs among the various couplings, as in Metsaev’s solution,

we obtain the condition

θω(1 + θ2λ3
θ2λ4

) = 2(−)ω ⇒ θω = (−)ω . (2.10.7)

For USp(N), the Poisson bracket is

[(ϕλ
p)AB, (ϕ

µ
q )CD] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
(CACCBD + θλCADCBC) , (2.10.8)

where CAB is the antisymmetric invariant tensor

CAB = −CBA , CABC
CB = δCA . (2.10.9)

The matrices C raise and lower indices as follows: V A = CABVB and V BCBA = VA. As before,

we can find the properties

θλ = θ−λ , (ϕλ
q )BA = θλ(ϕ

λ
q )AB , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123+1θλ1θλ2θλ3C

λσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (2.10.10)

where σ ∈ Σ3 is an odd permutation. Given this, the Poisson bracket yields

[Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕω
qω),Tr(ϕ

λ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
ϕ−ω
−qω)] = −

1

2q+ω

(
θλ3θλ4Tr(ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ4
q4
ϕλ3
q3
) + θωTr(ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
)
)
,

(2.10.11)

where we contract only ϕω
qω , and the constraint becomes∑

ω

(−)ω+1Cycl
[(

θωC1234ω − (−)λ34+ωθλ3θλ4C1243ω
)
×

(λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

2(β1 + β2)
P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34

]
= 0 .

(2.10.12)

This constraint can then be solved as before. If we additionally require that there be no relative

signs among the various couplings, as in Metsaev’s solution, we obtain the condition

θω(1 + θ2λ3
θ2λ4

) = 2(−)ω+1 ⇒ θω = (−)ω+1 . (2.10.13)

Using the values of θλ found for the two cases, we get the properties

SO(N) : (ϕλ
q )AB = (−)λ(ϕλ

q )BA ⇒ Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (2.10.14)

USp(N) : (ϕλ
q )AB = (−)λ+1(ϕλ

q )BA ⇒ Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (2.10.15)

where σ ∈ Σ3 is an odd permutation. These results are consistent with the analysis in [195],

which was carried out under the assumption of Metsaev-type couplings only. Notably, in all

cases, fields with odd helicity always take values in the adjoint representation of the respective
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gauge group. This matches the Chan-Paton structure appearing in open string theory [224].

Note also that the couplings are fully symmetric, which is consistent with the fact that, for

example, Yang-Mills theory exists for all compact simple gauge groups, thus including both

SO(N) and USp(N). This would not have been possible if the couplings turned out to be

antisymmetric.

Due to the symmetry of the couplings in (2.10.14), the solution to the constraint for both

SO(N) and USp(N) — once all colour-ordered constraints are taken into account — takes the

form

C1234ω =
k1234
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + ω − 1)!(λ34 − ω − 1)!
∀ ω , same for (1324) and (1423) ,

k1234
− = k1324

− = k1423
− , Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 = generic .

(2.10.16)

2.E All fields in the adjoint

Following [6], we assume that all fields take values in the adjoint representation of some Lie

algebra of internal symmetry with structure constant fa1a2a3 . In this setup, the space-time

part of the cubic vertices remains unchanged, while the coupling constant is multiplied by the

structure constant

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 → Cλ1,λ2,λ3fa1a2a3 . (2.11.1)

Since the structure constant is antisymmetric, even-derivative couplings become antisymmetric,

and vice versa; the symmetry properties of the vertices are effectively reversed. As a result, the

new symmetry property for the coupling is

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123+1Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 . (2.11.2)

where σ ∈ Σ3 represents an odd permutation. This implies that odd-derivative vertices in-

volving two identical fields can be nonzero. For example, the Yang-Mills vertex C1,1,−1 ̸= 0 is

allowed. We now rewrite Eq. (2.3.5) using the shorthand notation

F1234(A,B) + F1324(B,C) + F1423(C,A) = 0 , (2.11.3)

where each term represents a different line of Eq. (2.3.5). Upon substituting (2.11.1) into this

expression, we obtain

F1234(A,B)fa1a2bf
b
a3a4

+ F1324(B,C)fa1a3bf
b
a2a4

+ F1423(C,A)fa1a4bf
b
a2a3

= 0 , (2.11.4)
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and using the Jacobi identity, we find two constraints:

F1234(A,B) = F1423(C,A) :∑
ω

(−)ω
[
((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

− ((λ12 − λ34)C + (λ13 − λ24)A− 2ωB) C1423ω(C − A)λ14+ω−1(C + A)λ23−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.11.5)

F1234(A,B) = −F1324(B,C) :∑
ω

[
(−)ω((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

+ (−)λ24((λ14 − λ23)B + (λ12 − λ34)C − 2ωA) C1324ω(B − C)λ13+ω−1(B + C)λ24−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.11.6)

To solve the constraints (2.11.5) and (2.11.6), we can follow the same procedure applied previ-

ously for Eq. (2.3.66). Using (2.3.64), we rewrite here the colour-ordered constraints for [1234]

and [1243], respectively:∑
ω

[
(−)ωθω((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1234ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

+ (−)λ14θω((λ12 − λ34)C + (λ13 − λ24)A− 2ωB) C4123ω(C − A)λ14+ω−1(C + A)λ23−ω−1
]
= 0 ,

(2.11.7)∑
ω

[
(−)λ34θω((λ13 − λ24)A+ (λ14 − λ23)B − 2ωC) C1243ω(A−B)λ12+ω−1(A+B)λ34−ω−1

+ (−)Λ+ωθω((λ14 − λ23)B + (λ12 − λ34)C − 2ωA) C3124ω(B − C)λ13+ω−1(B + C)λ24−ω−1
]
= 0 .

(2.11.8)

By setting θω = −1 and applying the modified symmetry relation (2.2.6), we match them to

the constraints (2.11.5) and (2.11.6), respectively.

From the previous analysis, we already know that a solution with θω = −1 exists only for

Λ = 2, that is, in the presence of one-derivative interactions only. This corresponds to one of

the special solutions found at the end of Appendix 2.9. The solution is then given by

C1234
1 = (−)λ24C4123

1 = (−)λ14C1324
1 . (2.11.9)

If we further assume all helicities to be odd, we obtain

C1234
1 = C4123

1 = C1324
1 . (2.11.10)

In particular, the HS-SDYM theory truncated to only odd helicities constitutes a consistent

solution. This agrees with the findings of [6], although the specific truncations and possible

extensions involving both odd and even helicities were not explicitly identified there. Neverthe-

less, the conclusion that consistent solutions involving fields all in the adjoint representation of
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the same internal symmetry algebra exist only for one-derivative theories is confirmed.



Chapter 3

Associativity of celestial OPE,

higher-spins and self-duality

Abstract: We1 highlight and clarify the connection between several ideas and self-dual theo-

ries: (a) the operator product expansion (OPE) associativity in celestial conformal field theory

(CCFT); (b) the vanishing of tree-level amplitudes; (c) the Jacobi identity for the “gauge” al-

gebra; (d) the light-cone holomorphic constraints. Naturally, (b), (c), or (d) are closely related

to self-duality. In particular, the recently classified [7] chiral higher-spin theories with one- and

two-derivative interactions (i.e. with gauge and gravitational interactions, which are extensions

of self-dual Yang-Mills and self-dual gravity) also satisfy the OPE associativity constraint. We

discuss the OPE associativity constraint and the holomorphic constraint for the most general

class of cubic vertices.

1The content of this chapter is identical to the content of the paper.
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3.1 Introduction

In the paper, we elaborate on the links between several recent and old developments. (1)

The requirement of associativity of the celestial OPE [225–229] leads to certain constraints for

couplings [230] that relate low- and higher-derivative ones. Such constraints have nothing to

do with Lorentz invariance in the bulk and are puzzling at first sight. (2) It was shown in

[205, 217] that, remarkably, Chiral higher-spin gravity passes the celestial OPE associativity

test. (3) Chiral higher-spin gravity is, under certain assumptions, a unique perturbatively local

higher-spin gravity in 4d [4–6, 123]. (4) It was shown in [123] that the equations of Chiral

higher-spin gravity can be formulated as a self-duality constraint for a certain “gauge” algebra.

Two new theories were also found in [123] that can be thought of as higher-spin extensions of

self-dual Yang-Mills (SDYM) and self-dual gravity (SDGR), which are contractions of Chiral

higher-spin gravity that feature only gauge and gravitational interactions,2 respectively. (5)

It is a folklore statement that self-dual theories have vanishing tree-level amplitudes, which is

one of the definitions of classical integrability. (6) Very recently, it was shown [7] that there

are more “chiral” theories with higher-spin fields, all of which activate different subsets of the

Chiral higher-spin gravity couplings. In the paper, we aim to clarify the relation between all

these statements, which can be summarised by the following diagram

Holomorphic constraint

in the light-cone gauge

OPE associativity

in (Celestial) CFT

self-duality

Vanishing of (tree-level)

amplitudes

Jacobi identity of

the ”gauge” algebra

minor caveat

In more detail, let us begin with higher-spin gravity [10, 130], which was the initial motivation

for this work. Chiral higher-spin gravity and its contractions [4–6, 123] were first constructed

in the light-cone gauge, relying on the earlier works by Bengtsson, Bengtsson, and Brink [1, 2],

who were the first to construct cubic interactions of massless higher-spin fields. The light-cone

gauge has always been a very useful tool for initial developments, with the main idea being to

directly construct generators of the Poincaré algebra order by order in terms of the physical

degrees of freedom, putting aside any gauge redundancy a covariant formulation can lead to.

A remarkable feature [4, 5] of the light-cone gauge in 4d is that the quartic constraint, which is

equivalent to the Poincaré invariance of the quartic amplitude, contains the (anti)holomorphic

2As will be made clearer later, by gauge and gravitational interactions, we mean those that have one- and
two-derivative cubic interactions, respectively, when counted in the light-cone gauge.
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parts that are insensitive to the quartic Hamiltonian itself, but still heavily constrain the cubic

couplings. The (anti)holomorphic constraints involve only the vertices whose cubic amplitudes

are made of (square)angle brackets. Solving the holomorphic constraint leads to Chiral higher-

spin gravity, whose cubic amplitudes are

1

Γ[λ1 + λ2 + λ3]
[12]λ1+λ2−λ3 [23]λ2+λ3−λ1 [13]λ1+λ3−λ2 ,

∑
λi > 0 . (3.1.1)

The Gamma-function is what the holomorphic constraint fixes the helicity dependence of cou-

plings to be. This is a unique solution provided one starts with at least one nonabelian higher-

spin self-interaction, as proven in [7]. It should be noted that self-dual Yang-Mills (SDYM)

and self-dual gravity (SDGR) are also solutions to the holomorphic constraint. As found in

[6, 7, 123, 202], there are other solutions to the holomorphic constraint that feature only gauge or

gravitational interactions (HS-SDGR and HS-SDYM) and can even have finitely many higher-

spin fields. In fact, all solutions of the holomorphic constraint immediately give consistent

theories by setting all higher orders and anti-holomorphic couplings to zero. In this sense,

Chiral higher-spin gravity is the maximal completion of self-dual theories that activate all spins

and all couplings. All of these theories — with a minor caveat to be discussed — have vanishing

tree-level amplitudes, which can also be understood as being closely related to self-duality.

The relation of the above to self-duality can be clarified with the help of the kinematic and

“gauge” (Lie) algebra [123, 177, 231].3 It is a nontrivial statement that there is a Lie algebra

behind any of the theories above, which amounts to checking the Jacobi identity. The gauge

algebra allows one to rewrite the equations of motion as a self-duality constraint. Remarkably,

all chiral higher-spin theories (with a minor caveat), including the new ones [7], have a gauge

algebra, i.e. are self-dual, as we show in the paper.

We also show that all chiral higher-spin theories — with a minor caveat — pass the celestial

OPE associativity test with the first example given in [205, 217]. We also find a general

solution to the celestial OPE associativity and provide some explicit low-spin examples. The

same condition can also be related to the vanishing of the four-point amplitudes.

The paper is organised as follows: In Section 3.2, we review the light-front approach to

higher-spin interactions, and in particular the quartic holomorphic constraint. In Section 3.3,

we review the associativity of the celestial OPE and extend it to the case where fields live in

some representation of a gauge group G. In Section 3.4, we solve the celestial OPE associativity

constraint in various cases by rewriting it in terms of the light-cone variables. In Section 3.5, we

discuss in detail lower-spin theories that satisfy the OPE associativity constraint. We also match

the results with those in [217] and identify additional solutions. In Section 3.6, we discuss the

relations between: (a) the celestial OPE associativity; (b) the vanishing of tree-level amplitudes;

(c) the Jacobi identity for the gauge algebra; (d) the light-cone holomorphic constraints. Finally,

in Section 3.7, we conclude and outline possible future directions for extending the connection

3In [231], the kinematical algebra of SDYM is identified as the Lie algebra defined by the SDYM cubic vertex
after stripping off the colour factor. By contrast, in [123, 177], the “gauge” algebra is defined as the Lie algebra
obtained by factoring out the SDYM vertex from the cubic vertices.
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between the light-cone constraints and the OPE associativity in CCFT.

We include four appendices. Appendix 3.8 introduces our light-cone notation. Appendix

3.9 presents the CCFT notation for massless fields. In Appendix 3.10, we present an on-shell

map between the 4d light-cone and 2d CCFT formalisms via their relation to spinor-helicity.

In Appendix 3.11, we solve the OPE associativity constraint for the most general class of cubic

vertices.

3.2 Light-cone holomorphic constraint

We begin by briefly reviewing the essentials of the light-front approach to interactions and

the derivation of the quartic holomorphic constraint. For further details and background, see

[6, 7, 123, 127, 130]. The conventions for the light-cone notation adopted are detailed in

Appendix 3.8.

The light-front deformation procedure relies on two key ingredients: the Hamiltonian formu-

lation of classical/quantum field theory in light-cone gauge and the non-linear realisation of the

Poincaré algebra through the inclusion of higher-order corrections to the free (quadratic) gen-

erators of the Poincaré algebra. Accordingly, we begin with the 4d Poincaré algebra iso(3, 1),

defined as

[PA, PB] = 0 , (3.2.1a)

[JAB, PC ] =PAηBC − PBηAC , (3.2.1b)

[JAB, JCD] = JADηBC − JBDηAC − JACηBD + JBCηAD , (3.2.1c)

where PA are the generators of translations and JAB of Lorentz transformations.

In 4d, massless spinning fields have two degrees of freedom; i.e. they are effectively repre-

sented by two “scalars” — except for the scalar field. We denote ϕλ and ϕ−λ as the helicity +λ

and −λ fields, respectively. In Lorentzian signature, the one adopted here, they are complex

fields and complex conjugates of each other ϕ−λ = (ϕλ)∗. The free action is S = 1
2

∫
d4xϕ−λ2ϕλ

and is real in any signature.

We work with Fourier transformed fields with respect to x− and the transverse directions x

and x̄. The Dirac bracket is given by

[ϕλ
q (x

+), ϕs
p(x

+)] = δλ,−s δ
3(q + p)

2q+
. (3.2.2)

In the Hamiltonian approach, it is crucial to distinguish between the kinematical and dynam-

ical generators of the Poincaré algebra (3.2.1). The kinematical generators correspond to the

stability group of the codimension-one hypersurface on which quantisation is performed (i.e. in

the light-front at x+ = 0), and they remain unaffected by the introduction of interactions. In

contrast, the dynamical generators are deformed once interactions are included, as they govern

the evolution from one hypersurface to another. The allowed deformations are determined by
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solving the dynamical constraints order by order in the deformation procedure while carefully

imposing locality at each order.

The free field realisation of the kinematical Poincaré generators reads4

P+ = β , P = q , P̄ = q̄ , (3.2.3a)

Jx+ = −β ∂

∂q̄
, J x̄+ = −β ∂

∂q
, J−+ = −Nβ − 1 , (3.2.3b)

Jxx̄ = Nq −Nq̄ − λ , (3.2.3c)

where Nq = q∂q is the Euler operator. The (free) dynamical generators are

H2 = −
qq̄

β
, Jz−

2 =
∂

∂q̄

qq̄

β
+ q

∂

∂β
+ λ

q

β
, J z̄−

2 =
∂

∂q

qq̄

β
+ q̄

∂

∂β
− λ

q̄

β
. (3.2.4)

We now deform the dynamical generators using a local ansatz:5

H =H2 +
∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)
hn ϕ

λ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (3.2.5)

Jx− = Jx−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jn −

1

n
hn

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (3.2.6)

J x̄− = J x̄−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
j̄n −

1

n
hn

(∑
j

∂

∂qj

)]
ϕλ1
q1
· · ·ϕλn

qn , (3.2.7)

where we used the shorthand notation

hn ≡ hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

, jn ≡ jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn
, j̄n ≡ j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

. (3.2.8)

Let us define the momentum combinations

Pij = qiβj − qjβi , P̄ij = q̄iβj − q̄jβi , (3.2.9)

where P̄ij = −P̄ji and Pij = −Pji. Solving all cubic constraints required by the closure of the

Poincaré algebra [1–5] leads to the classification of cubic vertices:

h3 =Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

+ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

, (3.2.10)

j3 =
2

3
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (3.2.11)

j̄3 = −
2

3
C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

P−λ123−1

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (3.2.12)

4Following standard notations in the light-cone, we rename β = p+.
5Only the dynamical generators are deformed. One advantage of working in light-front quantisation is that

the number of dynamical generators attains its minimum. Out of 10 Poincaré generators, only 3 are dynamical
(H,Jx−, J x̄−), compared to 4 in the usual equal-time quantisation (H0, J0a).
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with λ123 = λ1 + λ2 + λ3 and where we defined

Pa
12 = Pa

23 = Pa
31 = Pa =

1

3

[
(β1 − β2)q

a
3 + (β2 − β3)q

a
1 + (β3 − β1)q

a
2

]
, (3.2.13)

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 = β1(λ2 − λ3) + β2(λ3 − λ1) + β3(λ1 − λ2) . (3.2.14)

Eq. (3.2.13) follows from momentum conservation, which also implies the cyclic invariance of

P and P̄: σ123P = P, σ123P̄ = P̄. These expressions can be used to construct the Hamiltonian

P− = H and the dynamical boost generators Jx− and J x̄− via Eqs. (3.2.5) and (3.2.6).

Written in this form, the cubic vertices exhibit a clear separation between holomorphic and

anti-holomorphic components, corresponding respectively to the terms involving P̄ and P in

the equations above. This can be reached through field redefinitions, which at the cubic order

correspond to the freedom of adding terms proportional to powers of the free Hamiltonian

H2 ∼ PP̄, as explained in [6, 128].

Each cubic vertex in (3.2.10) comes with an independent coupling constant, Cλ1,λ2,λ3 or

C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 , which remains unfixed by the deformation procedure at the cubic level. To uncover

relations among these couplings and constrain the spectrum of the theory, one must analyse

the quartic consistency conditions (at the very least). In particular, it turns out that only a

specific subset of these conditions — namely, the (anti-)holomorphic constraint — is sufficient

for this purpose. On the other hand, if we are interested in theories that do not close at the

cubic level and thus require a genuine quartic interaction, the full set of quartic constraints

needs to be studied.

We stress that in Lorentzian signature, holomorphic and anti-holomorphic vertices are re-

lated by complex conjugation. Consequently, the reality of the action — and hence unitarity

— requires including both sectors with cubic couplings satisfying Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3)∗.

In contrast, parity invariance would require Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 . In what follows, we focus

on the holomorphic sector alone, in which case the action is complex.

It is important to note that the cubic constraints, which determine the structure of the

cubic vertices in (3.2.10), treat all cubic vertices as independent. This allows us to extend the

field content by assigning to them an additional index, indicating that they belong to some

representation of a gauge group G with structure constants fabc. Possible choices for G include

G = U(N), SO(N) and USp(N); for further details, see [5, 7, 195]. One can assume that a field

of helicity λ takes values in a representation Vλ of G. We will loosely denote the tensor that

specifies a cubic coupling fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc , i.e. use the same Latin indices for all modules Vλ. Therefore,

with a gauging turned on, the most general form of the cubic vertices is

Hλ1,λ2,λ3

3 = fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

) P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

(ϕλ1
q1
)a(ϕλ2

q2
)b(ϕλ3

q3
)c . (3.2.15)

It is convenient to sum over all λ1,2,3 instead of all distinct triplets λ1,2,3. To do so correctly,

we need to impose a specific symmetry on fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc for the coupling to be non-zero. Following
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[7], given any permutation σ ∈ Σ3, we assume

f
λσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3
aσ1aσ2aσ3

= (−)λ123fλ1,λ2,λ3
a1a2a3

. (3.2.16)

This will impose a symmetry property on the cubic couplings, but only in the case of identical

fields, such as

fλ,λ,sa2a1a3
= (−)2λ+sfλ,λ,sa1a2a3

=⇒ fa2a1a3 = (−)2λ+sfa1a2a3 . (3.2.17)

In contrast, when the fields do not carry any group indices, we must always impose a specific

symmetry on the coupling constants Cλ1,λ2,λ3 . In particular, we require

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123Cλσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3 , (3.2.18)

where σ ∈ Σ3. Therefore, we can assume that the coupling constants are symmetric for even-

derivative interactions and antisymmetric for odd-derivative ones. This observation also implies

that odd-derivative couplings involving at least two identical fields vanish by symmetry Cλ,λ,λ′ ≡
0. To further simplify calculations, we can sometimes introduce generators T λ

a such that ϕλ ≡
ϕλ
aT

a
λ and the generators can depend on the helicity, which we often omit. This does not, of

course, give the most general coupling tensor fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc .

Assuming the symmetry above, we can take the following form for the generators:

H3 =
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
h3 (ϕ

λ1
q1
)a(ϕλ2

q2
)b(ϕλ3

q3
)c , (3.2.19)

Jx−
3 =

∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
j3 −

1

3
h3

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
(ϕλ1

q1
)a(ϕλ2

q2
)b(ϕλ3

q3
)c , (3.2.20)

and for the case with no gauge group:

H3 =
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

Cλ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
h3 ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (3.2.21)

Jx−
3 =

∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

Cλ1,λ2,λ3

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
j3 −

1

3
h3

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (3.2.22)

i.e. to sum over all triplets of helicities instead of all distinct (up to permutation) triplets.

Quartic consistency. The quartic dynamical constraint takes the form

[H, Ja−]
∣∣∣
4
= [H4, J

a−
2 ] + [H3, J

a−
3 ]− [Ja−

4 , H2] , a = {x, x̄} . (3.2.23)

We can observe, by examining the degree of homogeneity of q, that the following two conditions

must be satisfied independently [4, 5]

[H3(P̄), Jx−
3 ] = 0, [H3(P), J x̄−

3 ] = 0 . (3.2.24)
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We refer to them, respectively, as holomorphic and anti-holomorphic quartic constraints. Ex-

plicitly, first the Poisson bracket between two cubic couplings is computed, then we substitute

the explicit form of the generators, and once the dust has settled, we obtain

[H3, J
x−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

(β1 + β2)β
λ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4

]
,

(3.2.25)

where λij ≡ λi + λj. Recall that the couplings Cλ1,λ2,λ3 obey the symmetry property (3.2.18).

In the presence of a gauge group, we obtain

[H3, J
x−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

(β1 + β2)β
λ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

fa1a2cf
c
a3a4

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 (ϕλ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4
]
.

(3.2.26)

In particular, it is worth noting that if we assume the theory to be purely (anti-)holomorphic

and to satisfy the (anti-)holomorphic quartic constraints, it will be a well-defined theory at any

order and will contain only cubic interactions.6

3.3 OPE associativity in 2d CCFT

Recently, considerable attention has been devoted to the study of the OPE associativity con-

straint, see [205, 217, 228–230, 232–238]. Here, we briefly review the basics of 2d CCFT for

massless particles (see Appendix 3.9 for notations), to provide context for the OPE associativity

constraint. For more details and reviews on the topic, see [239, 240].

In CCFT, of fundamental importance is the isomorphism SO+(1, 3) ≃ SL(2,C)/Z2, between

the 4d (connected) Lorentz group and the set of conformal transformations of the 2d celestial

sphere CP1[241].

This is what allows the S-matrix in asymptotically flat spacetime to be recast as a celestial

amplitude. The idea is to perform a change of basis: from the standard energy-momentum

eigenstate basis, with definite energy and momentum, to a new basis of boost eigenstates. In this

new basis, the S-matrix is interpreted as a correlation function of operators inserted at points

6We stress once again the chronological development of these results. In 1983, Bengtsson, Bengtsson, and
Brink [1, 2] determined the form of the cubic interactions by solving the light-cone constraints at cubic order,
and the complete classification of cubic vertices was later provided in [3]. Several years later, in 1991, Metsaev
began the analysis of the quartic constraints in [4, 5]. He observed that a simpler condition — the holomorphic
quartic constraint — was already sufficient to fix all the cubic couplings (under certain assumptions), leading
to what we call the Metsaev solution. Twenty-five years later, Ponomarev and Skvortsov revisited the problem
in [6]. Remarkably, they found that if the theory is truncated to the (anti-)holomorphic sector, it becomes a
consistent theory with only cubic vertices at all orders, and the couplings are the same as those found by Metsaev.
More recently, in [7], it was shown that the holomorphic constraint admits multiple consistent truncations, even
allowing for theories with a finite spectrum that still involve higher-spin fields.
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on the celestial sphere at null infinity. These operators are labelled by the conformal dimension

and spin associated with the 2d global conformal group of the celestial sphere SL(2,C)/Z2.

The S-matrix element for the scattering of nmassless fields in the standard energy-momentum

eigenstate basis is

An(ωj, zj, z̄j) = ⟨out|S|in⟩ . (3.3.1)

The integral operation that allows one to perform the change of basis to the boost eigenstate

one and then trades the energy7 ω for the conformal dimension ∆ is the Mellin transform

M(·) =
∫ ∞

0

dω

ω
ω∆(·) . (3.3.2)

Then the S-matrix in the boost eigenstates (i.e. the celestial amplitude) is given by the Mellin-

transformed amplitude

Mn(∆j, zj, z̄j) =
n∏

j=1

∫ ∞

0

dωj

ωj

ω
∆j

j An(ωj, zj, z̄j) , (3.3.3)

where, by definition, we have

Mn(∆j, zj, z̄j) ≡ boost⟨out|S|in⟩boost = ⟨O
±
∆1,s1

(z1, z̄1) · · · O±
∆n,sn

(zn, z̄n)⟩CCFT , (3.3.4)

where the operator O±
∆n,sn

represents outgoing (+) or incoming (−) celestial conformal primary

operators with 2d conformal (or boost) weight ∆n and spin sn that crosses the celestial sphere at

a point (z, z̄). In particular [242], when ∆n ∈ 1+ iR, corresponding to the principal continuous

series of the Lorentz group, the transformation above can be inverted using the inverse Mellin

transform

An(ωj, zj, z̄j) =
n∏

i=1

∫ 1+i∞

1−i∞

d∆j

2πi
ω−∆i
j Mn(∆j, zj, z̄j) . (3.3.5)

From this point on, we omit the ± sign and adopt the all–outgoing convention, as in Appendix

3.9.

One of the central ingredients in any conformal field theory is the operator product expansion

(OPE), which provides a systematic way to compute products of local operators and correlation

functions. The holomorphic OPE of two conformal primary operators with conformal weights

(hi, h̄i), where si = hi−h̄i and ∆i = hi+h̄i, in celestial CFT can be obtained by the holomorphic

collinear limit (i.e. z1 → z2) of scattering amplitudes [225, 226, 243] and can be expressed as

Oh1,h̄1
(z1, z̄1)Oh2,h̄2

(z2, z̄2) ∼
1

z12

∑
p

∞∑
m=0

C(m)
p (h̄1, h̄2)z̄

p+m
12 ∂̄mOh12−1,h̄12+p(z2, z̄2) , (3.3.6)

zij = zi − zj , z̄ij = z̄i − z̄j , hij = hi + hj , h̄ij = h̄i + h̄j . sij = si + sj , (3.3.7)

where C
(m)
p (h̄1, h̄2) denotes the OPE coefficient determining the contribution of the mth right-

7To be precise, the energy is given by k0 = ωq0 = ω(1 + zz̄).
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moving descendant with weights (h12 − 1, h̄12 + p+m) and is given by

C(m)
p (h̄1, h̄2) = −

1

2
Cs1,s2,s3

1

m!
B(2h̄1 + p+m, 2h̄2 + p) , (3.3.8)

where B(a, b) is the Euler beta function and Cs1,s2,s3 is the coupling constant appearing in the

flat bulk 3-pt function of massless (higher-spin) particles with spins (s1, s2, s3 = p + 1 − s12).

Therefore, there is a one-to-one correspondence between holomorphic bulk 3-pt vertices and

holomorphic celestial OPE.

Notice that the OPE expansion (3.3.6) represents only a partial result, as it captures solely

the holomorphic sector at tree level. In fact, one-loop contributions already introduce double

poles ∼ 1
z212

, arising from massless loops, as well as logarithms such as ∼ log z12 [228, 229, 234,

244–247]. Moreover, taking into account the anti-holomorphic sector leads to a more complete,

“all-order” celestial OPE that involves series expansions in powers of both z̄ and z. This has

so far been achieved only in the maximally helicity-violating (MHV) sector at tree level, via

twistor string theory in [248] and through collinear expansions using on-shell recursion relations

in [249].

A crucial consistency condition — expected to be necessary for the existence of a well-

defined celestial dual theory of gravity — is the associativity of the OPE. We now review the

(anti-)holomorphic OPE associativity constraint in 2d CCFT as derived in [217], which implies

the Jacobi identity for the charges studied in [230].

A standard way to check OPE associativity is to introduce a mode expansion of the opera-

tors involved and compute the commutators using their OPE, see [250]. Then OPE associativity

implies the Jacobi identity for the modes. This is of particular interest when applied to con-

formally soft currents, see [230]. The relation is made possible thanks to the commutators for

holomorphic objects [227, 240] determined by a contour integral as

[A,B](z1) =

∮
z1

dz2
2πi

A(z2)B(z1) = Res
z2→z1

A(z2)B(z1) . (3.3.9)

We start with the following identity between correlators of conformal primaries involving con-

tour integrals8(∮
|z13|=2

dz1

∮
|z23|=1

dz2−
∮
|z23|=2

dz2

∮
|z13|=1

dz1 −
∮
|z23|=2

dz2

∮
|z12|=1

dz1

)
×

⟨Oa1
∆1,s1

(z1, z̄1) · · · Oan
∆n,sn

(zn, z̄n)⟩ = 0 ,

(3.3.10)

where we allow the presence of internal indices, enabling the operators to live in specific rep-

resentations of an internal gauge group. This can be rewritten in terms of a “double residue

8This was the method used in [217]. A related one–loop analysis for self-dual Yang–Mills was already carried
out in [228], where extra powers of zk in the Jacobi identity are needed to extract higher–order poles coming
from the one-loop OPE. At tree level, no such terms are required.
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condition” as(
Res
z1→z3

Res
z2→z3

− Res
z2→z3

Res
z1→z3

− Res
z2→z3

Res
z1→z2

)
⟨Oa1

∆1,s1
(z1, z̄1) · · · Oan

∆n,sn
(zn, z̄n)⟩ = 0 . (3.3.11)

For further discussion of this constraint and possible ambiguities in its definition, see [232, 235].

To express (3.3.11) in terms of the standard momentum space amplitude, we use the Mellin

transform (3.3.3) and compute the residues of the amplitude An(ωj, zj, z̄j) as(
Res
z1→z3

Res
z2→z3

− Res
z2→z3

Res
z1→z3

− Res
z2→z3

Res
z1→z2

)
An(1 · · ·n) = 0 . (3.3.12)

At the amplitude level, the residue can be efficiently computed by taking the appropriate

collinear limits. Schematically, proceeding step by step, we first take the collinear limit qµ1 ∥ q
µ
2 ,

which gives

lim
z12→0

An(12 · · ·n) =
∑
λi

A3(12i)An−1(i34 · · ·n)
⟨12⟩[12]

, (3.3.13)

where we focus on the leading order in 1
z12

and possible other channels decouple in the limit.

Then it is followed by the collinear limit qµ2 ∥ q
µ
3 , and we get

lim
z23→0

lim
z12→0

An(12 · · ·n) =
∑
λi

∑
λj

A3(12i)A3(i3j)An−2(j4 · · ·n)
⟨12⟩[12]⟨i3⟩[i3]

. (3.3.14)

Then we can extract the residue of the last expression as

Res
z2→z3

Res
z1→z2

An(12 · · ·n) =
∑
λi

∑
λj

A3(12i)A3(i3j)An−2(j4 · · ·n)
ω1ω2ωiω3z̄12z̄i3

,

z̄i =
ω1z̄1 + ω2z̄2
ω1 + ω2

, ωi = ω1 + ω2 ,

(3.3.15)

where we used the notation introduced in Appendix 3.10. Using the expression for the double

residue (3.3.15) inside (3.3.12), we get9

∑
λi

[
A3(p

λ1
1 , pλ2

2 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄12z̄i3(ω1 + ω2)ω1ω2ω3

+
A3(p

λ2
2 , pλ3

3 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ1
1 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄23z̄i1(ω2 + ω3)ω1ω2ω3

+
A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ1

1 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ2
2 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄31z̄i2(ω1 + ω3)ω1ω2ω3

]
= 0 ,

(3.3.16)

where we dropped the sum over λj because the OPE must vanish for a generic An−2, so the

constraint must hold separately for each λj. For simplicity, we relabel λj as λ4.

If we consider fields transforming in a matrix representation of a Lie algebra, the associated

generators T an are carried along throughout the computation. As shown above, the procedure

9From now on, we change notation and denote the spin sn of the massless fields by the helicity λn, in line
with the light-cone higher-spin literature.
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remains essentially the same, with the only difference being that we can factor out the trace

over the generators. The clearest way to illustrate this is to begin with the colour amplitudes,

written in terms of the colour-ordered ones as

A(12 · · ·n) =
∑

σ∈Sn/Zn

Tr(T aσ1T aσ2 · · ·T aσn )Ã(σ1σ2 · · · σn) . (3.3.17)

Consequently, the constraint (3.3.12) takes the form

∑
σ∈Sn/Zn

∑
λi

[
Ã3(p

λσ1
σ1 , p

λσ2
σ2 , p

λσi
σi )Ã3(p

λσ3
σ3 , p

λσ4
σ4 , p

−λσi
σi )

z̄σ1σ2 z̄σiσ3(ωσ1 + ωσ2)ωσ1ωσ2ωσ3

Tr(T aσ1T aσ2T aσ3T aσ4 )

]
= 0 . (3.3.18)

These two constraints (3.3.16) and (3.3.18) are the celestial OPE associativity constraints, which

we will solve in full generality. A similarity with the previously discussed light-cone constraint

is already apparent (in the sense that both consist of two three-point vertices brought together

times some additional kinematical factors), and we will aim to establish a direct connection

between the two in the following sections.

Even more in general, we can assume, as considered for the holomorphic constraint, fields

belonging to some representation of a gauge group G with generic structure constants fabc, and

arrive at

∑
σ∈Sn/Zn

∑
λi

[
Ã c

aσ1aσ2
(p

λσ1
σ1 , p

λσ2
σ2 , p

λσi
σi )Ãc aσ3aσ4

(p
λσ3
σ3 , p

λσ4
σ4 , p

−λσi
σi )

z̄σ1σ2 z̄σiσ3(ωσ1 + ωσ2)ωσ1ωσ2ωσ3

T aσ1T aσ2T aσ3T aσ4

]
= 0 ,

(3.3.19)

where we denoted A3 = ÃabcT
aT bT c = Ã3fabcT

aT bT c. We solve this more general case in

Appendix 3.11.

3.4 Celestial OPE associativity constraint

In this section, we present an exact solution to the OPE associativity constraint by switching

to the light-front approach10. It turns out to be very useful to rewrite the OPE associativity

constraint in terms of the light-cone variables. This can be done by following Appendix 3.10,

where we explain how to relate the two formalisms through the spinor-helicity one. The result

is that, on-shell, we have the following identity:

∑
λi

A3(p
λ1
1 , pλ2

2 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄12z̄i3(ω1 + ω2)ω1ω2ω3

=
∑
λi

(−)λiCλ1,λ2,λiC−λiλ3,λ4
P̄λ12+λi−1
12 P̄λ34−λi−1

34

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

. (3.4.1)

The right-hand side is not the same term present in the quartic holomorphic constraint, but,

as we will see in the final section, the OPE associativity constraint is closely related to it. The

quartic holomorphic constraint was solved in [7] in two specific cases: for singlet fields and for

10We will use the terms light-front and light-cone interchangeably throughout this work.
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fields living in some matrix representation of a gauge group G.

If we wish to reproduce all lower-spin constraints arising from the OPE associativity (3.3.16)

and (3.3.18), as found in [217], we need to consider the following types of cubic couplings:

h
(1)
3 ∼ ϕλ1

q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
, (3.4.2)

h
(2)
3 ∼ Tr(Ta1Ta2)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2ϕλ3

q3
, (3.4.3)

h
(3)
3 ∼ Tr(Ta1Ta2Ta3)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3 . (3.4.4)

For semisimple compact Lie algebras, we can write

Tr(Ta1Ta2) =
1

2
δa1a2 , (3.4.5)

Tr(Ta1Ta2Ta3) =
1

2

(
Tr(Ta1{Ta2 , Ta3}) + Tr(Ta1 [Ta2 , Ta3 ])

)
=

1

4
(da1a2a3 + ifa1a2a3) , (3.4.6)

where the first line is a normalisation that can always be achieved, fa1a2a3 denotes the antisym-

metric structure constant, and da1a2a3 the symmetric d-symbol, both defined as

[Ta1 , Ta2 ] = ifa1a2a3T
a3 , {Ta1 , Ta2} =

1

N
δa1a2I+ da1a2a3T

a3 , (3.4.7)

ifa1a2a3 ≡ 2Tr(Ta1 [Ta2 , Ta3 ]) , da1a2a3 ≡ 2Tr(Ta1{Ta2 , Ta3}) . (3.4.8)

Looking at the various couplings in (3.4.2)–(3.4.4), we can identify five possible structures that

can occur at the quartic order:

(h
(1)
3 , h

(1)
3 ) ϕλ1

q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
, (3.4.9)

(h
(3)
3 , h

(3)
3 ) Tr(Ta1Ta2Ta3Ta4)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4 , (3.4.10)

(h
(2)
3 , h

(2)
3 ) , (h

(1)
3 , h

(2)
3 ) Tr(Ta1Ta2)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2ϕλ3

q3
ϕλ4
q4
, (3.4.11)

(h
(2)
3 , h

(2)
3 ) Tr(Ta1Ta2)Tr(Ta3Ta4)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4 , (3.4.12)

(h
(2)
3 , h

(3)
3 ) Tr(Ta1Ta2Ta3)(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3ϕλ4

q4
, (3.4.13)

where on the left of each structure, we indicate the type of pair of cubic vertices responsible for

generating each distinct type of constraint. In particular, we observe that while the first two

involve the same type of cubic vertices, the others mix and intertwine different types of cubic

vertices. As we will see, there are two main mechanisms by which the constraint can be solved.

Every type of constraint will fall into one of these two cases.
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3.4.1 Singlet fields

We start by solving the OPE associativity constraint [217], for singlet fields (3.4.9), then

∑
λi

[
A3(p

λ1
1 , pλ2

2 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄12z̄i3(ω1 + ω2)ω1ω2ω3

+
A3(p

λ2
2 , pλ3

3 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ1
1 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄23z̄i1(ω2 + ω3)ω1ω2ω3

+
A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ1

1 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ2
2 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄31z̄i2(ω1 + ω3)ω1ω2ω3

]
= 0 ,

(3.4.14)

and we rewrite it in the light-cone formalism (see Appendix 3.10) as∑
λi

(−)λi

(
Cλ1,λ2,λiC−λi,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 + Cλ1,λ4,λiC−λi,λ2,λ3P̄λ14+λi−1

14 P̄λ23−λi−1
23

+ Cλ3,λ1,λiC−λi,λ2,λ4P̄λ13+λi−1
31 P̄λ24−λi−1

24

)
= 0 , λij = λi + λj .

(3.4.15)

This structure is reminiscent of the quartic holomorphic constraint studied in [6, 7]. As we

will see in the final section, the two are closely related. Moreover, our strategy to solve the

constraint follows the same ideas used to address the quartic holomorphic constraint in [7].

To avoid unnecessary minus signs between products of couplings and extra i factors between

couplings, we assign an additional factor of i to odd-helicity fields. This is equivalent to taking

even-helicity fields to be Hermitian and odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian matrices (with

singlets treated as 1×1 matrices). With this convention, the factor (−)λi in (3.4.15) is removed.

We begin by introducing three independent variables:

2A = P̄12 + P̄34 = P̄23 − P̄14 , 2B = P̄13 − P̄24 = P̄34 − P̄12 ,

2C = P̄14 + P̄23 = −P̄13 − P̄24 ,
(3.4.16)

with the following transformation properties:

A
1↔2

←→ B , A
1↔3

←→ −A , A
1↔4

←→ C , A
2↔3

←→ −C , A
2↔4

←→ −A , A
3↔4

←→ −B , (3.4.17a)

C
1↔2

←→ −C , B
1↔3

←→ C , B
1↔4

←→ −B , B
2↔3

←→ −B , B
2↔4

←→ −C , C
3↔4

←→ −C , (3.4.17b)

and define

C1234λi := Cλ1,λ2,λiC−λi,λ3,λ4 , k1234
+ := (−)λ12

∑
λi

(−)λiC1234λi , k1234
− :=

∑
λi

C1234λi ,

f 1234
+ (A,B) := (−)λ34

∑
λi

(−)λiC1234λi(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1 , (3.4.18)

f 1234
− (A,B) :=

∑
λi

C1234λi(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1 ,
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where the upper index 1234 denotes the order of the external helicities. We note immediately

that f 1234
− (A,B) = f 1234

+ (B,A)(−)Λ−1, where Λ = λ1+λ2+λ3+λ4, but it is convenient to keep

both of them. The OPE associativity constraint can be recast as∑
λi

(
C1234λi(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1 + (−)ΛC3124λi(B − C)λ13+λi−1(B + C)λ24−λi−1

+ C1423λi(C − A)λ14+λi−1(C + A)λ23−λi−1
)
= 0 , (3.4.19)

and plugging in the definitions (3.4.18) for the functions f ····
− , we have

f 1234
− (A,B) + (−)Λf 3124

− (B,C) + f 1423
− (C,A) = 0 . (3.4.20)

The most general polynomial form of the functions f ····
− that is compatible with the constraint

(3.4.20), is the following:11

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 − k1234
+ BΛ−2 , (3.4.21a)

f 3124
− (B,C) = k3124

− BΛ−2 − k3124
+ CΛ−2 , (3.4.21b)

f 1423
− (C,A) = k1423

− CΛ−2 − k1423
+ AΛ−2 . (3.4.21c)

where k···· are some free coefficients (that we identify with those in (3.4.18)). Substituting these

back into (3.4.20) gives the constraints

k1234
− = k1423

+ , k3124
− = (−)Λk1234

+ , k1423
− = (−)Λk3124

+ . (3.4.22)

The form of the functions in (3.4.21) plus the conditions in (3.4.22) gives the solution to the

OPE associativity constraint (3.4.20). To express the solution in terms of the cubic couplings,

we need to solve (3.4.21) in terms of the product of couplings C•••••. This can be done by

expressing (3.4.21) using the previous variables P34 = A+B and P12 = A−B, as follows

∑
λi

C1234λiPλ12+λi−1
12 Pλ34−λi−1

34 = k1234
−

(
P34 + P12

2

)Λ−2

− k1234
+

(
P34 − P12

2

)Λ−2

. (3.4.23)

By expanding the Binomial on the RHS and matching the monomials in terms of P34 and P12

we get

C1234λi =
(k1234

− + (−)λi+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi , same for (3124) and (1423) . (3.4.24)

11For instance, choosing f1234
− (A,B) ∼ AiBj , with i, j > 0 and i + j = Λ − 2, would never satisfy (3.4.20),

since neither f3124
− (B,C) nor f1423

− (C,A) could cancel such contributions.
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Summing over λi, we can check consistency:

λ34−1∑
λi=−λ12+1

(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
=

1

2Λ−2

Λ−2∑
n=0

(
Λ− 2

n

)
= 1 . (3.4.25)

Notice that, if we consider only even-derivative vertices (i.e. with k····
− = k····

+ ), we get

k1234
− = k3124

− = k1423
− = k1234

+ = k3124
+ = k1423

+ . (3.4.26)

This case makes the classification of solutions to the OPE associativity constraint easier.

Summary. The general solution to the OPE associativity constraint (3.4.15) is

C1234λi =
(k1234

− + (−)λi+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi , same for (3124) and (1423)

k1234
− = k1423

+ , k3124
− = (−)Λk1234

+ , k1423
− = (−)Λk3124

+ .

(3.4.27)

When only even-derivative vertices are present, the solution is

C1234λi =
k1234
+ (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi ,

same for (3124) and (1423) k1234
+ = k3124

+ = k1423
+ .

(3.4.28)

3.4.2 Colour case

In the presence of a colour factor — such as when fields live in representations of a gauge

group G = U(N), SO(N) and USp(N) — we only need to consider colour-ordered amplitudes,

as discussed above. For instance, we focus here on the ordering [1234], then (3.4.10). The

associativity constraint gets modified into

∑
λi

(−)λiθλi

[
A3(p

λ1
1 , pλ2

2 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ3
3 , pλ4

4 , p−λi
i )

z̄12z̄i3(ω1 + ω2)ω1ω2ω3

+
A3(p

λ4
4 , pλ1

1 , pλi
i )A3(p

λ2
2 , pλ3

3 , p−λi
i )

z̄41z̄2i(ω4 + ω1)ω4ω1ω2

]
= 0 ,

(3.4.29)

where we introduce a factor θλi
which can be justified by interpreting the amplitudes as arising

from a Poisson bracket, with an associated θλi
factor. For instance, in the u(N) case, we have

[(ϕλ
p)

A
B, (ϕ

µ
q )

C
D] =

δλ,−µδ3(p+ q)

2p+
θλδ

C
Bδ

A
D , (3.4.30)

where θλ = eixλ is a phase factor reflecting a possible ambiguity in the Poisson bracket. Fol-

lowing the same conventions used in [7, 195], and in analogy with the singlet case, we fix

θλi
= (−)λi . This choice is again equivalent to taking even-helicity fields to be Hermitian
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and odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian matrices.12 This choice will become particularly

useful when we later search for consistent lower-spin theories satisfying the OPE associativity

constraint. Rewriting (3.4.29) using light-cone variables, we find∑
λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 − C4123λiP̄λ14+λi−1

41 P̄λ23−λi−1
23

)
= 0 . (3.4.31)

Using the variables defined in (3.4.16), we get∑
λi

(
C1234λi(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1

+ (−)λ14+λiC4123λi(C − A)λ14+λi−1(C + A)λ23−λi−1
)
= 0 ,

(3.4.32)

and plugging in the definitions (3.4.18) for the functions f ····
− , we have

f 1234
− (A,B) + (−)Λf 4123

+ (C,A) = 0 . (3.4.33)

As before, we can determine the form of these functions to be

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 , (3.4.34a)

f 4123
+ (C,A) = (−)Λ+1k4123

− AΛ−2 , (3.4.34b)

where in the definition of k···
− we also include the θλi

factor. Substituting them into (3.4.33)

leads to the constraint

k1234
− = k4123

− . (3.4.35)

From (3.4.34), we find the system for the couplings:

C1234λi =
k1234
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi , same for (4123) ,

k1234
− =

∑
λi

C1234λi ,
(3.4.36)

Let us conclude with a comment on the possibility of using SU(N) as the gauge group. In

this case, the Poisson bracket in (3.4.30) acquires an additional term of the form ∼ 1
N
δABδ

C
D.

This contribution induces, in the holomorphic constraint, a term of the type (3.4.12). As a

result, the solution to the constraint becomes more involved. However, in special cases, such

as for the cubic vertices of Yang–Mills theory, where the couplings are proportional to the fully

antisymmetric structure constants fabc this additional term vanishes. Indeed, one would ob-

tain an extra contribution of the form ∼ Tr([Ta1 , Ta2 ])Tr([Ta3 , Ta4 ])(ϕ
λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4 ,

which vanishes due to the cyclicity of the trace. This mechanism is sometimes referred to as

12In the case of Yang-Mills, we can choose to work with hermitian matrices (T a)† = T a, then an i factor
would appear in the commutator [T a, T b] = ifabcT c, or work with anti-hermitian matrices (T a)† = −T a and
then [T a, T b] = fabcT c.



120 CHAPTER 3. OPE ASSOCIATIVITY, HIGHER-SPINS AND SELF-DUALITY

photon decoupling: at tree level, gluon scattering amplitudes are identical whether one works

with U(N) or SU(N).

Summary. The solution to the associativity constraint in the colour-ordered case is

C1234λi =
k1234
− (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi ,

same for (4123) k1234
− = k4123

− .

(3.4.37)

3.4.3 Main mechanism

As we have seen above, there is a simple procedure to solve the constraints. By looking at the

most general case presented in Appendix 3.11, one can see that this is always the case. We

can divide the procedure into two parts. First, we see that the constraint reduces to setting a

polynomial in three variables to zero. The admissible functions available for this purpose are,

as indicated in (3.11.6), the following:

f(A,B) = a1A
Λ−2 + b1B

Λ−2 , C1234λi , C2134λi , C1243λi , C2143λi , (3.4.38)

f(B,C) = b2B
Λ−2 + c1C

Λ−2 , C1342λi , C3142λi , C1324λi , C3124λi , (3.4.39)

f(C,A) = c2C
Λ−2 + a2A

Λ−2 , C1423λi , C4123λi , C1432λi , C4132λi , (3.4.40)

where on the right of each function, we wrote the product of couplings that can produce them.

The constraint they have to satisfy is

f(A,B) + f(B,C) + f(C,A) = 0 . (3.4.41)

These polynomials can cancel each other in different ways to ensure the total sum vanishes:

1. If all coefficients are non-zero, consistency requires setting a1 = −a2, b1 = −b2, and

c1 = −c2. This corresponds to the case of singlet fields, where only even-derivative

vertices are present, as shown in (3.4.28). In this case, we need at least one product of

couplings in (3.4.38), in (3.4.39), and in (3.4.40) to be present.

2. If only two terms are non-zero — for instance, b1 = b2 = c1 = c2 = 0 and a1 = −a2 —

we obtain a solution that corresponds to the colour case (3.4.37); the same holds under

permutations of a, b, c. In this case, we need at least one product of couplings in (3.4.38)

and (3.4.40) to be present.

3. One can consider configurations with two vanishing terms and four non-zero coefficients,

for example, c1 = c2 = 0, a1 = −a2, and b1 = −b2. This type of cancellation may appear

in the singlet case as well, as in (3.4.27), but it requires the inclusion of odd-derivative

vertices. In this case, we need at least one product of couplings in (3.4.38), (3.4.39), and

(3.4.40) to be present.
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Once one of these cases is realised, by looking at the form of a single function, for instance,

f(A,B) = a1A
Λ−2+ b1B

Λ−2, and recalling the definitions (3.4.18), we can extract the solutions

for the couplings and find two distinct cases:

1. If we have a1 ̸= 0 and b1 ̸= 0, to reproduce the correct form of the function, we must sum

over all even or odd integer values of λi.

2. If we have a1 ̸= 0 and b1 = 0, or vice versa, to reproduce the correct form of the function,

we must sum over all integer values of λi.

3.4.4 Mixed cases

Here we analyse the three remaining cases (3.4.11), (3.4.12), and (3.4.13). We start by looking

at (3.4.11) then

Tr(Ta1Ta2)(ϕ
λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2ϕλ3

q3
ϕλ4
q4
∼ δa1a2(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2ϕλ3

q3
ϕλ4
q4
. (3.4.42)

In this case, all fields “commute”, as in the case of singlet fields. Therefore, the solution to

the constraint coincides with the one found in the singlet case (3.4.27) and (3.4.28). Regarding

(3.4.12) we have

Tr(Ta1Ta2)Tr(Ta3Ta4)(ϕ
λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4 ∼ δa1a2δa3a4(ϕ

λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4

(3.4.43)

In this case, we have to consider the following four exchanges

(1234) + (2134) + (1243) + (2143) , (3.4.44)

where for each (1234) ordering we also include the associated (3412) exchange. As shown

above, in the presence of these exchanges, the holomorphic quartic constraint, reducing to the

equation (3.4.41), forces f(A,B) = 0, which cannot be satisfied. This conclusion holds for

generic vertices, and in the absence of additional vertices that would contribute extra terms to

(3.4.41). We now consider the last case, (3.4.13). We have

Tr(Ta1Ta2Ta3)(ϕ
λ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3ϕλ4

q4
. (3.4.45)

In this case, using the cyclic property of the trace, and that ϕλ4
q4

“commutes” with the others,

we have to consider the following exchanges

(123)4 + (312)4 + (231)4 → (1234) + (1243) + (3142) + (3124) + (1423) + (4123) , (3.4.46)
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where again for each (1234) we also have the associated (3412) exchange. To read off the

solution, we can look at the general case in Appendix 3.11, and we get

(F1234 + F1243)k1234
− − (F1423 + F4123)k1423

+ = 0 =⇒ F1234k1234
− = F1423k1423

+ , (3.4.47a)

(F1342 + F1342)k1342
− − (F1234 + F1243)k1234

+ = 0 =⇒ F1342k1342
− = F1234k1234

+ , (3.4.47b)

(F1423 + F4123)k1423
− − (F1342 + F1342)k1342

+ = 0 =⇒ F1423k1423
− = F1342k1342

+ , (3.4.47c)

where in the second expression we identified the various F terms since they are equal in this

case, like F1234 = fa1a2a3 = F1243, and the value of the coupling product C1234, as well as for

(1342) and (1423) is given in (3.11.10). If we consider only even-derivative vertices (i.e. with

k····
− = k····

+ ), we get

F1234k1234
− = F1342k1342

− = F1423k1423
− = F1234k1234

+ = F1342k1342
+ = F1423k1423

+ . (3.4.48)

Another particular solution to the constraint in (3.4.47) arises when we start with a pair of

couplings Cλ1,λ2,λiC−λi,λ3,λ4 where one is an even-derivative and the other an odd-derivative

vertex. Borrowing ideas from [7], we can rewrite the solution in a more convenient form using

k1234
E :=

1

2
(k1234

− + k1234
+ ) ≡

∑
(λ12+λi)∈ even

C1234λi , (3.4.49)

k1234
O :=

1

2
(k1234

− − k1234
+ ) ≡

∑
(λ12+λi)∈ odd

C1234λi . (3.4.50)

We can then rewrite the system governing the couplings in the form

C1234λi =
k1234
E (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ (λ12 + λi) ∈ even , (3.4.51)

C1234λi =
k1234
O (Λ− 2)!

2Λ−3(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ (λ12 + λi) ∈ odd . (3.4.52)

If we rewrite the constraint (3.4.47) in terms of these new variables, we find

F1234(k1234
E + k1234

O ) = F1423(k1423
E − k1423

O ) , F1342(k1342
E + k1342

O ) = F1234(k1234
E − k1234

O ) ,

F1423(k1423
E + k1423

O ) = F1342(k1342
E − k1342

O ) , (3.4.53)

and becomes easier to identify the two special solutions. The first occurs when k···
O = 0, leaving

only k···
E , which corresponds to the purely even-derivative case discussed in (3.4.48), and gives

F1234k1234
E = F1342k1342

E = F1423k1423
E . (3.4.54)
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The second special case arises when two of the k···
E coefficients and one k···

O term vanish. For

instance, setting k1234
E = k1342

E = k1423
O = 0 we find

F1234k1234
O = −F1342k1342

O = F1423k1423
E . (3.4.55)

Notice that the same solution also applies to the constraint found in the singlet case (3.4.27),

provided we drop the F terms. On the other hand, if we look for solutions involving only

odd-derivative vertices (i.e. with k····
− = −k····

+ ), we encounter a contradiction. This is evident

from the structure of (3.4.47), and was already shown for the singlet case in [7].

3.5 Solutions to the OPE associativity

In the section above, we solved the OPE associativity constraint in several specific cases, with

the most general case addressed in Appendix 3.11. However, finding a consistent theory com-

posed of holomorphic cubic couplings that simultaneously solves all possible OPE associativity

constraints arising among them is a related but distinct problem.

Fortunately, this issue was already addressed in [7] for the holomorphic light-cone constraint,

and the same approach applies here. The key idea is that, starting from a specific pair of

cubic couplings Cλ1,λ2,λiC−λi,λ3,λ4 involving at least one opposite helicity field,13 requiring the

constraint to be satisfied may — and typically does — generate new cubic couplings. These, in

turn, can give rise to further constraints, and the process continues recursively. For a detailed

discussion, see [7].

We briefly explain here the procedure to find consistent solutions for various cases. In the

case of a singlet field (3.4.28) and the mixed case (3.4.54) with only even-derivative vertices,

satisfying the OPE associativity requires that each time one of the pairs of couplings below is

present, all the others must follow:

Cλ1,λ2,[2−λ12,k−λ12]C [λ12−2,λ12−k],λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,[2−λ13,k−λ13]C [λ13−2,λ13−k],λ2,λ4 ,

Cλ1,λ4,[2−λ14,k−λ14]C [λ14−2,λ14−k],λ2,λ3 ,
(3.5.1)

where we write them in pairs to emphasize that each involves an opposite-helicity field, k is an

even integer, the square bracket [−,−] is a notation to indicate the range of exchanged helicities,

incremented by steps of 2, and Λ = λ1 + λ2 + λ3 + λ4 — the total number of derivatives —

must be even. For a better explanation of the notation used, we refer to [7]. For instance, the

13Note that the OPE associativity constraint becomes non-trivial only if at least two of the couplings involved
contain fields of opposite helicity, i.e. λi = −λj . In principle, one could consider very generic couplings that
never generate any non-trivial constraint, though such theories would be rather trivial. Indeed, recall that to
obtain an exchange amplitude, we need at least two cubic couplings involving opposite helicity fields.
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following

Cλ1,λ2,[2−λ12,4−λ12]C [λ12−2,λ12−4],λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,[2−λ13,4−λ13]C [λ13−2,λ13−4],λ2,λ4 ,

Cλ1,λ4,[2−λ14,4−λ14]C [λ14−2,λ14−4],λ2,λ3 ,
(3.5.2)

would correspond to the following 6 pairs of coupling

Cλ1,λ2,2−λ12Cλ12−2,λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,2−λ13Cλ13−2,λ2,λ4 , Cλ1,λ4,2−λ14Cλ14−2,λ2,λ3 ,

Cλ1,λ2,4−λ12Cλ12−4,λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,4−λ13Cλ13−4,λ2,λ4 , Cλ1,λ4,4−λ14Cλ14−4,λ2,λ3 .
(3.5.3)

For the colour case (3.4.37) with both even- and odd-derivative vertices, we need the following

set of couplings:

Cλ1,λ2,[1−λ12,k−λ12]C [λ12−1,λ12−k],λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,[1−λ13,k−λ13]C [λ13−1,λ13−k],λ2,λ4 ,

Cλ1,λ4,[1−λ14,k−λ14]C [λ14−1,λ14−k],λ2,λ3 ,
(3.5.4)

where k is an integer, and the square bracket [−,−] is incremented by steps of 1. For the mixed

case (3.4.55), we need the following set of couplings:

Cλ1,λ2,[1−λ12,k−λ12]C [λ12−1,λ12−k],λ3,λ4 , Cλ1,λ3,[1−λ13,k−λ13]C [λ13−1,λ13−k],λ2,λ4 ,

Cλ1,λ4,[k−λ14,1−λ14]C [λ14−k,λ14−1],λ2,λ3 ,
(3.5.5)

where k is an even integer, the square bracket [−,−] is incremented by steps of 2, and Λ must

be odd.

Once all the couplings required to satisfy the constraint are included, an explicit solution

relating the various couplings can always be extracted from (3.4.28), (3.4.37), (3.4.51), and

(3.4.52). Below, we write down some explicit solutions for the couplings. In particular, we

match the result of [217] for lower-spin theories and pinpoint the difference with the solutions

to the light-cone quartic holomorphic constraint.

3.5.1 Lower-spin solutions

Following ideas from [4–7, 123] we look for the most general lower-spin cubic vertices (i.e.

involving lower-spins |λ| = 0, 1, 2) that solve the OPE associativity constraint.

Singlet fields. This presentation closely follows that of [7], with the necessary modifications.

All possible even-derivative couplings are given by{
C−2,2,2, C−1,1,2, C0,0,2, C0,1,1, C0,2,2, C1,1,2, C2,2,2

}
. (3.5.6)
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In total, we have 7 couplings: 5 abelian and 2 non-abelian.14 We can now search for all possible

solutions to the OPE associativity, following (3.5.1).

We begin with two-derivative couplings, then {C−2,2,2, C−1,1,2, C0,0,2, C0,1,1}. Solutions to

the OPE associativity are

{C−2,2,2} , graviton coupling , (3.5.7a)

{C1,1,0} , photons coupled to scalars via ϕF 2
µν , (3.5.7b)

{C−2,2,2 = C0,0,2} , scalars coupled to graviton , (3.5.7c)

{C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2} , graviton coupled to photons , (3.5.7d)

{C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2 = C0,0,2, C0,1,1} , graviton, photons and scalars . (3.5.7e)

We use the following notation: within {· · · }, we list the active (free) couplings. When a

coupling appears alone, it is considered unconstrained — that is, it can appear in the theory’s

action with a free coefficient. It is important to specify the active couplings before solving the

constraints. Note that the relations above are consistent with the universality of gravitational

interactions.

If we allow for higher-derivative terms, the most general solution we obtain is the following:{
C−2,2,2 = C−1,1,2 = C0,0,2, C1,1,2 =

C0,1,1C0,2,2

C−2,2,2
, C2,2,2 =

3

10

(C0,2,2)2

C−2,2,2

}
. (3.5.8)

The constraint above implies that a theory containing R3 and RF 2 terms with arbitrary coef-

ficients would not admit a celestial dual, due to the failure of OPE associativity. Instead, the

coefficients must be fixed to the specific values given above. These results correctly reproduce

those of [217]. The constraint imposed to C0,1,1 in (3.5.8) for the higher-derivative theories

C1,1,2 =
C0,1,1C0,2,2

C−2,2,2
, (3.5.9)

is novel, because in [217] the C0,1,1 abelian coupling between photons and scalars was not

considered.

Colour case. This presentation closely follows that of [7], with the necessary modifications.

We now examine all solutions in the presence of a gauge group, following (3.5.4). The complete

14The non-abelian vertices are the most interesting ones, as they deform the gauge algebra in a covariant
formulation. The abelian ones do not. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, in general, abelian vertices can also
be constrained and may play an important role in ensuring the consistency of the theory. Since we work in the
light-cone gauge and with holomorphic theories, we define abelian couplings as those with λi ≥ 0 and

∑
i λi > 0.

Note that (0, s, s) is still considered abelian this way, which is justified since the spin-zero exchange disappears
from the constraint. Such couplings are, obviously, consistent on their own unless there are non-abelian couplings
that “talk to them”.
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set of even- and odd-derivative couplings that can be constructed is given by

{C−2,1,2, C−2,2,2, C−1,0,2, C−1,1,1, C−1,1,2, C−1,2,2, C0,0,1, C0,0,2,

C0,1,1, C0,1,2, C0,2,2, C1,1,1, C1,1,2, C1,2,2, C2,2,2} .
(3.5.10)

In total, we have 15 couplings: 9 abelian and 6 non-abelian. We highlight the lower-spin

couplings as follows: blue indicates those which, on their own, require higher-spin couplings

for consistency; red denotes those which, when combined with any other coupling, also require

higher-spin ones; uncoloured couplings are, as we will show in more detail below, the only

consistent lower-spin couplings. We now search for possible theories that satisfy the OPE

associativity constraint. We begin by considering one-derivative interactions, involving the

subset of couplings

{C−2,1,2, C−1,0,2, C−1,1,1, C0,0,1} . (3.5.11)

Theories that satisfy the OPE associativity constraint are given by

{C−1,1,1} , Yang-Mills coupling , (3.5.12a)

{C−1,1,1 = C0,0,1} , Yang-Mills coupled to scalars , (3.5.12b)

{C−2,1,2 = C−1,1,1} , coloured graviton , (3.5.12c)

where we do not have any sign factor appearing, thanks to the use of the θλi
= (−)λi term in

(3.4.29). This also matches standard definitions for lower-spin theories and with the results in

[217]. Note that including C−1,0,2 and at least one other of the couplings in (3.5.11) leads to a

non-associative OPE.

Another interesting option is the coloured graviton. It is well known that, under the usual

assumptions, gravitons cannot carry colour [203]. However, we find that it is possible to have

multi-graviton theories that satisfy the OPE associativity, provided we restrict to the self-dual

case. The coupling C−2,1,2 is the “usual” current interaction of one helicity of the Yang-Mills

field with a current built from a multiplet of gravitons.

Including higher-derivative couplings, the most general consistent solution is{
C−1,1,1 = C−2,1,2 = C0,0,1, C1,1,1 =

1

2

(C0,1,1)2

C−1,1,1

}
. (3.5.13)

In this case as well, the associativity constraint implies that a theory containing an F 3 term with

an arbitrary coefficient would not admit a celestial dual, due to the failure of OPE associativity.

Any attempt to include other couplings breaks OPE associativity, forcing us to introduce higher-

spin fields. This is consistent with expectations from the covariant formalism. For example,

the coupling C−2,2,2 would lead to “colour gravity”, which is known not to be consistent, at

least when including only lower spins. These results correctly reproduce those of [217], once

we use notation valid for any semisimple Lie algebra given in (3.4.5)–(3.4.8). The possibility of

having OPE associativity in the presence of the non-abelian C−2,1,2 coupling (3.5.12c) is novel
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because in [217] the exotic C−2,1,2 non-abelian coupling between gravitons and spin-1 fields was

not included.

Other solutions for lower-spin. Some vertices are still missing to fully reproduce the lower-

spin results obtained in [217]. In particular, we need to study the OPE associativity constraints

imposed on the following couplings, which were not included in the analysis above{
δab

C̃0,1,1P̄2

β2β3

ϕ0
q1
(ϕ1

q2
)a(ϕ1

q3
)b, δab

C̃1,1,2P̄4

β2
1β2β3

ϕ2
q1
(ϕ1

q2
)a(ϕ1

q3
)b, δab

C̃−1,1,2P̄2

β2
1β

−1
2 β3

ϕ2
q1
(ϕ−1

q2
)a(ϕ1

q3
)b

}
,

(3.5.14)

where we denote the coupling by C̃ to distinguish it from the other C’s. To treat these cases

and match the result in [217], we need to use the solutions found for the mixed cases. For the

mixed cases (3.4.11), following (3.5.1) and using (3.4.28) we can find

(C−2,2,2 − C̃−1,1,2)C̃−1,1,2 = 0 , (C−2,2,2 − C̃−1,1,2)C̃1,1,2 = 0 , (3.5.15)

(C0,0,2 − C̃−1,1,2)C̃0,1,1 = 0 , C̃−1,1,2C̃1,1,2 = C0,2,2C̃0,1,1 . (3.5.16)

While for the mixed cases (3.4.13), following (3.5.5) and using (3.4.55) we can find

1

2!
fa1a2cC

1,1,−1δc a3C̃
1,1,2 = − 1

2!
fa1a3cC

1,1,−1δc a2C̃
1,1,2 =

1

2!
δa1cC̃

1,2,1fc a2a3C
−1,1,1

=
1

3!
fa1a2cC

1,1,1δc a3C̃
−1,1,2 = − 1

3!
fa1a3cC

1,1,1δc a2C̃
−1,1,2 =

1

3!
δa1cC̃

1,2,−1fc a2a3C
1,1,1 .

(3.5.17)

Then, using the full antisymmetry of fabc and the fact that the spin-2 field is a singlet, we get

fa1a2a3C̃
−1,1,2C1,1,1 = 3fa1a2a3C̃

1,1,2C−1,1,1 =⇒ C̃−1,1,2C1,1,1 = 3 C̃1,1,2C−1,1,1 . (3.5.18)

In principle, there may be — and likely are — other admissible lower-spin theories that satisfy

OPE associativity, but we do not analyse them further here.

We conclude this section by noting that this method of solving the OPE associativity con-

straints substantially simplifies the analysis compared to [217, 230]. Furthermore, it enables

extensions to higher-spin fields and to solutions with higher-derivative cubic couplings, as dis-

cussed in [7].

3.6 Holomorphic constraint vs OPE associativity

In this section, we make the connection between the quartic light-cone holomorphic constraint

and the holomorphic OPE associativity more explicit. In particular, we borrow the idea of a

“gauge” algebra [123] constructed starting from the cubic chiral vertices. First, we review and

define this Lie algebra. Then we relate the following four objects: the Jacobi identity for the

gauge algebra, the four-point tree-level amplitude constructed out of the cubic chiral vertices,

the OPE associativity in CCFT, and the quartic light-cone holomorphic constraint.
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3.6.1 A gauge algebra from cubic vertices

In [123], the author proposed a gauge algebra built from the holomorphic vertices (including

the chiral higher-spin theories). This idea was originally introduced in the context of self-dual

Yang-Mills (SDYM) and self-dual gravity (SDGR) in [231], to derive the BCJ relations for

these theories. In particular, they identified the relevant gauge algebra of SDGR as the Poisson

algebra of area-preserving diffeomorphisms of S2, and related it to the kinematical algebra of

SDYM.

Let us consider the most general cubic couplings, but omit fabc whenever it is not crucial.

Starting from a chiral vertex in (3.2.10) (specifically, the holomorphic one), we associate to it

a structure constant as follows:

hA1A2A3 = −Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123
12

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

δ
(∑

i

qi

)
→ fA1A2A3

:=
1

2
hA1A2A3

β2β3

β1P̄12

, (3.6.1)

where capital Latin letters such as Ai collectively denote helicity, momentum, and possible

other internal labels. Let us note that this procedure inverts the parity of the original cou-

pling. Effectively, it does send a cubic vertex Hλ1,λ2,λ3

3 to a shifted one Hλ1+1,λ2−1,λ3−1
3 , thereby

reversing the parity of the coupling. This way, the structure constants read

fA1A2A3 = −
1

2
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1
12

βλ1+1
1 βλ2−1

2 βλ3−1
3

δ
(∑

i

qi

)
. (3.6.2)

We raise and lower indices using the natural inner product

(ϕ1, ϕ2) :=
∑
λ,s

∫
d4q d4p δ4(q + p) δab δ

λ,−s(ϕλ
q )

a(ϕs
p)

b , (3.6.3)

where ϕ are the fields of the theory. Notice that, according to the definition of the inner product,

raising and lowering indices correspond to flipping the sign of both helicity and momentum.

Instead, nothing happens to internal indices, if present, due to the metric normalized to δab.

For any chiral theory, the cubic chiral action can be written as

S =
1

2
(ϕ,2ϕ)− hA1A2A3ϕ

A1ϕA2ϕA3 . (3.6.4)

The idea to define fABC is to factor out the kinematical part of the self-dual Yang-Mills vertex,

and interpret other theories, e.g. the Chiral higher-spin theories, as generalisations of SDYM

[123] with a certain gauge algebra defined by fABC . If we introduce the Lie bracket [•, •]

[TA1 , TA2 ] = fA3
A1A2

TA3 , (3.6.5)

that corresponds to fABC , we can rewrite the action as the “SDYM” where the colour Lie
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algebra is replaced by the gauge algebra.15

It is interesting to see whether fA1A2A3 defines a Lie algebra. We need to check the Jacobi

identity, which gives a constraint on the couplings. As a warm-up example, let us review what

we get for SDYM [123]. We could start from the Chalmers-Siegel action [142] as in [123] and

assume to activate the SDYM coupling C−1,1,1. Using the following SDYM vertex:

hA1A2A3 = 2fa1a2a3
P̄12β1

β2β3

δλ1,−1δλ2,1δλ3,1δ
(∑

i

qi

)
. (3.6.6)

From (3.6.2) we can read the structure constant for the gauge algebra

fA1A2A3 = fa1a2a3
(
δλ1,−1δλ2,1δλ3,1 +

β2
2

β2
1

δλ1,1δλ2,−1δλ3,1 +
β2
3

β2
1

δλ1,1δλ2,1δλ3,−1

)
δ
(∑

i

qi

)
, (3.6.7)

and the Jacobi identity is a natural consequence of the one for the structure constant fa1a2a3 .

We can do the same for SDGR starting from

hA1A2A3 = 2
P̄2
12β

2
1

β2
2β

2
3

δλ1,−2δλ2,2δλ3,2δ
(∑

i

qi

)
, (3.6.8)

then the structure constant is

fA1A2A3 =
P̄12β1

β2β3

(
δλ1,−2δλ2,2δλ3,2 +

β4
2

β4
1

δλ1,2δλ2,−2δλ3,2 +
β4
3

β4
1

δλ1,2δλ2,2δλ3,−2

)
δ
(∑

i

qi

)
. (3.6.9)

The Jacobi identity is then verified thanks to the identity

P̄12P̄34 + P̄23P̄14 + P̄31P̄24 = A2 −B2 + C2 − A2 +B2 − C2 = 0 , (3.6.10)

that on-shell coincides with a special case of the Schouten identity. In [6, 7] it was shown that

a theory with the following couplings C2,−2,2 = Cλ,−λ,2 = ℓ is consistent. Therefore, we could

15We write “SDYM” since theories can have fields of various helicities. It is also important that there is no
scalar self-coupling for such an interpretation to work (this is the only coupling from which P̄ cannot be factored
out). One can also consider SDYM/SDGR with these gauge algebras. For example, the Moyal deformation of
SDGR was discussed recently in [251]. Such theories would break Lorentz invariance since the number of P̄ in
a vertex is strongly correlated with the helicities.
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search for its gauge algebra:

fA1A2A3 = ℓ
( P̄12β1

β2β3

(δλ1,−2δλ2,2δλ3,2 +

(
β2

β1

)4

δλ1,2δλ2,−2δλ3,2 +

(
β3

β1

)4

δλ1,2δλ2,2δλ3,−2)

+
P̄12β

λ−1
1

βλ−1
2 β3

(δλ1,−λδλ2,λδλ3,2 +

(
β2

β1

)2λ−2

δλ1,λδλ2,−λδλ3,2)

+
P̄12β

λ−1
1

βλ−1
3 β2

(δλ1,−λδλ2,2δλ3,λ +

(
β3

β1

)2λ−2

δλ1,λδλ2,2δλ3,−λ)

+
P̄12β

λ−1
2

βλ−1
3 β1

(δλ1,2δλ2,−λδλ3,λ +

(
β3

β2

)2λ−2

δλ1,2δλ2,λδλ3,−λ)
)
δ
(∑

i

qi

)
,

(3.6.11)

and also here, the Jacobi identity is then verified thanks to the identity

P̄12P̄34 + P̄23P̄14 + P̄31P̄24 = A2 −B2 + C2 − A2 +B2 − C2 = 0 . (3.6.12)

Now that we understood the general idea, we can try to solve the Jacobi identity for a general

gauge algebra.

3.6.2 Jacobi identity and celestial OPE associativity

The Jacobi identity for a generic gauge algebra is

fA1A2Bf
B
A3A4

+ fA2A3Bf
B
A1A4

+ fA3A1Bf
B
A2A4

= 0 . (3.6.13)

Using the definition (3.6.2) we get∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 + C2314λiP̄λ23+λi−1

23 P̄λ14−λi−1
14

+ C3124λiP̄λ13+λi−1
31 P̄λ24−λi−1

24

)
= 0 ,

(3.6.14)

and it coincides with the OPE associativity constraint (3.4.15)! Similar observations had already

been made in [250, 252].

If we assume that the cubic vertices used to construct the gauge algebra belong to some

representation of a gauge group G, and then, for example, we assume they are accompanied by

the structure constants fabc, we get∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 fa1a2cf

c
a3a4

+ C2314λiP̄λ23+λi−1
23 P̄λ14−λi−1

14 fa2a3cf
c
a1a4

+

+ C3124λiP̄λ13+λi−1
31 P̄λ24−λi−1

24 fa3a1cf
c
a2a4

)
= 0 . (3.6.15)
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Now using the Jacobi identity for fabc, we obtain two independent constraints∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 + C2314λiP̄λ23+λi−1

23 P̄λ14−λi−1
14

)
= 0 , (3.6.16)

∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 + C3124λiP̄λ13+λi−1

31 P̄λ24−λi−1
24

)
= 0 , (3.6.17)

which after moving the external helicity using the symmetries (3.2.16), the first corresponds to

the colour ordering [1234] and then to (3.4.31), while the second to the colour ordering [1243].

Again, a term θλi
= (−)λi can be added to match notations with the OPE associativity case.

Moreover, by assuming a more general gauge algebra including all the possible generic couplings

(3.2.15) contributing, we get the same expression as in Appendix 3.11.

3.6.3 Jacobi identity and vanishing of the four-point amplitude

Another interesting observation is the relation between the Jacobi identity and the vanishing of

the four-point tree-level amplitude for a generic chiral theory. Using identities from Appendix

3.10 valid on-shell, the four-point amplitude takes the form

A = As +At +Au =
∑
λi

(−)λiC1234λi
P̄λ12+λi
12

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

1

(q1 + q2)2
P̄λ34−λi
34

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

+ 2↔ 4 + 2↔ 3

=
P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34 + C1423λiP̄λ23+λi−1

23 P̄λ14−λi−1
14

+ C3124λiP̄λ13+λi−1
31 P̄λ24−λi−1

24

)
= 0 .

(3.6.18)

Therefore, the vanishing of the four-point amplitude for a chiral theory gives the same expression

as the Jacobi identity (3.6.14) and the OPE associativity (3.4.15).

In the presence of colours, the four-point tree-level amplitude can be written in terms of the

colour-ordered ones (3.3.17) and by considering a single colour-ordered amplitude, here [1234],

since the same is valid for the others, we obtain

Ã(1234) = P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
∏4

i=1 β
λi
i

∑
λi

(−)λi

(
C1234λiP̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34

− C2341λiP̄λ23+λi−1
23 P̄λ41−λi−1

41

)
= 0 ,

(3.6.19)

where we can always introduce the θλi
factors and correspond to the Jacobi identity for the

gauge algebra in (3.6.16), and to the OPE associativity in (3.4.31). Moreover, by considering

even more generic couplings (3.2.15) contributing to the amplitude, we get the same expression

as in Appendix 3.11 with the same prefactor as in the expressions above.
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3.6.4 Relation to the light-cone quartic holomorphic constraint

We revisit the statement made in [123] about the relation between the light-cone consistency

condition and the Jacobi identity for the gauge algebra. We point out that, on the energy-

shell,16 the two conditions are the same up to a specific product of couplings, and we elaborate

on the implications of such a difference.

Let us recall the form of the total free Hamiltonian H and the boost operator J :

H =
n∑

i=0

hλi
2 (qi) =

n∑
i=0

−qiq̄i
βi

, J =
n∑

i=0

jλi
2 (qi) =

n∑
i=0

(
−qiq̄i

βi

∂

∂q̄i
− qi

∂

∂βi

+ λi
qi
βi

)
. (3.6.20)

The light-cone (holomorphic) constraint is equivalent to the Lorentz invariance of the S-matrix.

This can be rewritten as a set of Ward identities for all n-point off-shell amplitudes [127].17

The statement is the following:

[H, J ] = 0 ⇐⇒ [A, J2] = 0 , (3.6.21)

where A is the off-shell amplitude. In particular, for chiral theories, where only cubic couplings

are present, we can focus on the four-point amplitude18

[H3, J3] = 0 ⇐⇒ [A4, J2] = 0 . (3.6.22)

We can rewrite the condition above as follows

δ

(
4∑

i=1

qi

)
J

(∑
λi

hλ1,λ2,λi
3 (q1, q2, qλi

)
1

s
hλ3,λ4,−λi
3 (q3, q4,−qλi

) + (t, u)-channels

)
= 0 , (3.6.23)

where λi represents the helicities of the particles exchanged in the quartic tree-level diagram.

The equivalence (3.6.22) may be established by a direct computation and arises as a consequence

of the following identity:

J
(
hλ1,λ2,λi
3 (q1, q2, qλi

)
1

s
hλ3,λ4,−λi
3 (q3, q4,−qλi

)

)
=(

(−)λi
(λ1 + λi − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + λi − λ1)β2

β1 + β2

P̄λ12+λi−1
12 P̄λ34−λi

34 + (1, 2)↔ (3, 4)

)
,

(3.6.24)

where s = 1
2
([12]⟨12⟩+[34]⟨34⟩), and the use of momentum conservation and energy conservation

(i.e. with H = 0) for the external fields is required. As we have reviewed above, and following

[127], to isolate the gauge algebra structure, we can factor out the SDYM kinematical part of

16That is, we impose the energy conservation (i.e. with H = 0) for the external fields.
17For a definition of the off-shell amplitudes, we refer to [127].
18Indeed, the quartic holomorphic constraint is the only constraint for a cubic theory. It is equivalent to

the Poincaré invariance of the four-point amplitude. Iteratively, one can show that higher-point amplitudes
have vanishing cuts (e.g. a cut of a five-point amplitude is the product of the (vanishing) four-point and a
three-point), i.e. they should vanish as well.
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the vertices as

hλ1,λ2,λi
3 = fA1A2Bh

1,1,−1
YM , hλ3,λ4,−λi

3 = fBA3A4
h1,−1,1
YM . (3.6.25)

Then, we rewrite (3.6.23) in the following form:

δ

(
4∑

i=1

qi

)((
h1,1,−1
YM

1

s
h1,−1,1
YM

)
J λ1−1,λ2−1,λ3−1,λ4+1[fA1A2Bf

B
A3A4

]

+ J 1,1,1,−1[h1,1,−1
YM

1

s
h1,−1,1
YM ](fA1A2Bf

B
A3A4

) + (t, u)-channels

)
.

(3.6.26)

By introducing the following operator

Os =
(
h1,1,−1
YM

1

s
h1,−1,1
YM

)
J λ1−1,λ2−1,λ3−1,λ4+1 + J 1,1,1,−1[h1,1,−1

YM

1

s
h1,−1,1
YM ] , (3.6.27)

and the corresponding one for the t and u channels. The equation above has the following

schematic form:

Os[fA1A2Bf
B
A3A4

] +Ot[fA2A3Bf
B
A1A4

] +Ou[fA3A1Bf
B
A2A4

] = 0 . (3.6.28)

The idea of [127] was to show that

O = Os = Ot = Ou . (3.6.29)

By employing momentum conservation inside the Jacobi identity, this can be proven for H = 0.

Indeed, the three operators will differ only by terms proportional to the total free Hamiltonian

H.
We have thus established that any solution of the Jacobi identity must also satisfy the

light-cone holomorphic constraint. However, proving the converse requires first determining

the kernel of the operator J . To this end, we apply J to the most general chiral polynomial

function K(P̄12, P̄34, β1, β2, β3, β4) and we obtain

J λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4 ·K = 0 , K = βλ1−n
1 βλ2−n

2 βλ3−m
3 βλ4−m

4 P̄n
12P̄m

34 . (3.6.30)

This can be translated to the kernel of Os, Ot, and Ou and gives

Os ·Ks = 0 , Ks = βλ1−n
1 βλ2−n

2 βλ3−m
3 βλ4−m−2

4 P̄n
12P̄m

34 , (3.6.31a)

Ot ·Kt = 0 , Kt = βλ2−n
2 βλ3−n

3 βλ1−m
1 βλ4−m−2

4 P̄n
23P̄m

14 , (3.6.31b)

Ou ·Ku = 0 , Ku = βλ3−n
3 βλ1−n

1 βλ2−m
2 βλ4−m−2

4 P̄n
31P̄m

24 . (3.6.31c)

At this point, we can look if the operators in (3.6.28) contain terms in the kernel of Os, Ot,



134 CHAPTER 3. OPE ASSOCIATIVITY, HIGHER-SPINS AND SELF-DUALITY

and Ou. The explicit form of the product of two structure constants is

fA1A2Bf
B
A3A4

∼ Cλ1,λ2,λiC−λi,λ3,λ4
P̄λ12+λi−1
12 P̄λ34−λi−1

34

βλ1−1
1 βλ2−1

2 βλ3−1
3 βλ4+1

4

. (3.6.32)

This term is in the kernel of the operator Os only for the specific case of Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 , where

Os ·
P̄2λ1−1
12 P̄2λ2−1

34

βλ1−1
1 βλ1−1

2 βλ2−1
3 βλ2+1

4

= 0 , (3.6.33)

and the same, with obvious modifications, holds for Ot and Ou. These products of couplings

coincide with those left unconstrained by the quartic holomorphic constraint, as shown in [7].

We then identified the transformation relating the two constraints as that induced by the

operators Os, Ot, and Ou.

To conclude, we showed that the solutions to the quartic holomorphic constraint and to the

OPE associativity constraint coincide, up to the products of couplings Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 which

remain unconstrained in the holomorphic constraint.19

This distinction is significant, as already emphasised in [7]. In particular, it not only allows

for terms such as ∼ F 3 and ∼ R3 to appear with free coupling constants — consistent with

the covariant formulation of lower-spin theories — but also permits non-vanishing amplitudes.

Indeed, even in chiral theories and with higher-spin interactions, where the Weinberg low-

energy theorem would suggest a vanishing amplitude, this argument does not apply to abelian

terms (also referred to as Born–Infeld type interactions), which can give rise to non-vanishing

contributions.

3.7 Conclusions

After a review of both the light-cone quartic holomorphic constraint in 4d higher-spin theories

[4–6], and the OPE associativity in 2d Celestial CFT [217, 230], we have solved the latter using

the same ideas employed to solve the former [7]. We have also clarified their relation.

This is inspired by [205, 217], where it was argued that the Metsaev couplings of the full

chiral higher-spin theory are solutions to the OPE associativity constraint. In this work, we

established an explicit relation between the two constraints. We identify the operator that

relates the two and provide a method to classify all solutions, including those involving higher-

spin fields and higher-derivative vertices. Moreover, we also uncover an interesting relation with

the vanishing of the scattering amplitude and the Jacobi identity of a gauge algebra constructed

from the cubic vertices, as discussed in [123].

In [7], we initiated the programme of classifying all possible chiral higher-spin theories,

which, for lower-derivative interactions, also leads to an OPE associative Celestial CFTs. Differ-

19Notice that this can also be checked directly by solving both constraints. The solution to the OPE asso-
ciativity found here, and the solution to the holomorphic constraint in [7], indeed coincide, up to the special
product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 .



3.7. CONCLUSIONS 135

ences can arise for higher-derivative theories due to the unconstrained product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 ,

as we showed for certain low-spin examples.

It would be interesting to provide a geometrical interpretation of the gauge algebras con-

structed from the holomorphic vertices (3.6.2), which give rise to OPE-associative celestial

CFTs. A partial step was taken in [123], where the gauge algebra of the full chiral higher-spin

theory and its truncations to HS-SDYM and HS-SDGR were described. In particular, dual

celestial chiral algebras exist for SDYM and SDGR [205]. Extending this construction to all

OPE-associative celestial CFTs would be natural, since we have shown that each bulk gauge

algebra gives rise to an associative OPE on the boundary. Consequently, OPE associativity

guarantees the existence of an underlying celestial chiral algebra, which could also admit a

twistor interpretation, as in SDGR [253].

As shown in [123], with the help of the gauge algebra, one can reformulate the equations of

motion of the Chiral higher-spin gravities as the self-duality constraint. Therefore, one can also

refer to Chiral higher-spin gravities as self-dual ones. It is then tempting to place self-duality

at the centre of the picture and interpret the OPE associativity, the vanishing of tree-level

amplitudes, and the holomorphic light-cone constraint as consequences of self-duality.

A natural question that arises is whether some of the results of the paper can be extended to

the full quartic level by identifying the complete quartic constraint with the OPE associativity

constraint of the “all-order” celestial OPE [248, 249]. More broadly, it would be worthwhile

to extend this correspondence in two directions: first, by incorporating the classification of

massive cubic vertices [128], and second, by investigating how the relation might persist — or

be modified — at the loop level. Loop corrections for Chiral higher-spin gravity were studied

in [194–197]. It would be interesting to see what happens to the theories [7] with finitely many

higher-spin fields, where some of the results of [194–197] do not apply directly.

Another important direction for future work is the classification of higher-derivative cases,

both for the OPE associativity and for the light-cone holomorphic constraint. Here, the relation

to twistor methods should be fruitful [178, 207–209, 211, 216, 254]. It would also be important

to clarify the relation to the results of [218–220] where a “flat space” analogue of the singleton

representation was proposed and amplitudes of Chiral higher-spin gravity were computed.

At least the theories of HS-SDYM type [6, 7, 122, 123, 202], fully classified in [7], are

conformally invariant. Therefore, none of the main conclusions of the paper should change

once a conformal transformation is applied to map them to anti-de Sitter space. It remains to

be seen what role the celestial OPE would play in AdS/CFT correspondence (see [189, 199–

201] for the discussion of Chiral higher-spin gravity in the AdS/CFT context) and whether it

can be extended beyond the theories of (HS)-SDYM type that are conformal, where covariant

formulations [187–193] of higher-spin theories should play an important role.

We conclude by noting that the holomorphic OPE in CCFT can be determined using

Poincaré invariance [226], which also allows fixing the cubic vertices in the bulk, interpreted

as OPE coefficients in the CCFT. This parallels the role of the cubic light-cone constraint. In

contrast, OPE associativity appears unrelated to Poincaré invariance. However, its close con-
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nection to the quartic holomorphic light-cone constraint in the bulk suggests otherwise. The

slight discrepancy — namely, the fact that the product Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 remains unconstrained

by the light-cone holomorphic constraint — deserves further investigation and may have a

deeper explanation. We hope to clarify these aspects in future work by trying to extend this

correspondence to the full quartic level.
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3.A Light-cone notations

We use both light-cone coordinates and the light-cone gauge (in fact, double-null). In flat

spacetime, we adopt the 4d Minkowski metric with “mostly plus” signature

xµ = (x0, x1, x2, x3) , ηµν = diag(−,+,+,+) , (3.8.1)

ds2 = −(dx0)2 + (dx1)2 + (dx2)2 + (dx3)2 . (3.8.2)

We define the light-cone coordinates as

x+ =
x3 + x0

√
2

, x− =
x3 − x0

√
2

, x =
x1 − ix2

√
2

, x̄ =
x1 + ix2

√
2

, (3.8.3)

∂− = ∂+ =
∂3 + ∂0

√
2

, ∂+ = ∂− =
∂3 − ∂0

√
2

, ∂ =
∂1 + i∂2

√
2

, ∂̄ =
∂1 − i∂2

√
2

, (3.8.4)

where the metric and the wave-operator become

xµ = (x+, x−, x, x̄) , ds2 = 2 dx+dx− + 2 dxdx̄ , (3.8.5)

2 = ∂µ∂
µ = 2(∂+∂− + ∂∂̄) , (3.8.6)

the light-front scalar product becomes

AµB
µ = A+B

+ + A−B
− + AB̄ + ĀB = A−B+ + A+B− + AB̄ + ĀB , (3.8.7)



3.7. CONCLUSIONS 137

and our definitions for the derivatives imply

∂+x− = ∂−x+ = ∂x = ∂̄x̄ = 1 . (3.8.8)

In the light-front, x+ is taken to be the time variable, and ∂− is the time derivative. Moreover,

one assumes that ∂+ is always non-zero and therefore can be inverted as an operator.

3.B Celestial CFT notations for massless fields

In CCFT, to capture outgoing radiative data near future null infinity I +, we parametrise

massless momenta (i.e. q2 = 0) as

qµ(ω, z, z̄, ϵ) = ϵ ω(1 + zz̄, z + z̄, i(z̄ − z), 1− zz̄)

= ϵ ω(1 + |z|2, 2Re(z), 2 Im(z), 1− |z|2) ,
(3.9.1)

where ϵ = ± distinguishes outgoing (+) and incoming20 (−) particles. The energy of a massless

particle is given by q0 = ω(1 + zz̄), with ω > 0. The complex variables z and z̄ serve as coor-

dinates on the celestial sphere. While they are independent in complexified Minkowski space,

under the Lorentzian signature with the “mostly plus” convention ηµν = diag(−,+,+,+), they

are taken to be complex conjugates of each other.

A scattering process involving n massless fields with momenta qµi and spins si can, once

expressed in a basis of boost eigenstates, be reinterpreted as a correlation function of n con-

formal primary operators in the dual 2d CCFT. Each operator is characterised by conformal

weights (hi, h̄i), from which one can obtain the spin si = hi − h̄i and the conformal dimension

∆i = hi + h̄i.

3.C Spinor-helicity in both formalism

For our spinor-helicity conventions for massless particles, we follow [255]:

qaḃ = qµ(σ
µ)aḃ , det(qaḃ) = −q

µqµ = m2 , q2 = 0 ⇒ qaḃ = −|q]a⟨q|ḃ ≡ −λaλ̃ḃ , (3.10.1)

⟨ij⟩ := ⟨qi|ȧ|qj⟩ȧ ≡ λ̃iȧλ̃
ȧ
j , [ij] := [qi|a|qj]a ≡ λa

i λja , λa = ϵabλb , λ̃ȧ = ϵȧḃλ̃ḃ , (3.10.2)

σ0 =

(
1 0

0 1

)
, σ1 =

(
0 1

1 0

)
, σ2 =

(
0 −i
i 0

)
, σ3 =

(
1 0

0 −1

)
, (3.10.3)

20We use the all-outgoing convention for amplitudes; then all particles are considered to be outgoing, and a
minus sign is introduced for incoming particles.
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ϵab = −ϵab =

(
0 1

−1 0

)
, ϵȧḃ = −ϵȧḃ =

(
0 1

−1 0

)
. (3.10.4)

Notice that for complex momenta qµ the two spinors (λa, λ̃ḃ) are independent two-dimensional

complex vectors. In Minkowski space and for real momenta qaḃ is hermitian, and the two spinors

become complex conjugate λ̃ȧ = ±(λa)
∗ (where the sign depends on whether the energy is taken

to be positive or negative, then on the convention we use on the background flat metric).

Spinor-helicity variables (λi, λ̃i) are defined up to little group scaling (λi, λ̃i) ∼ (tiλi, t
−1
i λ̃i)

for ti ∈ C∗. In CCFT, we can choose the following adapted coordinates for massless particles,

following [226]:

|qi]a ≡ λai =
√
ωi

(
−z̄i
1

)
, ⟨qi|ȧ ≡ λ̃ȧi = ϵi

√
ωi

(
−zi 1

)
, zi, z̄i ∈ C , ωi ∈ C∗ . (3.10.5)

Here, (zi, z̄i) are generally taken to be complex and independent of each other,21 ωi specifies

the energy of the particle and ϵi = ±1 stands for outgoing (+) and incoming (−) particles. In
the following, we consider all-outgoing particles, so we fix ϵi · ϵj = 1. Therefore, we get the

following:

[ij] =
√
ωiωj z̄ij, ⟨ij⟩ = −√ωiωjzij, zij = zi − zj, z̄ij = z̄i − z̄j . (3.10.6)

In the context of the light-cone Hamiltonian approach for massless higher-spin fields, we adopt

the following notation [127]:

qaḃ = qµ(σ
µ)aḃ =

√
2

(
q− q̄

q −β

)
≈
√
2

(
− qq̄

β
q̄

q −β

)
= −|q]a⟨q|ḃ = −λaλ̃ḃ , (3.10.7)

λ̃ȧi =
2

1
4

√
βi

(
qi −βi

)
, ⟨ij⟩ = −

√
2

βiβj

Pij , λai =
2

1
4

√
βi

(
q̄i

−βi

)
, [ij] =

√
2

βiβj

P̄ij . (3.10.8)

The two formalisms are related by

zij =
Pij

βiβj

, z̄ij =
P̄ij

βiβj

, zi =
qi
βi

, z̄i =
q̄i
βi

,
√
ωi = −2

1
4

√
βi . (3.10.9)

21They become complex conjugates in Lorentzian signature, where they act as coordinates in the celestial
sphere CP1.
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The relation between the cubic amplitude and the cubic Hamiltonian density follows:

A3 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3 [12]d12 [23]d23 [31]d31 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3

√
2
λ123P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

=
√
2
λ123

h3 , (3.10.10)

Ā3 = C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3⟨12⟩−d12⟨23⟩−d23⟨31⟩−d31 = C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

√
2
λ123P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

=
√
2
λ123

h̄3 ,

(3.10.11)

where A3 is valid for λ123 > 0 and Ā3 for λ123 < 0, and we have defined

d12 = λ12 − λ3 , d23 = λ23 − λ1 , d31 = λ31 − λ2 . (3.10.12)

We also have some standard relations for the n-point scattering:

⟨ij⟩[ij] = − 2

βiβj

PijP̄ij = 2 qi · qj = (qi + qj)
2 , (3.10.13)

n∑
j=1

qµj = 0 ⇒
n∑

j=1

⟨ij⟩[jk] =
n∑

j=1

PijP̄jk

βj

= 0 . (3.10.14)

In particular, using the relation above for the four-point scattering, we find

P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
=

P̄31P̄24

(q1 + q3)2
=

P̄14P̄23

(q1 + q4)2
, sij = −(qi + qj)

2 , (3.10.15)

where s = s12, t = s14, u = s13 are the standard Mandelstam variables for massless four-point

scattering.

The relations above, in the light-cone approach, hold only when the external particles are

on-shell. Indeed, one of the main differences between the cubic Hamiltonian density and the

amplitudes in (3.10.10)-(3.10.11) is that the latter are inherently on-shell objects, while the

former contains off-shell information.

3.D OPE associativity: most general solution

It is straightforward to generalise the solution of the OPE associativity constraint to the most

general cubic vertices (3.2.15). We make use of the following definitions:

F1234 := fa1a2
c fc a3a4 = δdc fa1a2

c fd a3a4 ,

k1234
+ := (−)λ12

∑
λi

(−)λiC1234λi , k1234
− :=

∑
λi

C1234λi ,

f 1234
− (A,B) :=

∑
λi

C1234λi(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1 ,

(3.11.1)
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where the upper index 1234 denotes the order of the external helicities. Moreover, fa1a2
c fc a3a4

indicates the natural pairing between the positive and negative helicity fields (ϕ+λ)a and (ϕ−λ)b,

where the negative helicity fields take values in the dual vector space.22 The contraction is

performed with the standard Poisson bracket for fields decorated with vector space indices and

reads

[(ϕλ
q )

a, (ϕs
p)b] = δλ,−sδab

δ3(q + p)

2q+
. (3.11.2)

For general vertices, the holomorphic OPE associativity constraint takes the form∑
λi

(
C1234λi(F1234 + F2134 + F1243 + F2143)P̄λ12+λi−1

12 P̄λ34−λi−1
34

+ C3124λi(F3124 + F1324 + F3142 + F1342)P̄λ13+λi−1
31 P̄λ24−λi−1

24 (3.11.3)

+ C1423λi(F1423 + F4123 + F1432 + F4132)P̄λ14+λi−1
14 P̄λ23−λi−1

23

)
= 0 ,

where we used the symmetry property (3.2.16), that of P̄ and an additional minus sign due to

the antisymmetry of ⟨12⟩ and ⟨i3⟩ appearing in the denominators when computing the residue

in (3.3.15); each exchange of spinor labels introduces an extra minus sign. Writing (3.11.3) in

terms of the independent variables A,B,C, we find∑
λi

(
C1234λi(F1234 + F2134 + F1243 + F2143)(A−B)λ12+λi−1(A+B)λ34−λi−1

+ C1342λi(F1342 + F3142 + F1324 + F3124)(B − C)λ13+λi−1(B + C)λ24−λi−1

+ C1423λi(F1423 + F4123 + F1432 + F4132)(C − A)λ14+λi−1(C + A)λ23−λi−1
)
= 0 ,

(3.11.4)

where we have used the symmetry properties of A,B,C in (3.4.17). In terms of f ····
− it becomes

(F1234 + F2134 + F1243 + F2143)f 1234
− (A,B)

+ (F1342 + F3142 + F1324 + F3124)f 1342
− (B,C)

+ (F1423 + F4123 + F1432 + F4132)f 1423
− (C,A) = 0 .

(3.11.5)

We can determine the polynomial form of the functions f ····
− to be

f 1234
− (A,B) = k1234

− AΛ−2 − k1234
+ BΛ−2 , (3.11.6a)

f 1342
− (B,C) = k1342

− BΛ−2 − k1342
+ CΛ−2 , (3.11.6b)

f 1423
− (C,A) = k1423

− CΛ−2 − k1423
+ AΛ−2 . (3.11.6c)

By substituting these forms of the functions in (3.11.5), we find

AΛ−2 : (F1234+F2134+F1243+F2143)k1234
− − (F1423+F4123+F1432+F4132)k1423

+ = 0 , (3.11.7)

22For example, if fa
bc are the structure constants of some Lie algebra g, and (ϕ+λ)a transforms in the adjoint

representation, then (ϕ−1)b transforms in the canonical dual to the adjoint, i.e. in the coadjoint one.
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BΛ−2 : (F1342+F3142+F1324+F3124)k1342
− − (F1234+F2134+F1243+F2143)k1234

+ = 0 , (3.11.8)

CΛ−2 : (F1423+F4123+F1432+F4132)k1423
− − (F1342+F3142+F1324+F3124)k1342

+ = 0 . (3.11.9)

As usual, the solution for the couplings takes the form

C1234λi =
(k1234

− + (−)λi+λ12k1234
+ )(Λ− 2)!

2Λ−2(λ12 + λi − 1)!(λ34 − λi − 1)!
∀ λi , same for (1342) and (1423) . (3.11.10)

The one presented here is a general solution, in the sense that it includes all possible non-zero

terms and uses the most general form for the cubic vertices (3.2.15) in the OPE associativity

constraint, with generic fabc.

As shown in the main text, the same solutions also satisfy the light-cone holomorphic

constraint. The only difference is that this constraint leaves the products Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 un-

constrained.

For instance, to recover the singlet case, we simply drop the F factors, which leads to the

solution (3.4.27). The sign differences arise from the different ordering of the external fields.

Here, we have chosen the ordering that avoids additional signs.

Instead, if we want to recover the solutions for the colour case, for the colour-ordering [1234],

we need to consider the terms F1234 = F4123 and will match with (3.4.37).

A complete analysis of the theories that satisfy the most general form of the constraint,

along with a full classification, appears feasible but lies beyond the scope of this paper. As an

application of the expression above, we solve the OPE associativity constraint in the mixed cases

(3.4.11) and (3.4.12). This allows us to identify certain admissible lower-spin chiral theories

that would otherwise have been missed if one focused only on the singlet and colour cases.
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Chapter 4

Massless spinning fields on the

Light-Front (quartic vertices and

amplitudes)

Abstract: Within1 the light-front approach in flat space, we study the closure of the Poincaré

algebra at the quartic order, specifically the non-holomorphic constraint involving both MHV

and anti-MHV vertices. We first recover some well-established results: the existence of Yang-

Mills theory and gravity, as well as the inconsistency of interacting multi-graviton theories. We

explicitly construct several lower-derivative and lower-spin quartic vertices. We then turn to

theories involving massless higher-spin fields. It becomes evident that the quartic constraint

does not allow many cubic interactions to survive, in accordance with the well-known no-go

results. Nevertheless, once higher-derivative cubic vertices are included, we find nontrivial

solutions to the full quartic constraint and determine the corresponding quartic vertices. On

this basis, we conjecture the complete set of quartic vertices that solve the light-cone consistency

conditions. Exploiting this, we find all allowed unitary local higher-spin theories and identify

new families of local quasi-chiral higher-spin theories. We then determine all local higher-spin

four-point amplitudes using the spinor-helicity formalism together with locality in the form of

consistent factorization. We conclude with a short discussion on non-locality.

1The content of this chapter is identical to the content of the paper.
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4.1 Introduction

The light-cone or light-front approach to dynamics is perhaps the most powerful tool to search

for new theories within the (perturbative) field theory approach or for proving no-go theorems

against particular types of theories. For example, string theory was first quantised in the

light-cone gauge [105], and the finiteness of N = 4 super-Yang-Mills theory was established in

the light-cone gauge [53, 54]. The first cubic interactions of massless higher-spin fields were

also constructed in the light-cone gauge [1]. The complete classification of cubic interactions of

massless higher-spin fields was obtained in the light-cone gauge [1–5, 128, 181, 182, 256], as well

as the construction of the first example of a perturbatively local higher-spin theory [4–6].2 It

is beyond the scope of the paper, but the light-cone gauge also allows one to construct off-shell

formulations of supersymmetric theories.

There are several advantages to the light-cone gauge. Firstly, it is a unitary gauge, and all

redundant degrees of freedom associated with gauge symmetries are absent (not even present to

begin with). Secondly, the light-cone approach operates with physical degrees of freedom only

and, hence, allows one to find unambiguous results concerning the (non)existence of particular

types of interactions. By contrast, within any covariant approach, some results can depend on

the type of Lorentz covariant field chosen to contain the physical degrees of freedom, e.g. the

dual graviton does not exhibit gravitational interactions [186]. Thirdly, within the perturbative

field-theory approach, the aim is to construct the charges of the Poincaré algebra, including the

Hamiltonian, which is the minimal requirement for obtaining a Poincaré-invariant S-matrix.

The light-cone approach does precisely this and requires nothing more.

In 4d, the structure of interactions exhibits additional features that are absent in higher

dimensions. There are significantly more cubic interactions (for a given set of three spins)

in the light-cone gauge [4, 5, 139, 221] or in the spinor-helicity language [140, 141] than the

standard description in terms of a totally-symmetric (Fronsdal) tensor field can give, see e.g.

[183, 257, 258]. The light-cone form itself exhibits several peculiar features. Firstly, the cubic

vertices split into holomorphic (h or MHV) and anti-holomorphic (ah or anti-MHV), which

is difficult to see in a covariant approach. Secondly, the closure of the Poincaré algebra at

the quartic order has a remarkable structure: there are two sectors that contain the h–h and

ah–ah vertices and receive no contribution from quartic generators (we call them holomorphic

constraints), but these equations are already powerful enough to fix the spectrum and coupling

constants [4, 5, 7, 123]. In this way, upon setting the ah-vertices to zero, one obtains consistent

chiral/self-dual theories.

The present paper is divided into two parts, which can be read largely independently. The

first part, up to Section 4.6, is devoted to the study of the non-holomorphic quartic constraint

in the light-cone gauge. This completes the analysis of higher-spin interactions at quartic

2... with massless propagating fields; otherwise, there are plenty of “topological” theories in 3d [163–170] and
the conformal higher-spin gravity [173–176]. The only nontopological theory with massless fields that has not
been constructed via the light-cone approach is [171], but it owes its existence to the covariant form [187–191]
of the chiral higher-spin gravity [4–6], which was first found in the light-cone gauge.
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order within the light-cone framework. The second part, presented in Section 4.7, adopts a

complementary perspective by studying four-point amplitudes in the spinor-helicity formalism

that satisfy the factorisation constraints. To systematically explore all possible cases, we employ

an efficient version of the factorisation procedure. The two approaches, based respectively on

the light-cone formulation and on spinor-helicity methods, lead to fully consistent results. This

agreement is expected, since it was shown in [127] that the light-cone deformation procedure

can be reformulated entirely in terms of the spinor-helicity formalism at all orders in the

interactions.3 While the light-cone approach provides explicit off-shell expressions for the local

quartic vertices, the spinor-helicity approach allows us to compute all local higher-spin four-

point amplitudes explicitly.

The first part of the paper is a systematic study of the quartic light-cone non-holomorphic

constraint, i.e. of type h–ah. In a previous paper, we derived a general solution to the (anti)-

holomorphic constraints [7] and explicitly classified theories with gauge and gravitational in-

teractions (one- and two-derivative, respectively). However, parity and unitarity require both

h- and ah-vertices to be present at the same time and to have equal couplings. Therefore,

the non-holomorphic constraint becomes essential, and this is also where most of the no-go

theorems hide. The first important steps were already taken in [5].

We will warm up with Yang-Mills theory and gravity and proceed to numerous cases involv-

ing higher-spin fields. We strengthen some no-go results and find some yes-go options. We also

consider quasi-chiral cases, a term coined in [178], where we allow for both h- and ah-vertices,

but in an asymmetric fashion.

In the second part, we use the on-shell spinor-helicity formalism for massless particles to

determine all local higher-spin four-point amplitudes consistent with factorisation and compute

them explicitly. Similar ideas have been explored in several previous works. The pioneering

study of higher-spin amplitudes from the perspective of factorisation is [140] (see also [262–

264]),4 which initiated a systematic search for constructible theories using the BCFW recursion

relations [266, 267] through a four-particle test starting from cubic amplitudes. However, the

BCFW construction requires amplitudes to exhibit sufficiently good behaviour under large com-

plex deformations of the external momenta. In particular, it requires the amplitude to vanish in

the limit z →∞, where z is the complex deformation parameter, so that the contribution from

the contour integral at infinity can be neglected. While this condition is satisfied in Yang–Mills

theory and gravity, it generally fails for higher-spin amplitudes, making the BCFW approach

less suitable for studying higher-spin interactions.

In subsequent works [141, 268], a generalised notion of constructibility was introduced,

allowing for amplitudes that do not vanish in the limit z → ∞ and, consequently, for the

presence of boundary contributions. These contributions are directly related to self-consistent

quartic vertices, which correspond to solutions of the homogeneous quartic constraint in the

light-cone formulation. The resulting generalised four-particle test can therefore be consistently

3For earlier works exploring the relation between the spinor-helicity formalism and the light-cone formulation,
see [259–261].

4For related results in the covariant approach, see [157, 265].
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applied to higher-spin amplitudes. These works provided important partial results, including

the identification of several local four-point amplitudes constructed from cubic higher-spin

amplitudes. However, a complete and systematic classification of local higher-spin four-point

amplitudes was still lacking.

Another very interesting work addressing higher-spin four-point amplitudes consistent with

factorisation is [269]. The philosophy adopted there is closer to the one pursued in the present

work, as it does not rely on a BCFW complex deformation but instead derives the constraints

directly from four-point factorisation.

The main difference is that the analysis of [269] assumes the four-point amplitude to be

constructed from a given three-point amplitude A3 together with its parity-conjugate amplitude

Ā3, then assuming unitarity. In contrast, we do not make this assumption and derive the

factorisation constraints in full generality. Their analysis therefore corresponds to the unitary

case that will be discussed in Section 4.6. A second difference is that we do not just derive the

conditions for the existence of local four-point amplitudes, but determine their explicit form

in all cases. Our motivation is to classify all local four-point amplitudes, rather than only

those arising in local unitary theories. Indeed, assuming parity invariance would, for example,

exclude quasi-chiral higher-spin theories, which are instead local higher-spin theories at the

quartic order and may be consistent to all orders.

Lastly, we will also observe the emergence of color-kinematics duality and the double-copy

structure at the level of non-holomorphic higher-spin four-point amplitudes. For similar results

in the chiral sector, see [123, 177].

Summary of the main results

We summarise here the main results of the paper. The first results are presented in Section 4.5,

where we study the quartic light-cone constraint in detail for the cubic vertices of Yang–Mills

theory and gravity. We find that self-dual Yang–Mills theory is described by a complex Lie

algebra with a structure constant fc[ab]; while self-dual gravity is described by a complex commu-

tative and associative algebra with a structure constant gc(ab). Moreover, upon assuming CPT

symmetry or unitarity, we show that the full Yang–Mills theory is governed by a Lie algebra

with imaginary and fully antisymmetric structure constants f[abc]. Gravity, instead, is governed

by a commutative, symmetric, and associative algebra with a real structure constant g(abc). We

also derive the explicit form of the local quartic vertices for Yang–Mills theory, given in (4.5.32)

and (4.5.33), and for gravity in (4.5.40). We verified the results by matching the four-point

amplitudes obtained by summing the exchange diagrams and the quartic vertex. An analogous

analysis can be readily extended to other classes of lower-spin vertices, as well as to vertices

involving higher-spin fields.

In Section 4.6, all local quartic vertices, including higher-spin fields, that solve the quartic

light-cone constraint are determined. Given two cubic vertices, one holomorphic Cλ1,λ2,ω (λ12+

ω > 0) and the other anti-holomorphic C̄−ω,λ3,λ4 (λ34−ω < 0), forming the exchange as shown

in Figure 4.1, a local quartic vertex Cλ1,λ2,λ3,λ4 exists if the following sets of inequalities are
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satisfied:5

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω + k − 1 , λ2 ≤ λ1 + ω + k − 1 , λ3 ≤ λ4 + ω + k − 1 ,

λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω + k − 1 , λ12 ≥ λ34 , k = 0, 1, 2, 3 .
(4.1.1)

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

C C̄ +
ω −ω

Figure 4.1: Generic CC̄ exchange with contact term Cλ1,λ2,λ3,λ4 .

When (4.1.1) is satisfied only for k = 1, 2, 3,6 additional exchange diagrams are required,

as discussed in the main text. Accordingly, local quartic vertices fall into four classes: self-

consistent quartic vertices (k = 0);7 vertices requiring a single-channel exchange (k = 1);

vertices requiring exchange in two channels (k = 2), as in Yang–Mills theory; and vertices

requiring s-, t-, and u-channel exchanges (k = 3), as in gravity.

We used these results to determine all local unitary theories up to quartic order. We found

the following possibilities:

• Theories consisting exclusively of abelian couplings, both holomorphic (C) and anti-

holomorphic (C̄), that satisfy the triangular inequalities. These form unitary theories

that can involve higher-spin fields.

• Theories that contain at least a parity-related pair of lower-spin non-abelian couplings. In

this case, only additional lower-spin couplings are allowed, while all higher-spin couplings,

whether abelian or non-abelian, are ruled out.

We further identify a class of local “quasi-chiral” higher-spin theories that extend both self-

dual Yang–Mills theory and self-dual gravity. These theories allow for both holomorphic and

anti-holomorphic cubic couplings and are therefore distinct from the chiral HS-SDYM and

HS-SDGR theories [122, 123], while remaining non-parity-invariant and non-unitary.

In Section 4.7, we determine all local four-point higher-spin amplitudes in flat space by

exploiting spinor-helicity properties such as little-group scaling and the locality of the ampli-

tudes. We also explicitly check the results in several cases by summing the exchange diagrams

together with the local quartic contact vertex. When the conditions (4.1.1) are satisfied for

5We adopt the notation λij = λi + λj and λijk = λi + λj + λk.
6By “satisfied only for” we mean that at least one of the inequalities appearing in (4.1.1) is saturated, i.e. it

holds as an equality.
7In this case, ω no longer represents an exchange field; instead, it parametrizes the number of derivatives

carried by the quartic vertex, D = λ12 − λ34 + 2ω − 2.
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k = 0, self-consistent local quartic vertices are allowed. These correspond to solutions of the

homogeneous quartic constraint and lead to the following amplitudes

A(D)
homo(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

D−d
2∑

i=0

(
ci s

it
D−d

2
−i
)
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.2)

where D denotes the total number of derivatives carried by the quartic vertex, or equivalently

the mass dimension of the amplitude, while d = 3λ1 − λ234 is the total sum of the powers

of spinor brackets, and ci are D−d
2

+ 1 free coefficients. In particular, we need to associate

the helicities λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4 with the fields 1, 2, 3, 4 in such a way as to maximise d, namely

d = max
i̸=j ̸=k ̸=ℓ

{3λi − λjkℓ,−3λi + λjkℓ}, where i, j, k, ℓ = 1, 2, 3, 4. We can also exchange ⟨ ⟩ and
[ ] when necessary.

When the conditions (4.1.1) are satisfied for k = 1, amplitudes that include single-channel

exchange diagrams are allowed and are given by

A(D)
s (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = ks

t
D−d+2

2

s
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.1.3a)

A(D)
t (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = kt

u
D−d+2

2

t
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.1.3b)

A(D)
u (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = ku

s
D−d+2

2

u
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.1.3c)

where k• ∼ CC̄ is the product of cubic couplings in the s-, t-, and u-channels. In particular,

when D = d− 2, we have a unique solution corresponding to

A(d−2)
s (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ks
s
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.4a)

A(d−2)
t (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kt
t
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.4b)

A(d−2)
u (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ku
u
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 . (4.1.4c)

When the conditions (4.1.1) are satisfied only for k = 2, and we have D = d−4, Yang-Mills-like

(YM-like) amplitudes are allowed and are given by

A(d−4)
st (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kst
st

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.5a)

A(d−4)
us (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kus
us

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.5b)

A(d−4)
tu (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ktu
tu

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 . (4.1.5c)

These are not independent since A(d−4)
st = u

t
A(d−4)

us = u
s
A(d−4)

tu . As we will show in the main

text, this reflects the existence of a Jacobi identity, which implies the existence of two color-

ordered amplitudes and the BCJ amplitude relations for non-holomorphic higher-spin ampli-
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tudes. When the conditions (4.1.1) are satisfied only for k = 3, and we have D = d − 6,

gravity-like (GR-like) amplitudes are allowed and are given by

A(d−6)
stu (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kstu
stu

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.1.6)

with kstu = ks = kt = ku. In the case of gravity, this reproduces the MHV four-point graviton

amplitude. As we will show in the main text, GR-like amplitudes can be obtained through a

“double copy” construction from YM-like ones.

Outline of the paper

The outline of the paper is as follows: In Section 4.2, we review various no-go theorems to

appreciate the no-/yes-go results in the paper. In Section 4.3, we briefly recall the light-front

approach to massless higher-spin interactions through the study of the light-cone constraints. In

Section 4.4, we focus on the quartic constraint, highlighting some of its features and explaining

our strategy for studying it. We describe the two main methods employed to study the system

of PDEs arising from it. In Section 4.5, we solve the quartic constraint for lower-derivative

quartic vertices, recovering known results such as the existence of Yang–Mills and gravity ver-

tices. We compute the four-point amplitudes by summing exchange contributions and quartic

contact terms. In Section 4.6, we extend the analysis to higher-derivative quartic vertices. We

conjecture the complete set of quartic vertices that solve the light-cone quartic constraints. We

use them to find all unitary local higher-spin theories in flat space and identify new families of

local quasi-chiral higher-spin theories. In Section 4.7, we find all local higher-spin four-point

amplitudes. In Section 4.8, we discuss the possibility of quartic vertices with exchange-type

non-localities. Finally, in Section 4.8, we summarise our conclusions and comment on possible

future directions.

We also include six appendices. In Appendix 4.10, we explain how unitarity and parity

are implemented in the light-cone formalism and, in particular, how they act on the quartic

densities. In Appendix 4.11, we collect some useful formulas and relations. In Appendix 4.12,

we comment on the quartic constraint in the presence of a cubic scalar vertex. Appendix 4.13

collects some explicit solutions for quartic vertices. Appendix 4.14 contains a review of the

on-shell relation between the light-cone and spinor-helicity formalisms. Appendix 4.15 collects

some of the tables we used to conjecture the complete set of quartic vertices that solve the

light-cone quartic constraints.

4.2 No-go’s

To better understand the role of the no-go and, more importantly, the yes-go results in this

paper and [4–7, 123], it is necessary to review the most well-known no-go-type arguments

against nontrivial interactions of massless higher-spin fields.
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Various no-go theorems or other constraints implied by higher spin symmetry can be grouped

into several categories: (A) global vs. (B) local; flat space (I) vs. de Sitter or anti-de Sitter (II).

In the latter category, one may also add results for general gravitational background (III), or

backgrounds that are less restrictive than (I-II), e.g. pp-wave or self-dual. Under (A), we group

the results that constrain observables at ‘infinity’, such as the S-matrix or the holographic

S-matrix. Under (B), we collect results that impose restrictions on interactions within the

perturbative approach to field theory, which is usually understood as some form of the Noether

procedure.

Some important distinctions between (A) and (B) include: (1) simplicity or even triviality

of the asymptotic observables from (A) does not necessarily imply that (B) is empty, e.g.

interactions can conspire as to produce a simple (or trivial) S-matrix [6, 123, 194–196]; (2) any

results of (A)-type do not imply that there is a local quantum field theory that can deliver

them. In fact, in some cases, it is quite clear that a given S-matrix that is a solution of the

higher-spin symmetry constraints cannot result from a field theory. Lastly, it is never too late

to rethink some of the explicit and hidden assumptions underlying the no-go results. We do

not attempt to do this below and, instead, just state what every result means in “plain terms”,

i.e. what kind of conclusions are usually drawn.

A-category: global constraints of higher spin symmetry. Global constraints can be

derived by requiring S-matrix type observables to be invariant under higher spin transforma-

tions. Depending on the situation, these can be just constraints to ensure the masslessness of

external states or an assumption of extended global symmetries.

AI. In flat space, the canonical observable is the S-matrix and free massless fields (which are

the only ones relevant for the asymptotic states) can be described, for instance, by (gauge-fixed)

Fronsdal tensor Φa1...as [80] with gauge symmetry of the form

δΦa1...as = ∂(a1ξa2...as) . (4.2.1)

The most powerful result in this category is Weinberg’s low-energy theorem [149]. Roughly

speaking, it implies that the S-matrix for any theory with massless higher-spin fields has to be

the trivial one, S = 1. There are at least two important remarks. Firstly, the conclusion is true

once the higher-spin interactions survive in the low energy limit, which corresponds to the most

interesting nonabelian interactions. Such interaction vertices are not trivially gauge-invariant

and are the ones to produce the low-energy constraints. If one takes the abelian interactions

only, no interesting constraints arise. Secondly, Weinberg’s theorem is about the “number of

derivatives in the nonabelian interactions”. For one- and two-derivative interactions (gauge and

gravitational ones), one gets the charge conservation and the universality of the gravitational

coupling. For higher-derivative interactions, the constraints are just too strong. However, the

number of derivatives depends on how the physical degrees of freedom are embedded into a

covariant Lorentz tensor. In the Fronsdal formulation “gauge” and “gravitational” interactions

turn out to have a higher-derivative form. By contrast, in the chiral formulation [122], which

follows from twistor theory [88–91], the gauge and gravitational interactions have the usual
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number of derivatives. This allows for an interesting loophole [215].

Another powerful constraint is the Coleman-Mandula theorem [150] that implies that S-

matrix cannot have “extended symmetries”, where the latter means the existence of some

charges Qa1...as−1 that transform in a higher-spin representation of the Lorentz group, i.e. with

s > 2.

An obvious way to avoid all of the above arguments is to have a theory with nontrivial

interactions that conspire to give a trivial S-matrix, as it happens in chiral theory [6, 122, 123,

194–196] and, more generally, in all self-dual theories. The nontriviality of interactions can still

reveal itself in more nontrivial backgrounds.

AII. In the case of anti-de Sitter space, the requirement of masslessness of external states is

indistinguishable from the requirement to have extended symmetries, realized by some higher

spin charges. Massless higher-spin fields are AdS/CFT dual to conserved higher-spin currents

δΦa1...as = ∇(a1ξa2...as) ←→ ∂kJkn2...ns = 0 . (4.2.2)

There is an extension of the Weinberg-Coleman theorems to the AdS/CFT setting: all CFTs in

d ≥ 3 that have at least one higher-spin current are free CFTs (possibly, in disguise) that have,

in fact, infinitely many higher-spin currents [151, 153–155]. Therefore, the AdS/CFT analogue

of S = 1 is S = free CFT on the boundary.

An interesting deviation from this “trivial” S-matrix is that one can consider different

boundary conditions and, eventually, a higher-spin gravity can be dual to something interesting,

e.g. to the critical vector model [144–147] and, more generally, to Chern-Simons matter theories,

see e.g. [148]. A recent development [189, 199–201] is the duality between chiral higher-spin

gravity and a subsector of Chern-Simons matter theories.

B-category: local constraints of higher spin symmetry. What falls into this category

are various attempts to construct higher-spin theories as (reasonably) local field theories. Here,

the main players are the Noether procedure, the light-front approach, and various AdS/CFT-

related ideas.

BI. Flat. The Noether procedure is a way to search for theories by fixing some free field

content and then deforming the action and gauge symmetries with higher-order terms while

using gauge invariance and locality to constrain interactions.

δΦa1...as = ∂(a1ξa2...as) +O(Φξ) . (4.2.3)

Gauge symmetry is important in maintaining the correct number of degrees of freedom. While

some cubic interactions are available [3–5, 113, 183, 257, 258], there is an obstruction at the

quartic order [112, 123, 157]. The obstruction is that one cannot find a local quartic vertex that

is compatible with any “interesting” cubic interaction (note that abelian cubic interactions are

consistent, but they do not induce any deformation of gauge symmetries and do not contain

interactions such as gravitational and gauge). One might think of relaxing the standard def-

inition of locality, but it is not clear how (if one completely abandons locality, then anything
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can be made into a theory [270]). Nevertheless, the best one can do at present is to construct

a chiral/self-dual subsector of a hypothetical theory that has some degree of nonlocality.

BII. (A)dS. Not surprisingly, the same problems persist in (A)dS. Thanks to the

AdS/CFT duality, one can get a better handle on the problem since one can just take a free CFT

on the boundary and try to “reconstruct” the interactions in AdS that would give the same

correlation functions back. It happens that such interactions are too nonlocal [158, 160, 161]:

the degree of nonlocality is the same as that of an exchange diagram, i.e. one cannot separate

classical from quantum, roughly speaking.

Note that the initial excitement about massless higher-spin fields in AdS was based on [271]

where “gravitational interactions” of higher-spin fields were constructed in AdS4, while no such

result was available in flat space in terms of Fronsdal fields. However, the complete classification

of the cubic interactions in flat space [3] has both gauge and gravitational interactions on the

list, but in the light-cone gauge. Therefore, [271] revealed that, while gauge and gravitational

interactions cannot be constructed in terms of Fronsdal fields in flat space, one can do so in

AdS4, i.e. it revealed some singularity of the Fronsdal description. Objectively, there is a

one-to-one correspondence between cubic interactions in flat space and AdS4, [121, 272].

BIII. More general backgrounds. It is easy to show that the Fronsdal equations,

with partial derivatives replaced by covariant ones, cease to be gauge invariant on general

gravitational backgrounds [116]. Adding various curvature-dependent (non-minimal) terms

does not improve the situation. The situation does not improve either if one restricts to

Einstein backgrounds. The reason is simple: in checking gauge invariance, one has to commute

covariant derivatives, and the commutator brings the four-index Riemann tensor, [∇,∇]ξ ∼ Rξ.

Its traceless component, the Weyl tensor, survives on Einstein backgrounds and destroys the

gauge invariance. However, in view of the discussion above, one should phrase this result as the

impossibility of putting Fronsdal fields on backgrounds more general than maximally symmetric

space-times.

It has been known since [89, 91, 116], see also [122], that higher-spin fields can propagate on

self-dual backgrounds; see e.g. [273]. However, to achieve this, one has to choose an appropriate

Lorentz covariant field description, which originates from twistor theory, not the Fronsdal fields.

It is also known that higher-spin fields can propagate on pp-wave backgrounds [274], see also

[193].

4.3 Living on the Light-Front

The light-front (or light-cone) approach to field dynamics dates back to Dirac [93] and has been

instrumental in making the first important steps in various directions. We refer to [130] for a

pedagogical exposition of the subject. The present paper is based on [3], where the complete

classification of cubic interactions of massless spinning fields was obtained, and on [4–6], where

the first quartic analysis of the higher spin problem was conducted.

The main idea of the approach is to construct the charges of the Poincaré algebra, PA and
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JAB, directly in terms of physical degrees of freedom (the light-cone gauge is unitary):8

[PA, PB] = 0 , (4.3.1)

[JAB, PC ] = PAηBC − PBηAC , (4.3.2)

[JAB, JCD] = JADηBC − JBDηAC − JACηBD + JBCηAD . (4.3.3)

It is also convenient to choose x+ as the light-cone time.9 Most of the generators turn out to

be kinematical, i.e. they do not receive any corrections due to interactions (or receive simple

ones, e.g. J+−, J+a) and stay as in the free theory. The choice of the light-cone time minimises

the number of generators that need to be deformed. It is well-known that the only relations to

worry about are10

[Ja−, H] = 0 , [Ja−, J b−] = 0 , (4.3.4)

where H = P− is the light-cone Hamiltonian. It can further be shown that, at least classically,

the second relation is a consequence of the first one, see [6] for more details.

One of the crucial simplifications of the light-cone gauge11 in 4d is that a massless spin-s

field is represented by a complex scalar field ϕ(x) = ϕ+λ(x) and its conjugate ϕ̄(x) = ϕ−λ(x)

that are helicity eigenstates. In Lorentzian signature, the one adopted here, they are complex

conjugates of each other ϕ−λ = (ϕ+λ)∗. The free action is S = 1
2

∫
d4xϕ−λ2ϕλ and is real in

any signature.

It is convenient to work with Fourier-transformed fields

ϕ(p, x+) = (2π)−
d−1
2

∫
e−i(x−p++p·x)ϕ(x, x+) dd−1x . (4.3.5)

One more ingredient is the Poisson bracket:12

[ϕµ(p, x+), ϕλ(q, x+)] = δµ,−λ δ
3(p+ q)

2p+
. (4.3.6)

Once generators JAB and PA satisfy the Poincaré algebra relations at x+ = 0, they do so at

8We choose the mostly plus convention for ηAB and A,B, ... = 0, ..., d − 1. In fact, d = 4. The light-front
coordinates are x± = (x3±x0)/

√
2, so that η+− = η−+ = 1. In 4d, we replace x1,2 with two complex conjugate

variables z and z̄, so that xAxBηAB = 2x+x− + 2zz̄.
9This choice may not be free of troubles, in principle, since x± lies along the characteristic surfaces. Various

subtleties are discussed, e.g. in [135, 223, 275, 276]. As far as we can see, none of them matters for the present
paper.

10The Latin indices a, b, ... = z, z̄ are reserved for the transverse directions.
11It is worth mentioning that we do not have to impose any gauge. It is true that, given one or another

covariant description, we can go into the light-cone gauge and get what is in the text. However, there is no
general statement that allows one to uplift any light-cone result to a given covariant description, e.g. to express
the result as a local interaction in terms of Fronsdal fields. The existence of the S-matrix relies on JAB , PA

rather than on having Lorentz-covariant fields with such indices.
12When seen as coming from the covariant Fronsdal free theory as a result of imposing the light-cone gauge,

this turns out to be a Dirac bracket.
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any x+. Therefore, another important simplification is to set x+ = 0, which explains why we

omit it from all formulas below. The free field realisation reads

h2 = −
pp̄

β
,

jz−2 =
∂

∂p̄

pp̄

β
+ p

∂

∂β
+ λ

p

β
,

j z̄−2 =
∂

∂p

pp̄

β
+ p̄

∂

∂β
− λ

p̄

β
.

(4.3.7)

The corresponding Poincaré charges are

Q2 =

∫
p+ d3p ϕ−µ

−pO(p, ∂p)ϕ
µ
p , O = h2 , j

z−
2 , j z̄−2 . (4.3.8)

To take into account interactions, Ja− and H are assumed to have local expansions in ϕ. On

general grounds, with some simple kinematical relations taken into account, we should have

H = H2 +
∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
qi

)
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

ϕλ1
q1
... ϕλn

qn , (4.3.9a)

Jz− = Jz−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
qi

)[
jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
ϕλ1
q1
... ϕλn

qn , (4.3.9b)

J z̄− = J z̄−
2 +

∑
n

∫
d3nq δ

(∑
qi

)[
j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

− 1

n
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

(∑
j

∂

∂qj

)]
ϕλ1
q1
... ϕλn

qn , (4.3.9c)

where we have not made any assumptions regarding the spectrum of states, and all helicities

are allowed. The kinematical generators constrain further the form of densities h, j and j̄ to

depend on

Pkm = qkβm − qmβk , P̄km = q̄kβm − q̄mβk . (4.3.10)

Here k,m = 1, ..., N label fields ϕλk
qk

at order N . Due to momentum conservation, there are

N − 2 such independent variables among P and the same for P̄. Finally, the densities have to

be

hλ1,...,λn(q1, ..., qn) = hλ1,...,λn(Pkm, P̄km, βk) , (4.3.11a)

jλ1,...,λn(q1, ..., qn) = jλ1,...,λn(Pkm, P̄km, βk) , same for j̄ . (4.3.11b)

The remaining kinematical constraints (together with their origin indicated on the left) can be

rewritten as

Jzz̄ :

[
NP − N̄P̄ +

∑
k

λk

]
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12a)

J−+ :

[
NP + N̄P̄ +

∑
k

βk
∂

∂βk

]
hq1,...,qn
λ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12b)



4.3. LIVING ON THE LIGHT-FRONT 155

J−+ :

[
NP + N̄P̄ +

∑
k

βk
∂

∂βk

]
jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12c)

J−+ :

[
NP + N̄P̄ +

∑
k

βk
∂

∂βk

]
j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12d)

Jzz̄ :

[
NP − N̄P̄ +

∑
k

λk − 1

]
jq1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12e)

Jzz̄ :

[
NP − N̄P̄ +

∑
k

λk + 1

]
j̄q1,...,qnλ1,...,λn

∼ 0 , (4.3.12f)

where NP =
∑

P ∂
∂P (sum over P’s that the densities depend on), idem. for N̄P̄.

Cubic vertices. The complete basis of cubic interactions is given by [3–5] and has a very

neat form of (there are no negative powers of P, P̄, as explained below)

hλi
3 ≡ hλ1,λ2,λ3 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

+ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

, (4.3.13a)

jλi
3 ≡ jλ1,λ2,λ3 = +

2

3
Cλ1,λ2,λ3

P̄λ123−1

β+λ1
1 β+λ2

2 β+λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (4.3.13b)

j̄λi
3 ≡ j̄λ1,λ2,λ3 = −

2

3
C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3

P−λ123−1

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

Λλ1,λ2,λ3 , (4.3.13c)

where

λijkℓ = λi + λj + λk + λℓ , λijk = λi + λj + λk , λij = λi + λj , (4.3.14a)

Λ = β1(λ2 − λ3) + β2(λ3 − λ1) + β3(λ1 − λ2) . (4.3.14b)

There is just one independent P at this order, P12 = P23 = P31 (momentum conservation). It

is convenient to define democratic variables, both for P and P̄,

Pa
12 = ... = Pa =

1

3
[(β1 − β2)q

a
3 + (β2 − β3)q

a
1 + (β3 − β1)q

a
2 ] . (4.3.15)

The dynamical information about the theory is encoded in coupling constants Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and

C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 . Note that λ1 + λ2 + λ3 > 0 for Cλ1,λ2,λ3 unless λi = 0 and λ1 + λ2 + λ3 < 0 for

C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 unless λi = 0. There is a unique λi = 0 vertex, which corresponds to (ϕ0)
3. It

is a matter of choice where to put this scalar cubic self-interaction, into C or C̄. To simplify

notation, we assume that all coupling constants are packed in Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and it is equal to Cλ1,λ2,λ3

for λ1 + λ2 + λ3 > 0, to C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 for λ1 + λ2 + λ3 < 0 and C0,0,0 is the coefficient of (ϕ0)
3. To

have the right dimension, we should set

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (ℓP )
λ123−1cλ1,λ2,λ3 , (4.3.16)
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where c are dimensionless and ℓP is some constant of length dimension. Any choice of cλ1,λ2,λ3

leads to a theory that is consistent up to the cubic order. At this order, all interactions do not

feel each other’s presence since the main constraint

[H, Ja−]
∣∣∣
3
= [H3, J

a−
2 ]− [Ja−

3 , H2] = 0 , (4.3.17)

is a linear equation with respect to H3, J3, i.e. any linear combination of solutions is a solution

again. The basis is provided by (4.3.13). An interesting feature of the cubic interactions,

which is hard to see in any covariant description, is that the vertices split into holomorphic,

P̄-dependent, and anti-holomorphic, P-dependent. Indeed, H2 at the three-particle level is

proportional to PP̄ and, hence, any non-holomorphic contribution can be redefined away (via

an appropriate canonical transformation). Covariant descriptions usually lead to some PP̄-terms

by default.

Higher orders. The first serious constraint comes at the quartic order. It is at the quartic

order that the spectrum of a theory usually gets fixed, as well as most of the cubic couplings.

In general, at order n, we have to solve

[Ja−
2 , Hn]− [H2, J

a−
n ] =

∑
i,j>2

i+j−2=n

[Hi, J
a−
j ] . (4.3.18)

Rewriting it in terms of the densities leads to

H2 j
a−
n = Ja−

2 [hn] +
∑
i,j>2

i+j−2=n

[Hi, J
a−
j ] , (4.3.19)

where the boldface operators are sums of the one-particle ones:

Ja−
2 =

∑
i

j̃a−2 (qi) , H2 =
∑
i

h2(qi) . (4.3.20)

Here j̃a−2 commutes with δ3(
∑

qi) and reads

j̃a−2 (qi) = j̃a−2 (qi, ∂qi) = ja−2 (qi)
T − h2(qi)

1

n

(∑
j

∂

∂qaj

)
, (4.3.21)

where h2 can be found in (4.3.7) and

(jz−2 )T = −qq̄

β

∂

∂q̄
− q

∂

∂β
+ λ

q

β
, (j z̄−2 )T = −qq̄

β

∂

∂q
− q̄

∂

∂β
− λ

q̄

β
. (4.3.22)

At first sight, it may seem puzzling how a single equation, (4.3.18), involving two free functions,

jn and hn, could admit unique solutions. Indeed, as is evident from (4.3.19), H2 represents

merely a number (the total energy). Thus, one can always divide by H2 to determine jn for
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any given choice of hn:

ja−n =
1

H2

(
Ja−
2 [hn] +

∑
i,j>2

i+j−2=n

[Hi, J
a−
j ]
)
. (4.3.23)

In doing so, we will find transverse momenta in the denominator, which makes jn non-local at

this order and will induce a similar non-locality in hn at the next order. The proof of Poincaré

invariance of S-matrix relies on H and Ja− being local, i.e. not having transverse momenta in

denominators. It is this locality assumption that allows one to find unique (or almost unique)

solutions for two functions from a single equation. If locality is abandoned, one can literally

take any “interaction” hn at each order and prolong it to a “formally consistent” generator of

Poincaré algebra.13

4.4 Quartic analysis

A general procedure for bootstrapping theories goes as follows. One begins by making certain

assumptions about the spectrum and cubic interactions, which translates into requiring some

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and/or C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 not to vanish. The equation to be solved at the quartic order is

H2 j
a−
4 = Ja−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
a−
3 ] . (4.4.1)

This is understood as a quadratic equation for the couplings. Due to the (anti)-holomorphic

factorization of the cubic vertices, the equation splits into CC, C̄C̄ (we call these chiral), and

CC̄ sectors. For each of these sectors, we find that [H3, J
a−
3 ] contributes as

δ
(∑

qi

)
Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4Fλ1,λ2,λ3,λ4(P12,P34, P̄12, P̄34, βi)ϕ

λ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
, (4.4.2)

where the function F depends on the sector and will be given below. An important technical

aspect is whether some of ϕ’s have the same helicity and, hence, the density should take this

symmetry, i.e. bosonic symmetrisation (or anti-symmetry in the case of fermions), into account.

For a given helicity λ, the field ϕλ may also come in several species, e.g. as in the case of Yang-

Mills theory.

Chiral theories. A remarkable property of (4.4.1) observed in [4, 5], see also [6], is that the

chiral sectors receive no contribution from H4 and J4. In other words, there are two closed

13As a side remark, let us note that the same effect also appears in the Noether procedure [270]; i.e. one
can always find a solution by abandoning locality. The same reasoning applies to theories in (A)dSd, with the
additional subtlety that the denominators take the form p2 + ... + Λ, where Λ is the cosmological constant.
This allows one to expand the denominators and observe infinite derivative tails in powers of p2, rather than
an explicit non-locality in the denominator, which can make one erroneously feel that the situation in (A)dS is
somewhat better.
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subsystems of equations, for CC and for C̄C̄, that are independent of higher orders:

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 (P̄)] = 0 , [H3(P), J z̄−

3 (P)] = 0 . (4.4.3)

These equations are highly constraining, particularly for higher-spin fields. Solving the holo-

morphic (CC) and anti-holomorphic (C̄C̄) quartic constraints allows one to determine the

allowed spectrum of cubic vertices, by fixing the various couplings Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 . In

particular, a general solution to the holomorphic quartic constraint was recently found in [7],

where a complete classification of lower-derivative chiral theories was also achieved.

It is worth noting that if one allows at least one higher-spin particle to self-interact via

a coupling of the type Cs,s,−s, with s > 2 for singlet fields and s > 1 in the color case, the

holomorphic constraint forces the inclusion of all possible vertices. This leads to the so-called

Metsaev solution, which uniquely determines all cubic couplings to be

Cλ1,λ2,λ3 =
k(ℓp)

λ123−1

Γ(λ1 + λ2 + λ3)
, C̄λ1,λ2,λ3 =

k̄(ℓp)
λ123−1

Γ(λ1 + λ2 + λ3)
. (4.4.4)

Moreover, if we search for a unitary theory, the couplings above are related by14

C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 = (Cλ1,λ2,λ3)∗ . (4.4.5)

In the analysis below, it is not necessary to assume Metsaev couplings; it suffices to follow the

general solution to the holomorphic constraint presented in [7]. Further details will be provided

in the following paragraph.

[H3,J3] commutator. We now analyse the quartic constraint (4.4.1) in the general case,15

assuming that the starting cubic theory already satisfies both the holomorphic and anti-

holomorphic constraints. Let us compute the commutator explicitly, both in the presence

of an external gauge group G and in its absence. Expressed in terms of the densities (4.3.13),

the commutator takes the following form:

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jλi
3 (qi)−

hλi
3 (qi)

3

(∑
k

∂

∂q̄k

)]
×

δ

(∑
j

pj

)
h
αj

3 (pj)

[
Tr

3∏
i=1

ϕλi
qi
,Tr

3∏
j=1

ϕαj
pj

]
,

(4.4.6)

14The reality condition for the fields is (ϕλ
q )

∗ = ϕ−λ
−q . Complex conjugation swaps P or P̄. When the (−q) is

eliminated in the vertex, after the complex conjugation P and P̄ remain unchanged. In addition, the product of
β’s yields (−)λ123 . Therefore, to have a Hermitian action, every P or P̄ needs to be accompanied by i. This i
can be absorbed into ℓp, and we do not write it anywhere below. After putting this i under the rug, the reality
conditions for the couplings are the ones written down.

15We will focus on the quartic constraint (4.4.1) for a = z. The complex conjugate constraint will be analysed
in a few pages.
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where to keep the analysis general, we assume that fields take values in the matrix algebra

(e.g. ϕλ = ϕλ
aT

a with some generators Ta) — analogous to what is done in Yang-Mills theory.

As a result, the fields acquire a Lie algebra structure, and we apply the trace to ensure the

appearance of an invariant tensor. The non-colored case corresponds to the trivial algebra of

singlet fields, in which case the trace can be safely omitted.

We now choose to contract the fields ϕλ3
q3

and ϕα3
p3
, which correspond to the internal (ex-

changed) lines in the Feynman diagrams, and we get∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

∑
α1,α2,α3

[Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
),Tr(ϕα1

p1
ϕα2
p2
ϕα3
p3
)] = 9

∑
λ1,λ2

∑
α1,α2

∑
ω

Tr(ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
)[ϕω

q3
, ϕ−ω

p3
] .

(4.4.7)

We can now take a closer look at Eq. (4.4.6) and observe that the first derivatives ∂q̄1 , ∂q̄2 still

act on the fields, while the derivative ∂q̄3 acts on the delta function associated with momentum

conservation. It is therefore natural to integrate by parts the derivatives acting on the fields,

but not the one acting on the delta function. Then, using the Poisson bracket and the symmetry

under the exchange p↔ q within the integral, we arrive at the following expression:

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
δ

(∑
j

pj

)
9 δλ3,−α3

δ(q3 + p3)

2q+3
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
×(

jλi
3 (qi) +

∑
k ̸=3

∂

∂q̄k

hλi
3 (qi)

3

)
h
αj

3 (pj) .

(4.4.8)

As expected, momentum conservation factors out. This follows directly from the Poincaré

algebra, which implies the relation

[P a, H] = [P+, H] = 0 , [P a, J b−] = δabP− , [P+, Ja−] = −P a , (4.4.9a)

[P a, [J b−, H]] + [J b−, [H,P a]] + [H, [P a, J b−]] = 0 =⇒ [P a, [J b−, H]] = 0 , (4.4.9b)

[P+, [J b−, H]] + [J b−, [H,P+]] + [H, [P+, J b−]] = 0 =⇒ [P+, [J b−, H]] = 0 , (4.4.9c)

where we used the definition of the Poincaré algebra and the Jacobi identity. The last relation

means that the commutator (at any order) must commute with P a and P+, and therefore it

must be proportional to a delta function ensuring momentum conservation.

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

Kholo
1234ω C C

∑
λi∈S4

∑
ω

= 0
ω

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 (P̄)]

−ω

Figure 4.2: Holomorphic constraint.
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λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

K1234ω C C̄

∑
λi∈S4

∑
ω

+ = 0
ω

[H3, J
z−
3 ]

−ω

Jz−
2 [h4]

Figure 4.3: Non-holomorphic constraint.

Starting from Eq. (4.4.8) and using the explicit form of the densities (4.3.13), we obtain the

following expression:

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ωβ1(λ1 + ω − λ2)− β2(λ2 + ω − λ1)

(β1 + β2)2ω+1

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

×

C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1
12 P−λ34+ω

34

]
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
,

(4.4.10)

where we denote C1234ω ≡ Cλ1,λ2,ωC̄−ω,λ3,λ4 the product of the couplings, in analogy with [7],

and we have used the fact that the holomorphic part of the commutator already vanishes. A

diagrammatic representation of the holomorphic and anti-holomorphic quartic constraints is

shown in Figures 4.2 and 4.3, respectively. In the case of matrix-valued fields, we have

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ωβ1(λ1 + ω − λ2)− β2(λ2 + ω − λ1)

(β1 + β2)2ω+1

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

×

C1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1
12 P−λ34+ω

34

]
Tr(ϕλ1

q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
) .

(4.4.11)

In order to be as general as possible, and following [8], let us compute the commutator for the

most general class of cubic vertices. We extend the field content by assigning to each field an

additional index, indicating that it belongs to a representation of a gauge Lie algebra g with

structure constants fabc. A field of helicity λ is then assumed to take values in a representation

Vλ of g. We will denote by fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc the tensor specifying the cubic coupling, using the same

Latin indices for all modules Vλ. The most general form of the cubic Hamiltonian and boost

generators is then given by

H3 =
∑

λ1,λ2,λ3

fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
hλi
3 (qi) (ϕ

λ1
q1
)a(ϕλ2

q2
)b(ϕλ3

q3
)c , (4.4.12)

Jz−
3 =

∑
λ1,λ2,λ3

fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc

∫
d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)[
jλi
3 (qi) −

1

3
hλi
3 (qi)

(∑
j

∂

∂q̄j

)]
(ϕλ1

q1
)a(ϕλ2

q2
)b(ϕλ3

q3
)c ,

(4.4.13)

where we have summed over all λ1,2,3. This choice is convenient, especially for computations.
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However, to remain consistent, we need to take into account the appropriate symmetrisation16

[8] of the coupling constants:

f
λσ1 ,λσ2 ,λσ3
aσ1aσ2aσ3

= (−)λ123fλ1,λ2,λ3
a1a2a3

. (4.4.14)

Note that this imposes a symmetry property on the cubic couplings, though only in the case

of identical fields, such as

fλ,λ,sa2a1a3
= (−)2λ+sfλ,λ,sa1a2a3

=⇒ fa2a1a3 = (−)2λ+sfa1a2a3 . (4.4.15)

Considering the most general class of cubic vertices, the commutator takes the form

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
1

2

[
(−)ωβ1(λ1 + ω − λ2)− β2(λ2 + ω − λ1)

(β1 + β2)2ω+1

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

×

F1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 (ϕλ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4
]
,

(4.4.16)

where, for convenience, we rewrite the tensor couplings as fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc ≡ fabcC
λ1,λ2,λ3 and define

F1234ω = fa1a2cf
c
a3a4

Cλ1,λ2,ωC̄−ω,λ3,λ4 . Therefore, in the singlet case, we have F1234ω ≡ C1234ω.17

The contraction is performed with the standard Poisson bracket for fields decorated with vector

space indices and reads

[(ϕλ
q )

a, (ϕs
p)b] = δλ,−sδab

δ3(q + p)

2q+
. (4.4.17)

Although this point is not directly relevant for our purposes, let us emphasise that, following

[7, 8, 195], the factor (−)ω appearing in [H3, J3] can be removed by choosing even-helicity fields

to be Hermitian and odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian matrices (with singlets treated as

1× 1 matrices).

At this stage, we have all the necessary tools to begin our analysis of quartic interactions.

In particular, to find h4, as suggested in [6], we can use the following trick:

H2j
z−
4 = Jz−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z−
3 ] =⇒ (Jz−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z−
3 ])|H2=0 = 0 . (4.4.18)

In this way, we first determine h4, and by substituting it back into the first equation above, we

then obtain the corresponding j4. Note that this is not as strong as being on-shell, where, in

addition to the full four-momentum conservation, one also has p2i = 0.

16For bosons, and then integer helicities, this is a consequence of Bose symmetry. Fermions would get an
extra minus sign.

17Here, fa1a2
c fc a3a4

indicates the natural pairing between the positive and negative helicity fields (ϕ+λ)a and
(ϕ−λ)b, where the negative helicity fields take values in the dual vector space (note that the Poisson bracket pairs
the fields of opposite helicities). For example, if fa

bc are structure constants of some Lie algebra g, and (ϕ+λ)a

transforms in the adjoint representation, then (ϕ−λ)b transforms in the canonical dual to the adjoint, i.e. in the
coadjoint one. Since we consider only the case of (semi)-simple Lie algebras, one can use the invariant metric
tensor kab instead of δab . For the case where generators Ta are given, this is the Killing form kab = Tr(TaTb).
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Let us highlight some features of the commutator (4.4.16) in comparison with the holomor-

phic one studied in [6, 7]. The symmetry properties of the cubic couplings remain unchanged.

Moreover, the kinematical part of the commutator — disregarding the couplings and the fields

— is, as for the holomorphic one, (anti-)symmetric under the exchange 1 ↔ 2 or 3 ↔ 4 for

(odd-)even-derivative cubic vertices. However, two important differences emerge due to the

presence of both the holomorphic P̄ and the anti-holomorphic P terms:

• First, once the ordering of the external helicities λi is fixed, each ω in the sum contributes

independently (there are more independent monomials that can be constructed from P
and P̄ than from just P as was the case for the holomorphic constraints). As a result, only

the various permutations of λi can contribute to the same quartic constraint, while for

the (anti)holomorphic constraints, different ω could ’talk’ to each other. This is precisely

what makes the constraint stronger and more difficult to solve than the holomorphic one,

where the sum over ω played a crucial role in solving it in the presence of higher-derivative

vertices.

• Second, the sum over pairs such as (1234) and (3412) no longer leads to the clean sim-

plifications we obtained in terms of only three independent variables A,B,C, as in the

holomorphic constraint [6, 7]. As we will see later, it is now possible for one of these per-

mutations to be present while the other is absent — a situation that did not occur before.

In the holomorphic case, the presence of F1234ω automatically implies the presence of

F3412ω. Here, however, the two products of couplings are generally different, so summing

over (1234) and (3412) would implicitly assume that both products are nonzero.

This is, in a sense, expected: in the present case, the commutators are not required to vanish

by themselves but rather to cancel out through the inclusion of a suitable quartic interaction,

as shown in (4.4.18). Let us now rewrite the quartic commutator for singlet fields (4.4.10) as18

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Sym

[
(−)ωC1234ωK1234ω

]
, (4.4.19)

where we have defined the following kinematical factor:

K1234ω =
β1(λ1 + ω − λ2)− β2(λ2 + ω − λ1)

(β1 + β2)2ω+1

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

P̄λ12+ω−1
12 P−λ34+ω

34 , (4.4.20)

and where Sym denotes the sum over the following 6 distinct permutations of the external

helicities:

(1234) + (1324) + (1423) + (3412) + (2413) + (2314) . (4.4.21)

Notice that the presence of these 6 contributions is fully analogous to the holomorphic con-

straint. The key difference, as already emphasised, is that all of them must be treated as

18As already noted, although the full commutator involves a sum over ω, it decomposes into several indepen-
dent constraints. Each constraint receives contributions only from terms with identical external helicities, and
with the helicity ω of the exchanged field fixed by requiring not to change the powers of P̄ and P, ensuring they
belong to the same constraint.
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independent. Summing over terms such as (1234) and (3412) would not only fail to simplify

the expressions but would also be inconsistent if we wish to consider the most general case.

In the case where the fields take values in the matrix algebra (4.4.11), we have to consider

color-ordered constraints. For the color ordering [1234] corresponding to

[1234] = (1234) + (2341) + (3412) + (4123) , (4.4.22)

we get

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Cycl

[
(−)ωθωC1234ωK1234ω

]
, (4.4.23)

where Cycl denotes the sum over the cyclic permutations, and θω arises from the freedom to

choose a phase factor in the definition of the Poisson bracket; see [7, 8, 195].

Assuming the most general class of cubic vertices as in (4.4.16), the commutator could

include any of the possible 4! = 24 permutations of (1234) depending on the symmetries of the

generic cubic couplings fλ1,λ2,λ3
a1a2a3

.

In the following, our goal is to solve the quartic constraint (4.4.18), where the commutator

[H3, J
z−
3 ] takes either the form given in (4.4.19), the cyclic form in (4.4.23), or a more general

one if we consider (4.4.16). To be as general as possible, we will not assume any specific form

for the couplings. However, as already pointed out above, the kinematical factor (4.4.20) is

(anti-)symmetric under the exchange 1 ↔ 2 or 3 ↔ 4 for (odd-)even-derivative cubic vertices.

Therefore, when searching for the most general solutions of the quartic constraint (4.4.1),

choosing the exchange (1234) or any of the other permutations (2134), (1243), or (2143) does

not make any difference. We can thus focus on the six independent kinematical factors (4.4.21);

once a solution is found, we can further analyse the possible types of structure constants that

may arise.

[H,Jz−] and [H,Jz̄−] constraints. Let us recall that we need to solve the two independent

constraints (4.4.1), for both a = z, z̄. Together, at the quartic order, we need to solve the

following system H2j
z−
4 = Jz−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z−
3 ] =⇒ (Jz−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z−
3 ])|H2=0 = 0

H2j
z̄−
4 = Jz̄−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z̄−
3 ] =⇒ (Jz̄−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z̄−
3 ])|H2=0 = 0 .

(4.4.24)

The operators Jz−
2 and Jz̄−

2 are described in (4.3.20) and (4.3.22), while the commutator

[H3, J
z̄−
3 ] is written as

[H3, J
z̄−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
δ

(∑
j

pj

)
9 δλ3,−α3

δ(q3 + p3)

2q+3
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
×(

j̄λi
3 (qi) +

∑
k ̸=3

∂

∂qk

hλi
3 (qi)

3

)
h
αj

3 (pj) .

(4.4.25)
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Using the explicit form of the densities (4.3.13), we obtain

[H3, J
z̄−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ωβ2(λ2 + ω − λ1)− β1(λ1 + ω − λ2)

(β1 + β2)−2ω+1

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

C̄λ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4P−λ12−ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34

]
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
.

(4.4.26)

This corresponds to [H3, J
z−
3 ] in (4.4.10) after

qi ←→ q̄i , λi ←→ −λi , Cλ1,λ2,λ3 ←→ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 . (4.4.27)

In the case of matrix-valued fields, we need to take the trace, i.e. use Tr(·) and, for the

most general class of cubic vertices, introduce the tensor couplings fλ1,λ2,λ3

abc ≡ fabcC
λ1,λ2,λ3 as in

(4.4.16). Notice that these are the same transformations obtained after applying parity (see

Appendix 4.10). This observation will be important later when we discuss quartic vertices for

specific, highly symmetric cases.

For our purposes, we would like both constraints in the system (4.4.24) to act on the same

Hamiltonian density h4. It is therefore convenient to rewrite the commutator in the following

equivalent form:

[H3, J
z̄−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ωβ4(λ4 − ω − λ3)− β3(λ3 − ω − λ4)

(β3 + β4)2ω+1

βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

×

Cλ1,λ2,ωC̄−ω,λ3,λ4P̄λ12+ω
12 P−λ34+ω−1

34

]
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4
,

(4.4.28)

where the following relabelling has been performed:

(q1, q̄1, β1, λ1)↔ (q3, q̄3, β3, λ3) , (q2, q̄2, β2, λ2)↔ (q4, q̄4, β4, λ4) , C ↔ C̄ , ω ↔ −ω .

(4.4.29)

4.4.1 Construction of the ansätze

Here, we construct the most general ansatz for the quartic local Hamiltonian density h4 and

local boost density j4. To do so, we examine the quartic constraint (4.4.18), from which we can

determine the required powers of P, P̄, and β to build the ansatz. We denote a quartic vertex

by the pair (n,m), where n and m correspond to the number of derivatives in the holomorphic

and anti-holomorphic cubic vertices appearing in the exchange term [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ]

that participate in the same quartic constraint. Specifically:

• The n-derivative holomorphic vertex with helicity (λ1, λ2, ω) and cubic coupling Cλ1,λ2,ω,

with n = λ12 + ω > 0.
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• The m-derivative anti-holomorphic vertex with helicity (λ3, λ4,−ω) and cubic coupling

C̄−ω,λ3,λ4 , with m = −λ34 + ω > 0.

In the following, we refer to lower-derivative quartic vertices as those with n,m ≤ 2, which

participate in the same constraint as the lower-derivative cubic vertices. Conversely, higher-

derivative quartic vertices are those with n,m > 2. Note also that the total number of deriva-

tives in a quartic vertex is n + m − 2. From the structure of the constraint (4.4.18), we can

find

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ βλ34−λ12−2ωP̄λ12+ω−1P−λ34+ω ∼ β−n−mP̄n−1Pm , (4.4.30)

Jz−
2 · h4 ∼

P
β2

h4 =⇒ h4 ∼ βλ34−λ12−2ω+2P̄λ12+ω−1P−λ34+ω−1 ∼ β2−n−mP̄n−1Pm−1 , (4.4.31)

H2 · jz−4 ∼
P P̄
β3

jz−4 =⇒ jz−4 ∼ βλ34−λ12−2ω+3P̄λ12+ω−2P−λ34+ω−1 ∼ β3−n−mP̄n−2Pm−1 . (4.4.32)

We immediately observe a particular feature of the (1, 1) quartic vertices: they admit no con-

tribution from j4, but only h4. As we will see, this is precisely the case for Yang–Mills theory.

Moreover, Yang–Mills theory is complete at the quartic order, meaning hn = 0 and jn = 0 for

n ≥ 5.

We now need to identify the independent variables. As mentioned above, for a four-point

scattering, we have two independent P and two independent P̄. We choose P12, P34, P̄12, and

P̄34 as our independent variables, while the remaining ones can be expressed in terms of these

using the relations collected in Appendix 4.11. Additionally, there are three independent β

variables, since one can be eliminated using momentum conservation. Altogether, this gives

us a total of seven independent variables. We will show how to further eliminate two of them,

reducing the number of independent variables to five.

First, due to the fixed homogeneity in β of h4 and j4, we can remove one further variable

by performing a change of variables. Of the new variables, only one must carry homogeneity

different from zero. For example, assuming β1, β2, and β3 as independent variables, we can

make the following change of variables:

x̃ =
β2

β1

=⇒ β2 = x̃β1 , ỹ =
β3

β1

=⇒ β3 = ỹβ1 . (4.4.33)

Using the variables x̃, ỹ and β1, the only one that carries non-zero homogeneity in β is β1.

Therefore, we can drop it in the construction of h4 and j4. Once a solution is found, we can

reconstruct the β1 dependence from the required homogeneity.

Due to them having better symmetry properties, in the following, we use the following

slightly different variables:

x =
β1 − β2

β1 + β2

=⇒ β2 =
1− x

x+ 1
β1 , y =

β3 − β4

β3 + β4

=⇒ β3 =
y + 1

1− y
β4 , (4.4.34)

and upon using momentum conservation, the same comments as before apply. Second, we
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can also remove one P or P̄ by using, as we have already pointed out in (4.4.18), the energy

conservation (i.e. with H2 = 0) for the external fields. This gives us a further relation of the

form

H2 =
1

β1 + β2

(
P̄12P12

β1β2

− P̄34P34

β3β4

)
= 0 =⇒ P̄12 =

β1β2

β3β4

P̄34P34

P12

=
x2 − 1

y2 − 1

P̄34P34

P12

, (4.4.35)

where the variables x and y are those introduced in (4.4.34). The most natural way to take this

constraint into account is to choose as independent variables P12P̄34, P̄12P34 and
P̄12P12

β1β2
+ P̄34P34

β3β4
.

This choice works when n = m, whereas for n ≥ m we complete the set by including the

variables P̄12 and P̄34, as we see in the ansatz below.

We now present the most general ansatz used in our analysis. We do not write the ansatz

explicitly for jz−4 , as it coincides with that of h4 in the (n − 1,m) case. In what follows, we

denote (β1 + β2)
2
(

P̄12P12

β1β2
+ P̄34P34

β3β4

)
≡ s12 and take each function fi to depend on the variables

x and y, i.e. fi = fi(x, y). The ansätze are

h
(1,1)
4 = f(x, y) , (4.4.36a)

h
(2,1)
4 =

1

β1 + β2

(
P̄12f1 + P̄34f2

)
, (4.4.36b)

h
(3,1)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)2
(
P̄2
12f1 + P̄12P̄34f2 + P̄2

34f3
)
, (4.4.36c)

h
(n,1)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)n−1

(
P̄n−1
12 f1 + P̄n−2

12 P̄34f2 + · · ·+ P̄12P̄n−2
34 fn−1 + P̄n−1

34 fn
)
, (4.4.36d)

h
(2,2)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)2
(
P12P̄34f1 + s12f2 + P̄12P34f3

)
, (4.4.36e)

h
(n,n)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)2n−2

(
Pn−1
12 P̄n−1

34 f1 + Pn−2
12 P̄n−2

34 s12f2 + · · ·+ s12
n−1fn + · · ·

+ P̄n−2
12 Pn−2

34 s12f2n−2 + P̄n−1
12 Pn−1

34 f2n−1

)
, (4.4.36f)

h
(3,2)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)3
(
P12P̄2

34f1 + P̄34s12f2 + P̄12s12f3 + P34P̄2
12f4

)
, (4.4.36g)

h
(n≥m)
4 =

1

(β1 + β2)n+m−2

(
Pm−1
12 P̄n−1

34 f1 + Pm−2
12 P̄n−2

34 s12f2 + · · ·+ P̄n−m
34 s12

m−1fm + · · ·

P̄n−m
12 s12

m−1fn + · · ·+ P̄n−2
12 Pm−2

34 s12fn+m−2 + P̄n−1
12 Pm−1

34 fn+m−1

)
. (4.4.36h)

To improve symmetry, we consistently use (β1 + β2) as the homogeneity factor. Furthermore,

the number of free functions to be determined at each order is given by:

#f = n+m− 1 . (4.4.37)

We have focused on the case n ≥ m; the complementary case n ≤ m is easily obtained by taking

the parity transformed system of constraints (4.4.24). This gives the same set of equations, with

the products of couplings mapped to the n ≤ m case. This simply reflects the fact that there

should be no distinction between positive and negative helicities: the two are interchangeable,



4.4. QUARTIC ANALYSIS 167

and their roles can always be exchanged:

Cλ1,λ2,ωC̄−ω,λ3,λ4 ←→ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−ωCω,−λ3,−λ4 . (4.4.38)

The ansätze for the case n ≤ m are then the same after exchanging P and P̄. The same ansätze

were already used by Metsaev in [5]. We will comment more on [5] in the last section of the

paper when discussing non-localities.

We do not write any ansatz for (n, 0) quartic vertices because no local quartic vertex of this

type can exist. Indeed, from (4.4.31) we see that it would require negative powers of P or P̄,
leading to non-local quartic vertices.

The scalar cubic coupling C0,0,0 appears in the holomorphic quartic constraint. As shown in

[7], generic solutions to the holomorphic constraint do not accommodate a scalar self-coupling.

Nevertheless, in special cases — and in particular for certain lower-spin couplings — the scalar

cubic vertex can remain consistent. We discuss these possibilities in Appendix 4.12.

4.4.2 Solving the quartic constraint

The analysis of the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24) based on the ansatz described above

leads to a system of coupled first-order PDEs that can be approached using various methods. We

describe two methods: the first is for finding explicit solutions; however, it becomes increasingly

intractable as the number of derivatives grows.19 A second method allows us to determine

whether a solution may exist by exploiting the Frobenius condition (integrability condition) on

flat space d2 = 0.20 We also note that, in principle, each solution can be complex and written

as

h4(x, y) = ℜ[h4(x, y)] + iℑ[h4(x, y)] , (4.4.39)

where h4(x, y) is a complex function of two real variables. However, the commutator [H3, J
z−
3 ]

is real (up to the possible complex value of the product of coupling), and the only potentially

non-trivial part of the vertex — i.e. the part that contributes to solving the quartic constraint

(and that may not exist) — is its real component. The imaginary part corresponds to solutions

of the homogeneous PDEs. In the following, we will therefore concentrate on the real part of

h4(x, y) while separately pointing out the corresponding homogeneous solutions.

19If the system of PDEs is consistent and a solution does exist, it is fast, but if the system is inconsistent, it
becomes rapidly intractable.

20The Frobenius theorem states that a distribution (locally defined by a first-order system of PDEs) is
integrable if and only if it is involutive. In flat space, involutivity of such a system reduces to the statement
that successive derivatives commute, i.e. to the nilpotency d2 = 0; in particular, in Cartesian coordinates, one
has [∂x, ∂y] = 0.
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Structure of PDEs. Once we use the appropriate ansatz described before and go on the

energy shell via (4.4.35), the generic form of the PDEs arising from (4.4.24) is

G(P12,P34, P̄34, x, y, ∂x, ∂y) = 0 , x =
β1 − β2

β1 + β2

, y =
β3 − β4

β3 + β4

. (4.4.40)

The system of PDEs arises from isolating independent terms, corresponding to terms with

different powers of P12, P34, and P̄34. For the [H3, J
z̄−
3 ] constraint and a (n,m) quartic vertex,

this always leads to a coupled system of PDEs of the form

P
(1)
1 f1 + P

(1)
2 ∂xf1 + P

(1)
3 = 0

P
(2)
1 f2 + P

(2)
2 ∂xf2 + P

(2)
3 f1 + P

(2)
4 ∂yf1 + P

(2)
5 = 0

P
(3)
1 f3 + P

(3)
2 ∂xf3 + P

(3)
3 f2 + P

(3)
4 ∂yf2 + P

(3)
5 = 0

...

P
(k−2)
1 fk−2 + P

(k−2)
2 ∂xfk−2 + P

(k−2)
3 fk−3 + P

(k−2)
4 ∂yfk−3 + P

(k−2)
5 = 0

P
(k−1)
1 fk−1 + P

(k−1)
2 ∂xfk−1 + P

(k−1)
3 fk−2 + P

(k−1)
4 ∂yfk−2 + P

(k−1)
5 = 0

P
(k)
1 fk−1 + P

(k)
2 ∂yfk−1 + P

(k)
3 = 0 ,

(4.4.41)

and another similar system of PDEs for the [H3, J
z−
3 ] constraint:

(4.4.41) with P (•)
• ↔ P̄ (•)

• ∂x ↔ ∂y . (4.4.42)

where 2k = 2(n+m) is the number of PDEs, P
(i)
j = P

(i)
j (x, y) and P̄

(i)
j = P̄

(i)
j (x, y) are known

rational functions of x, y, and fi = fi(x, y), with i = 1, ..., k − 1 being the free functions in the

ansatz to be determined. This system of PDEs is a consequence of the structure of the linear

differential operators J z̄−
2 and Jz−

2 acting on h4.

The PDEs in (4.4.41) and (4.4.42) are linear first-order partial differential equations. The

Cauchy–Kovalevskaya theorem ensures that, under mild assumptions — such as working over

the field of real R or complex numbers C and having coefficients P
(i)
j (x, y) and P̄

(i)
j (x, y) that

are analytic functions of x and y (in our case, they are actually rational functions) — the system

always admits a local solution with real or complex analytic functions. These can be obtained,

for instance, using the method of characteristics or by direct (brute-force) integration. The

system does not usually have a unique solution since it admits homogeneous solutions, which

parameterize quartic vertices that are consistent on their own.

Importantly, the system consists of 2k PDEs for only k− 1 unknown functions. As a result,

although each equation can be solved, the existence of non-trivial solutions requires satisfying

the integrability conditions. In flat space, these conditions are equivalent to the commutativity

of partial derivatives, d2 = 0, or ∂x∂yf = ∂y∂xf .

Solving the PDEs. The structure of the systems (4.4.41) and (4.4.42) allows them to be

solved straightforwardly. Starting from the first equation (and analogously from the last), we

solve for f1(x, y), substitute the result into the subsequent PDEs, and then solve for f2(x, y).
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This procedure can be iterated to determine all functions fi(x, y).

At each step, the integration introduces a free constant. Once the final function fk−1(x, y)

has been determined and substituted back into the last two PDEs, we are left with a pair of

algebraic equations

k−1∑
i=1

Ai(x, y)ai = 0 ,
k−1∑
i=1

Bi(x, y)ai = 0 . (4.4.43)

where Ai and Bi are known rational functions of x and y, while the ai are the integration

constants arising from the solution of the various PDEs. Solving the algebraic system (4.4.43)

fixes some of these free coefficients. In particular, as we will see, all free coefficients are fixed

except in the case where one considers the homogeneous system alone, i.e. in the absence of

exchange contributions.

Notice that, once a solution for the density h4 is found, we can use the full form of the

constraint in (4.4.18) to extract the boost density j4. This is always possible: indeed, once the

Hamiltonian of the system is constructed, we know, in principle, everything about the system.

Determining the explicit expressions for the boost densities then becomes merely an exercise.

Let us emphasise that, for this procedure to work, a solution must exist. Otherwise, not

only would we fail to find one, but additional complications could arise, for instance, overly

cumbersome integrations, the appearance of irrational functions or square roots, or situations

that render the process overly involved. For this reason, having an alternative method to

check integrability without performing the explicit integrations is extremely valuable. We now

proceed to describe such a method.

Existence of a solution. The method we present here allows us to check the Frobenius

integrability condition and, consequently, the existence of solutions without the need to solve

any of the PDEs explicitly. Starting from the initial system of PDEs, we differentiate the

equations and impose the condition ∂x∂y = ∂y∂x. The idea is to take successive higher-order

derivatives until the number of equations exceeds the number of variables.21 In practice, it

is often necessary to go further and generate a substantially larger set of equations due to

the possible presence of non-trivial relations among them. This behaviour is characteristic of

overdetermined systems of differential equations subject to integrability conditions.

Starting from (4.4.41), which we rewrite schematically, we apply both derivatives ∂x and ∂y

21Here, the variables refer to the unknown functions and their derivatives. The system effectively becomes
an algebraic system of equations to be solved.
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as follows: 

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(f1 + ∂xf1) = 0

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(f2 + ∂xf2 + f1 + ∂yf1) = 0

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(f3 + ∂xf3 + f2 + ∂yf2) = 0

...

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(fk−2 + ∂xfk−2 + fk−3 + ∂yfk−3) = 0

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(fk−1 + ∂xfk−1 + fk−2 + ∂yfk−2) = 0

(∂x)
h−1(∂y)

h−1(fk−1 + ∂yfk−1) = 0 .

(4.4.44)

The same is done for the system (4.4.42). To maximise efficiency, we take the same number of

∂x and ∂y derivatives.

Once a sufficient number of steps have been performed, to concretely solve the algebraic

system, we fix x and y to specific values (while generic rational values are sufficient, we specifi-

cally choose (x, y) = (2, 0), as we have observed that in practice this choice significantly speeds

up the integrability method) and search for a solution to this system. If a solution is found,

the original system of first-order PDEs is integrable, meaning that a solution exists; otherwise,

the system of PDEs is inconsistent.22

We will use this method to verify and formulate general conjectures about consistent and

inconsistent quartic vertices, both for lower-derivative higher-spin interactions and, more in-

terestingly, for higher-derivative ones, since we will find some yes-go results. This method is

computationally far more efficient for proving no-go’s than the previous approach based on

explicitly solving the PDEs. Once this method establishes the existence of a solution, we can

then construct it explicitly using the approach outlined above.

4.5 Quartic vertices for lower-derivative theories

We begin by considering the system of quartic constraint (4.4.24), involving the exchange

terms [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ] with one- and two-derivative cubic vertices. We first examine

the integrability of the resulting PDEs, and when a solution exists, we proceed to solve them

explicitly to find the corresponding densities.

As expected, we recover the no-go theorems for local minimal vertices of higher-spin fields,

alongside the well-known positive results for lower-spin quartic vertices, such as those in

Yang–Mills theory and gravity. We consider all possible lower-derivative quartic vertices, then

three cases: (1, 1), (2, 1), and (2, 2) quartic vertices.

To cover all possible cases, we organise the analysis as follows. As shown in (4.4.21),

the commutator, due to its symmetries, can be organised in terms of the following relevant

22More precisely, integrability would be guaranteed if one were to consider derivatives of arbitrarily high
order and check the existence of a solution. In practice, however, it is sufficient to go to a sufficiently high
derivative order: if a solution exists at that stage, this ensures the actual existence of a solution to the full
system. Conversely, if no solution exists already for a finite subset of equations, then the full system admits no
solution.
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exchanges:
s

(1234) +
t

(2341) +
s

(3412) +
t

(4123) +
u

(1324) +
u

(2413) . (4.5.1)

We have slightly reorganised these terms so that the first four naturally correspond to the

exchanges relevant to the color case, while the remaining two are additional. This arrangement

also facilitates the reading of the tables presented below, as it makes it straightforward to

recognise patterns that can be traced back to the color case.

Quartic vertices. Before presenting the results, it is important to understand the logic

behind them. Let us briefly recall what we are doing and what we are looking for. We proceed

to solve the constraint23 (4.4.18). Quartic vertices are uniquely specified by the pair (n,m) and

the helicities of the external fields (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4), where λ4 = n−m− λ123. Let us write down

(4.4.18) explicitly, as

( 4∑
i=1

(
−qiq̄i

βi

∂

∂q̄i
− qi

∂

∂βi

+ λ
qi
βi

)
h
(n,m)
λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4

gλ1,λ2,λ3,λ4
a1a2a3a4

+ (−)ω
(
K1234ωF1234ω

+K2341ωF2341ω +K3412ωF3412ω +K4123ωF4123ω +K1324ωF1324ω

+K2413ωF2413ω

))
(ϕλ1

q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4 = 0 ,

(4.5.2)

where gλ1,λ2,λ3,λ4
a1a2a3a4

represents the coupling constant of the quartic vertex. The system of PDEs

above admits solutions whose form depends on the presence or absence of the various coefficients

F•••••.

If we set all F••••• to zero (i.e. we set the cubic vertices to zero), the problem reduces to

solving the homogeneous PDEs. These determine the quartic vertices, which are well-defined

even in the absence of any cubic interactions.24 Alternatively, one may look for solutions when

at least one exchange term F••••• is non-zero. In this case, the quartic vertices become necessary

to ensure the Lorentz invariance of the theory. We emphasise that, as already mentioned, the

kinematical factors are (anti-)symmetric under the relevant permutations.25 Consequently, once

a solution exists, one can, in principle, choose which of the four possible kinematical structures

K••••• is present. In highly symmetric situations, this distinction disappears.26

The main problem then reduces to determining whether (4.5.2) — together with the J z̄−

constraint — admits a solution with six free coefficients, each activating one of the six inde-

pendent kinematical structures.

Integrability. Using the integrability method, we can construct tables listing all quartic

vertices that admit a solution to the quartic constraint (4.4.24) for lower-derivative theories.

The tables below were obtained as follows:

23The other constraint is analogous; thus, we restrict attention to this one.
24When all cubic vertices are set to zero, the quartic constraint admits the trivial solution h4 = 0 as well.
25We recall that K1234ω = (−)λ12+ωK2134ω = (−)λ34+ωK1243ω = (−)λ1234K2143ω.
26In general K1234ωF1234ω and K2134ωF2134ω, are unrelated. For instance, one can have fa1a2

c ̸= 0 while
fa2a1

c = 0. However, in special cases — e.g. when λ1 = λ2 — one finds K1234ωF1234ω = K2134ωF2134ω, so the
two contributions coincide and the distinction disappears.
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• Assuming we are searching for an (n,m) quartic vertex, we check the Frobenius integra-

bility of the system of quartic constraint (4.4.24) by evaluating the commutators [H3, J
z−
3 ]

and [H3, J
z̄−
3 ] with all possible exchanges (4.5.1) as explained above. There are six or-

derings that contribute to the same quartic constraint, each weighted by an independent

free coefficient ki = (−)ωF•••••. For instance, for (1234) we have k1 = (−1)ωF1234ω and

analogously for the other orderings.

• The helicities ω appearing in the exchanges are automatically fixed by the requirement

of having an (n,m) quartic vertex. In addition, we can fix the value of λ4 via the relation

n−m = λ1234. As a result, the problem reduces to searching for exchanges of the form:

(1234) ≡ (λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) = (λ1, λ2, n− λ12, λ3, n−m− λ123) . (4.5.3)

• We set the maximum helicity λmax > |λ1|, |λ2|, |λ3| and apply the integrability condition

to all such cases. Whenever a solution to the Frobenius integrability condition is found,

we record in the tables whether it also fixes any of the coefficients ki. In particular, in all

three tables presented below, we have checked the existence of a solution to the quartic

constraint up to λmax = 10.

• The tables list only inequivalent solutions. Whenever a solution exists, permutations of

the external helicities generally generate additional valid solutions. However, these are

already taken into account, as they can always be deduced from the combined symmetries

of the kinematical structures and the coupling constants.

Therefore, the tables collect the quartic couplings (“yes-go”) that admit a local solution to the

quartic constraint (4.4.24), while at the same time indicating that all quartic vertices not listed

do not satisfy it and thus fall into the category of “no-go”.

The first entry (λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) specifies the helicities associated with the contribution from

the (1234) ordering in the exchange [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ]. The remaining entries correspond

to the other orderings listed in (4.5.1). Due to the structure of the P•P̄• monomials, differ-

ent orderings present in the quartic constraint can “talk” to each other, which may restrict

and relate the products of the cubic couplings (ki in our shorthand notation). These con-

straints/relations are summarised in the tables below. If the entry is zero, it means that the

corresponding product of couplings must vanish. If the entry contains ki, it means that two

(or more) ki turns out to be related or unconstrained. We summarise the results in Tables 4.1,

4.2, and 4.3. For example, in Table 4.1 the second column has k2 under k2, which means that

k2 is unconstrained. The third column has k1 under k3, which means that k3 = k1. The last

column has k1 − k2 under k6, which means that k6 = k1 − k2. We also keep k1 as the initial

free coupling; hence, there is no reason to include it in the tables.

A final remark concerning the tables is the following. For exchanges of the form (λ1, λ1, 0, λ2, λ2),

both commutators [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ] vanish. In this case, the corresponding exchange does

not enter the system of constraint (4.4.24), and the associated coefficient ki is therefore left
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unconstrained. In the tables, we therefore list the coefficient as free. However, it should be

kept in mind that, for example, this coefficient will not appear in the solution for the quartic

vertex.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−1, 1, 1,−1, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k1 − k2

(−1, 1, 1, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k1 − k2

(0, 0, 1, 0, 0) k2 k1 k2 k5 k5

Table 4.1: (1, 1) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−1, 2, 1,−1, 1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−1, 2, 1, 0, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 1, 1,−1, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

(0, 1, 1, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

Table 4.2: (2, 1) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−2, 2, 2,−2, 2) k1 k1 k1 0 k1

(−2, 2, 2,−1, 1) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−2, 2, 2, 0, 0) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−1, 1, 2,−1, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(−1, 1, 2, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−1, 2, 1,−1, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 0, 2, 0, 0) k2 k1 k2 k5 k5

(0, 1, 1,−2, 1) 0 0 k1 0 k1

Table 4.3: (2, 2) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

Several free coefficients remain, corresponding to solutions that are consistent (at this order!).

For instance, in the Yang–Mills case (−1, 1, 1,−1, 1), the presence of two free coefficients, k1 and

k2, is related to the color structure of the theory. We have two different quartic contributions

for the [++−−] and [+−+−] sectors. Instead, for gravity (−2, 2, 2,−2, 2), there is only one

free coefficient, reflecting the no-go for a multi-graviton theory (a color graviton would have

two different color-ordered amplitudes).

Let us stress once again that these tables represent consistency at the quartic order. The

quintic light-cone constraint may impose further conditions. For instance, in Yang–Mills theory,

the quintic Hamiltonian should vanish since the theory has no quintic vertex; therefore, the

quintic constraint should be satisfied automatically without requiring a nonzero quintic vertex.
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In the following, we prove the existence (at the quartic order) and uniqueness of Yang–Mills

theory and gravity using the results collected in the tables above. Our strategy proceeds as

follows:

• Firstly, we list the unique cubic vertices using (4.3.13).

• Secondly, we solve the holomorphic constraints (4.4.3) that give relations among products

of (anti-)holomorphic CC (C̄C̄) couplings.

• Thirdly, we use the information provided by the tables above, which establish the existence

of a quartic vertex solving the quartic constraint (4.4.24) and determine the relations

among the products of CC̄ couplings.

• Fourthly, we use the CPT symmetry.

As we will see below, the holomorphic constraint gives us the Jacobi identity for the self-dual

sectors, while the solution of the non-holomorphic quartic constraint (4.4.24) gives us, together

with the CPT symmetry, among others, a relation that in [277] was called non-ambiguity

condition (NAC). This allows us to relate the two self-dual sectors and find a unique Lie

algebra.

Existence and uniqueness of Yang-Mills theory. We analyse the case of a spin-1 self-

interacting theory. We start with the one-derivative holomorphic and anti-holomorphic spin-1

cubic vertices:

hYM
3 = fa[bc]

P̄β1

β2β3

(ϕ−
q1
)a(ϕ

+
q2
)b(ϕ+

q3
)c + f̄[ab]c

Pβ3

β1β2

(ϕ−
p1
)a(ϕ

−
p2
)b(ϕ

+
p3
)c , (4.5.4)

where fa[bc] = −fa[cb] and f̄
[ab]
c = −f̄[ba]c are antisymmetric as a consequence of (4.4.15). In what

follows, we omit the brackets [ ]. The two sets of indices (upper indices for ϕ+ and lower indices

for ϕ−) belong, in general, to different vector spaces. The only requirement needed to define

the kinetic term (∼ ∂µ(ϕ
−)a∂µ(ϕ+)a) and to allow contractions in the commutator (4.4.17) is

the existence of a pairing between these spaces. Accordingly, we assume that the positive- and

negative-helicity fields (ϕ+)a and (ϕ−)b take values in vector spaces that are dual to each other.

Both couplings f and f̄ satisfy their own Jacobi identity as a direct consequence of the

holomorphic quartic constraint [7]. Let us briefly recall how this arises. For the cubic vertices

(4.5.4), only a single commutator contributes to the holomorphic constraint (4.4.3) (see [7]):

fa1a2a3f
b1
b2b3

[(ϕ−
q1
)a1(ϕ

+
q2
)a2(ϕ+

q3
)a3 , (ϕ−

p1
)b1(ϕ

+
p2
)b2(ϕ+

p3
)b3 ] . (4.5.5)

The holomorphic constraint gives

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 ] =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)(
β1 − β2

β1 + β2

P̄34 +
β3 + 3β4

β3 + β4

P̄12

)
fca1a2f

a3
a4c

(ϕ+
q1
)a1(ϕ+

q2
)a2(ϕ−

q3
)a3(ϕ

+
q4
)a4 = 0 .

(4.5.6)
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We can use the three independent variables A,B,C defined as

2A = P̄12 + P̄34 = P̄23 − P̄14 , 2B = P̄13 − P̄24 = P̄34 − P̄12 ,

2C = P̄14 + P̄23 = −P̄13 − P̄24 ,
(4.5.7)

and notice that Bose symmetrisation imposes that the equation above must be symmetric under

the exchange of fields 1, 2, 4. This leads to the form27

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 ] =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
(A−B − C)

(
fca1a2f

a3
a4c

+ fca2a4f
a3
a1c

+ fca4a1f
a3
a2c

)
(ϕ+

q1
)a1(ϕ+

q2
)a2(ϕ−

q3
)a3(ϕ

+
q4
)a4 = 0 .

(4.5.8)

The unique nontrivial solution is given by the Jacobi identity

fca1a2f
a3
a4c

+ fca2a4f
a3
a1c

+ fca4a1f
a3
a2c

= 0 . (4.5.9)

The same steps can be repeated for f̄, leading to the Jacobi identity in the dual space. Therefore,

within the light-cone formalism, the Jacobi identities for both f and f̄ follow directly from the

holomorphic quartic constraint. As a result, already the self-dual sectors are governed by a Lie

algebra; a complex Lie algebra in the generic case.

Let us now turn to the analysis of the non-holomorphic quartic constraint. As we will see, the

conditions that arise are closely related to those obtained by imposing consistent factorisation

or via constructibility using BCFW. An analysis along these lines was recently carried out in

[277]. We will adopt the same terminology here for the various conditions we will find.

We describe in detail the information that can be extracted from the first line of Table

4.1. We have (−1, 1, 1,−1, 1), corresponding to the exchange C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1, with two free

coefficients, k1 and k2. We find two independent quadratic conditions on the coupling constants:

k1 = k3 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 = (−)ωF3412

=⇒ C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fa1a2cf̄
c a3
a4

= C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fa3a4cf̄
c a1
a2

=⇒ fa1a2cf̄
c a3
a4

= fa3a4cf̄
c a1
a2

, (4.5.10)

k1 − k2 = k6 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 − (−)ωF2341 = (−)ωF2413

=⇒ C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fa1a2cf̄
c a3
a4
− C1,−1,1C̄−1,1,−1fa3a2cf̄

c a1
a4

= C1,1,−1C̄1,−1,−1fca2a4 f̄
a1a3
c

=⇒ C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fa1a2cf̄
c a3
a4
− C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fa3a2cf̄

c a1
a4

= C−1,1,1C̄−1,−1,1fca2a4 f̄
a1a3
c

=⇒ fa1a2cf̄
c a3
a4
− fa3a2cf̄

c a1
a4

= fca2a4 f̄
a1a3
c , (4.5.11)

where we have used the symmetry property (4.4.14) of Cλ1,λ2,λ3fa1a2a3 . We also notice that the

third condition k2 = k4 would lead to the same constraint as (4.5.10). In analogy with [277], we

call the condition (4.5.11) the modified Jacobi identity and (4.5.10) the non-ambiguity condition

27Alternatively, we could apply the general formula in (4.12.1) directly, summing over all possible contribu-
tions.
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(NAC).

These relations are, in principle, enough for the existence of a “Yang-Mills” theory, up to

the quartic order. However, if we are willing to relate the holomorphic and anti-holomorphic

couplings, we need a further assumption, CPT symmetry. CPT symmetry implies the following

relation between f and f̄ (see [277]):

f̄abc = (fcab)
∗ . (4.5.12)

Notice that this is also a consequence of imposing unitarity.

In [277] it was proven that (4.5.10) together with (4.5.12) implies the existence of a basis

where the Fa = (fa)
c
b are Hermitian Fa = F †

a ; then fcab = (fbac)
∗. We can now further use (4.5.10)

to show that f is indeed imaginary and fully antisymmetric fabc = f[abc]. The Jacobi identity

for f is now a consequence either of the Jacobi identity for the self-dual sector (4.5.9) or of

the modified Jacobi identity (4.5.11). Therefore, the self-coupling of a spin 1 massless particle

has the structure of a Lie algebra, with the couplings fcab that play the role of the structure

constants.

The results just obtained can also be derived using the Noether procedure, starting from

the free Maxwell Lagrangian in the covariant formulation. In particular, this problem can

be addressed in a more systematic way within the framework of BV-BRST cohomology. For

Yang–Mills theory, this analysis was carried out in [278, 279], and we find perfect agreement.

Existence and uniqueness of gravity. We can perform the same analysis we have done

for Yang-Mills with gravity. We start with the two cubic spin-2 vertices:

hGR
3 = ga(bc)

P̄2β2
1

β2
2β

2
3

(ϕ−2
q1
)a(ϕ

+2
q2
)b(ϕ+2

q3
)c + ḡ(ab)c

P2β2
3

β2
1β

2
2

(ϕ−2
q1
)a(ϕ

−2
q2
)b(ϕ

+2
q3
)c , (4.5.13)

where ga(bc) = ga(cb) and ḡ
(ab)
c = ḡ

(ba)
c are symmetric as a consequence of (4.4.15). In what follows,

we omit the brackets ( ).

Both couplings g and ḡ form an associative and commutative algebra, as a direct consequence

of the holomorphic quartic constraint [7]. Let us briefly recall how this arises. For the cubic

vertices (4.5.13), only a single commutator contributes to the holomorphic constraint (4.4.3)

(see [7]):

ga1a2a3g
b1
b2b3

[(ϕ−2
q1
)a1(ϕ

+2
q2
)a2(ϕ+2

q3
)a3 , (ϕ−2

p1
)b1(ϕ

+2
p2
)b2(ϕ+2

p3
)b3 ] , (4.5.14)

The holomorphic constraint gives

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 ] =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)(
2(β2 − β1)

β1 + β2

P̄12P̄2
34 −

2(β3 + 3β4)

β3 + β4

P̄34P̄2
12

)
gca1a2g

a3
a4c

(ϕ+2
q1
)a1(ϕ+2

q2
)a2(ϕ−2

q3
)a3(ϕ

+2
q4
)a4 = 0 .

(4.5.15)

We can use the variables A,B,C defined in (4.5.7) and notice that Bose symmetrisation imposes

that the equation above must be symmetric under the exchange of fields 1, 2, 4. This leads to
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the form

[H3(P̄), Jz−
3 ] =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
(−A+B + C)

(
(A2 −B2)gca1a2g

a3
a4c

+ (B2 − C2)gca2a4g
a3
a1c

+ (C2 − A2)gca4a1g
a3
a2c

)
)
(ϕ+2

q1
)a1(ϕ+2

q2
)a2(ϕ−2

q3
)a3(ϕ

+2
q4
)a4 = 0 .

(4.5.16)

The unique nontrivial solution is given by

gca1a2g
a3
a4c

= gca2a4g
a3
a1c

= gca4a1g
a3
a2c

. (4.5.17)

If we identify gabc with the structure constants of a finite N -dimensional algebra, with V as

internal space and define the product as

(x · y)a = gabc x
byc , ∀ x, y ∈ V . (4.5.18)

Effectively, the condition (4.5.17) coincides with the associativity of the algebra:

(x · y) · z = x · (y · z) =⇒ gca1[a2g
a3
a4]c

= gca1a2g
a3
a4c
− gca1a4g

a3
a2c

= 0 . (4.5.19)

Moreover, the condition gabc = gacb implies that the algebra is commutative. The same steps

can be repeated for ḡ, leading to the commutativity and associativity of the dual algebra.

Therefore, within the light-cone formalism, the associativity for both g and ḡ follow directly

from the holomorphic quartic constraint. As a result, already the self-dual sectors are governed

by a commutative and associative algebra.

We now turn to the analysis of the non-holomorphic quartic constraint. We describe in detail

the information that can be extracted from the first line of Table 4.3. We have (−2, 2, 2,−2, 2)
corresponding to the exchange C−2,2,2C̄−2,−2,2, with only one free coefficient, k1. We find the

following independent quadratic conditions on the structure constants:

k1 = k3 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 = (−)ωF3412

=⇒ C−2,2,2C̄−2,−2,2ga1a2cḡ
c a3
a4

= C−2,2,2C̄−2,−2,2ga3a4cḡ
c a1
a2

=⇒ ga1a2cḡ
c a3
a4

= ga3a4cḡ
c a1
a2

, (4.5.20)

k1 = k2 = k6 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 = (−)ωF2341 = (−)ωF2413

=⇒ C−2,2,2C̄−2,−2,2ga1a2cḡ
c a3
a4

= C2,−2,2C̄−2,2,−2ga3a2cḡ
c a1
a4

= C2,2,−2C̄2,−2,−2gca2a4 ḡ
a1a3
c

=⇒ ga1a2cḡ
c a3
a4

= ga3a2cḡ
c a1
a4

= gca2a4 ḡ
a1a3
c . (4.5.21)

The other condition, k1 = k4, is a consequence of the one above. We call the condition (4.5.20)

the modified associativity and (4.5.21) the non-ambiguity condition.

These relations are, in principle, sufficient to allow the existence of a theory of “gravity”, up

to the quartic order. However, if we are willing to relate the holomorphic and anti-holomorphic

couplings, we need to assume CPT symmetry. CPT symmetry implies the following relation
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between g and ḡ, see [277]:

ḡabc = (gcab)
∗ . (4.5.22)

Notice that this is also a consequence of unitarity.

In [277] was proven that (4.5.21) together with (4.5.22) implies the existence of a basis

where the Ga = (ga)
c
b are Hermitian Ga = G†

a, then gcab = (gbac)
∗. We can now further use

(4.5.21) to show that g is indeed real and fully symmetric gabc = g(abc). The associativity

for g is now a consequence either of the associativity for the self-dual sector or of the modified

associativity (4.5.20). Therefore, the self-coupling of a spin 2 massless particle has the structure

of a commutative, symmetric, and associative algebra, with structure constant gcab.

Once again, the same results can be derived using the Noether procedure within the frame-

work of BV-BRST cohomology. For gravity, this analysis was carried out in [203, 278], and we

find perfect agreement. In [203], it was also shown that finite-dimensional real algebras endowed

with a positive-definite scalar product, which are commutative, symmetric, and associative, nec-

essarily have a trivial structure: they decompose into a direct sum of one-dimensional ideals.

Consequently, for the graviton, only self-interactions are possible.

Following the same line of reasoning applied to the cubic couplings of Yang–Mills theory

and gravity, a similar analysis can be carried out for any other set of cubic couplings. For

example, looking at the second line of Table 4.1, where we have (−1, 1, 1, 0, 0). In this case, we

find the following condition:

k1 = k3 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 = (−)ωF3412

=⇒ C−1,1,1C̄−1,0,0fa1a2cℓ̄
c
a3a4

= C0,0,1C̄−1,−1,1ℓa3a4c f̄c a1a2
, (4.5.23)

k1 − k2 = k6 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 − (−)ωF2341 = (−)ωF2413

=⇒ −C−1,1,1C̄−1,0,0fa1a2cℓ̄
c
a3a4
− C1,0,0C̄0,0,−1ℓa3ca2

ℓ̄a1c a4 = C1,0,0C̄0,−1,0ℓa4ca2
ℓ̄a1c a3

=⇒ C−1,1,1C̄−1,0,0fa1a2cℓ̄
c
a3a4

+ C1,0,0C̄0,0,−1ℓa3ca2
ℓ̄a1c a4 = C1,0,0C̄−1,0,0ℓa4ca2

ℓ̄a1c a3 . (4.5.24)

While analysing the third line of Table 4.1, where we have (0, 0, 1, 0, 0), gives

k1 = k3 =⇒ (−)ωF1234 = (−)ωF3412

=⇒ C0,0,1C̄−1,0,0ℓa1a2c ℓ̄ca3a4 = C0,0,1C̄−1,0,0ℓa3a4c ℓ̄ca1a2 =⇒ ℓa1a2c ℓ̄ca3a4 = ℓa3a4c ℓ̄ca1a2 . (4.5.25)

Of particular interest would be to perform this analysis explicitly for the most general lower-

spin cubic couplings, in order to classify all allowed lower-spin theories up to quartic order and

to identify whether any new possibilities emerge. The advantage of the light-cone approach is

threefold:

• It provides the most general framework for studying perturbation theory, allowing for a

complete search in which nothing is missed.

• It gives natural access to the self-dual sectors.
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• By treating all helicities on the same footing, as complex scalar fields, it allows us to find

solutions for all higher-spin fields, as we will see in the next section.

We also emphasise that, in spirit, light-cone perturbation theory is closer to on-shell methods

[140]. To study the self-dual sector within the BV-BRST cohomology framework, one would

likely need to start from a chiral version of the free action and use chiral variables, along

the lines of [122]. In particular, it would be interesting to understand how the holomorphic

constraint emerges in that approach.

4.5.1 Lower-spin theories

As a warm-up exercise and a consistency check of our method, we compute the quartic vertices

h4 for Yang-Mills theory and the quartic vertex h4 along with its related boost generators

jz−4 and j z̄−4 for gravity. These are already known in light-cone gauge [138, 280–283], and we

reproduce them in our formalism. The idea is to start from the most general ansatz described

above and solve the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24).

We employ two different definitions for x and y. The choice of definition is dictated by the

symmetry properties of the specific example. In particular, we may use either of the following:

x =
β1 − β2

β1 + β2

, y =
β3 − β4

β3 + β4

. (4.5.26)

We then denote the quartic vertex using round brackets as h
(n,m)
(λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4)

. Alternatively, we may

use the following definition:

x =
β1 − β3

β1 + β3

, y =
β2 − β4

β2 + β4

. (4.5.27)

We then denote the quartic vertex using square brackets as h
(n,m)
[λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4]

. This second definition

is chosen because it leads to simpler transformation properties under cyclic permutations. We

will adopt it in situations where color-like structures are present, as for Yang–Mills theory.

(1,1) quartic vertices. These vertices solve the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24) when

the commutators [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ] involve solely cubic one-derivative interactions. The

ansatz is

h
(1,1)
[λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4]

= f(x, y) , (4.5.28)

where f(x, y) is a real function of two real variables.

(2,2) quartic vertices. These vertices solve the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24) when

the commutators [H3, J
z−
3 ] and [H3, J

z̄−
3 ] involve solely cubic two-derivative interactions. The
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ansatz is

h
(2,2)
(λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4)

=
P12P̄34

(β1 + β2)2
f1 +

(
P̄12P12

β1β2

+
P̄34P34

β3β4

)
f2 +

P̄12P34

(β1 + β2)2
f3 ,

j
z− (1,2)
(λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4)

=
P12g1 + P34g2
(β1 + β2)

, j
z̄− (2,1)
(λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4)

=
P̄12ḡ1 + P̄34ḡ2
(β1 + β2)

,

(4.5.29)

where f1(x, y), f2(x, y), f3(x, y), g1(x, y), g2(x, y), ḡ1(x, y), and ḡ2(x, y) are real functions of

two real variables.

Yang-Mills theory. Searching for Yang-Mills theory, we take our fields to transform in the

adjoint representation of a Lie algebra. In practice, we just take them to be matrix-valued.

Due to the cyclicity of the trace, the two color-ordered contributions, namely [++−−] and
[+−+−], remain independent and do not mix. The quartic Hamiltonian takes the form:

H4 =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
qi

)(
h
(1,1)
[+,+,−,−]Tr[ϕ

+
q1
ϕ+
q2
ϕ−
q3
ϕ−
q4
] + h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−]Tr[ϕ

+
q1
ϕ−
q2
ϕ+
q3
ϕ−
q4
]
)
, (4.5.30)

It is well known that Yang-Mills theory provides the unique unitary and parity-invariant non-

abelian quartic completion of the cubic vertices C1,1,−1 and C̄−1,−1,1. Therefore, as a consistency

check of our method, we expect to find a unique solution for the quartic vertex.

Since jz−4 and j z̄−4 are absent in the (1, 1) case, the quartic Hamiltonian densities must obey

the following system of quartic constraints: Jz−
2 [h4] + [H3, J

z−
3 ] = 0

Jz̄−
2 [h4] + [H3, J

z̄−
3 ] = 0 .

(4.5.31)

Using the independence of P12 and P34, and of P̄12 and P̄34, respectively, we end up solving a

system of inhomogeneous first-order PDEs. Solving the PDEs gives us the following quartic

Hamiltonian densities:

h
(1,1)
[+,+,−,−](x, y) = k1

x2 + y2 − 2

2(x+ y)2
, (4.5.32)

h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y) = k1

2 (2x2y2 − x2 − y2)

(x2 − y2)2
, (4.5.33)

where k1 = −C1,1,−1C1,−1,−1 = −C1,−1,1C−1,1,−1. Note that h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y) = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](y, x)

follows from the symmetry (1234)↔ (3412), implied by the cyclicity of the trace

h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y)Tr[ϕ

+
q1
ϕ−
q2
ϕ+
q3
ϕ−
q4
] = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y)Tr[ϕ

+
q3
ϕ−
q4
ϕ+
q1
ϕ−
q2
]. (4.5.34)

Moreover, we can check the parity and unitarity invariance of the quartic vertices. For

the definitions of parity and unitarity, as well as their action on the densities h4, we refer to

Appendix 4.10. In the present case, parity acts by exchanging positive and negative helicities.

Thanks to the use of the smart variables (4.5.27), this action effectively translates into simple



4.5. QUARTIC VERTICES FOR LOWER-DERIVATIVE THEORIES 181

symmetry of the quartic vertices. Both solutions are therefore parity invariant, as we have

h
(1,1)
[+,+,−,−](x, y)

P
= h

(1,1)
[−,−,+,+](x, y)

(1234)↔(3412)
=⇒ h

(1,1)
[+,+,−,−](x, y) = h

(1,1)
[+,+,−,−](−x,−y) , (4.5.35)

h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y)

P
= h

(1,1)
[−,+,−,+](x, y)

(1234)↔(2341)
=⇒ h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y) = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](y,−x) , (4.5.36)

h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y)

P
= h

(1,1)
[−,+,−,+](x, y)

(1234)↔(4123)
=⇒ h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y) = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](−y, x) . (4.5.37)

As we can see, h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x, y) = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](y, x), together with the symmetries (4.5.36) and

(4.5.37) explains why h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−] = h

(1,1)
[+,−,+,−](x

2, y2).

We can compare (4.5.32) and (4.5.33) with an explicit computation of the quartic vertex of

Yang–Mills theory using light-cone coordinates. The calculation is straightforward and begins

with the Lagrangian of Yang–Mills theory:

LYM(Aµ) = −
1

4
Tr(FµνF

µν) . (4.5.38)

By imposing the light-cone gauge A+ = 0 and rewriting the Yang–Mills Lagrangian in terms

of light-cone coordinates, we obtain the following quartic interaction terms:

HYM
4 =

∫
d12q δ

(∑
qi

)(g2
4

(
(β2 − β3)(β1 − β4)

(β2 + β3)(β1 + β4)
− 1

)
Tr(A+

q1
A+

q2
A−

q3
A−

q4
)

+
g2

4

(
(β2 − β3)(β1 − β4)

(β2 + β3)(β1 + β4)
− (β1 − β2)(β3 − β4)

(β1 + β2)(β3 + β4)
+ 2

)
Tr(A+

q1
A−

q2
A+

q3
A−

q4
)
)
.

(4.5.39)

where we denote by g the coupling constant, which, upon using momentum conservation,

corresponds precisely to the quartic vertices given in (4.5.32) and (4.5.33) upon identifying

k1 = −g2. This also shows that by employing suitable variables, the form of the vertices can

be simplified. We have also verified our result by comparison with those obtained in [282, 283],

finding complete agreement; see also [284].
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Gravity. Repeating the same procedure but for gravity, using for h
(2,2)
(+2,+2,−2,−2) the ansatz

(4.5.29), we find

f1(x, y) = −
1

(x2 − y2)4
(
32xy

(
x2
((
x2 − 4

)
y2 + y4 + 1

)
+ y2

) )
, (4.5.40a)

f2(x, y) =
1

(x2 − y2)4
(
2
(
x6
(
−4y4 − 7y2 + 5

)
+ x4

(
−4y6 + 38y4 − 17y2 + 1

)
+ x2y2

(
− 7y4 − 17y2 + 6

)
+ 5y6 + y4

))
, (4.5.40b)

f3(x, y) = −
1

(x2 − y2)4
(
32xy

(
x4
(
y2 + 8

)
+ x2

(
y4 − 20y2 + 1

)
+ 8y4 + y2

) )
, (4.5.40c)

g1(x, y) =
1

(x2 − 1) (x2 − y2)4
(
16x
(
− 5x6 +

(
3x4 + 5x2 − 3

)
y6 +

(
8x4 + 10x2 − 3

)
x2y2

+
(
3x6 − 31x4 + 16x2 − 3

)
y4
))

, (4.5.40d)

g2(x, y) = −
1

(y2 − 1) (x2 − y2)4
(
16y
(
x6
(
3y4 + 27y2 − 29

)
+ x4

(
3y6 − 67y4 + 58y2 + 3

)
+ x2y2

(
22y4 − 12y2 − 7

)
+ y4

(
y2 − 2

) ))
. (4.5.40e)

The symmetry under the exchange (1234)↔ (2134) implies

f1(x, y) = −f1 (−x, y) , f2(x, y) = f2 (−x, y) , f3(x, y) = −f3 (−x, y) . (4.5.41)

Similarly, under the exchange (1234)↔ (1243), it implies

f1(x, y) = −f1 (x,−y) , f2(x, y) = f2 (x,−y) , f3(x, y) = −f3 (x,−y) . (4.5.42)

Moreover, some symmetries follow from parity invariance. In particular, parity relates

h
(2,2)
(+2,+2,−2,−2)(x, y)

P
= h̄

(2,2)
(−2,−2,+2,+2)(x, y) . (4.5.43)

This leads to additional relations among the fi. For instance, the symmetry under the exchange

(1234)↔ (3412) implies

f1(x, y) = f1(y, x) , f2(x, y) = f2(y, x) , f3(x, y) = f3(y, x) . (4.5.44)

The symmetry under the exchange (1234)↔ (2134) gives

f1(x, y) = −f3 (−x, y) , f2(x, y) = f2 (−x, y) , (4.5.45)

and under the exchange (1234)↔ (1243) gives

f1(x, y) = −f3 (x,−y) , f2(x, y) = f2 (x,−y) . (4.5.46)
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Finally, note that the two constraints appearing in (4.4.24) are related by a parity transforma-

tion. Concretely, under parity, one has

H2j
z−
4 = Jz−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z−
3 ]

P−→ H2j
z̄−
4 = Jz̄−

2 [h4] + [H3, J
z̄−
3 ] , (4.5.47)

where the Hamiltonians are parity invariant. Therefore, j
z̄− (2,1)
(−2,−2,+2,+2) = P j

z− (1,2)
(+2,+2,−2,−2).

Others lower-spin quartic vertices. We follow the same procedure used for Yang–Mills

theory and gravity to construct quartic vertices for lower-spin theories with one- and two-

derivative interactions. For clarity and readability of the main text, all results are collected in

Appendix 4.13.

4.5.2 Four-point amplitudes

All massless cubic vertices found in the light-cone formalism can also be recovered in the spinor-

helicity one (as amplitudes). This indicates the close relationship between the two approaches.

When restricted to on-shell external fields, the two coincide; see [127]. For all known massless

lower-spin theories, four-point amplitudes are well-known and can be expressed using the spinor-

helicity formalism [255].

Here, we employ the explicit on-shell map between the spinor-helicity and light-cone for-

malisms to compare our results and verify their agreement. This provides a strong consistency

check for the quartic Hamiltonian densities we have derived. We illustrate this explicitly for

Yang–Mills theory and gravity. The same analysis extends straightforwardly to the other cases

and to higher spins, and additional amplitudes will be discussed in a following section.

It is essential to emphasise that our results extend beyond simply reproducing known on-

shell amplitudes; they are genuinely new, as they hold off-shell. The quartic Hamiltonian

densities we have constructed are off-shell quantities. For instance, our off-shell formulation

allows one to write a Lagrangian and compute off-shell quantities (e.g. form factors). This is the

trade-off for the more involved procedure compared to the spinor-helicity method, which builds

amplitudes using little-group scaling for the cubic ones and applies on-shell recursion relations

(like BCFW) for higher-point ones. While efficient, the latter, in its simpler form, assumes

“good” high-energy behaviour in order to efficiently drop the contour integral at infinity, making

it less suited for constructing vertices for higher-spin fields [140]. We review the on-shell relation

between the light-cone and spinor-helicity formalisms in Appendix 4.14.

The total four-point amplitude in light-cone gauge is computed by summing all nonvanishing

exchange contributions together with the quartic vertex:

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = k1Ae(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) + k2Ae(2λ23λ34λ41λ1) + k3Ae(3λ34λ41λ12λ2)

+ k4Ae(4λ41λ12λ23λ3) + k5Ae(1λ13λ32λ24λ4) + k6Ae(2λ24λ41λ13λ3) + h
(n,m)
(λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4)

,
(4.5.48)
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where Ae denotes the exchange diagram that, in the light-cone gauge, takes the form

Ae(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =
P̄λ1+λ2+ω
12

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 (−β1 − β2)ω
1

(q1 + q2)2
P−λ3−λ4+ω
34

β−λ3
3 β−λ4

4 (β1 + β2)ω

=
(−)ω

2

P̄λ1+λ2+ω−1
12 P−λ3−λ4+ω

34

P12(β1 + β2)2ω
βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1−1
1 βλ2−1

2

.

(4.5.49)

The sum over six distinct contributions may seem unusual when compared to the standard s-,

t-, and u-channel exchange contributions in the covariant formulation. The reason for more

diagrams is that the same diagram can have −+ or +− on the internal line, and these are

different diagrams in the light-cone gauge. In the case of singlet fields (as for gravity), (4.5.49)

coincides with the sum over the s-, t-, and u-channel contributions in the covariant language:

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = As(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) +At(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) +Au(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) . (4.5.50)

While for color amplitudes, it coincides with the expression in terms of color-ordered amplitudes

as

A(12 · · ·n) =
∑

σ∈Sn/Zn

Tr(T aσ1T aσ2 · · ·T aσn )Ã(σ1σ2 · · · σn) . (4.5.51)

We now proceed to compute the amplitudes in the light-cone formulation for Yang–Mills theory

and gravity.

Yang-Mills theory. For the color ordering [1+2+3−4−], the four-point amplitude obtained

from (4.5.48) and (4.5.49), with the coefficients ki fixed as in Table 4.1, reads

A(1+2+3−4−) = Ae(1+2+3−4−) +Ae(2+3−4−1+) +Ae(4−1+2+3−) + h
(1,1)
[+,+,−,−] , (4.5.52)

where we set k1 = 1. By substituting the values of the exchanges and the quartic vertex

(4.5.32), we obtain

Ã(1+2+3−4−) = ⟨34⟩4

⟨12⟩⟨23⟩⟨34⟩⟨41⟩
. (4.5.53)

Similarly, for the color ordering [1+2−3+4−], we have

A(1+2−3+4−) = Ae(1+2−3+4−) +Ae(2−3+4−1+)

+Ae(3+4−1+2−) +Ae(4−1+2−3+) + h
(1,1)
[+,−,+,−] .

(4.5.54)

By substituting the values of the exchanges and the quartic vertex (4.5.33), we obtain

Ã(1+2−3+4−) = ⟨24⟩4

⟨12⟩⟨23⟩⟨34⟩⟨41⟩
. (4.5.55)
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Gravity. For gravity, the total four-point amplitude corresponds to

A(1+2+3−4−) = Ae(1+2+3−4−) +Ae(1+4−3−2+) +Ae(3−2+1+4−)

+Ae(1+3−2+4−) +Ae(2+4−1+3−) + h
(2,2)
(+2,+2,−2,−2) ,

(4.5.56)

where again we set k1 = 1. By substituting the values of the exchanges and the quartic vertex

(4.5.40), we obtain

A(1+2+3−4−) = − [12]4⟨34⟩4

stu
. (4.5.57)

4.6 Quartic vertices for higher-derivative theories

We now turn to the case of higher-derivative interactions. As we will see, the solution space

grows with derivatives, highlighting the deep relation between higher-spin fields and the neces-

sity of higher derivatives.

As in the lower-derivative cases, we begin with an integrability-based analysis. Local higher-

derivative quartic vertices are considerably more cumbersome, and for this reason, we avoid

presenting them explicitly. Tables for (3, 1) 4.4, (3, 2) 4.5, and (3, 3) 4.6 quartic vertices satis-

fying the quartic constraints are given below.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−1, 2, 2,−1, 2) k2 k1 k2 0 k1 − k2

(−1, 2, 2, 0, 1) k2 k1 0 0 k1 − k2

(0, 1, 2, 0, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(0, 2, 1, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k1 − k2

(1, 1, 1,−1, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

Table 4.4: (3, 1) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−1, 2, 2,−2, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(−1, 2, 2,−1, 1) k2 0 0 0 k1 − k2

(−1, 2, 2, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k1 − k2

(0, 1, 2,−2, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(0, 1, 2,−1, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k6

(0, 1, 2, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

(1, 1, 1,−2, 1) 0 0 k1 0 k1

Table 4.5: (3, 2) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.
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(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−2, 2, 3,−2, 2) k2 k1 k2 0 k1 − k2

(−2, 2, 3,−1, 1) k2 k1 0 0 k1 − k2

(−2, 2, 3, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k1 − k2

(−1, 1, 3,−1, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(−1, 1, 3, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−1, 2, 2,−1, 0) k2 0 0 0 k1 − k2

(0, 0, 3, 0, 0) k2 k1 k2 k5 k5

(0, 1, 2,−2, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

Table 4.6: (3, 3) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

Additional tables are presented in Appendix 4.15, where we display results up to (4, 4). Al-

though our explicit analysis extends to quartic vertices up to (8, 8) (with additional checks

beyond this range), we do not include those tables here, as they are too lengthy. Nevertheless,

we used them as well to identify patterns across the various cases, allowing us to infer the

general behaviour of a generic (n,m) quartic vertex, which we summarise below.

One possible way to present the results would be to write tables for a generic (n,m) quartic

vertex. Although this could be done in principle, such an approach neither provides intuition

about the underlying structure nor offers a convenient formulation for further analysis. There-

fore, we proceed differently. First, we describe the pattern that emerges from inspecting all

tables up to (8, 8). Once this is established, we present another formulation of the result, which

will prove useful for addressing various questions.

• From the complete list of (n,m) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraint (4.4.24),

we focus on those containing the maximal and minimal external helicities. They corre-

spond to the first line in the various tables we present.28 This depends on the specific

type of quartic vertex, whether it is of the form (even, even), (odd, odd), (even, odd), or

28This is the condition which, for (1, 1), gives the consistency of the Yang–Mills cubic vertices, and for (2, 2),
ensures the consistency of the gravitational cubic vertices.
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(odd, even). Let us write them here:

(even, even) : (1234) =

(
−m+ 2

2
,
n+ 2

2
,
n+m

2
,−m+ 2

2
,
n+ 2

2

)
, (4.6.1a)

(2413) =

(
n+ 2

2
,
n+ 2

2
,−2,−m+ 2

2
,−m+ 2

2

)
, (4.6.1b)

(odd, odd) : (1234) =

(
−m+ 1

2
,
n+ 1

2
,
n+m

2
,−m+ 1

2
,
n+ 1

2

)
, (4.6.1c)

(2413) =

(
n+ 1

2
,
n+ 1

2
,−1,−m+ 1

2
,−m+ 1

2

)
, (4.6.1d)

(even, odd) : (1234) =

(
−m+ 1

2
,
n+ 2

2
,
n+m− 1

2
,−m+ 1

2
,
n

2

)
, (4.6.1e)

(2413) =

(
n+ 2

2
,
n

2
,−1,−m+ 1

2
,−m+ 1

2

)
, (4.6.1f)

(odd, even) : (1234) =

(
−m

2
,
n+ 1

2
,
n+m− 1

2
,−m+ 2

2
,
n+ 1

2

)
, (4.6.1g)

(2413) =

(
n+ 1

2
,
n+ 1

2
,−1,−m

2
,−m+ 2

2

)
, (4.6.1h)

where we omit the remaining exchanges, as they are straightforward to obtain. We display

only (1234) and (2413), which also highlight the special role of spin-1 and spin-2. We now

select from them the maximal and minimal external helicities, which we call respectively

Mext and mext, and the maximal and minimal internal (exchanged) helicities, which we

call respectively Mint and mint.

(even, even) Mext =
n+ 2

2
, mext = −

m+ 2

2
, Mint =

n+m

2
, mint = −2 ,

(4.6.2)

(odd, odd) Mext =
n+ 1

2
, mext = −

m+ 1

2
, Mint =

n+m

2
, mint = −1 ,

(4.6.3)

(even, odd) Mext =
n+ 2

2
, mext = −

m+ 2

2
, Mint =

n+m− 1

2
, mint = −1 ,

(4.6.4)

(odd, even) Mext =
n+ 2

2
, mext = −

m+ 2

2
, Mint =

n+m− 1

2
, mint = −1 .

(4.6.5)

• We now outline a set of rules that determine the specific elements appearing in the table.

1. All the exchanges (λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) involving either external or exchanged helicities

that exceed the maximal value or fall below the minimal value identified in the
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previous point are set to zero.29 Therefore, exchange diagrams must satisfy

mext ≤ λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4 ≤Mext , mint ≤ ω ≤Mint (4.6.6)

2. If at least one of the external fields has either maximal or minimal helicity, the

existence of a solution requires turning on all exchange diagrams allowed by the first

rule.

3. For exchange diagrams allowed by the first rule, where none of the external helicities

are extremal, the following applies. If an exchange diagram (1234) is allowed and

the corresponding diagram (3412) is also allowed, then both must be included with

the same value of ki. Otherwise, (1234) appears alone.

We now make a few interesting comments using the results above:

• As the number of derivatives of the cubic vertices involved and the derivatives of the

quartic vertices (i.e. n+m and n+m−2, respectively) increases, the number of consistent

quartic vertices does the same. This is a characteristic feature of higher-spin theories.

• The quartic consistency of the cubic non-abelian self-interaction for a field of helicity λ of

the type Cλ,λ,−λ is satisfied only for helicities λ = 1, 2. Indeed, for λ even, a (λ, λ) quartic

vertex has, as external helicities, at most λ+2
2
, while (λ,−λ, λ, λ − λ) has λ as external

helicity. Therefore, consistency requires λ+2
2

= λ =⇒ λ = 2. The same happens for λ

odd, replacing 2 with 1.

• For (n, n) quartic vertices, there exists a two parameter family of solutions where the

exchange diagrams are of the form (−a, a, n,−b, b), with a, b ≤ n+2
2

for n even and a, b ≤
n+1
2

for n odd. However, even though the local quartic vertex exists to solve the quartic

constraint, the cubic vertices do not form a consistent local theory. Indeed, if a = b is

immediate to see that we would need to satisfy a new constraint because of the exchange

(n,−a, a, a,−n). However, the associated quartic constraint does not admit a solution

because n exceeds the maximal helicity (with the exceptions of λ = 1, 2).

If instead a ̸= b, one must consider the holomorphic (CC) quartic constraint generated by

the exchange (−a, a, n, n, n). Following [7], solving this holomorphic constraint requires,

among others, the presence of the cubic vertex (−n, n, n), which would imply the spectrum

of the full chiral higher-spin theory. Consequently, one could then construct arbitrary

(CC̄) exchanges using the C̄ cubic vertex (−n,−b, b), many of which fail to satisfy the

quartic constraint.

Therefore, for instance, even though Tables 4.4–4.6 might suggest that color gravity could

exist, a full analysis of all newly generated quartic constraints shows that no local solutions

are possible for a multi-graviton theory.

29This implies that no solution to the quartic constraints with a non-zero exchange contribution exists, in the
sense that no local quartic vertex can satisfy the system.
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The last comment was made to draw attention to the meaning of the tables. Knowing the

solutions to all quartic constraints provides information about the consistency of cubic vertices

with Lorentz invariance and also tells us which quartic higher-spin amplitudes turn out to be

local. However, this is not yet enough to construct a consistent local higher-spin theory at the

quartic order. Given a set of cubic couplings, one must examine all the quartic constraints they

generate, and every such constraint must admit at least one local solution.

This situation is reminiscent of the holomorphic constraint discussed in [7]. The main differ-

ence is that, in that case, by successively introducing additional cubic vertices — typically, but

not always, leading to the full chiral higher-spin spectrum with all holomorphic cubic vertices

turned on — a solution always exists. Here, by contrast, identifying a set of cubic couplings

that solves all quartic constraints is not always possible, and determining all admissible local

higher-spin theories is considerably more challenging.

Moreover, recall that we must always verify that the cubic vertices that solve the non-

holomorphic quartic constraint also solve the holomorphic one. A complete solution to the

quartic light-cone constraint is obtained only when the cubic couplings satisfy both constraints

simultaneously. We will illustrate how this works through specific examples in the next part. To

approach this more intricate problem, we will reformulate the solutions to the quartic constraint

in a more natural way.

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

ω −ω

Figure 4.4: Exchange diagrams for a generic pair CC̄.

Reformulation. A reformulation of the solutions is as follows. Starting from an (n,m)

exchange diagram (λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) as in Figure 4.4, where n = λ12+ω and m = −λ34+ω. We

start from the condition given in (4.6.6). In particular, we focus on the stronger requirement

obtained by excluding both maximal and minimal external helicities. Under this assumption,

we find

− m

2
≤ λ1 ≤

n

2
, − m

2
≤ λ2 ≤

n

2
, − m

2
≤ λ3 ≤

n

2
, − m

2
≤ λ4 ≤

n

2
, (4.6.7a)

0 ≤ ω ≤ n+m

2
, n,m > 0 , (4.6.7b)

where ω > 0 is a consequence of (4.6.7a). These conditions are equivalent to the following

minimal set of conditions

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω , λ2 ≤ λ1 + ω , λ3 ≤ λ4 + ω , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω , (4.6.8a)

λ12 + ω > 0 , − λ34 + ω > 0 , λ12 ≥ λ34 . (4.6.8b)
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In this case, a solution to the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24) does exist without the

need for other exchange diagrams.30 In the case λ12 = λ34, both (1234) and (3412) satisfy the

condition. Indeed, equation (4.6.8) becomes symmetric under the exchange (λ1, λ2)↔ (λ3, λ4).

In this situation, both exchange diagrams must therefore be included, with the same value of

ki. This is an analogue of the third rule discussed above. The conditions (4.6.8) show a clear

difference between how the helicity in the exchange and in the external states is constrained.

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

+
ω −ω

Figure 4.5: A quartic vertex with a single exchange exists when the conditions (4.6.8) are

satisfied.

The remaining possibilities, which follow from the first and second rules stated above, arise

when some of the external helicities are allowed to be either maximal or minimal, thereby

violating the conditions in (4.6.8). This corresponds to configurations in which at least one of

the external helicities (any of the four) surpasses (4.6.8). Then, at least one of these conditions

is true

λ1 = λ2 + ω + n1 , λ2 = λ1 + ω + n2 , λ3 = λ4 + ω + n3 , λ4 = λ3 + ω + n4 , (4.6.9)

where n1,2,3,4 = 1, 2. In this case, the quartic vertex exists if and only if we turn on all other

exchanges that satisfy (4.6.8), with the possibility for some of the helicities to satisfy (4.6.9).

Let us provide an explicit example for the (8, 8) quartic vertex in Figure 4.6.

5

2

−2

−5

1 −1

Figure 4.6: Exchange diagrams between C2,5,1 and C̄−2,−5,−1.

This exchange diagram respects the conditions (4.6.8), with some of the fields having maximal

helicity (4.6.9). In particular, we have

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω , λ2 = λ1 + ω + 2 , λ3 = λ4 + ω + 2 , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω , (4.6.10a)

λ12 + ω > 0 , −λ34 + ω > 0 , λ12 = λ34 . (4.6.10b)

30In the tables, this exchange would correspond to a free coefficient ki.
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We then need to consider all other possible exchange diagrams, obtained by permuting the

various external helicities, that still satisfy the conditions (4.6.8) with some maximal helicity

(4.6.9). These diagrams are represented in Figure 4.7.

−2

5

−5

2

5

−5

2

−2

2

−2

5

−5

5 −5 8 −8 8 −8

Figure 4.7: Relevant exchange diagrams for parity invariant pairs of cubic abelian vertices.

If we activate all the cubic vertices in these diagrams, we can solve the system of quartic

constraints (4.4.24). Three possible structures arise:

1. If the exchange diagram satisfies (4.6.8), it is sufficient to consider only the s-channel

diagram (1234), and, if allowed, (3412), with the same ki. As we will see, the amplitudes

obtained by summing the exchange contributions and the quartic vertex exhibit a 1
s
pole.

We refer to these as single-channel amplitudes.

2. If the exchange diagram has at least one external helicity that surpasses (4.6.8) with at

most ni = 1, the quartic vertices exhibit a structure similar to that of Yang–Mills theory.

There are three possible quartic vertices associated with the three channel pairs st, us,

and tu. Only two of them are independent, corresponding to the two cyclic orderings

[1234] and [1324]. In Yang–Mills theory, these are the standard color-ordered amplitudes

with helicity configurations [++−−] and [+−+−]. The amplitudes obtained by summing

the exchange contributions and the quartic vertex then exhibit poles of the form 1
st
, 1

us
,

and 1
tu
, respectively. We refer to these as Yang–Mills-like (YM-like) amplitudes.

3. If the exchange diagram has at least one external helicity that surpasses (4.6.8) with

ni = 2, the quartic vertices exhibit a structure similar to that of gravity. In this case,

there is a single quartic vertex that requires the presence of the s-, t-, and u-channel

exchange diagrams. The amplitudes obtained by summing the exchange contributions

and the quartic vertex then display a 1
stu

pole. We refer to these as gravity-like (GR-like)

amplitudes.

Homogeneous solutions for the quartic vertices. One aspect that has not yet been

discussed is the study of the homogeneous solutions of the quartic constraint, i.e. solutions

to (4.4.24) without any exchange contributions. Once again, we can employ the integrability

method. We show tables up to (4, 4) in Appendix 4.15. Performing this analysis, we find that

a homogeneous solution exists if the following conditions are satisfied:

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω − 1 , λ2 ≤ λ1 + ω − 1 , λ3 ≤ λ4 + ω − 1 , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω − 1 . (4.6.11)
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Here, ω no longer represents an exchange field; instead, it parametrizes the number of derivatives

carried by the quartic vertex, denoted by D. Indeed D = n + m − 2 = λ12 − λ34 + 2ω − 2.

Equivalently, one may eliminate ω in favour of D, and we get

D−3λ1+λ234 ≥ 0 , D−3λ2+λ134 ≥ 0 , D+3λ3−λ124 ≥ 0 , D+3λ4−λ123 ≥ 0 . (4.6.12)

This pattern will become clearer when we study four-point amplitudes in detail in Section 4.7.

4.6.1 Initial results

We start by collecting a series of initial results obtained using the reformulation of the full set

of local solutions to the quartic constraint.

Abelian cubic vertices. Here, we study the consistency of abelian cubic vertices. As already

discussed in [7], where the holomorphic quartic constraint was studied in detail, self-dual abelian

cubic vertices are consistent on their own because they never generate any CC exchange dia-

grams. In contrast, in the presence of a scalar field, CC exchanges can occur, making the holo-

morphic constraint nontrivial. The only exception is the special case of the pair Cλ1,λ1,0C0,λ2,λ2 ,

which is unconstrained: in this case, the holomorphic constraint vanishes identically. How-

ever, once we consider the presence of both holomorphic and anti-holomorphic abelian vertices,

they start to form CC̄ diagrams, and we must then consider the non-holomorphic constraint.

Let us first examine the case of a generic parity-related pair of abelian vertices, Cλ1,λ2,λ3 and

C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 , with λ1,2,3 > 0. The relevant exchange diagrams for the system of quartic con-

straints (4.4.24) are presented in Figure 4.8.

λ2

λ1

−λ1

−λ2

λ3

λ2

−λ3

−λ2

λ3

λ1

−λ3

−λ1

λ3 −λ3 λ1 −λ1 λ2 −λ2

Figure 4.8: CC̄ exchange diagrams for parity invariant pairs of cubic abelian vertices.

Following (4.6.8), we find the conditions

λ1 ≤ λ2 + λ3 , λ2 ≤ λ1 + λ3 , λ3 ≤ λ1 + λ2 . (4.6.13)

These are the usual triangular inequalities. Therefore, each triangle with integer unit length

defines an allowed pair of abelian cubic vertices. Notice the interesting analogy with the holo-

morphic constraint: here as well, the only allowed scalar cubic couplings are Cλ,λ,0.

We have just described allowed unitary higher-spin theories with abelian vertices. Particular

examples of the one described above are the generalisations of linearised curvatures such as F 3

and R3, but for higher-spin fields, see Figure 4.9.
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s

s

−s

−s

s

s

−s

−s

+
s −s

Figure 4.9: Linearised curvature terms (Rs)3 for higher-spins are consistent to the quartic level.

The same triangular inequalities were already found in [285, 286]. The underlying idea is to

construct linearised higher-spin curvatures Rs
µ1ν1,...,µsνs (de Wit–Freedman curvatures) and use

them to build invariant tensors, such as Rs1Rs2Rs3 . By counting the number of free indices, one

finds that such constructions are possible only if the spins satisfy the triangular inequalities.

Let us note that imposing the light-cone gauge in a theory with only abelian cubic interactions

can lead to higher order vertices in H, as in the process, one has to solve non-linear equations

for auxiliary fields.

Let us now consider the case of two abelian couplings that do not form a parity-related pair.

Let the vertices be Cλ1,λ2,ω and C̄−ω,−λ3,−λ4 , with λ1,2,3,4 > 0 and ω > 0. In this situation, the

relevant diagram is the one in Figure 4.10.

λ2

λ1

−λ3

−λ4

ω −ω

Figure 4.10: Exchange diagram for a pair of cubic abelian vertices with one opposite helicity.

The conditions that must be satisfied are those in (4.6.8), and they are less restrictive than the

triangular inequalities mentioned before. An example is the one in Figure 4.11.

10

20

−100

−140

10

20

−100

−140

+
50 −50

Figure 4.11: Example of abelian cubic vertices that satisfy the quartic constraint.

These cubic vertices, which surpass the triangular inequalities, cannot be expressed using lin-

earised gauge curvatures.

Non-abelian couplings. Non-abelian couplings are subject to stronger constraints from

Lorentz invariance. Nonetheless, it is possible to identify specific cubic vertices that satisfy

the quartic consistency conditions. Let us take two generic vertices, Cλ1,λ2,ω and C̄−ω,λ3,λ4 .
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The constraints (4.6.8) must still be respected. Such conditions can also be satisfied in the

non-Abelian case; an example is in Figure 4.12.

2

−1

−3

2

2

−1

−3

2

+
7 −7

Figure 4.12: Example of non-abelian cubic vertices that satisfy the quartic constraint.

Abelian vs Non-abelian cubic vertices I

Because we have referred to both abelian and non-abelian cubic vertices, let us briefly clarify

this distinction. In Figure 4.12, we have in fact slightly abused the terminology. At first sight,

the couplings C−1,2,7 and C̄−3,2,−7 might appear to be non-abelian, since they are of the (++−)
and (−−+) type, rather than the more familiar abelian (+++) and (− − −) vertices. This,

however, is not the case.

The criterion distinguishing abelian from non-abelian cubic vertices was explained and found

in [112]. We briefly review the relevant results for us here.

First of all, it should be emphasised that the distinction between abelian and non-abelian

cubic vertices is naturally formulated in a covariant framework. Indeed, this terminology refers

to the way a cubic interaction deforms the gauge algebra. Since in the light-cone formalism the

gauge has already been fixed, there is no deformation to discuss.

We start by recalling that not all cubic vertices can be written in the standard (Fronsdal

like) covariant formulation. If we fix s1 ≤ s2 ≤ s3 with s1,2,3 ≥ 0, covariant vertices exist only

for the following helicity configurations:

(+s1,+s2,+s3)⊕ (−s1,−s2,−s3) , (−s1,+s2,+s3)⊕ (s1,−s2,−s3) . (4.6.14)

Note that in the chiral formulation, all cubic vertices can, in principle, be constructed [122,

187, 287]. However, here we restrict our attention to the Fronsdal formulation, since the results

discussed below were derived within this framework.

The results of [112] can be summarised as follows. Vertices of the type (s1, s2, s3) and

(−s1,−s2,−s3) provide the simplest examples of abelian vertices, since they do not require

any deformation of the gauge transformations. There are also vertices of the type (−s1, s2, s3),
together with their parity conjugates, satisfying s1 + s2 ≤ s3. These do require a deformation

of the gauge transformations; however, the commutator of the deformed gauge transformations

still vanishes. They are therefore also referred to as abelian, since the gauge algebra remains

commutative. Non-abelian vertices are of the type (−s1, s2, s3) with s1+s2 > s3, together with

their parity conjugates. In this case, the gauge transformations must again be deformed, but

now the commutator of the deformed gauge transformations is non-vanishing. Equivalently,
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the gauge algebra itself is deformed into a non-abelian one.

Therefore, the cubic couplings displayed in Figure 4.12 should more properly be referred to

as abelian vertices according to the definition given above. As can already be inferred from

the condition in (4.6.9), there also exist local quartic vertices that solve the quartic light-cone

constraint while involving non-abelian vertices. We will explore this point in more detail at

the end of Section 4.7, where we introduce the notions of single-channel, YM-like, and GR-like

amplitudes, which will provide a clearer picture and connections with amplitudes.

4.6.2 Unitary local higher-spin theories in flat space

In this section, we find all possible unitary local higher-spin theories in flat space. Starting from

a cubic vertex Cλ1,λ2,λ3 , unitarity forces us to include its parity-related counterpart C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 .

These two vertices form a CC̄ pair, which in turn generates quartic constraints that must be

solved.

λ2

λ1

−λ1

−λ2

λ3 −λ3

Figure 4.13: Generic CC̄ unitary exchange.

Considering that in this case, each of the helicities can end up on the external legs, we obtain

the following conditions:

λ1 ≤ λ2 + λ3 , λ2 ≤ λ1 + λ3 , λ3 ≤ λ1 + λ2 . λ1 + λ2 + λ3 > 0 . (4.6.15)

These conditions correspond to the triangle inequalities. As discussed above, a theory contain-

ing an arbitrary number of pairs of parity-related cubic abelian couplings that satisfy them

forms a consistent and unitary theory admitting higher-spin fields.

We now start to study the cases when at least one of the external fields is allowed to be

maximal. We will proceed as follows:

• Firstly, we start from a generic CC̄ unitary exchange diagram, as shown in Figure 4.13,

and consider the case where some of the external fields are maximal. There are three

possible cases, which we will analyse separately.

• Secondly, we examine the constraints imposed by (4.6.8) and (4.6.9) and construct addi-

tional diagrams that are required to satisfy the quartic constraint.

• Thirdly, we notice that these new diagrams generate new cubic vertices. For each of them,

we must include the corresponding parity-related pair and ensure that the triangular

inequality (4.6.15) is satisfied. This will provide additional constraints which we use to

restrict the helicities of the external fields in the original diagram.
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First case. By imposing that all three external fields have maximal helicities, we find

λ1 = λ23 + n1 , λ2 = λ13 + n2 , λ3 = λ12 + n3 , λ123 > 0

=⇒ λ123 = −(n1 + n2 + n3) .
(4.6.16)

Recalling that n1,2,3 = 1, 2, we see that this system is inconsistent.

Second case. By imposing that two external fields have maximal helicities, we find

λ1 = λ23 + n1 , λ2 = λ13 + n2 λ3 ≤ λ12 , λ123 > 0

=⇒ λ3 = −
n1 + n2

2
, λ2 = λ1 +

n2 − n1

2
, λ1 >

n1

2
.

(4.6.17)

The existence of this diagram implies the presence of additional diagrams (see Figure 4.14).31

This new diagram, obtained from the original one by a permutation of the external helicities,

respects the conditions (4.6.8) with the possibility of (4.6.9). In particular, it satisfies

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω , λ2 = λ1 + ω + n1 , λ3 = λ4 + ω + n2 , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω ,

λ12 + ω > 0 , −λ34 + ω > 0 , λ12 = λ34 ,
(4.6.18)

where λ1,2,3,4 indicates the helicities of the diagram on the right in Figure 4.14, in the same

order as in Figure 4.4.

λ1 +
n2−n1

2

λ1

−λ1

−λ1 − n2−n1

2

=⇒

λ1

−λ1

λ1 +
n2−n1

2

−λ1 − n2−n1

2

−n1+n2

2 2λ1 − n1

Figure 4.14: The left diagram, by quartic consistency, implies the presence of the right one.

As a consequence of unitarity, each newly generated cubic vertex, for instance the vertex

Cλ1,−λ1,2λ1−n1 , must satisfy the condition (4.6.15), up to the possibility of being of maximal

helicity. This additional constraint leads to

2λ1 − n1 ≤ 0 =⇒ λ1 ≤
n1

2
. (4.6.19)

This is inconsistent with (4.6.17). The only remaining possibility is to take this vertex to be

maximal, which implies

2λ1 − n1 = n3 =⇒ λ1 =
n1 + n3

2
. (4.6.20)

At this point, we can list the cubic vertices that satisfy all the conditions derived. They are

31When space is limited, only ω is shown, omitting −ω.
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given by

(λ1, λ2, λ3) =

(
n1 + n3

2
,
n2 + n3

2
,−n1 + n2

2

)
. (4.6.21)

Setting n1,2,3 = 1, 2, there are 23 possible combinations. Among all solutions, only two contain

exclusively integer helicities. Including the parity-related vertices as well, we obtain(
(1, 1,−1)⊕ (−1,−1, 1)

)
⊕
(
(2, 2,−2)⊕ (−2,−2, 2)

)
. (4.6.22)

These correspond precisely to the cubic vertices of Yang-Mills theory and gravity.

Third case. By imposing that one external field has maximal helicity, we find

λ1 ≤ λ23 , λ2 =λ13 + n1 , λ3 ≤ λ12 , λ123 > 0

=⇒ λ1 ≥ −
n1

2
, λ3 ≥ −

n1

2
, λ13 > −

n1

2
.

(4.6.23)

This diagram implies the presence of an additional diagram (see Figure 4.15). This respects

the condition (4.6.8) with the possibility of (4.6.9). In particular, it satisfies

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω , λ2 ≤ λ1 + ω , λ3 = λ4 + ω + n1 , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω ,

λ12 + ω > 0 , −λ34 + ω > 0 , λ12 = λ34 ,
(4.6.24)

where again by λ1,2,3,4 we indicate the helicities of the diagram on the right in Figure 4.15, in

the same order as in Figure 4.4.

λ13 + n1

λ1

−λ13 − n1

−λ1

=⇒

−λ1

λ1

λ13 + n1

−λ13 − n1

λ3 −λ3 2λ13 + n1

Figure 4.15: The left diagram, by quartic consistency, implies the presence of the right one.

As a consequence of unitarity, each newly generated cubic vertex, for instance, the vertex

Cλ1,−λ1,2λ13+n1 , must satisfy the condition (4.6.15), up to the possibility of being of maximal

helicity. This additional constraint leads to

2λ13 + n1 ≤ 0 =⇒ λ13 ≤ −
n1

2
. (4.6.25)

This is inconsistent with (4.6.23). The only remaining possibility is to take this vertex to be

maximal, which implies

2λ13 + n1 = n2 =⇒ λ13 =
n2 − n1

2
. (4.6.26)
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The constraint (4.6.26), together with (4.6.23), gives

λ13 =
n2 − n1

2
, λ3 ≥ −

n1

2
, λ1 ≥ −

n1

2
=⇒ λ1 ≤

n2

2
, λ3 ≤

n2

2
. (4.6.27)

At this point, we can list the cubic vertices that satisfy all the conditions derived. They are

given by

(λ1, λ13 + n1, λ3) , λ3 =
n2 − n1

2
− λ1 , −n1

2
≤ λ1 ≤

n2

2
. (4.6.28)

This gives (
λ1,

n2 + n1

2
,
n2 − n1

2
− λ1

)
, −n1

2
≤ λ1 ≤

n2

2
. (4.6.29)

Setting n1,2 = 1, 2, there are 3 possible combinations. Among all solutions, only two contain

exclusively integer helicities. Including also the parity-related vertices, we obtain(
(0, 1, 0)⊕ (0,−1, 0)

)
⊕
(
(0, 2, 0)⊕ (0,−2, 0)

)
⊕
(
(1, 2,−1)⊕ (−1,−2, 1)

)
. (4.6.30)

These correspond to the non-abelian cubic interactions between fields of helicities 0, 1, 2; scalars,

Yang-Mills fields, and gravitons.

By applying a procedure analogous to that discussed above, one can show that imposing

the presence of any of the non-abelian vertex pairs in (4.6.22) and (4.6.30) requires all higher-

derivative abelian vertices to be set to zero, leaving only the lower-spin abelian interactions.

We begin by observing that, due to the holomorphic constraint, as discussed in [7], the presence

of the self-dual couplings C0,2,0 and C1,2,−1 necessarily requires the inclusion of the self-dual

gravitational coupling C2,2,−2. Similarly, the self-dual coupling C0,1,0 requires the presence of

the self-dual Yang-Mills coupling C1,1,−1. Therefore, it is sufficient to show that the presence

of either of the coupling pairs C1,1,−1⊕ C̄−1,−1,1 or C2,2,−2⊕ C̄−2,−2,2 implies that no additional

higher-spin couplings can be consistently introduced. To this end, we start from the most

general cubic vertex that forms an exchange, the one on the left of Figure 4.16, with the

C̄n1,−n1,−n1 cubic vertex, and require λ1 and λ2 to be higher-spin fields; then λ1, λ2 > 2.

λ2

λ1

n1

−n1

=⇒

λ1

n1

λ2

−n1

n1 −n1 λ2 −λ2

Figure 4.16: The left diagram, by quartic consistency, implies the presence of the right one.

This diagram implies the presence of an additional diagram (see Figure 4.16). This respects

the condition (4.6.8) with the possibility of (4.6.9), as can be easily checked.

This new diagram generates two new cubic vertices: Cλ1,λ2,n1 and C̄λ2,−λ2,−n1 . These can

form another exchange (see Figure 4.17) that must satisfy its own non-holomorphic constraint.
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The constraints in (4.6.8) imply

λ2 ≤ n1 − λ2 , =⇒ λ2 ≤
n2

2
. (4.6.31)

Repeating the same steps with the roles of λ1 and λ2 reversed gives the constraint

λ1 ≤ n1 − λ1 , =⇒ λ1 ≤
n1

2
. (4.6.32)

Finally, we have

λ1 ≤
n1

2
, λ2 ≤

n1

2
, λ1 + λ2 + n1 > 0 . (4.6.33)

Therefore, no higher-spin fields are allowed.

λ2

λ1

λ2

−λ2

n1 −n1

Figure 4.17: New exchange diagram between Cλ1,λ2,n1 and C̄λ2,−λ2,−n1 .

In the case that the external fields are maximal (4.6.9), we find

λ1 =
n1 + n2

2
, λ2 =

n1 + n3

2
. (4.6.34)

In any case, no higher-spin fields are allowed.

Let us note that we have discarded possible solutions involving half-integer helicities. This

is because we are considering only bosonic fields here. However, it seems that allowing for half-

integer helicities, we would obtain additional solutions for cubic vertices involving both λ = ±1
2

and λ = ±3
2
. This suggests that, even when massless fermions are included, an analogous

structure should emerge. Moreover, it indicates that one could potentially recover — through

a similar consistency analysis at the quartic order — the existence of interacting and consistent

supergravity theories, such as N = 1 supergravity in 4d. Investigating solutions to the quartic

constraints in the presence of massless fermions is a natural next step, which we plan to pursue

in the near future.

In conclusion, we have demonstrated that no unitary and local higher-spin theory in flat

space can consistently coexist with the unitary cubic self-interactions of gravity and those of

Yang–Mills theory (4.6.22) or with the non-abelian couplings (4.6.30). The sole assumption of

our analysis is that higher-spin interactions begin at the cubic order.

A potential loophole, however, is the following. One may retain the standard consistent

cubic vertices for the lower-spin fields while allowing the higher-spin sector to start directly at

quartic order and then attempt to close the algebra from that point onwards. In the light-cone
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formalism, this strategy would require a complete analysis of the quintic constraint. We leave

this investigation for future work.

4.6.3 On the possibility of “quasi-chiral” higher-spin theories

As we have shown above, although abelian vertices are consistent among themselves, they

become inconsistent once we require the presence of either of the pairs of cubic vertices in

(4.6.22) or (4.6.30). The interpretation is as follows: higher-spin abelian couplings can be

consistently defined on a fixed background geometry, but they cannot interact with the geometry

itself, which is represented by the cubic vertices of gravity.

A slightly weaker question is whether it is possible to couple higher-spin vertices to the

self-dual sector of gravity or Yang–Mills theory in a way that includes both holomorphic and

anti-holomorphic vertices, i.e. beyond the chiral theories described in [7], while satisfying both

the holomorphic and non-holomorphic quartic constraints.

Here, we demonstrate the existence of such theories and describe their structure. These

constructions allow coupling to one chiral sector, but not to both simultaneously. We refer to

these theories as “quasi-chiral”32 higher-spin theories. By “quasi-chiral” we mean a theory that

is not parity-invariant yet contains both holomorphic and anti-holomorphic quartic vertices,

together with additional quartic interactions required to ensure consistency, at least up to

quartic order.

We begin by constructing a theory that couples to self-dual gravity. We start by studying

the corresponding exchange diagram in Figure 4.18.

λ1

λ2

−2

−2

−2 2

Figure 4.18: Exchange diagram involving a generic vertex and the anti-MHV cubic vertex of

GR.

This diagram cannot respect (4.6.8). We have to allow the external fields to have maximal

helicity (4.6.9). The existence of quartic vertices requires

λ1 = λ2 − 2 + n1 , λ2 = λ1 − 2 + n2 . =⇒ n1 = n2 = 2 =⇒ λ1 = λ2 . (4.6.35)

The existence of this diagram implies the presence of an additional diagram, as shown in Figure

4.19.

32This terminology was introduced in [178], where a related theory featuring a slightly different spectrum
and some non-local interactions was constructed via a deformation of the Chalmers-Siegel action of self-dual
Yang–Mills theory [142].
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λ

λ

−2

−2

=⇒

λ

−2

λ

−2

−2 2 λ −λ

Figure 4.19: The left diagram, by quartic consistency, implies the presence of the right one.

The newly generated cubic vertices are also required to satisfy the holomorphic constraints. In

particular, one can construct the diagrams shown in Figure 4.20.

λ

−2

λ

−2

λ

−λ

−2

−2

λ −λ −2 2

Figure 4.20: Holomorphic constraints between C−2,−2,2 and Cλ,−λ,−2.

The holomorphic constraints fix the coefficients of the two anti-holomorphic cubic vertices

C−2,−2,2 and Cλ,−λ,−2 to be equal, implying C−2,−2,2 = Cλ,−λ,−2. As discussed in [7], these two

anti-holomorphic cubic couplings are consistent even in the absence of additional higher-spin

vertices, since they form a consistent truncation of the full chiral higher-spin gravity.

We have thus identified a fully consistent quasi-chiral higher-spin theory that we call quasi-

chiral HS-GR, at least up to the quartic order, comprising a specific set of cubic and quartic

vertices. The theory contains the following interactions:{
C−2,−2,2 = Cλ,−λ,−2, Cλ,λ,−2, h

(2λ−2,2)
(λ,λ,−2,−2)

}
. (4.6.36)

Notice that summing over all values of λ gives a theory that remains consistent. Indeed, no

new types of exchange diagrams are generated.

If we now attempt to include the holomorphic cubic vertex of gravity, C2,2,−2, we can form

the two-derivative exchange diagram in Figure 4.21.

λ

−λ

2

−2

−2 2

Figure 4.21: (2, 2) C̄C exchange diagram.

This exchange diagram does not admit a quartic vertex that solves the quartic constraint.

Interestingly, the same phenomenon also appears in the case of Yang-Mills-like interactions.

In this case, we obtain the quasi-chiral HS-YM theory — an extension of self-dual Yang-Mills
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theory — comprising the couplings

{C−1,−1,1 = Cλ,−λ,−1, Cλ,λ,−1, h
(2λ−1,1)
[λ,λ,−1,−1], h

(2λ−1,1)
[λ,−1,λ,−1]} . (4.6.37)

As before, summing over all values of λ gives a theory that remains consistent. Attempt-

ing to include the holomorphic cubic vertex C1,1,−1 leads to inconsistencies, similar to those

encountered in the case of quasi-chiral HS-GR.

We expect that additional quasi-chiral higher-spin theories may exist that do not include

the SDYM (C−1,−1,1) or SDGR (C−2,−2,2) cubic vertices. It would be interesting to classify all

possible quasi-chiral higher-spin theories.

Comparison with the literature. To our knowledge, the only other work that discusses

quasi-chiral higher-spin theories is [178], in which the authors consider the possibility of extend-

ing higher-spin self-dual Yang–Mills theory (HS-SDYM) [122, 123] to a quasi-chiral framework

by allowing the presence of both MHV and anti-MHV cubic vertices.

The theory described in [178] features, in our notation, the following spectrum of cubic

vertices:

{C−s,1,1, C−s1,−s2,1} , s, s1, s2 > 0 , (4.6.38)

where, as emphasised in [178], the positive-helicity external fields are restricted to spin-1 in order

to preserve gauge invariance. The authors also computed four-point color-ordered amplitudes

(which we will reproduce later) given by

Ã(1−s 2−s 3+1 4+1 ) =
⟨12⟩2s+1

⟨23⟩⟨34⟩⟨41⟩
, Ã(1−s 2+1 3−s 4+1 ) =

⟨13⟩2s+2

⟨12⟩⟨23⟩⟨34⟩⟨41⟩
. (4.6.39)

They further discuss an analogue of the Parke–Taylor formula for the n-point scattering of this

theory. It is also noted that allowing the positive-helicity legs to carry arbitrary spin, rather

than being fixed to spin-1, would make the amplitudes non-local.

We argue that the theory in [178], named HS-YM, does not define a local theory; rather, it

defines a non-local one. As we have proven above, the simultaneous presence of both Yang–Mills

cubic couplings C−1,1,1 and C−1,−1,1 cannot be locally consistent with any cubic higher-spin

coupling. In particular, from (4.6.37), the light-cone analysis indicates that the consistency of

the theory requires the presence of the cubic vertex Cs,−s,1. However, together with C−1,−1,1,

this inevitably leads to non-locality.

Nevertheless, the theory remains of considerable interest, both for the way it evades various

no-go results and for the peculiar structure of its non-localities, which merit further investiga-

tion. In particular, it admits a simple Lorentz-invariant formulation.

4.7 Four-point higher-spin amplitudes

In the previous section, we demonstrated that a local and unitary higher-spin theory cannot

consistently include parity invariant pairs of non-abelian cubic interactions. Nevertheless, we
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also observed the presence of many non-trivial local quartic vertices that solve the quartic

constraint (4.4.24). Whenever such a local quartic vertex exists, one can construct a well-

defined local four-point amplitude by combining the exchange contributions with the quartic

contact term. Even though the local quartic vertices appear quite complicated,33 the amplitudes

take an especially simple form when expressed in spinor-helicity variables.

As we will now see, contrary to the self-dual sector,34 none of these local four-point am-

plitudes vanish, providing an explicit counterexample to the standard expectation that local

higher-spin amplitudes should vanish. These amplitudes evade Weinberg’s soft theorem, as

shown in [215]. To determine the local four-point amplitudes for generic spins, one could pro-

ceed following the same strategy adopted for Yang–Mills theory and gravity in Section 4.5.2.

A more systematic approach is provided by the spinor-helicity formalism, which naturally

incorporates the little-group scaling of massless amplitudes while implementing locality through

consistent factorisation. In [127], it was shown that the light-cone deformation procedure for

constructing interacting massless theories in 4d flat space is equivalent to searching directly for

spinor-helicity amplitudes satisfying the appropriate little-group scaling properties and locality

constraints, the latter being reflected in the presence of only simple poles. It was further

argued that this reformulation provides a more efficient framework for the search for consistent

higher-spin interactions. Here we follow precisely this strategy. In several cases, we explicitly

verify the resulting amplitudes by summing the contributions from the local quartic vertices

and exchange diagrams derived in the light-cone gauge.

Using this approach, we provide a complete classification and explicit expressions for all local

higher-spin four-point amplitudes. To the best of our knowledge, this is the first systematic and

exhaustive determination of this class of amplitudes. Partial results and specific examples had

previously been obtained in [140, 141, 157, 265, 268, 269, 288, 289]. In addition, the quasi-chiral

HS–YM amplitudes were previously derived in a covariant formulation in [178].

The recipe for determining the local amplitude A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) for generic helicities is as

follows:

1. We have to match the little group scaling:

2λi = N|i] − N⟨i| , N|i] = |i]
∂

∂|i]
, N⟨i| = ⟨i|

∂

∂⟨i|
, i = 1, 2, 3, 4 , (4.7.1)

where N|i] and N⟨i| are the powers of |i] and ⟨i| in the amplitude, respectively.

2. We notice that every local four-point amplitude can be written as follows:

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)[12]x1⟨34⟩x2 [13]x3 [14]x4 , (4.7.2)

33While the light-cone formalism has proven extremely efficient in the self-dual sector, where only cubic
vertices are present and amplitudes can be computed with remarkable simplicity [194–196], it is likely not the
most suitable framework for computing amplitudes in the presence of higher-point vertices.

34In the self-dual sector, amplitudes vanish identically [7, 8]. Moreover, amplitudes can only have helicity
configurations (++++) and (+++−), and are therefore necessarily non-MHV.
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where x1, x2, x3, x4 ∈ Z, and p(s, t) is a meromorphic function of the Mandelstam variables

s and t,35 as u can always be recovered via s + t + u = 0. To demonstrate that every

spinor-helicity expression for a four-point amplitude can be cast into this form, one needs

to apply momentum conservation:

u = −s− t , ⟨12⟩ = − s

[12]
, ⟨13⟩ = − u

[13]
, ⟨14⟩ = − t

[14]
, (4.7.3a)

⟨24⟩ = − [13]⟨34⟩
[12]

, ⟨23⟩ = [14]⟨34⟩
[12]

, [23] =
−t[12]
[14]⟨34⟩

, [24] =
u[12]

[13]⟨34⟩
. (4.7.3b)

In general, there are other possible structures besides (4.7.2). For instance, one may

replace [13] with [24], or [14] with [23]. More generally, one is allowed to permute the

labels 1, 2, 3, 4 on the right-hand side of (4.7.2), as well as to exchange square and angle

brackets, [ij]↔ ⟨ij⟩. However, as we will explain below, configurations such as [12]x1 [34]x2

and ⟨12⟩x1⟨34⟩x2 are excluded.

3. The expression above can be constructed for arbitrary choices of the external helicities.

We now impose the stronger requirement that the amplitude is generated by the exchange

of two cubic vertices, as depicted in Figure 4.4. This requirement enforces the factorisation

properties of the amplitude and, consequently, provides the constraints necessary to ensure

locality.

The form of the amplitude in (4.7.2) requires a minimum of D derivatives carried by the

quartic vertex. Therefore36 D ≡ n + m − 2 = λ12 − λ34 + 2ω − 2,37 must exceed the

minimal number required by the little-group scaling d ≡ x1 + x2 + x3 + x4 in (4.7.2).

Taking into account possible poles, then D − d+ 2k ≥ 0. The integer k takes the values

k = 0 for a pure quartic vertex, k = 1 in the single-channel case (A4 ∼ 1/s), k = 2 in the

YM-like case (A4 ∼ 1/st), and k = 3 in the GR-like case (A4 ∼ 1/stu). By applying the

constraint D − d + 2k ≥ 0 to any possible d coming from all local four-point amplitude

expressions such as in (4.7.2), we reproduce the same algebraic constraints discussed in

(4.6.8) and (4.6.9).

Before studying the constraints imposed on four-point amplitudes, let us justify the statement

made above and prove that the following procedure is equivalent to standard factorisation.

The advantage of this approach is that it can be applied systematically, given any four external

helicities, and it does not require checking factorisation channel by channel.

“Fast factorisation”. We now explain why the above procedure (which we shall refer to

as fast factorisation) is equivalent to the usual factorisation. The first step is to show that the

35If we require the locality of the amplitude, p(s, t) must contain at most single poles. Then we can also write
p(s, t) = 1

satbucP (s, t), where P (s, t) is a polynomial in s and t, and a, b, c = 0, 1.
36Here, D can equivalently be understood as the momentum degree (mass dimension) of the four-point

exchange amplitude generated by two cubic vertices Aexch
4 ∼ V

(n)
3

1
p2V

(m)
3 ∼ pn+m−2 ∼ [M ]n+m−2 .

37Here, ω denotes the helicity of the exchanged field; when only a quartic vertex is present, ω is just a way
to assign a number of derivatives to the specific quartic vertex.
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general form (4.7.2) of a four-point amplitude is unique, up to permutations of the external

legs 1, 2, 3, 4 and the exchange of square ([ ]) and angle (⟨ ⟩) spinor brackets. This follows from
an explicit construction.

Since the amplitude is gauge invariant, it can only depend on the external spinors through

Lorentz-invariant spinor contractions. Without loss of generality, we first fix the little-group

weight of particle 2λ2 by starting with either A4 ∼ [12]2λ2 or A4 ∼ ⟨12⟩−2λ2 . After this choice,

the remaining little-group weights must be fixed using spinor contractions involving the other

external legs. There are only three independent spinor brackets left, namely (13), (14), and

(34), where (ij) denotes either a square bracket [ij] or an angle bracket ⟨ij⟩. The most general

ansatz therefore takes the form

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)(12)x1(34)x2(13)x3(14)x4 . (4.7.4)

Since the Mandelstam variables carry zero little-group weight, they can appear with arbitrary

powers, p(s, t), without affecting the little-group scaling. All other possible ansätze are then

found by arbitrary permutations of the external legs. For example, replacing (13) by (24) is

equivalent to the permutation (1, 2)↔ (4, 3).

For each factor (ij) we may choose either a square or an angle bracket. However, the two

configurations [12]x1 [34]x2 and ⟨12⟩x1⟨34⟩x2 are excluded. There are two reasons for this. First,

if the amplitude is required to arise from a factorisation channel, such structures can never be

generated by gluing two three-point amplitudes. To see this explicitly, consider a factorisation

channel in which the internal momentum is kω:

A4 → A(n)
3

1

s
A(m)

3 = [12]λ12−ω[2k]λ2+ω−λ1 [k1]λ1+ω−λ2
1

s
⟨34⟩−λ34−ω⟨4k⟩λ3+ω−λ4⟨k3⟩λ4+ω−λ3 .

(4.7.5)

The resulting four-point expression can never reduce to a structure containing 1
s
[12]x1 [34]x2 with

both x1, x2 ̸= 0; the same applies to 1
s
⟨12⟩x1⟨34⟩x2 .

There is another, more fundamental reason for excluding such configurations. Allowing

them would destroy the predictive power of the pole structure, which is essential for analysing

factorisation. Indeed, one would have to enlarge the class of admissible functions p(s, t) by

allowing arbitrary dimensionless cross-ratios of the Mandelstam variables, such as powers of

(s/t), (t/u), and (u/s). Although these factors preserve both the little-group scaling and the

total number of derivatives D, they can generate higher-order poles. In fact, such poles can

always be removed by trading them for different spinor structures. For example

u2

s2
[12]2[34]2 = [13]2[24]2 ,

t2

s2
[12]2[34]2 = [14]2[23]2 . (4.7.6)

Consequently, the pole structure is no longer uniquely determined by the chosen spinor ansatz.

In contrast, for the ansätze considered here, such as (4.7.2), the poles contained in p(s, t)

cannot be eliminated by the accompanying spinor factor [12]x1⟨34⟩x2 [13]x3 [14]x4 even after using

momentum conservation. This uniqueness of the pole structure is what makes this method
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powerful to classify the most general four-point amplitudes satisfying factorisation.

Fast factorisation = Factorisation. We now prove that fast factorisation is equivalent

to the usual notion of factorisation.

• Factorisation =⇒ Fast factorisation.

Ordinary factorisation implies that, when an internal particle goes on-shell, the four-point

amplitude factorises into a product of cubic amplitudes as A4 → A(n)
3

1
s
A(m)

3 (and analo-

gously in the t- and u-channels whenever the corresponding poles are present). Since each

cubic amplitude has the correct little-group scaling, the resulting four-point amplitude

automatically inherits the appropriate little-group weights. It can therefore always be

expressed in the form (4.7.2), or, more generally, as a sum of three terms of this type.38

Moreover, by construction D ≥ d − 2k. The special case D = d − 2k corresponds to a

constant polynomial numerator in the Mandelstam variables, for instance P (s, t) = 1.

• Fast factorisation =⇒ Factorisation.

Conversely, fast factorisation states that the amplitude can be written in the form (4.7.2)

with D ≥ d − 2k. If the amplitude contains one (1/s), two (1/st), or three (1/stu)

physical poles, then it can be factorised in the corresponding channels. For the s-channel,

one may write A4 → A(n)
3

1
s
A(m)

3 , where n+m− 2 = λ12− λ34 +2ωs− 2 = D, which fixes

ωs = 1
2
(D + 2 + λ34 − λ12). Similarly, if a t-channel pole is present, A4 → A(n)

3
1
t
A(m)

3 ,

with n+m−2 = λ14−λ23+2ωt−2 = D, so that ωt =
1
2
(D + 2 + λ23 − λ14) . Likewise, if

a u-channel pole is present, A4 → A(n)
3

1
u
A(m)

3 , with n+m− 2 = λ13− λ24 +2ωu− 2 = D,

which gives ωu = 1
2
(D + 2 + λ24 − λ13). Therefore, every amplitude satisfying the fast

factorisation criterion admits a factorisation into appropriate three-point amplitudes in

every physical channel in which a pole is present.

Let us make a few remarks. First, the degrees n = λ12+ω (of the holomorphic cubic amplitude)

and m = −λ34 + ω (of the anti-holomorphic cubic amplitude) must be identical in all three

channels. Otherwise, the three factorisation channels cannot form the same four-point ampli-

tude. This follows simply from counting angle and square brackets: momentum conservation

can reshuffle spinor products (⟨1k⟩[k4] = ⟨12⟩[24] = −⟨13⟩[34]) but never changes their number.

This is precisely the same condition encountered in the light-cone formalism, where the powers

of P̄ and P must coincide in all channels for the three exchanges to belong to the same quartic

constraint.

As a consequence, specifying the exchanged helicity ω in the s-channel uniquely determines

the corresponding exchanges in the t- and u-channels. Indeed analysing a single exchange

diagram is sufficient to determine whether an amplitude can factorise in one, two, or all three

channels.

38As we will see in the single-channel case A4 can be decomposed as A4 ∼ As + At + Au, where As ∼ 1
s ,

At ∼ 1
t , and Au ∼ 1

u .
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We also emphasise that there is always a representation free of spurious poles. In particular,

the representation with maximal d is manifestly local, with the only poles arising from the

physical propagators. This follows from the fact that any denominator in (4.7.2) involving

spinor brackets can always be converted into a numerator by exchanging angle and square

brackets.

In the following, we derive the constraints imposed by fast factorisation and illustrate them

through several examples, highlighting the properties discussed above.

Applying the first and second rules described above gives the following form of the amplitude

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.7)

where d = 3λ1 − λ234. By considering the constraint D − d+ 2k ≥ 0, for (4.7.7) we get

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω + k − 1 . (4.7.8)

If we start from a different ansatz for the amplitude, for instance, exchanging [ij] with ⟨ij⟩ in
(4.7.7), then starting from

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)⟨12⟩−2λ2 [34]−λ1+λ234⟨13⟩−λ13+λ24⟨14⟩−λ14+λ23 , (4.7.9)

then d = −3λ1 + λ234; by considering again the constraint D − d+ 2k ≥ 0, we obtain

λ1 ≥ −
1

2
(−λ34 + ω + k − 1) = −1

2
(m+ k − 1) . (4.7.10)

If, instead, we permute the RHS labels (1234) in the ansatz (4.7.7) with (3214), we have

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)[32]2λ2⟨14⟩λ3−λ214 [31]λ31−λ24 [34]λ34−λ21 , (4.7.11)

then d = 3λ3 − λ214. The constraint does give

λ3 ≤
1

2
(λ12 + ω + k − 1) =

1

2
(n+ k − 1) . (4.7.12)

By further exchanging [ij] with ⟨ij⟩ and then having

A(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = p(s, t)⟨32⟩−2λ2 [14]−λ3+λ214⟨31⟩−λ31+λ24⟨34⟩−λ34+λ21 , (4.7.13)

then d = −3λ3 + λ214, we would obtain

λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω + k − 1 . (4.7.14)

We now derive the constraints arising from all possible forms of (4.7.2). It is straightforward

to verify that the corresponding ansätze exhaust all possible values of d = 3λi − λjkℓ for every

permutation of i, j, k, ℓ = 1, 2, 3, 4. Evaluating each case, we obtain the following minimal set
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of independent constraints:

λ1 ≤ λ2 + ω + k − 1 , λ2 ≤ λ1 + ω + k − 1 , (4.7.15a)

λ3 ≤ λ4 + ω + k − 1 , λ4 ≤ λ3 + ω + k − 1 , (4.7.15b)

λ12 ≥ λ34 , k = 0, 1, 2, 3. (4.7.15c)

Notice that the condition λ12 ≥ λ34 is equivalent to (4.7.10) and also to (4.7.12) once we use

(4.7.15a) and (4.7.15b). These are a rewriting of the conditions found above: (4.6.8), (4.6.9),

and (4.6.11). The additional conditions n = λ12+ω > 0 and m = −λ34+ω > 0 must be added

by hand to ensure we are looking at non-holomorphic amplitude.

The conditions (4.7.15) can be used in two complementary ways. If we are only interested in

constructing amplitudes, then for a fixed value of k, every choice of helicities (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4, ω)

satisfying (4.7.15) defines an amplitudeA(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) that factorises correctly into k channels,

whose explicit form is given by (4.7.2).

Alternatively, if the goal is to recover the information encoded in the light-cone tables, one

can proceed as follows. Whenever (4.7.15) are satisfied, the exchange (1234) is allowed. As

a direct consequence, the exchanges (4123), and (1324) are always allowed as well39, whereas

(3412) is allowed only if λ12 = λ34, (2341) only if λ14 = λ23, and (2413) only if λ13 = λ24. These

conditions follows directly from (4.7.15). For instance, if (1234) is allowed, then λ12 ≥ λ34;

demanding that (3412) be allowed as well implies λ34 ≥ λ12, and hence λ12 = λ34. The

remaining cases follow analogously. Moreover, the relations among the various couplings can

also be determined completely. We will illustrate this procedure below.

We can now begin to present the explicit form of all local four-point higher-spin amplitudes.

Even though, as pointed out above, a given amplitude generally admits several equivalent

representations, we choose a canonical one by maximising the quantity d, namely

d = max
i̸=j ̸=k ̸=ℓ

{3λi − λjkℓ,−3λi + λjkℓ} , i, j, k, ℓ = 1, 2, 3, 4 . (4.7.16)

As discussed above, the representation with maximal d makes locality manifest, with the only

poles arising from the physical propagators.

Quartic amplitudes from quartic vertices. When the conditions (4.7.15) are satisfied for

k = 0, local quartic vertices are allowed. These correspond to the solution of the homogeneous

quartic constraint studied above and lead to the following amplitudes:

A(D)
homo(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

D−d
2∑

i=0

(
ci s

it
D−d

2
−i
)
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.17)

where the ci are
D−d
2

+ 1 free coefficients.

39This differs slightly from the various tables shown because the helicities are ordered here so that d is
maximal.
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Single-channel amplitudes. When the conditions (4.7.15) are satisfied for k = 1, single-

channel amplitudes are allowed, and the most general four-point amplitude is

A(D)(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = A(D)
s +A(D)

t +A(D)
u , (4.7.18)

where

A(D)
s (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = ks

t
D−d+2

2

s
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.7.19a)

A(D)
t (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = kt

u
D−d+2

2

t
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.7.19b)

A(D)
u (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = ku

s
D−d+2

2

u
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 +A(D)

homo , (4.7.19c)

where we selected a representative four-point amplitude, noting that the addition of homoge-

neous solutions can always modify the explicit form of the term with the pole. The coefficients

k• ∼ CC̄ are the products of cubic couplings in the s-, t-, and u-channel. In particular, we

have40

ks = k1 = k3 , kt = k2 = k4 , ku = k5 = k6 , (4.7.20)

where, as discussed above for quartic vertices, coefficients such as k1 and k3 are equal only

when both are nonzero. It may nevertheless happen that consistency requires one of them to

vanish. This can be seen explicitly by checking whether a given exchange contribution satisfies

the conditions in (4.7.15). The same reasoning applies to the pairs (k2, k4) and (k5, k6).

For the special case when D = d− 2, we have a unique solution corresponding to

A(d−2)
s (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ks
s
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.21a)

A(d−2)
t (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kt
t
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.21b)

A(d−2)
u (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ku
u
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 . (4.7.21c)

Note that if we sum single-channel amplitudes as in (4.7.18), they will admit factorisation into

three channels if ks, kt, ku ̸= 0 or two channels (for example, s and t) if we take ku = 0.

40Here by k1,2,3,4,5,6 we mean the products of coupling that were used in the various tables presented.
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YM-like amplitudes. When the conditions (4.7.15) are satisfied only for k = 2, and we have

D = d− 4, YM-like amplitudes are allowed, and we obtain the following unique amplitudes

A(d−4)
st (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kst
st

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.22a)

A(d−4)
us (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kus
us

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.22b)

A(d−4)
tu (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

ktu
tu

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 . (4.7.22c)

Here, by factorisation, we get the following relations among the various couplings kst = ks = kt,

kus = ku = ks, and ktu = kt = ku, then kst = kus = ktu = ks = kt = ku = k. There is a unique

coupling. Moreover, if we sum over all of them and look for an amplitude that has three poles,

we get

A(d−4)(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) = A
(d−4)
st +A(d−4)

us +A(d−4)
tu

=
k(s+ t+ u)

stu
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 = 0 .

(4.7.23)

This tells us that a GR-like amplitude cannot exist. For instance, Yang–Mills theory does not

admit a GR-like amplitude. More generally, however, the statement is stronger: no YM-like

amplitude can ever generate a GR-like one. The same conclusion can also be reached in a more

conventional way by searching for an amplitude of the form

A(d−4)(1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

(
kst
st

+
kus
us

+
ktu
tu

)
[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 . (4.7.24)

Consistent factorisation (by matching the s, t, and u residues) implies:

Rs =

(
kst
t
− kus

t

)
=

ks
t
, Rt =

(
ktu
u
− kst

u

)
= −kt

u
, Ru =

(
kus
s
− ktu

s

)
= −ku

s
,

(4.7.25)

where Rs denoted the s-channel residue of A(d−4),41 and similarly for the t- and u-channels.

The system of equations (4.7.25), in order to admit a solution [204], does require

ks − kt = ku . (4.7.26)

This is the modified Jacobi identity, analogous to the one encountered in Yang–Mills theory

in (4.5.11). This observation suggests the possibility of extending color–kinematics duality

and the double-copy construction to higher-spin amplitudes in the non-holomorphic sector.

Color–kinematics duality and the double-copy have already been explored in the self-dual sector

for higher-spin theories, where the underlying kinematic algebra is particularly tractable [123,

41We recall that the s-channel residue is obtained in the limit ⟨12⟩ → 0 and [34]→ 0. More generally, consider
an amplitude A(1λ1

2λ2
3λ3

4λ4
). If λ12 + ω > 0 and λ34 − ω < 0, the p212 → 0 limit is reached via ⟨12⟩ → 0 and

[34]→ 0. Conversely, if λ12 + ω < 0 and λ34 − ω > 0, the same limit is reached via [12]→ 0 and ⟨34⟩ → 0.
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177].

In the following we will show that, at the level of four-point amplitudes, color–kinematics

duality and the double-copy construction can indeed be extended beyond the self-dual sector.

At higher multiplicity, one could attempt to reorganise the amplitudes into a representation

better suited for the analysis of color–kinematics duality [290, 291].

GR-like amplitudes. When the conditions (4.7.15) are satisfied only for k = 3, and we have

D = d− 6, GR-like amplitudes are allowed, and we obtain the following unique amplitude

A(d−6)
stu (1λ12λ23λ34λ4) =

kstu
stu

[12]2λ2⟨34⟩λ1−λ234 [13]λ13−λ24 [14]λ14−λ23 , (4.7.27)

where consistent factorisation fixes kstu = ks = kt = ku = k.

From the expression of the YM-like amplitudes in (4.7.22) and the GR-like amplitudes in

(4.7.27), it is simple to see

A(d−4)
st =

u

t
A(d−4)

us =
u

s
A(d−4)

tu , (4.7.28)

and

A(2d−6)
stu (12λ122λ232λ342λ4) =

st

u

(
A(d−4)

st (1λ12λ23λ34λ4)
)2

. (4.7.29)

At four points, these structures imply the existence of color-ordered amplitudes, the BCJ ampli-

tude relations for YM-like amplitudes, and the double-copy construction of GR-like amplitudes

from YM-like ones, via KLT relations [292]. We will investigate these relations in greater detail

in the following, providing several explicit examples.

We stress again that all the amplitudes described above are local amplitudes. We now

present some explicit four-point amplitudes for several representative examples.

External scalar fields. We start with amplitudes involving only external scalar fields, then

d = 0 and k = 0. From (4.7.17), we find

A(D)
homo(10203040) =

D/2∑
i=0

(
ci s

itD/2−i
)
. (4.7.30)

In the case of ϕ4 theory, then for D = 0, we have A(D)
homo(10203040) = c0, where c0 corresponds

to the ϕ4 coupling constant.

If we now consider the single-channel amplitudes, then d = 0, k = 1, and D = 2ω−2. From

(4.7.19) we find

A(2ω−2)
s (10203040) = ks

tω

s
+A(2ω−2)

homo (10203040) , (4.7.31)

where ks = C0,0,ωC̄−ω,0,0 and if we consider all three channels (4.7.18) we get

A(2ω−2)(10203040) = ks
tω

s
+ kt

uω

t
+ ku

sω

u
+A(2ω−2)

homo (10203040) . (4.7.32)
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In the case of ϕ3 theory, then for ω = 0 and ks = kt = ku = k, we get

A(2ω−2)(10203040) = k
(1
s
+

1

t
+

1

u

)
, (4.7.33)

where k = (C0,0,0)2 is the square of the ϕ3 coupling constant.

It is worth noting that the four-point amplitudes constructed remain valid for the ϕ3 theory,

even though the case n,m = 0 was excluded from our analysis.

We also note that four-point amplitudes with external scalar fields and higher-spin exchanges

were previously computed in [6], where their explicit expressions in the light-cone gauge were

derived.

External helicities λ1,2,3,4 = +1. We have again d = 0 and k = 0. From (4.7.17), we find

A(D)
homo(1

+2+3+4+) =

D/2∑
i=0

(
ci s

itD/2−i
) [12]2

⟨34⟩2
. (4.7.34)

For a local amplitude we require D ≥ 4. For D = 4, we find

A(4)
homo(1

+2+3+4+) = c2[12]
2[34]2 + c1[12][34][14][23] + c0[14]

2[23]2

= c′2[12]
2[34]2 + c′1[13]

2[24]2 + c′0[14]
2[23]2

= c′2[12]
2[34]2 + c′1

u2

s2
[12]2[34] + c′0

t2

s2
[12]2[34]2 ,

(4.7.35)

where we used the Schouten identity, [12][34] + [14][23] = [13][24] and redefined the coefficients

according to c′2 = c2− c1
2
, c′1 =

c1
2
, and c′0 = c0− c1

2
. As already remarked, this illustrates that an

ansatz containing the factor [12][34] would require the function p(s, t) to include contributions

involving cross-ratios, such as u/s and t/s. Consequently, the locality of the amplitude would

no longer be manifest in this parametrization.

If we now consider the single-channel amplitudes, then d = 0, k = 1. Moreover, by the

requirement that m > 0, we get ω ≥ 3, then D ≥ 4. From (4.7.19) we find

A(2ω−2)
s (1+2+3+4+) = ks

tω

s

[12]2

⟨34⟩2
+A(2ω−2)

homo (1+2+3+4+) , (4.7.36)

where ks ∼ C1,1,ωC̄−ω,1,1 and if we consider all three channels (4.7.18), we get

A(2ω−2)(1+2+3+4+) =
(
ks
tω

s
+ kt

uω

t
+ ku

sω

u

) [12]2
⟨34⟩2

+A(2ω−2)
s (1+2+3+4+) . (4.7.37)
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Yang-Mills theory. For Yang-Mills theory, from (4.7.22), we find

A(0)
st (1

+2+3−4−) =
kYM

st
[12]2⟨34⟩2 = −kYM

[12]3

[23][34][41]
, (4.7.38a)

A(0)
us (1

+2+3−4−) =
kYM

us
[12]2⟨34⟩2 = −kYM

[12]3

[13][34][24]
, (4.7.38b)

A(0)
tu (1

+2+3−4−) =
kYM

tu
[12]2⟨34⟩2 = −kYM

[12]4

[23][24][13][14]
, (4.7.38c)

where kYM ∼ C1,1,−1C1,−1,−1. From this representation, it is immediate to seeA(0)
us (1+2+3−4−) =

t
u
A(0)

st (1
+2+3−4−) = A(0)

st (1
+2+4−3−). The remaining two amplitudes correspond precisely to

the two standard color-ordered amplitudes:

Ã(1+2+3−4−) =− 1

kYM

A(0)
st (1

+2+3−4−) =
[12]3

[23][34][41]
, (4.7.39)

Ã(1+3−2+4−) =− 1

kYM

A(0)
tu (1

+2+3−4−) =
[12]4

[13][32][24][41]
. (4.7.40)

These are again related, as a consequence of s+ t+ u = 0, that implies A(0)
st +A(0)

us +A(0)
tu = 0.

Moreover, just by looking at (4.7.38) we find A(0)
tu (1

+
1 2

+
1 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

s
u
A(0)

st (1
+
1 2

+
1 3

−
1 4

−
1 ). This is the

simplest example of BCJ amplitude relation [290].

Gravity. For gravity, from (4.7.27), we find

A(2)
stu(1

+
2 2

+
2 3

−
2 4

−
2 ) = kGR

[12]4⟨34⟩4

stu
. (4.7.41)

where kGR ∼ C2,2,−2C2,−2,−2. This can also be obtained by double-copy from the Yang-Mills

quartic amplitude via the simplest of the KLT relations [290]

A(2)
stu(1

+
2 2

+
2 3

−
2 4

−
2 ) =

st

u

(
A(0)

st (1
+2+3−4−)

)2
, (4.7.42)

after the identification of kGR = k2
YM.

Quasi-chiral HS-YM. For the quasi-chiral HS-YM theories found above, four-point ampli-

tudes are a simple generalisation of the YM ones

A(2s−2)
st (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

kHS
YM

st
[12]2s⟨34⟩2 = −kHS

YM

[12]2s+1

[23][34][41]
, (4.7.43)

A(2s−2)
us (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

kHS
YM

us
[12]2s⟨34⟩2 = −kHS

YM

[12]2s+1

[13][34][24]
, (4.7.44)

A(2s−2)
tu (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

kHS
YM

tu
[12]2s⟨34⟩2 = −kHS

YM

[12]2s+2

[23][24][13][14]
, (4.7.45)

where kHS
YM ∼ Cs,s,−1C1,−1,−1. As before, we have A(2s−2)

us (1+s 2
+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

t
u
A(2s−2)

st (1+s 2
+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

A(2s−2)
st (1+s 2

+
s 4

−
1 3

−
1 ). The remaining two amplitudes correspond to the two color-ordered ampli-
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tudes:

Ã(1+s 2+s 3−1 4−1 ) =−
1

kHS
YM

A(2s−2)
st (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

[12]2s+1

[23][34][41]
, (4.7.46a)

Ã(1+s 3−1 2+s 4−1 ) =−
1

kHS
YM

A(2s−2)
tu (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

[12]2s+2

[13][32][24][41]
. (4.7.46b)

These amplitudes are also related as a consequence of s + t + u = 0, that implies A(2s−2)
st +

A(2s−2)
us + A(2s−2)

tu = 0. Moreover, just by looking at (4.7.38), we find A(2s−2)
tu (1+s 2

+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ) =

s
u
A(2s−2)

st (1+s 2
+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 ). This is a BCJ amplitude relation for higher-spin amplitudes in the non-

holomorphic sector. More generally, the same applies to all YM-like amplitudes (4.7.28).

The expressions (4.7.46) coincide with those found in [178], although we have already em-

phasized that the theory described there exhibits a certain degree of non-locality. Setting s = 1,

we recover the standard Yang-Mills four-point amplitudes.

Quasi-chiral HS-GR. For the quasi-chiral HS-GR theories found above, the four-point am-

plitudes are a simple generalisation of the GR ones

A(2s−2)(1+s 2
+
s 3

−
2 4

−
2 ) = −kHS

GR

[12]2s⟨34⟩4

stu
, (4.7.47)

where kHS
GR ∼ Cs,s,−2C2,−2,−2. Setting s = 2, we recover the standard MHV four-point graviton

amplitude. Some of them can also be obtained by a ”double-copy” for higher-spin amplitudes

from the four-point amplitude of HS-YM via

A(4s−2)
stu (1+2s2

+
2s3

−
2 4

−
2 ) =

st

u

(
A(2s−2)

st (1+s 2
+
s 3

−
1 4

−
1 )
)2

, (4.7.48)

after the identification of kHS
GR = (kHS

YM)
2. More generally, the same applies to all GR-like

amplitude (4.7.29).

We emphasise once again that the conditions in (4.7.15) precisely coincide with those ob-

tained in the light-cone Hamiltonian formulation, namely (4.6.8), (4.6.9), and (4.6.11). This

agreement is expected, as it was shown in [127] that the light-cone deformation procedure can

be reformulated entirely in terms of the spinor-helicity formalism at all orders in the interaction.

Let us stress, however, that the existence of local four-point amplitudes does not by itself

guarantee the existence of a local Lorentz-invariant theory. Indeed, while a given four-point am-

plitude may be local, other amplitudes in the same theory may still be non-local. Establishing

Lorentz invariance of a theory requires verifying the full set of amplitudes, a task that we carry

out explicitly in Section 4.6. From the light-cone perspective, this corresponds to determining

whether, for a given set of cubic vertices, the quartic light-cone consistency condition admits

a local solution. In some cases, although local quartic vertices solving some of the constraints

do exist, additional non-local quartic vertices are nevertheless required to solve all of them.

The strategy pursued here, as already suggested in [127], may provide a viable route towards

solving the light-cone constraints at all orders in perturbation theory. This would require a
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systematic investigation of the existence and form of general n-point higher-spin amplitudes.

Such a program would be analogous to the search for compact expressions for known classes

of amplitudes, such as the Parke–Taylor formula for tree-level MHV scattering amplitudes of n

gluons [293, 294], the tree-level MHV graviton amplitudes [295, 296], and also that of the quasi

chiral HS-YM amplitudes [178].

The same ideas are likely applicable to holomorphic amplitudes, potentially reproducing

the results of [6, 7]. Furthermore, from the amplitude perspective, the extension to fermions

and massive fields seems more direct [204].

We conclude by observing that the YM-like and GR-like amplitudes constructed above do

not admit homogeneous quartic contributions. This absence suggests the possibility that a

suitable complex momentum deformation, analogous to the BCFW shift, may exist such that

the boundary contribution at z →∞ vanishes. Establishing the existence of such a shift would

allow for the construction of higher-point amplitudes through on-shell recursion relations.

Abelian vs Non-abelian cubic vertices II

Here we show that the conditions in (4.7.15) contain information about the nature, abelian or

non-abelian, of the cubic vertices entering the amplitude. It is straightforward to see that, if

we require an amplitude to contain at least one cubic vertex saturating the bound in (4.7.15)

for k = 1, then at least one of the cubic vertices must satisfy (−s1, s2, s3) with s1 + s2 = s3,

or a parity-related equivalent condition. Similarly, requiring saturation of the bound for k = 2

implies that at least one cubic vertex satisfy (−s1, s2, s3) with s1 + s2 + 1 = s3, or a parity-

related equivalent condition. Finally, saturation of the bound for k = 3 requires the presence

of at least one cubic vertex that satisfy (−s1, s2, s3) with s1 + s2 + 2 = s3, or a parity-related

equivalent condition. These three condition are associated with the three classes of four-point

amplitudes: respectively, single-channel amplitudes (k = 1, then s1 + s2 = s3), YM-like (k = 2,

then s1 + s2 + 1 = s3) and GR-like (k = 3, then s1 + s2 + 2 = s3) amplitudes.

This is consistent with the interpretation of cubic vertices as abelian or non-abelian given in

Section 4.6, following [112]. Our analysis provides an on-shell characterisation of this distinc-

tion, making its relation with the light-cone formulation more explicit. Furthermore, it reveals

a stronger constraint: while all abelian deformations are compatible with locality, the only

non-abelian deformations allowed by locality are those satisfying s3 = s1+s2+1 corresponding

to YM-like deformations, or s3 = s1 + s2 + 2 corresponding to GR-like deformations. More

generally, deformations with s3 = s1 + s2 + ℓ, ℓ > 2 are excluded by locality.

4.8 Comments on non-local quartic vertices

From the analysis above, it is clear that although the landscape of local higher-spin interactions

is richer than previously thought, admitting some non-trivial higher-spin quartic vertices and,

as a consequence, certain quasi-chiral higher-spin theories, it also presents a clear obstruction
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to achieving parity invariance and unitarity without having to abandon locality. This also helps

explain why, in the covariant framework, where parity is sometimes implicit, no parity-invariant

higher-spin theory has ever been found.

This inevitably leads us, if we aim to construct a parity-invariant theory, to extend our

search to non-local higher-spin interactions. The difficulty with exploring non-local vertices in

a perturbative Noether-like approach is that, once we allow for non-localities of the form 1
H2

,

the deformation procedure becomes trivial. In the light-cone, allowing for such non-localities

trivialises the quartic constraint, as shown in (4.3.23).

We then follow the guidance of the light-cone deformation procedure. In doing so, we should

allow for certain non-localities, with the aim of constructing a unitary theory, while explicitly

excluding terms of the form 1
H2

. This can be referred to as mild non-localities. Although the

resulting quartic Hamiltonian will contain transverse momenta in the denominator — and thus

be effectively non-local — it does not have to trivialise the scattering or make the amplitudes ill-

defined. In general, mild non-localities extend the space of admissible quartic vertices, opening

the possibility for a unitary higher-spin theory that accommodates both chiral and anti-chiral

vertices.

A systematic classification and analysis of all possible mild non-localities is a highly non-

trivial task. For instance, a mild non-local version of the (1, 1) quartic vertex could take the

form

h
(1,1)
4 (x, y) =

Pn
12

Pn
34

f1(x, y) +
Pn−1
12

Pn−1
34

f2(x, y) + · · ·+
P12

P34

fn(x, y) + fn+1(x, y)

+
P̄12

P̄34

fn+2(x, y) + · · ·+
P̄n−1
12

P̄n−1
34

f2n(x, y) +
P̄n
12

P̄n
34

f2n+1(x, y) .

(4.8.1)

However, other types of mild non-localities may also arise, such as

c1(βi)P12

c2(βi)P12 + c3(βi)P34

,
c1(βi)P2

12

c2(βi)P2
12 + c3(βi)P12P34 + c4(βi)P2

34

. (4.8.2)

More generally, one may encounter expressions of the form

p1(P12,P34, βi)

p2(P12,P34, βi)
+

p1(P̄12, P̄34, βi)

p2(P̄12, P̄34, βi)
, (4.8.3)

where the complex conjugate has been added to ensure unitarity. Such mild non-local structures

would allow us to solve the quartic constraint (4.4.24). However, even without trivialising the

perturbative procedure, they may still give rise to a very large number of possibilities.

We can try to follow a different line of thinking. A method to address the potential non-

localities was proposed in [5]. Instead of searching for a local solution to the system (4.4.24),

the quartic Hamiltonian density is split into two parts:

h4 = −hexch
4 + hhomo

4 , (4.8.4)
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where hexch
4 is a non-local quartic Hamiltonian density (constructed ad hoc, as we review below)

with exchange-type non-localities (these are not of the form ∼ 1
H2

) that solves the system

(4.4.24), and hhomo
4 is a solution of the corresponding homogeneous system.

As emphasised in [5], a solution with exchange-type non-localities to (4.4.24) always exists,

taking the form

hexch
4 =

9

2s
(−)ωCλ1,λ2,ωC̄−ω,λ3,λ4

P̄λ12+ω
12 P−λ34+ω

34

(β1 + β2)2ω
βλ3
3 βλ4

4

βλ1
1 βλ2

2

, (4.8.5)

to cancel the (1234) exchange diagram (4.5.49). The same form takes the solution for the other

exchanges upon permuting the helicities in (4.8.5) and substituting s with either t or u.

Once hexch
4 is constructed, one can then search for the most general solution of the homoge-

neous system, which Metsaev also provided in terms of Jacobi polynomials. The next step is to

combine the homogeneous solution hhomo
4 with the non-local hexch

4 and determine under which

conditions a local solution to (4.4.24) exists. This is the crucial question, which, however, is

not solved in [5].

This is the question we addressed above. We have shown that a local solution to (4.4.24)

exists if and only if D − d + 2k ≥ 0, where D ≡ λ12 − λ34 + 2ω − 2 is the total number of

derivatives carried by the quartic Hamiltonian density, d = max
i̸=j ̸=k ̸=ℓ

{λi − λjkℓ,−λi + λjkℓ} and
k = 1, 2, 3 for single-channel, YM-like, and GR-like amplitudes, respectively. This condition,

however, leads to the impossibility of a consistent local higher-spin theory, except for the case

containing only abelian cubic interactions.

Therefore, the only possible way to construct an interacting unitary higher-spin theory in

4d is to allow for a certain degree of non-locality (while avoiding singularities of the type 1
H2

).

Such non-localities would necessarily modify the pole structure of the resulting amplitudes. For

instance, they may introduce higher-order poles, or conversely remove poles altogether. As an

example, by choosing the quartic vertex to precisely cancel the exchange-type contributions as

in (4.8.5), the resulting four-point amplitude can be made to vanish.

Then a minimal example of a non-local theory at quartic order, consistent with the quartic

light-cone constraint, would consist of turning on all the local quartic vertices described above

and then reproducing all local four-point higher-spin amplitudes, while cancelling all remaining

non-local four-point amplitudes through the exchange-type non-local contributions in (4.8.5).

It would be interesting to investigate the structure of all possible exchange-type non-

localities, at least at quartic order, and determine whether they exhibit any special or universal

properties.

Concerning higher-order light-cone constraints (4.3.18), we expect them to behave in a way

analogous to the quartic one.42

42For example, in the covariant approach, it is possible to extend the triangular inequalities for abelian
vertices to quadrilateral inequalities and, more generally, to n-point inequalities that ensure the consistency of
higher-point abelian vertices, following the same line of reasoning used for cubic interactions. We can therefore
expect that analogous constraints to those found in the light-cone formulation can be extended to higher-point
vertices as well; where spin-1 and spin-2 will maintain a special role.
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4.9 Conclusions and discussion

In the paper, we carried out a detailed study of the full quartic constraint (4.4.1). We began

by developing a method to consistently address the problem of determining both the local

Hamiltonian quartic density h4 and the corresponding boost densities jz−4 and j z̄−4 . We then

introduced two complementary approaches: one to construct explicit solutions and another

for systematically checking the existence of consistent quartic vertices (i.e. those that solve

the associated system of quartic constraints (4.4.24)), via Frobenius integrability. The latter

approach allowed us to compile several tables listing all quartic vertices that solve (4.4.24). We

then conjectured all such (n,m) quartic vertices, revealing the special role taken by the spin-1

and spin-2 fields.

Our analysis reproduced known no-go and yes-go results for lower-spin interactions. In

particular, chiral higher-spin gravity [4–6, 187–191] does not have a local completion in flat

space; see also [123]. An important novelty of our analysis is the ability to extract quartic

vertices involving higher-spin fields. Indeed, the method does not rely on any assumptions

about the high-energy behaviour but comes as a solution to the quartic constraint (4.4.18),

which is always well-defined. The same analysis can be carried out for fermions, as well as for

massive fields, starting from the work [128, 182].

Using the conjectured local quartic vertices, we determined all possible local unitary higher-

spin theories. We find that a consistent local higher-spin theory can contain only abelian cubic

vertices that satisfy the triangular inequality. Conversely, attempting to include nontrivial

lower-spin cubic vertices, such as the Yang–Mills or gravitational cubic couplings, leads to a

no-go result for local higher-spin interactions.

Even though the impossibility of having a local unitary higher-spin theory is confirmed,

many local higher derivative higher-spin quartic vertices have been discovered. This, in turn,

suggests the existence of certain consistent local “quasi-chiral” sectors. We have studied

and commented on the existence of a quasi-chiral HS-YM theory and a quasi-chiral HS-GR

theory. Quasi-chiral theories have both MHV and anti-MHV vertices, but they enter in

an asymmetric way with respect to the spins involved (the symmetric combinations of type

(λ, λ,−λ)⊕ (−λ,−λ, λ) can exist only for λ = 1, 2).

Using the spinor-helicity formalism and imposing locality in the form of factorisation, we de-

termine all local higher-spin four-point amplitudes and identify four distinct classes: amplitudes

arising from self-consistent quartic vertices, amplitudes requiring a single exchange channel, am-

plitudes requiring two exchange channels (YM-like), and amplitudes requiring all three channels

(GR-like). The latter two classes are closely related to the standard Yang–Mills and gravity

MHV four-point amplitudes. Furthermore, the YM-like amplitudes exhibit color–kinematics

duality [297], while the GR-like amplitudes can be obtained through a double-copy construction

[298], extending these ideas to higher-spin non-holomorphic amplitudes. Indeed, the holomor-

phic case has already been analysed in [123, 177]. See also [299], where color–kinematics duality,

and in particular the self-dual higher-spin kinematic algebra, is employed to construct all n-

point half-collinear self-dual higher-spin amplitudes as generalisations of half-collinear self-dual
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Yang–Mills amplitudes [300].

A very interesting question to explore is whether colour–kinematics duality and the double-

copy construction in the form of the KLT relations we have found for higher-spin non-holomorphic

four-points amplitudes, extend in some way to all local n-point tree-level amplitudes.

One important remark is that, although it was long believed that higher-spin theories require

an infinite spectrum of fields in order to be consistent, this is not necessarily the case. In fact,

it was already observed in the chiral sector in [7], and also hinted at in [6], that such an infinite

spectrum is not strictly required. Moreover, the study of the full quartic constraint does not

appear to indicate any preference for an infinite spectrum over a finite one. As we have seen,

the obstruction arising from locality is the same in both cases, whether the spectrum is infinite

or finite. Moreover, the “quasi-chiral” theories we have found seems not to require an infinite

spectrum of higher-spin fields.

An interesting future direction would be to extend the idea of mild non-locality to AdS

and see if it improves the locality properties of the quartic vertices found via the AdS/CFT

correspondence in [158]. Note that for cubic vertices, the flat-space limit — when the cosmo-

logical constant goes to zero — is smooth, and the two classifications (cubic vertices in flat

and AdS spaces) coincide [121]. Also, there does not seem to be any mechanism that would

prefer a non-vanishing cosmological constant over flat space, as far as the higher-spin problem

is concerned, and we expect the same yes-go/no-go results to extend to AdS if one follows the

light-cone gauge path [121].

Perhaps most importantly, there is the search for the optimal definition of mild non-locality

for higher-spin quartic vertices. Such a definition would ideally allow for the existence of a

unitary higher-spin theory while preserving the desirable features of perturbative field theory. In

this work, we have proposed a concrete notion of mild non-locality. The analysis of possible non-

localities has also been explored from the CFT side [160–162, 301], and it would be interesting

to compare the two approaches to determine whether they are related in some way.

Finally, it would be interesting to interpret the results obtained for the local quartic vertices

in the context of a putative dual 2d celestial CFT. Indeed, in [8], building on the ideas of

[202, 205, 217], it was shown that the holomorphic light-cone constraint is equivalent to the

associativity of the celestial OPE. We expect that this relation can be extended to the full

quartic light-cone constraint and beyond. Achieving this would require a study of the “all-

order” celestial OPE [248, 249] and likely also the multi-particle celestial OPE [302]. Such a

connection could provide valuable insight into the relation between the existence of a consistent

gravity theory in the bulk and a well-defined celestial CFT with an associative OPE on the

boundary.
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4.A Unitarity and parity in the light-cone

Parity transformations are defined as

P : ϕλ → ϕ−λ , P : Cλi → C̄−λi , P : q̄ → q =⇒ P : P̄→ P . (4.10.1)

At the cubic level, parity invariance requires Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 . On the other hand,

unitarity (i.e. a Hermitian Lagrangian) requires Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3)∗.43 When both C

and C̄ are real, the two conditions coincide, so the theory is simultaneously parity-invariant

and unitary. However, if the couplings are complex, one can, in principle, obtain a theory that

is unitary but not parity-invariant, or vice versa.

Imposing parity to h4. We begin by recalling that, for a three-point vertex, parity invari-

ance requires the presence of both its holomorphic and anti-holomorphic components. In fact,

parity exchanges the two as

Cλ1,λ2,λ3
P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

P←→ C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3
Pλ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

. (4.10.2)

For the quartic vertices, parity acts as follows:

H4 ∼ hq1,q2,q3,q4
λ1,λ2,λ3,λ4

ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕλ3
q3
ϕλ4
q4

P←→ H̄4 ∼ h̄q̄1,q̄2,q̄3,q̄4
−λ1,−λ2,−λ3,−λ4

ϕ−λ1
q1

ϕ−λ2
q2

ϕ−λ3
q3

ϕ−λ4
q4

, (4.10.3)

where by h̄ we mean the same expression as h, with the replacement q ↔ q̄, which effectively

corresponds to P↔ P̄. We can distinguish two cases:

• If the helicities of h̄4 are not a permutation of those of h4, no additional condition needs

to be imposed on the quartic vertex. In that case, achieving parity invariance proceeds

exactly as in the cubic case: we simply add h̄4 to the spectrum of quartic vertices.

However, the presence of both vertices can introduce new constraints, possibly rendering

previously consistent configurations inconsistent, exactly as it happens in the cubic case

when attempting to parity-complete a chiral theory.

43Note that if we take even-helicity fields to be Hermitian matrices and odd-helicity fields to be anti-Hermitian
matrices, the conditions become Cλ1,λ2,λ3 = (−)λ123C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3 for parity invariance and Cλ1,λ2,λ3 =
(−)λ123(C̄−λ1,−λ2,−λ3)∗ for unitarity.
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Let us also note that for the quartic Hamiltonian density of type (n,m), with n ̸= m,

that has the following dependence on transverse momenta

h4 ∼ P̄n−1Pm−1 P←→ h̄4 ∼ P̄m−1Pn−1 , (4.10.4)

parity exchanges an (n,m) quartic vertex with an (m,n) one, in direct analogy with

the cubic case. Therefore, to obtain a parity-invariant quartic vertex, both the (n,m)

and (m,n) must be present together. If one of them exists, it can always be “parity

completed” by adding the other.

• A distinctive feature of quartic vertices is that, for an (n, n) vertex, the helicities of h̄4

may coincide with those of h4 up to a permutation. In such cases, one must impose

non-trivial symmetry conditions on the quartic vertex. Specifically, any permutation

symmetry acting on the helicities must be satisfied by the transverse momenta q. In

addition, we must recall that parity exchanges P̄ and P.

Some useful transformation properties of fi(x, y), used in the main text, under permutations

of the external legs, are listed below. When x and y are defined as in (4.5.26), one finds

fi(x, y) = fi (−x, y) (1234)↔ (2134) , (4.10.5a)

fi(x, y) = fi (x,−y) (1234)↔ (1243) , (4.10.5b)

fi(x, y) = fi(y, x) (1234)↔ (1243) . (4.10.5c)

When x and y are defined as in (4.5.27), one finds

fi(x, y) = fi(y,−x) (1234)↔ (2341) , (4.10.6a)

fi(x, y) = fi(−x,−y) (1234)↔ (3412) , (4.10.6b)

fi(x, y) = fi(−y, x) (1234)↔ (4123) . (4.10.6c)

4.B Useful formulas and relations

For the variables x, y defined in (4.5.26), we have the following relations

β1 − β3

β1 + β3

=
2 + x+ y

x− y
,

β1 − β4

β1 + β4

=
2 + x− y

x+ y
, (4.11.1a)

β2 − β3

β2 + β3

=
−2 + x− y

x+ y
,

β2 − β4

β2 + β4

=
−2 + x+ y

x− y
. (4.11.1b)
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While for the variables x, y defined in (4.5.27), we have the following relations

β1 − β2

β1 + β2

=
2 + x+ y

x− y
,

β1 − β4

β1 + β4

=
2 + x− y

x+ y
, (4.11.2a)

β2 − β3

β2 + β3

=
2− x+ y

x+ y
,

β3 − β4

β3 + β4

=
−2 + x+ y

x− y
. (4.11.2b)

For four-point scattering, we have 2 independent P̄ variables, which, for example, can be chosen

to be P̄12 and P̄34. Additionally, there are three independent β’s. All other P̄ij can be expressed

as

P̄13 =
β3P̄12 + β1P̄34

β1 + β2

, P̄14 = −
P̄12(β1 + β2 + β3) + β1P̄34

β1 + β2

, (4.11.3a)

P̄23 =
β2P̄34 − β3P̄12

β1 + β2

, P̄24 =
P̄12(β1 + β2 + β3)− β2P̄34

β1 + β2

. (4.11.3b)

The same applies to P. On-shell, the following relations hold:

⟨ij⟩[ij] = − 2

βiβj

PijP̄ij = 2 qi · qj = (qi + qj)
2 ,

n∑
j=1

qµj = 0 ⇒
n∑

j=1

⟨ij⟩[jk] =
n∑

j=1

PijP̄jk

βj

= 0 .
(4.11.4)

In particular, using the relation above for the four-point scattering, we find

P̄12P̄34

(q1 + q2)2
=

P̄31P̄24

(q1 + q3)2
=

P̄14P̄23

(q1 + q4)2
, sij = −(qi + qj)

2 , (4.11.5)

where s ≡ s12, t ≡ s14, and u ≡ s13 are the standard Mandelstam variables for massless

four-point scattering. Off-shell, the Mandelstam variables are defined as

s ≡ P̄12P12

β1β2

+
P̄34P34

β3β4

, t ≡ P̄14P14

β1β4

+
P̄23P23

β2β3

, u ≡ P̄13P13

β1β3

+
P̄24P24

β2β4

. (4.11.6)

4.C Cubic scalar vertex

The holomorphic constraint originally analysed in [4–6] was further studied in [7], whose no-

tation we follow. Here, we examine the holomorphic constraint for the cubic scalar vertex.

Although this case is not explicitly discussed in [7], it highlights several interesting features

and provides a useful testing ground for the light-cone deformation procedure. As we will see,

it reproduces all the correct predictions for lower-spin vertices while also providing answers for
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the higher-spin ones. The holomorphic constraint for generic vertices is

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,ω

∫
d12q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
9

2

[
(−)ω (λ1 + ω − λ2)β1 − (λ2 + ω − λ1)β2

(β1 + β2)β
λ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3 βλ4

4

×

F1234ωP̄λ12+ω−1
12 P̄λ34−ω

34 (ϕλ1
q1
)a1(ϕλ2

q2
)a2(ϕλ3

q3
)a3(ϕλ4

q4
)a4
]
= 0 ,

(4.12.1)

where F1234ω = fa1a2cf
c
a3a4

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 is built from a holomorphic pair of cubic couplings

(a CC pair). Following the approach of [7], we analyse the solutions in the case where one of the

two couplings is the scalar cubic self-interaction C0,0,0. As in the non-holomorphic constraint,

six independent kinematical structures contribute:

(1234) + (1324) + (1423) + (3412) + (2413) + (2314) . (4.12.2)

Typically, the holomorphic constraint receives contributions from both (1234) and (3412)

(and similarly for the t and u channels), because they involve the same product of couplings

Cλ1,λ2,ωC−ω,λ3,λ4 = Cλ3,λ4,−ωCω,λ1,λ2 . However, when one of the couplings is the scalar self-

coupling C0,0,0, we notice from (4.12.1) that while the power of P̄ is zero, the power of P is neg-

ative, giving a non-local contribution. The resolution to this apparent issue is that Eq. (4.12.1)

is no longer valid in this special case. Before inserting the explicit expressions for the densities,

the commutator reads

[H3, J
z−
3 ] =

∑
λi,αj

∫
d9p d9q δ

(∑
i

qi

)
δ

(∑
j

pj

)
9 δλ3,−α3

δ(q3 + p3)

2q+3
ϕλ1
q1
ϕλ2
q2
ϕα1
p1
ϕα2
p2
×(

jλi
3 (qi) +

∑
k ̸=3

∂

∂q̄k

hλi
3 (qi)

3

)
h
αj

3 (pj) .

(4.12.3)

Here, only h3 can generate the C0,0,0 contribution, since j3 would vanish.44. The solution is

then (4.12.1) once all contributions that would have produced non-local terms are set to zero.

Let us start by looking at the holomorphic constraint for the pair of coupling Cλ1,λ2,0C0,0,0.

In this case, we just get one contribution

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Cλ1,λ2,0C0,0,0(λ1 − λ2)Pλ12−1

12 = 0 =⇒ λ1 = λ2 . (4.12.4)

For the pair of couplings Cλ,0,0C0,0,0, we have three independent contributions coming from

(1234), (1324), and (1423), then we get

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Cλ,0,0C0,0,0

(
Pλ−1
12 + Pλ−1

13 + Pλ−1
14

)
= 0 =⇒ λ = 2 . (4.12.5)

Lorentz consistency between C1,0,0 and C0,0,0 is possible in the case of a color scalar vertex;

44In particular, the holomorphic constraint for the pair of couplings C0,0,0C0,0,0 gives identically zero.
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thus, we need to consider only the cyclic contribution [1234], and two terms survive

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Cλ,0,0C0,0,0

(
Pλ−1
12 − Pλ−1

41

)
= 0 =⇒ λ = 1 . (4.12.6)

Interestingly, we can also make C1,0,0 consistent with C0,0,0 if the cubic scalar is made out of

three different scalars, then we find

[H3, J
z−
3 ] ∼ Cλ,01,01C01,02,03Pλ−1

12 + Cλ,02,02C02,03,01Pλ−1
13 + Cλ,03,03C03,01,02Pλ−1

14 = 0

=⇒ λ = 1 ∧ C1,01,01 + C1,02,02 + C1,03,03 = 0 ,

=⇒ λ = 2 ∧ C2,01,01 = C2,02,02 = C2,03,03 ,

(4.12.7)

where 01, 02, and 03 denote three distinct scalar fields. Notice that the solution for λ = 1

implies that the total charge must vanish, while the case λ = 2 confirms the universality of

gravitational interactions.

As we have seen, the consistency of the scalar cubic couplings C0,0,0 with higher-spin cubic

couplings is restricted to interactions of the form Cλ,λ,0. Consequently, for example, in the full

chiral higher-spin theory, where all holomorphic cubic couplings are turned on, the cubic scalar

coupling is not allowed.

The above results for lower-spin couplings are consistent with what is known in the co-

variant formulation. Recall that the Lorentz-invariance constraint in the light-cone formalism

corresponds to gauge invariance in the covariant language. Indeed, the minimal coupling of a

scalar field to gravity remains consistent even in the presence of a ϕ3 interaction term.

4.D Explicit form of lower-derivative quartic vertices

We present explicit examples of lower-derivative quartic vertices. Free coefficients arising from

solutions of the homogeneous system of quartic constraints are denoted by ci when present.

Throughout, we use the commutator in the form given in (4.4.16).

(1,1) quartic vertices.

h
(1,1)
[0,0,0,0] : f(x, y) = k5

xy

4
+ k1

xy − 1

(x− y)2
− k2

1 + xy

(x+ y)2
+ c1 , (4.13.1)

h
(1,1)
[1,−1,0,0] : f(x, y) = k1

1− xy

(x− y)2
, (4.13.2)

h
(1,1)
[1,0,−1,0] : f(x, y) = −k1

2
. (4.13.3)
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In the case of h
(1,1)
[0,0,0,0], the quartic constraint allows for single-channel, YM-like, and GR-like

vertices.45 In particular, we have

h
(1,1)
[0,0,0,0] : single-channel: f(x, y) = k1

xy − 1

(x− y)2
+ c1 , (4.13.4)

YM-like: f(x, y) = k1

(
xy − 1

(x− y)2
− 1 + xy

(x+ y)2

)
+ c1 , (4.13.5)

GR-like: f(x, y) = k1

(
xy

4
+

xy − 1

(x− y)2
− 1 + xy

(x+ y)2

)
+ c1 , (4.13.6)

(2,2) quartic vertices.

h
(2,2)
(−1,1,−1,1) :

f1(x, y) =
(x− 1)(y + 1) (k1(x+ y)4 − 2k2 (2x

2 + 3xy + x+ y(2y − 1) + 1))

2(x+ y)4
, (4.13.7a)

f2(x, y) =
(x2 − 1) (y2 − 1) (3k1(x+ y)4 − 8k2 (2x

2 + 3xy + 2y2 − 1))

32(x+ y)4
, (4.13.7b)

f3(x, y) =
(x+ 1)(y − 1) (k1(x+ y)4 − 2k2 (3xy + x(2x− 1) + 2y2 + y + 1))

2(x+ y)4
. (4.13.7c)

h
(2,2)
(−2,2,0,0) : f1(x, y) =

1

2
k1(x− 2)y , (4.13.8a)

f2(x, y) =
1

32
k1
(
3
(
x2 − 3

)
y2 − x2 + 7

)
, (4.13.8b)

f3(x, y) =
1

2
k1(x+ 2)y . (4.13.8c)

h
(2,2)
(−2,2,−1,1) : f1(x, y) = −

k1(y + 1)(x+ y − 1)(x(x+ y − 1)− 2y + 1)

2(x+ y)2
, (4.13.9a)

f2(x, y) = −
k1 (y

2 − 1) (3x4 + 3 (x2 − 3) y2 + 6 (x2 − 1) xy − x2 + 4)

32(x+ y)2
, (4.13.9b)

f3(x, y) = −
k1(y − 1)(x+ y + 1) (x2 + (x+ 2)y + x+ 1)

2(x+ y)2
. (4.13.9c)

4.E Light-cone and spinor-helicity

For our spinor-helicity conventions for massless particles, we follow [255]:

qaḃ = qµ(σ
µ)aḃ , det(qaḃ) = −q

µqµ = m2 , q2 = 0 ⇒ qaḃ = −|q]a⟨q|ḃ ≡ −λaλ̃ḃ , (4.14.1)

45This notation is explained both in section 4.6 and section 4.7.
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⟨ij⟩ := ⟨qi|ȧ|qj⟩ȧ ≡ λ̃iȧλ̃
ȧ
j , [ij] := [qi|a|qj]a ≡ λa

i λja , λa = ϵabλb , λ̃ȧ = ϵȧḃλ̃ḃ , (4.14.2)

σ0 =

(
1 0

0 1

)
, σ1 =

(
0 1

1 0

)
, σ2 =

(
0 −i
i 0

)
, σ3 =

(
1 0

0 −1

)
, (4.14.3)

ϵab = −ϵab =

(
0 1

−1 0

)
, ϵȧḃ = −ϵȧḃ =

(
0 1

−1 0

)
. (4.14.4)

Notice that for complex momenta qµ the two spinors (λa, λ̃ḃ) are independent two-dimensional

complex vectors. In Minkowski space and for real momenta qaḃ is hermitian, and the two spinors

become complex conjugate λ̃ȧ = ±(λa)
∗ (where the sign depends on whether the energy is

taken to be positive or negative, then on the convention we use on the background flat metric).

Spinor-helicity variables (λi, λ̃i) are defined up to little group scaling (λi, λ̃i) ∼ (tiλi, t
−1
i λ̃i) for

ti ∈ C∗.

In the context of the light-cone Hamiltonian approach for massless higher-spin fields, we

adopt the following notation [127]:

qaḃ = qµ(σ
µ)aḃ =

√
2

(
q− q̄

q −β

)
≈
√
2

(
− qq̄

β
q̄

q −β

)
= −|q]a⟨q|ḃ = −λaλ̃ḃ , (4.14.5)

⟨i| = 2
1
4

√
βi

(
qi −βi

)
, ⟨ij⟩ = −

√
2

βiβj

Pij , |i] =
2

1
4

√
βi

(
q̄i

−βi

)
, [ij] =

√
2

βiβj

P̄ij . (4.14.6)

The relation between the cubic amplitude and the cubic Hamiltonian density follows:

A3 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3 [12]d12 [23]d23 [31]d31 = Cλ1,λ2,λ3

√
2
λ123P̄λ123

βλ1
1 βλ2

2 βλ3
3

=
√
2
λ123

h3 , (4.14.7)

Ā3 = C̄λ1,λ2,λ3⟨12⟩−d12⟨23⟩−d23⟨31⟩−d31 = C̄λ1,λ2,λ3

√
2
λ123P−λ123

β−λ1
1 β−λ2

2 β−λ3
3

=
√
2
λ123

h̄3 , (4.14.8)

where A3 is valid for λ123 > 0 and Ā3 for λ123 < 0, and we have defined

d12 = λ12 − λ3 , d23 = λ23 − λ1 , d31 = λ31 − λ2 . (4.14.9)

The relations above, in the light-cone approach, hold only when the external particles are

on-shell. Indeed, one of the main differences between the cubic Hamiltonian density and the

amplitudes in (4.14.7)-(4.14.8) is that the latter are inherently on-shell objects, while the former

contains off-shell information.
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λ2

λ1

λ3

λ4

λI −λI

Figure 4.22: Generic four-point exchange diagram.

Given a four-point scattering, as shown in Figure 4.22, momentum conservation implies

⟨1|qI |4] = −⟨1I⟩[I4] = ⟨1| − q1 − q2|4] = ⟨1|q3 + q4|4]
=⇒ ⟨1I⟩[I4] = ⟨12⟩[24] = −⟨13⟩[34] .

(4.14.10)

4.F Tables for higher-derivatives quartic vertices

Tables 4.7–4.10 collect quartic vertices that solve the system of quartic constraints (4.4.24).

These tables46 have been used to conjecture the list of all quartic vertices that solve (4.4.24),

as discussed in the main text. Table 4.11 collects quartic vertices that solve the homogeneous

system of quartic constraints.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−1, 3, 2,−1, 2) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−1, 3, 2, 0, 1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 2, 2,−1, 2) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

(0, 2, 2, 0, 1) k2 0 0 0 k6

(0, 3, 1, 0, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(1, 1, 2,−1, 2) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

(1, 1, 2, 0, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k6

Table 4.7: (4, 1) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

46We display them only up to (4, 4), although our analysis extended up to (8, 8).
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(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−2, 3, 3,−2, 3) k1 k1 k1 0 k1

(−2, 3, 3,−1, 2) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−2, 3, 3, 0, 1) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−1, 2, 3,−1, 2) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(−1, 2, 3, 0, 1) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−1, 3, 2,−1, 1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−1, 3, 2, 0, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 1, 3, 0, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(0, 2, 2,−2, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(0, 2, 2, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

(1, 1, 2,−2, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(1, 1, 2,−1, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k6

Table 4.8: (4, 2) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−2, 3, 3,−2, 2) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−2, 3, 3,−1, 1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−2, 3, 3, 0, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−1, 2, 3,−2, 2) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

(−1, 2, 3,−1, 1) k2 0 0 0 k6

(−1, 2, 3, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

(−1, 3, 2,−1, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 1, 3,−2, 2) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

(0, 1, 3,−1, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k6

(0, 1, 3, 0, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

(1, 1, 2,−2, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k1 − k4

Table 4.9: (4, 3) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.
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(λ1, λ2, ω, λ3, λ4) k2 = (2341) k3 = (3412) k4 = (4123) k5 = (1324) k6 = (2413)

(−3, 3, 4,−3, 3) k1 k1 k1 0 k1

(−3, 3, 4,−2, 2) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−3, 3, 4,−1, 1) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−3, 3, 4, 0, 0) k1 k1 0 0 k1

(−2, 2, 4,−2, 2) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(−2, 2, 4,−1, 1) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−2, 2, 4, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−2, 3, 3,−2, 1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−2, 3, 3,−1, 0) k1 0 0 0 k1

(−1, 1, 4,−1, 1) k2 k1 k2 0 k6

(−1, 1, 4, 0, 0) k2 k1 0 0 k6

(−1, 2, 3,−3, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(−1, 2, 3,−1, 0) k2 0 0 0 k6

(−1, 3, 2,−1,−1) k1 0 0 0 k1

(0, 0, 4, 0, 0) k2 k1 k2 k5 k5

(0, 1, 3,−3, 2) 0 0 k1 0 k1

(0, 1, 3,−2, 1) 0 0 k4 0 k6

(1, 1, 2,−3, 1) 0 0 k1 0 k1

Table 4.10: (4, 4) quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.

(n,m), D (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4) (n,m), D (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4) (n,m), D (λ1, λ2, λ3, λ4)

(1, 1), 0 (0, 0, 0, 0) (4, 3), 5 (1, 0, 0, 0) (5, 3), 6 (2, 1, 0,−1)
(2, 2), 2 (0, 0, 0, 0) (4, 3), 5 (1, 1, 0,−1) (5, 3), 6 (2, 2,−1,−1)
(3, 1), 2 (1, 1, 0, 0) (5, 2), 5 (1, 1, 1, 0) (6, 2), 6 (1, 1, 1, 1)

(3, 2), 3 (1, 0, 0, 0) (5, 2), 5 (2, 1, 0, 0) (6, 2), 6 (2, 1, 1, 0)

(4, 1), 3 (1, 1, 1, 0) (6, 1), 5 (2, 1, 1, 1) (6, 2), 6 (2, 2, 0, 0)

(3, 3), 4 (0, 0, 0, 0) (6, 1), 5 (2, 2, 1, 0) (7, 1), 6 (2, 2, 1, 1)

(3, 3), 4 (1, 0, 0,−1) (4, 4), 6 (0, 0, 0, 0) (7, 1), 6 (3, 1, 1, 1)

(3, 3), 4 (1, 1,−1,−1) (4, 4), 6 (1, 0, 0,−1) (7, 1), 6 (2, 2, 2, 0)

(4, 2), 4 (1, 1, 0, 0) (4, 4), 6 (1, 1,−1,−1) (7, 1), 6 (3, 2, 1, 0)

(5, 1), 4 (1, 1, 1, 1) (5, 3), 6 (1, 1, 0, 0) (7, 1), 6 (3, 3, 0, 0)

(5, 1), 4 (2, 1, 1, 0) (5, 3), 6 (2, 0, 0, 0) ... ...

(5, 1), 4 (2, 2, 0, 0) (5, 3), 6 (1, 1,−1,−1) ... ...

Table 4.11: Homogeneous quartic vertices satisfying the quartic constraints.
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