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Abstract. We prove a semisimplicity result for the boundary, in the corre-

sponding Deligne–Mumford compactification, of a totally geodesic subvariety
of a moduli space of Riemann surfaces. At the level of Teichmüller space,

this semisimplicity theorem gives that each component of the boundary is a

product of simple factors, each of which behaves metrically like a diagonal
embedding. Building on this result, we also show that the associated totally

geodesic submanifolds of Teichmüller space and orbifold fundamental groups

are hierarchically hyperbolic.
The proof intertwines in a novel way results and perspectives originating

in dynamics, algebraic geometry, geometric group theory, and both classical

and modern Teichmüller theory. It establishes both new rigidity and new
flexibility for totally geodesic submanifolds and their associated varieties and

orbifold fundamental groups and provides a rich set of new tools for the study
of these objects.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Initial context. Let Tg,n be the Teichmüller space of genus g Riemann sur-
faces with n punctures or marked points, and let

π : Tg,n Ñ Mg,n

be the map to the associated moduli space of Riemann surfaces Mg,n. We also use
the same notation for the associated maps on the bundles of quadratic differentials.

Teichmüller space admits several metrics of interest, but here we consider ex-
clusively the Teichmüller metric. This metric reflects the modular nature of Te-
ichmüller space, giving a concrete measure of how non-conformal a map between two
Riemann surfaces must be, and also the intrinsic complex geometry of Teichmüller
space as a complex manifold, being equal to the Koyabashi metric [Roy71]. It
is in a sense as inhomogeneous as possible [Roy71] and its fine geometry is often
mysterious.

Teichmüller discs, also known as complex geodesics, are holomorphic isometric
embeddings of the hyperbolic plane into Teichmüller space. There is a unique Te-
ichmüller disc through any pair of distinct points, and one might say that the mys-
tery of Teichmüller and moduli spaces can sometimes be pierced with Teichmüller
discs.

Here we study totally geodesic submanifolds of Teichmüller space. We say a
complex submanifold N of Teichmüller space is totally geodesic if N contains the
Teichmüller disc1 through every pair of distinct points in N .

The one complex dimensional totally geodesic submanifolds are exactly the Te-
ichmüller discs. We call a complex manifold or variety higher dimensional if it has
dimension greater than one.

Starting with smaller Teichmüller spaces and taking covering constructions in the
sense of [MMW17, Section 6], one can obtain higher dimensional totally geodesic
submanifolds of larger Teichmüller spaces, which we call trivial. Recently, non-
trivial, higher dimensional examples were discovered for the first time [MMW17,
EMMW20].

A totally geodesic submanifold N Ď Tg,n is called algebraic if πpNq Ď Mg,n is
a closed algebraic variety; in this case πpNq is called a totally geodesic subvariety.
The non-trivial examples mentioned above are all algebraic, and were discovered via
their associated totally geodesic subvarieties. Later, the second author established
the following [Wri20].

Theorem 1.1 (Wright). Every higher dimensional totally geodesic submanifold is
algebraic. There are only finitely many higher dimensional totally geodesic subva-
rieties in each moduli space.

For a typical Teichmüller disc N Ď Tg,n, its projection πpNq is dense in Mg,n,
and each moduli space Mg,n of complex dimension greater than one has infinitely
many totally geodesic subvarieties of dimension one, typically known as Teichmüller
curves. So the previous theorem establishes a very strong contrast between the cases
of dimension one and higher dimension.

Already in [MMW17] it was suggested that the example constructed there might
be seen as “a new type of Teichmüller space, on an equal footing with Tg,n”. In-
deed, we believe that that higher dimensional totally geodesic submanifolds are as

1Equivalently, the (real) Teichmüller geodesic.
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complicated as, and behave very much like, whole Teichmüller spaces. We elaborate
on this as follows:

Metaconjecture 1.2. Many results known for Teichmüller spaces also hold for
higher dimensional totally geodesic submanifolds; many results known for moduli
spaces also hold for higher dimensional totally geodesic subvarieties; and many
results known for mapping class groups also hold for the orbifold fundamental groups
of higher dimensional totally geodesic subvarieties.

Theorem 1.5 below can be seen as an instance of this metaconjecture.

1.2. New results. In this paper we make use of augmented Teichmüller space Tg,n,
which is obtained from Teichmüller space by adding nodal surfaces where collections
of simple closed curves have been pinched. A more descriptive but less common
name for augmented Teichmüller space is the Deligne–Mumford bordification of
Teichmüller space, and indeed the quotient of Tg,n by the corresponding mapping

class group is the Deligne–Mumford compactification Mg,n of moduli space. See
[Bai06, Section 5.2] for an expository introduction.

The Deligne–Mumford bordification is stratified and each stratum is a product of
Teichmüller spaces. A complex submanifold L of a product of Teichmüller spaces is
called simple if its projection to each factor is an isometric embedding whose image
is a totally geodesic submanifold; see the next paragraph for details. A complex
submanifold L of a product of Teichmüller spaces is called semisimple if it is a
product of simple factors.

In the definition of simple above we use the sup metric on the product of Te-
ichmüller spaces. The isometric embedding condition can be rephrased without
referencing a metric on the product by saying that given two points pX1, . . . , Xkq

and pY1, . . . , Ykq in L we have dpXi, Yiq “ dpYj , Xjq for all i, j P t1, . . . , ku. In this
sense, the isometric embedding condition indicates that L looks metrically like a
diagonally embedded copy of a subset of Tg1,n1 in pTg1,n1 qk.

Our first main result is the following, where N Ď Tg,n denotes the closure of
N Ď Tg,n in the Deligne–Mumford bordification.

Theorem 1.3. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-

ichmüller space and let L be the intersection of N with a stratum of Tg,n. Then L
is semisimple and algebraic.

The main point of Theorem 1.3 is that L is semisimple; the algebraicity is not
hard and is included for completeness. Implicit in Theorem 1.3 is that L is a
connected complex manifold, or in other words it is irreducible and smooth.

Example 1.4. There is a trivial totally geodesic submanifold N Ď T3 that can
be defined as the fixed point set of an involution in the mapping class group, and
which consists of unbranched double covers of genus two surfaces. Consider such a
cover X Ñ Y and let α be a separating simple closed curve on Y whose preimage
on X has two components; see Figure 1. Pinching this preimage multi-curve gives
rise to a component

L Ď T1,1 ˆ T1,1 ˆ T1,2
of N . If L1 Ď T1,1 ˆT1,1 is the diagonal and L2 Ď T1,2 is the set of pZ, tp, quq where
the two marked points tp, qu are exchanged by an appropriate involution of Z, we
have L “ L1 ˆ L2. Since L1 and L2 are each simple, L is semisimple.
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Figure 1. The cover X Ñ Y in Example 1.4.

Our second main result is the following, whose proof uses Theorem 1.3.

Theorem 1.5. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-
ichmüller space. Then N is a hierarchically hyperbolic space and the associated
orbifold fundamental group is a hierarchically hyperbolic group.

By “the associated orbifold fundamental group” we mean the stabilizer of N
in the mapping class group, or equivalently the orbifold fundamental group of the
normalization of πpNq Ď Mg,n.

Roughly speaking, Theorem 1.5 indicates that we can use curve graphs of sub-
surfaces as a coarse coordinate system, allowing us to study these objects combi-
natorially. To do this we only use subsurfaces that appear as nodal subsurfaces in
N . We define two subsurfaces to be equivalent if they occur in the same simple
factor, and, roughly speaking, we use one subsurface from each equivalence class.
In N the shape of an active subsurface roughly determines that of all equivalent
subsurfaces, and, in contrast, the shapes of appropriate nonequivalent subsurfaces
are independent. This gives both new rigidity phenomenon (equivalent subsurfaces)
and new flexibility (independent subsurfaces).

Theorem 1.5 also encodes a large amount of information and structure on which
strata of the Deligne-Mumford bordification N intersects.

Independent work. Benirschke, Dozier, and Rached [BDR24] have independently
and simultaneously obtained a version of Theorem 1.3 (but without smoothness
or irreducibility). Their analysis involves significant use of Beltrami differentials,
which do not appear in our work, and conversely most of our main tools do not
appear in their work. Their is however some overlap, in particular at a key step of
our analysis in Section 4.2.

Overview of motivation. Theorem 1.3 implies that totally geodesic subvarieties
have remarkably understandable closures in the corresponding Deligne–Mumford
compactification. This could prove to be very useful for the dynamical and algebro-
geometric study of these subvarieties.

Theorem 1.5 implies that a number of previous results for Teichmüller spaces,
some mentioned below, now apply to clarify the coarse geometry of totally geodesic
submanifolds.

Theorem 1.5 also establishes the objects in question as potentially clarifying ex-
amples in the theory of subgroups of mapping class groups and in the theory of
hierarchical hyperbolicity. For instance, the fundamental groups of higher dimen-
sional totally geodesic subvarieties may serve as prototypical examples in the search
for a useful general definition of geometrically finite subgroups of mapping class
groups, beyond the special case of parabolically geometrically finite subgroups, and
some of the ideas behind Theorem 1.5 may provide a prototype for understanding
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certain nice subsets of hierarchically hyperbolic spaces which are not hierarchically
quasi-convex. See [DDLS24, Definition 1.10] and [RST23] for context.

There is also a significant potential for our results to provide new tools in the
study of the classification problem of higher dimensional totally geodesic subva-
rieties. We will comment on this in more detail below, after discussing the rela-
tionship to invariant subvarieties of differentials and saying more about the known
examples.

Invariant subvarieties of differentials. There is a GLp2,Rq action on the
bundle of quadratic differentials (non-zero, holomorphic away from marked points,
and with at most simple poles at marked points) over Mg,n, and deep results imply
that its orbit closures are complex algebraic varieties [EMM15, EM18, Fil16]. Let
ρ be the natural forgetful map defined by ρpX, qq :“ X. As we recall in Remark 3.6
below, if M is a closed invariant subvariety of quadratic differentials, then ρpMq is
a totally geodesic subvariety if

dimpMq “ 2 dim ρpMq,

and all totally geodesic subvarieties arise in this way.
In general there seems to be no reason to expect dimpMq “ 2 dim ρpMq when

dimpMq ą 2. All that is known at present is that if M intersects the principle
stratum of quadratic differentials this condition is automatically satisfied [KW22,
Proposition 5.1], and ifM is not transverse to the isoperiodic foliation this condition
is never satisfied [Wri20, Theorem 1.3].

Recent examples. Recently, a collection of six new invariant subvarieties of
quadratic differentials were discovered [MMW17, EMMW20], all of dimension four.
Of these, three satisfy the condition dimpMq “ 2 dim ρpMq and hence give rise to
totally geodesic subvarieties in moduli space. These are complex surfaces in M1,3,
M1,4, and M2,1.

Hopes for classification. It is a mystery how many higher dimensional totally
geodesic subvarieties of moduli space remain to be discovered. Given how few are
known at present, one might hope for a complete classification.

One approach to this problem is as follows: First, classify all invariant subvari-
eties of quadratic differentials, then, determine which give rise to totally geodesic
subvarieties of moduli space. The first step is a major goal in its own right and has
seen major progress in recent years; see [McM07, AN20, Api18, EFW18, AW23,
Ygo23, Win24] and the surveys [McM23, Wri15b] for a very incomplete selection
of results. That being said, the problem of finding a complete classification of all
invariant subvarieties of quadratic differentials remains extremely challenging and
seems to us unlikely to be completed anytime soon.

This raises the question of if it is possible to approach the classification of totally
geodesic subvarieties of moduli space in a new way, making more use of the totally
geodesic assumption and not merely the general features of the associated invariant
subvariety of quadratic differentials. We believe that the answer to this question is
yes, and the results we present in this paper provide new tools for this purpose.

In particular, Theorem 1.3 allows for inductive arguments, but this may well
be only the beginning. One might dream that Theorem 1.3 could lead to new
insights related to the fact that the Teichmüller metric stores an enormous amount
of useful information. Recall for example that complex linear isometric embeddings
QpY q Ñ QpXq of spaces of quadratic differentials must arise from maps X Ñ Y
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of the Riemann surfaces [GG22, Theorem 1.3] and that isometric embeddings of
Teichmüller spaces must arise from covering constructions [BS23].

Putting aside such uncertain dreams, we wish to give a deeper explanation of
how our results seem likely to lead to major improvements of existing techniques
for the classification problem. Let us start with the Cylinder Deformation Theorem
of the second author [Wri15a], which has been generalized in [BDG22], and is now
a primary tool in the classification problem. Given an invariant subvariety M, and
a differential pX, qq P M, one defines an equivalence relation on cylinders of q, with
two cylinders being equivalent if they are parallel and remain parallel on nearby
differentials in M. The Cylinder Deformation Theorem states that equivalence
classes of cylinders can be deformed while remaining inM. The rigidity provided by
the equivalence relation is in tension to the flexibility provided by the deformations,
giving the first indication of the potential usefulness of this theorem.

One of our intermediate results allows us to consider simple closed curves on sur-
faces rather than cylinders on quadratic differentials, raising the possibility of easier
and more topological analogues of arguments involving the Cylinder Deformation
Theorem. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. We define
QN to be the set of quadratic differentials generating Teichmüller discs completely
contained in N . Note that πpQNq is an algebraic variety [EMM15, EM18, Fil16].
It is not hard to show QN is irreducible, and [BS23, Proposition 3.1] shows the
harder fact that it is a holomorphic vector bundle over N . We define QmaxN to be
the largest stratum of QN ; see Section 2 for details. We say that a simple closed
curve is a cylinder at a quadratic differential if it is homotopic to the core curve of
a cylinder on that differential.

Theorem 1.6. Suppose N Ď Tg,n is an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Let
S be the set of simple closed curves on the marking surface that are cylinders at
some point of QmaxN and define two such curves to be equivalent if there is a point
of QmaxN where they are equivalent cylinders.

(1) For every X P N and every α P S there is a quadratic differential pX, qq P

QN where α is a cylinder.
(2) If α P S is a cylinder at pX, qq P QN , then the equivalent curves in S are

also cylinders at pX, qq and these cylinders are equivalent. The ratios of
circumferences and the ratios of moduli of these cylinders depends only on
their core curves and not on pX, qq.

(3) For any two simple closed curves α, β P S, there is a quadratic differential
in QN where they are both cylinders.

(4) Unions of disjoint equivalence classes in S are exactly the multi-curves that
can be pinched in N .

(5) For any two equivalence classes of simple closed curves in S, the boundary
of the subsurface they fill is a union of equivalence classes of S.

In addition to this result, our proof of Theorem 1.5 extends the definition of
equivalent simple closed curves to a definition of equivalent subsurfaces. The struc-
ture consisting of all these curves and subsurfaces and the equivalence relation on
them is vaguely reminiscent of the structure of a root system and may be useful for
the classification problem.
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Additional context on totally geodesic submanifolds. See [Gou21] for a
recent survey on totally geodesic submanifolds written to accompany a Bourbaki
seminar on the subject.

The three special examples discussed above are remarkable from many points
of view, sharing connections with billiards in quadrilaterals and classical algebraic
geometry, and have already been the topic of further study [TT20, Che22].

Totally geodesic submanifolds of Teichmüller space which are isometric to cov-
ering constructions are known to arise from covering constructions [BS23].

There are no higher dimensional analogues of Teichmüller discs which are sym-
metric spaces [Ant17c]. The holomorphicity in the definition of Teichmüller discs
is essentially redundant [Ant17b]. See also [Ant17a].

The core of Theorem 1.5. A series of papers beginning with seminal work of
Masur and Minsky developed the idea that curve graphs can be used as coarse
coordinate systems for mapping class groups and Teichmüller spaces; see [MM99,
MM00, BKMM12, Raf07a] for some of the key entries in this story. In particular,
there is a map from Teichmüller space to the product of the curve graphs of all
subsurfaces whose image is characterized by remarkably simple consistency inequal-
ities, each involving only two subsurfaces at a time; the fact that the consistency
inequalities characterize the image is called the Consistency Theorem [BKMM12]
or the Realization Theorem [BHS19]. The so-called Distance Formula allows one
to coarsely compute distances in Teichmüller space using the image of this map.

Roughly speaking, Theorem 1.5 indicates that we can pick out a collection of
subsurfaces that are distinguished enough so that the image of N in the correspond-
ing product of curve graphs is characterized by similar consistency inequalities, and
large enough so that the Distance Formula still holds. It would be easy to maintain
the Distance Formula if we used all subsurfaces, but this would cause the Real-
ization Theorem to fail. Conversely, it would be easy to understand the image if
we used only a very small collection of subsurfaces, but using too small of a col-
lection would cause the Distance Formula formula to fail. To prove Theorem 1.5
we must use exactly the right collection, allowing us to coarsely specify points in
N using their images in curve graphs uniquely and without unnecessary redundant
information.

Additional context on hierarchical hyperbolicity. The relevant structure re-
quired to have a version of the Realization Theorem and the Distance Formula was
axiomatized in influential work of Behrstock, Hagen, and Sisto [BHS17b, BHS19].
We recommend the survey [Sis19] for an introduction. The resulting structure,
called a hierarchically hyperbolic structure, is not generic, but is enormously pow-
erful: Even when given a space with nice non-positively curved behavior, one typ-
ically does not expect it to be hierarchically hyperbolic, but if it is hierarchically
hyperbolic then one gains a remarkably good understanding of the space. Despite
the stringent requirements, many spaces and groups have been shown to be hi-
erarchically hyperbolic [BHS17b, BHS19, BR20, Che20, HMS24, HRSS22, BR22,
Vok22, DDLS24, Rus21, Hug22, NQ24, CR24, Kop23].

Other perspectives on hierarchically hyperbolicity exist beyond the coordinate
system point of view we highlighted above. For instance, while hyperbolic spaces
satisfy that hulls of finite subsets are coarsely trees, hierarchically hyperbolic spaces
satisfy that hulls of finite subsets are coarsely CATp0q cube complexes [BHS21,
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DMS20, BHS17a]. Furthermore, hierarchically hyperbolic spaces are hyperbolic up
to products of simpler hierarchically hyperbolic spaces [BHS17a].

Consequences of hierarchical hyperbolicity, sometimes with extra restrictions sat-
isfied in our examples, include: bounds on asymptotic dimension [BHS17a], clas-
sification of maximal dimensional quasi-flats [BHS21], coarse injectivity [HHP23],
semi-hyperbolicity [HHP23, DMS20], and being quasi-cubical [Pet21].

The specific way in which Theorem 1.5 holds has consequences like the funda-
mental group being undistorted in the mapping class group, which in the case of
Teichmüller curves was proven in [Tan21] and in the case of examples arising from
covering constructions corresponds to [RS09, Theorem 9.1].

Some comments on the proofs. Our analysis relies on and strengthens a prof-
itable marriage between coarse geometry and results of a more analytic, algebro-
geometric, and dynamical flavor. In particular, we make use of theorems of Rafi
expressing how the coarse geometry of the Teichmüller metric affects the fine ge-
ometry of Teichmüller geodesics. Even our proof of Theorem 1.3, a statement in
fine, non-coarse geometry, is intimately linked with coarse geometry.

Our inspiration for why Theorem 1.3 should be true was, in the first place, the
structure theorem [CW21, Theorem 1.3] on the boundary of invariant subvarieties
of Abelian differentials, and, secondly, the rather natural idea that Theorem 1.5
should not only be true at a coarse level but also be witnessed by fine geometry.

Having proved Theorem 1.3, the main difficulty in proving Theorem 1.5 is ob-
taining a coarse statement analogous to Theorem 1.3 but for curve graphs. This is
surprisingly non-trivial to obtain from first principles but is well within the reach
of existing technology. It requires the proof of a result of independent interest that
does not seem to have been previously recorded in the literature, namely that the
electrification of the real line parameterizing a Teichmüller geodesic along the in-
tervals where curves are short quasi-isometrically embeds into the curve graph of
the surface.

Conventions. We emphasize that we work only with complex submanifolds. All
dimensions we give are over C.

When we state a result related to the Teichmüller space Tg,n, we allow all con-
stants to implicitly depend on g and n without further comment; so for the purposes
of such constants one should consider the Teichmüller space Tg,n as fixed.
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2. Cylinders via horocycle and geodesic flows

2.1. Main results. This section lays the foundation for the rest of the paper and
contains multiple results and constructions that will be used later on.

Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Teichmüller space.
Denote by QN the set of quadratic differentials generating Teichmüller discs com-
pletely contained in N (together with the zero differentials on surfaces in N) and
let QmaxN denote the largest stratum of QN ; this is well defined since πpQNq is an
irreducible variety. The set QmaxN is a lift of an invariant subvariety πpQmaxNq of
quadratic differentials in moduli space.

We say that a simple closed curve (on the marking surface) is the core curve of a
cylinder on a quadratic differential if it is freely homotopic to the core curve of that
cylinder. We say that a simple closed curve is a cylinder curve for QN if it is the
core curve of a cylinder at some point of QN . Note that, since QN is the closure of
QmaxN , every cylinder curve for QN is the core curve of a cylinder at some point
of QmaxN . One of the main technical results of this section is the following.

Theorem 2.1. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-
ichmüller space. For any cylinder curve α of QN , the subset of QmaxN where α is
the core curve of a cylinder is path connected.

Following [Wri15a], given q P QmaxN , we say two cylinders on q are QmaxN -
parallel if they are parallel on every quadratic differential in a sufficiently small
neighborhood of q in QmaxN . We say that two cylinder curves are N -equivalent
if there is a point of QmaxN where they are the core curves of QmaxN -parallel
cylinders; if N is clear from context we sometimes omit it from the terminology.
The significance of Theorem 2.1 is that it allows us to prove the following result,
which will be the foundation for much of our later discussion.

Corollary 2.2. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-
ichmüller space and let α, β be N -equivalent cylinder curves. Then, at every point
q of QN where α is a cylinder, β is also a cylinder. If q P QmaxN , then the associ-
ated cylinders are QmaxN -parallel. Furthermore, the ratios of moduli, heights, and
circumferences of the associated cylinders are constant depending only on α, β, and
N , and, in the case of moduli, such constant is rational.

Notice that Corollary 2.2 guarantees the terminologyN -equivalent is appropriate
in the sense that it defines an equivalence relation among cylinder curves.

Another crucial result of this section is Lemma 2.13, which guarantees that the
ratio of hyperbolic lengths of N -equivalent cylinder curves is bounded when the
curves have bounded length.

2.2. Deducing the corollary. To deduce Corollary 2.2 from Theorem 2.1 we will
make use of the following result.

Lemma 2.3. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-
ichmüller space. The ratio of moduli, heights, and circumferences of different
QmaxN -parallel cylinders is locally constant, i.e., given a point q of QmaxN and
a pair of QmaxN -parallel cylinders on it, on any sufficiently small deformation in
QmaxN , these ratios do not change. Furthermore, the ratios of moduli are rational.

Proof. That the ratio of circumferences stays constant is an immediate consequence
of the definitions [Wri15a]. For the ratio of the moduli, one has to first recall [Wri20,
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X Y

Figure 2. Horocycle arcs joining pairs of points in Teichmüller
space. Arrows represent positive time directions.

Theorem 1.3], which says that QmaxN is the lift of a particular kind of invariant
subvariety, more precisely, it has no rel, and then invoke [MW17, Corollary 1.6],
which gives the desired result. (See also [AW24, Lemma 6.10] for a different proof
of the result powering [MW17, Corollary 1.6].) □

We are now ready to deduce Corollary 2.2 from Theorem 2.1.

Proof of Corollary 2.2. Let α and β be N -equivalent cylinder curves and let q be
a point of QmaxN where they are core curves of QmaxN -parallel cylinders. Let
q1 P QmaxN be any point where α is a cylinder. Theorem 2.1 gives a path in
QmaxN from q to q1 such that α is a cylinder at every point on this path. By
Lemma 2.3, we get that β must also be a cylinder at every point on this path. This
argument also gives that the ratios of moduli, heights, and circumferences only
depend on α, β, and N for differentials in Qmax.

Because QN is the closure of QmaxN and because all the quantities involved are
continuous, the ratios are the same on QN as they are on QmaxN . □

2.3. Cylinders via horocycle flow. To prove Theorem 2.1 we will need different
methods to produce quadratic differentials with cylinders. We first discuss a method
that relies on the Teichmüller horocycle flow

ut “

ˆ

1 t
0 1

˙

.

Given X P Tg,n, denote by QpXq the set of quadratic differentials on X.

Lemma 2.4. For any two distinct points X,Y P Tg,n, there exists a unique, up to
scale, q P QpXq and a unique time t ą 0, both depending continuously on X and Y ,
such that utpX, qq “ pY, q1q for some quadratic differential q1, and this q generates
the Teichmüller disc through X and Y . If both X and Y are in a totally geodesic
submanifold N , then q P QN .

Proof. There exists a unique positive Teichmüller horocycle arc joining X to Y ; see
Figure 2. Furthermore, this arc belongs to the unique Teichmüller disc through X
and Y . Any quadratic differential q as in the statement generates this Teichmüller
disc. □
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In the setting of Lemma 2.4 we say that the quadratic differential q generates
the horocycle from X to Y . We next recall the following.

Lemma 2.5. Let X P Tg,n and let α “
ř

kiαi be a multi-curve with all ki positive
integers. Let Dα :“

ś

Dki
αi

be the Dehn twist in α. Then the differential that
generates the horocycle from X to DαX is horizontally periodic and the core curves
of the horizontal cylinders are the αi. If Mi is the modulus of the cylinder with core
curve αi, then Mi{Mj “ ki{kj.

Proof. For any choice of positive numbers mi there exists a, unique up to scale,
differential q on X which is horizontally periodic with core curves αi of modulus
cmi for some c “ cpXq ą 0 [Str84, Theorem 21.7]. Here we use mi “ ki. It takes
time 1{M for horocycle flow to accomplish a Dehn twist on a horizontal cylinder
of modulus M , so let t :“ ki{pcmiq “ 1{c. Then we get that utq is a differential on
DαX. By Lemma 2.4, q generates the desired horocycle. □

Next, we produce Dehn twists that stabilize a totally geodesic submanifold.

Lemma 2.6. Let N Ď Tg,n a totally geodesic submanifold and let tα1, . . . , αru be
the core curves of an equivalence class of QmaxN -parallel cylinders. Let k1, . . . , kr
be positive integers such that the αi are cylinder core curves on a differential in
QN with the corresponding moduli Mi satisfying Mi{Mk “ ki{kj. If α :“

ř

kiαi,
then DαN “ N .

Morally, this lemma is true because Dα is in the fundamental group of πpNq and
that fundamental group stabilizes N , but we find it easier to give a careful proof
from a slightly different perspective.

Proof. There is an open subset of QN of quadratic differentials where the αi are
core curves of cylinders. The Cylinder Deformation Theorem then gives that D˘1

α

applied to this subset is contained in QN . By analytic continuation, we deduce
D˘1

α QN Ď QN . Thus, DαQN “ QN . □

We summarize this discussion as follows.

Corollary 2.7. Let N Ď Tg,n be a totally geodesic submanifold. Suppose that at
some point of QmaxN there is an equivalence class of QmaxN -parallel cylinders with
core curves α1, . . . , αr and moduli ck1, . . . , ckr for some c ą 0 and positive integers
ki. Then, for any X P N , there exists a unique up to scale horizontally periodic
quadratic differential q on X with core curves αi with moduli c1k1, . . . , c

1kr for some
c1 ą 0. This q depends continuously on X and lies in QN .

Proof. Lemma 2.6 gives a multi-twist Dα stabilizing N . Using this and Lemma 2.5
one obtains the desired differential; it lies in QN by Lemma 2.4. □

2.4. Annular curve graphs. There are two versions of annular curve graphs.
One is used in the hierarchically hyperbolic structure of mapping class groups and
is quasi-isometric to R. The other one is used in the hierarchically hyperbolic
structure of Teichmüller spaces and is isometric to a horoball in the hyperbolic
plane.

For the annular region corresponding to a simple closed curve α, the mapping
class group version keeps track of the twist along α. We think of the Teichmüller
space version as mapping to

tx ` iy : y ě 1u Ď H,
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with the x coordinate again encoding the twist along α and the y coordinate being
equal to maxp1, 1{ℓαpXqq, where ℓαpXq is the hyperbolic length of α at X P Tg,n.
In particular, we note that the mapping class group version can be thought of as
the x coordinate of the Teichmüller space version.

If desired, we can view R as the boundary of the horoball with its intrinsic
path metric, and consider the projection x ` iy ÞÑ x ` i from the horoball to its
boundary. We can think of the mapping class group version of the map to the
annular curve graph as the composition of the Teichmüller space version together
with this projection. The fact that the projection from a horoball to its boundary
is highly non-Lipschitz offers some hint that using the mapping class group version
of the annular curve graph when discussing Teichmüller spaces requires extra care.

The mapping class group version has been standard since the work of Masur-
Minsky [MM00, Section 2.4] and the Teichmüller space version was foreshadowed in
Minsky’s product region theorem [Min96], is implicit in formulas of Rafi [Raf07a],
and is explicit in subsequent work [EMR17, Dur16]. We suggest [EMR17, Section
3.1] as a reference on this topic.

By default we will use the Teichmüller space version and we will comment when
using the mapping class group version.

2.5. Cylinders via geodesic flow. Next, we discuss a coarser method for pro-
ducing quadratic differentials with cylinders, via the Teichmüller geodesic flow. Let
dMCG
α pX,Y q denote the distance between the subsurface projections of X,Y P Tg,n

in the mapping class group version of the annular curve graph of α and let ℓαpXq de-
note the hyperbolic length of the geodesic representative of α on X P Tg,n. Roughly
speaking, the following result guarantees the existence of cylinders whenever there
is large enough twist.

Lemma 2.8. There exists a constant D ą 0 depending only on g and n such that
for any X,Y P Tg,n and every simple closed curve α, if

dMCG
α pX,Y q ą Dp1 ` ℓXpαq´1 ` ℓY pαq´1q,

then the quadratic differential generating the Teichmüller geodesic segment from X
to Y has a cylinder with core curve α.

Proof. This can be thought of as a black box coming from work of Rafi, but we
briefly outline the structure of the argument.

Denote by ν` and ν´ the vertical and horizontal foliations of the quadratic
differential q generating the Teichmüller geodesic segment from X to Y . Since the
ensuing argument gives a lower bound on the modulus of the cylinder, we may
take an arbitrarily small perturbation of X or Y , allowing us to assume that α has
non-zero intersection number with the ν˘.

As we recall briefly in Appendix A, Rafi has an alternative definition of twisting
along a Teichmüller geodesic which makes use of the flat metric of the generating
quadratic differential [Raf07a, Section 4]. By [Raf07a, Theorem 4.3], it is possible
to compare differences in this alternative twisting to dMCG

α pX,Y q with an error of
the form OpℓXpαq´1 ` ℓY pαq´1q. Hence, in our situation, there is large change in
Rafi’s alternative twist between X and Y . Formulas in [Raf07a, Section 4], which
are recalled in Appendix A, imply the existence of a large modulus cylinder (at
some point between X and Y ). □
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2.6. Hyperbolic lengths. Later we will need to estimate hyperbolic lengths of
short curves. We recall some of the necessary background for this now.

Lemma 2.9. Let q be a horizontally periodic quadratic differential such that the
ratios of circumferences of horizontal cylinders is at most M . Then, there exists a
uniform bound, depending only on M (and, as always, g and n), for the modulus
of the expanding annuli corresponding to the core curves of the horizontal cylinders
of q.

Expanding annuli appear in work of Minksy and Rafi [Min96, Raf07b] and are
now a basic tool. Their definition admits slight variations which are not important
here, but, for concreteness, let us say we follow [Raf14, Section 3], so the inner
boundary is the flat geodesic representative.

Proof. Notice that, for any such expanding annulus of large modulus, there exists
an embedded horizontal segment crossing it that is of size proportional to the size of
the outer boundary. The circumference of one of the cylinders under consideration
is as big as this horizontal segment. On the other hand, the length of the inner
boundary is by definition a circumference in the case under consideration. Thus,
the desired bound follows from the fact that, as recalled in [Raf14, Section 3], the
moduli of expanding annuli can be calculated as the logarithm of the ratio of the
lengths of the inner and outer boundaries. □

The ratio assumption in Lemma 2.9 is crucial, as seen by considering a one by
one square torus with a small circumference cylinder glued in along a horizontal
slit to give a surface in Hp2q.

We deduce the following consequence of Lemma 2.9; here we denote the modulus
of a cylinder F by ModpF q.

Corollary 2.10. There exists δ ą 0 (depending only on g and n) such that for
all M ą 0 there exists an E ą 0 such that the following holds. Let pX, qq be a
horizontally periodic quadratic differential such that the ratio of circumferences of
horizontal cylinders on q is at most M . Suppose α is the core curve of a horizontal
cylinder F on q with ℓαpXq ď δ. Then,

1{E ď ℓαpXq ¨ ModpF q ď E.

Proof. The ratio of the inverse extremal length of α and the sum of ModpF q and
the moduli of the corresponding expanding annuli is uniformly bounded; see [Raf14,
Theorem 3.1, Statement (2)] for a convenient reference and [Min92, Theorem 4.6]
for the original. Lemma 2.9 gives that the moduli of the expanding annuli are
bounded, and, in particular, if δ ą 0 is small enough, this implies that F has large
modulus.

With the assumption that ℓαpXq ď δ, hyperbolic and extremal lengths have
bounded ratios [Mas85, Proposition 1, Corollary 3], so the result follows. □

2.7. Proof of path connectivity. We are now ready to prove Theorem 2.1.

Proof of Theorem 2.1. Suppose α is the core curve of a cylinder C on pX, qq P

QmaxN . Denote by rCs the QmaxN -parallelism class of C. Suppose also that α is
the core curve of a cylinder D on pX 1, q1q P QmaxN . Our goal is to produce a path
connecting q to q1 in QmaxN along which α is always a cylinder.
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Consider the reparametrized Teichmüller geodesic G : r0, 1s Ñ N from X to X 1.
After rotating q and q1, we can assume without loss of generality that the cylinders
C and D are horizontal. Applying the Teichmüller horocycle flow to q and q1 for
long enough times yields Riemann surfaces Y P N and Y 1 P N whose projections
to the annular curve graph of α are coarsely equal and very far from the projection
of any point on G. Furthermore, because the Teichmüller horocycle flow is strongly
nondivergent [MW02], it is possible to arrange for X,Y,X 1, Y 1 P N to be ϵ-thick for
some ϵ :“ ϵpX,Y q ą 0 independent of the constant implicit in the notion of “very
far” above.

X Y

X' Y'

G

F

F'

qt

Figure 3. Dotted lines are Teichmüller horocycles and solid
straight lines are Teichmüller geodesics.

Let F : r0, 1s Ñ N denote the reparametrized Teichmüller geodesic from X 1 to
Y 1. Now, by Corollary 2.7, for every Y 2 P F we can find a continuously varying
horizontally periodic quadratic differential on Y 2 whose horizontal cylinder core
curves are exactly those corresponding to cylinders in rCs. Using the Cylinder
Deformation Theorem over these differentials together with Corollary 2.10, it is
possible to produce a continuous path F 1 : r0, 1s Ñ N with the same endpoints as
F and such that for every Y 2 P F 1 it holds that ℓαpY 2q ą ϵ1 and that the projection
of Y 2 to the annular curve graph of α is very close to that of X 1 and Y 1. Here ϵ1 is
a positive constant depending on ϵ and the constant in Corollary 2.10. See Figure
3 for a picture of this construction.

Now let qt : r0, 1s Ñ QN be the continuous one parameter family of quadratic
differentials such that qt P QN is the initial quadratic differential of the Teichmüller
geodesic segment joining Gptq P N to F 1ptq P N . Since the Teichmüller horocycle
flow preserves Teichmüller disc, q0 can be obtained as a rotation of q and q1 can be
obtained as a rotation of q1. Originally C was defined as a cylinder on q, but, by
abuse of notation, we use the same symbol to denote the corresponding cylinder on
q0, since q and q0 only differ by a rotation.

Recall that QN is a vector bundle over N . The non-maximal part QNzQmaxN is
the union of the intersections of QN with certain lower dimensional strata. It is thus
possible (for example smoothing and using Sard’s Theorem) to produce arbitrarily
small deformations q̂t : r0, 1s Ñ QmaxN of the path qt with image contained in
QmaxN . Since the endpoints of qt are already in QmaxN , we can additionally
arrange for q̂t to agree with qt at the endpoints.

Now, by Lemma 2.8, assuming the path q̂t is sufficiently close to the path qt, we
get that α must be a cylinder on q̂t for all t P r0, 1s. We have thus produced the
desired path connecting q and q1 in QmaxN . □
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2.8. Short curves and cylinders. The following lemma and subsequent corollary
emphasize the important connection between short curves and cylinders.

Lemma 2.11. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
there exists some ϵ ą 0 depending only on N such that if tα1, . . . , αru is a collection
of disjoint simple closed curves that can be made simultaneously of hyperbolic length
less than ϵ on some surface in N , then there exists a quadratic differential in QN
where they are all core curves of cylinders.

Proof. A compactness argument using the Deligne–Mumford compactification pro-
vides an ϵ ą 0 such that if tα1, . . . , αru is a collection of disjoint simple closed
curves that can be made simultaneously of hyperbolic length less than ϵ on some
surface in N , then the boundary of N intersects a stratum of the Deligne–Mumford
bordification where all these αi are pinched to nodes.

Working in moduli space rather than Teichmüller space, considering a holomor-
phic disc through such a boundary point, and using plumbing coordinates, one
can check that N is stabilized by a multi-twist whose support includes the αi; see
[BDG22, Proposition 3.1] and [Ben23, Proposition 7.6] for details. Corollary 2.7
then gives the result. Alternatively, after applying a large power of this multi-twist
to any point in N and considering the corresponding quadratic differential, Lemma
2.8 gives the desired result. □

Corollary 2.12. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
the core curves of cylinders of quadratic differentials in QN are exactly the curves
that get arbitrarily short on N .

Proof. The hyperbolic length of the core curve of any cylinder can be made ar-
bitrarily small using the Teichmüller geodesic flow or the Cylinder Deformation
Theorem. Conversely, if α is a curve that gets arbitrarily short on N , Lemma 2.11
gives that α is a cylinder curve for QN . □

It will be very useful for our purposes to control the ratios of hyperbolic lengths
of short curves, as guaranteed by the following lemma.

Lemma 2.13. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Suppose
tα1, . . . , αru is an equivalence class of N -equivalent simple closed curves. Then,
there exist constants M0 ą 0 and C ą 0 depending only on N such that for every
i, j P t1, . . . , ru and every X P N , if minpℓαipXq, ℓαj pXqq ď M0, then

1{C ď ℓαi
pXq{ℓαj

pXq ď C.

Proof. Corollary 2.7 produces a differential on X in QN with horizontal cylinders
corresponding to the αi and whose ratio of moduli do not depend on X. Corollary
2.10 allows the hyperbolic lengths to be estimated in terms of these moduli, keeping
in mind that once one of the αi gets short the corresponding modulus must be large,
hence all the moduli must be large and all the other αj must be short as well. □

2.9. Simultaneous realization. For later use we highlight the following results.

Lemma 2.14. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Let α
and β be cylinders at possibly different points of QN . Then there exists q P QN on
which both α and β are cylinders.
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Proof. Fix a point X P N and find points Y,Z P N such that

ℓαpXq “ ℓαpY q and ℓβpXq “ ℓβpZq,

dαpX,Y q ą K and dβpX,Zq ą K,

where K ą 0 is a very large constant. This can be done, as in previous proofs, by
applying large powers of appropriate multi-twists.

Now, suppose in first instance that

dαpY, Zq ą K{100 and dβpY, Zq ą K{100.

Then, by Lemma 2.8, the quadratic differential generating the Teichmüller geodesic
segment from Y to Z proves the desired result.

Thus, it suffices by symmetry to consider the case when dαpY, Zq ď K{100. In
this case, dαpX,Zq ą K{2 by the triangle inequality, so, again by Lemma 2.8, the
quadratic differential generating the Teichmüller geodesic segment from X to Z
proves the desired result. □

Notice that, in the context of Lemma 2.14, it follows by Corollary 2.2 that all
simple closed curves N -equivalent to α or β are core curves of cylinders on q.

Corollary 2.15. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
any two N -equivalence classes of simple closed curves are either pairwise disjoint
or every curve of one intersects a curve of the other.

Proof. Pick a curve in each equivalence class. Lemma 2.14 provides a quadratic
differential q P QN where both curves are cylinders. Perturbing q, without loss
of generality we can assume that q is in QmaxN . Corollary 2.2 gives that all the
N -equivalent curves are cylinder curves on q as well. Let rCs and rDs denote the
corresponding equivalence classes of cylinders on q.

Using the Cylinder Deformation Theorem, we can deform rCs in such a way that
the circumference of every cylinder in rDs that intersects a cylinder in rCs changes.
Since ratios of circumference of cylinders in rDs are constant, this gives that if any
cylinder of rDs is intersected by a cylinder in rCs, then they all are. See [NW14,
Proposition 3.2] for details. □

3. The boundary is totally geodesic

3.1. Main definition and theorem. Throughout this section we consider a prod-
uct of Teichmüller spaces of the form

Tg1,n1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns .

Wemay sometimes use the Teichmüller metric on this space, which can be defined in
the usual way and is equal to the sup of the Teichmüller metrics of the components.
We will use π to denote the map to the corresponding product of moduli spaces.

Over these product spaces we consider the corresponding bundles of quadratic
differentials holomorphic away from marked points and with at most simple poles
at marked points; these differentials have finite area and could be zero on some
(or all) components. There is an action of GL`p2,Rq on this bundle which acts
as usual on components where the differential is non-zero and leaves unchanged
components where the differential is zero. We warn the reader that this action is
not continuous at points where the differential is zero on at least one component.
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We define a T-disc as the projection to Tg1,n1
ˆ¨ ¨ ¨ˆTgs,ns

of the GL`p2,Rq orbit
of one of the quadratic differentials introduced above. This term of course stands
for “Teichmüller disc”, but we have chosen to instead write “T-disc” to emphasize
this is a non-standard definition given the multi-component setting. The T-disc
defined using a quadratic differential q will be called the T-disc generated by q.

Remark 3.1. We highlight a few important aspects of T-discs:

(1) The T-disc associated to a zero differential is a point.
(2) The projection to each component Tgi,ni

of any T-disc is either a point or
a Teichmüller disc.

(3) If pX1, . . . , Xsq and pY1, . . . , Ysq lie on single T-disc, then, for each pair i, j
of coordinates where the disc is not constant, we have

dTgi,ni
pXi, Yiq “ dTgj,nj

pXj , Yjq.

(4) Every T-disc is an isometrically and holomorphically embedded copy of the
hyperbolic plane.

(5) Not every isometrically and holomorphically embedded copy of the hyper-
bolic plane is a T-disc.

(6) It is not true that there is a T-disc containing every pair of points in a
product of Teichmüller spaces.

(7) If q and q1 are equal up to rescaling on each component by a non-zero factor
depending on the component, then the T-discs they define are the same.
In particular, when the number of components is at least 2, it is possible
to have Cq ‰ Cq1 but for q and q1 to generate the same T-disc.

Given an irreducible complex analytic subset

L Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

,

we defineQL to be the set of quadratic differentials that generate T-discs completely
contained in L.

Definition 3.2. An irreducible complex analytic subset L Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆTgs,ns

is
said to be totally geodesic if there is an irreducible complex analytic subset QalgL
of the bundle of quadratic differentials over Tg1,n1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns such that

(1) QalgL Ď QL and QalgL is GL`p2,Rq invariant,
(2) πpQalgLq Ď QMg1,n1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ QMgs,ns is a variety, and
(3) QalgL contains a dimL dimensional vector subspace above every point of

L.

Remark 3.3. Recall that a complex analytic subset is a subset that is locally de-
fined near each point of the ambient space as the zero set of a finite collection of
holomorphic functions. Such subsets are always closed, and we emphasize that this
means QalgL is required to be closed.

Remark 3.4. Later, after we understand their remarkable structure, in Lemma 5.1
we will see that totally geodesic analytic subsets are actually complex submanifolds,
i.e., have no singularities. So the appearance of complex analytic subsets can be
thought of as a technical detail internal to our proofs. The reader wishing to
pay attention to this detail may want to keep in mind that there are complex
analytic subsets which are topological submanifolds but not complex submanifolds;
for example, consider the subset of C2 defined by z21 “ z32 .
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Remark 3.5. The whole product space Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

is totally geodesic, but,
as remarked above, it does not contain a T-disc through every pair of points. Thus,
our definition does not satisfy all the conditions one might initially hope from a
generalized definition of totally geodesic.

Remark 3.6. As is discussed in [Gou21, Proposition 1.3] and elsewhere, in the single
component case, L is totally geodesic if and only if dimQL “ 2 dimL. Since [BS23,
Proposition 3.1] shows that in this case QL is a vector bundle, it is not hard to see
that our definition agrees with the usual definition when s “ 1; see Lemma 5.1 for
why L is a complex submanifold and not merely a complex analytic subset.

Remark 3.7. In the single component case one does not always consider zero di-
mensional totally geodesic submanifolds, i.e., single points, but we note that, for
our purposes, a single point will be considered as such.

Remark 3.8. In the multi-component case, QL is often bigger than QalgL. For
example, QL is closed under scaling each component individually by positive real
numbers, and need not be closed in the bundle of quadratic differentials. This
behavior can already be seen for a diagonal.

Definition 3.2 is easy enough to satisfy that we can verify the following, which
is the main result of this section.

Theorem 3.9. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then

any irreducible component of the intersection of its closure N with a stratum of the
Deligne–Mumford bordification is an algebraic totally geodesic subset.

Note that Definition 3.2 actually assumes algebraicity, so when in the phrase
“algebraic totally geodesic subset” above the word “algebraic” is really just for
emphasis and for consistency with other situations where algebraicity is not auto-
matic.

We emphasize that Definition 3.2 should be thought of as a temporary tool, since
ultimately in proving Theorem 1.3 we will obtain vastly stronger information.

3.2. The quadratic Hodge bundle. Following the notation of, for example,
[CMS23], we consider the quadratic Hodge bundle over the Deligne–Mumford com-
pactification Mg,n; see also [BCG`19b, Sections 3.1, 3.2]. This holomorphic vec-
tor bundle parameterizes quadratic differentials with at worst simple poles at the
marked points and at worst double poles at the nodes, subject to residue matching
condition at nodes; these differentials are allowed to be zero on some components.
We also consider the pull-back of this bundle to the Deligne–Mumford bordifica-
tion, leaving it to the reader to infer from context if we are referring to the lifted
or the original version. (The pullback is a vector bundle, see for instance [Hat,
Proposition 1.5], but since the bordification is not even locally compact it is not a
holomorphic vector bundle).

The residue matching condition is equality of the coefficients of 1{z2 in the
Laurent expansions of the differential on either side of the node; following the work
cited above we call this coefficient the 2-residue. When the differential is viewed
as a flat surface, having non-zero and matching 2-residues corresponds to having
half-infinite cylinders on either side of the node with core curves that are parallel
and of the same length.

Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Denote by QN the
closure of QN in the quadratic Hodge bundle. Given two N -equivalent cylinder
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curves α and β, denote by cpα, βq the circumference of a cylinder with core curve
α divided by the circumference of a cylinder with core curve beta; this quantity is
well defined by Corollary 2.2.

Lemma 3.10. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold and α, β

be a pair of N -equivalent cylinder curves. Then, for any q P QN where α and β
are pinched to nodes nα, nβ, the 2-residue of q at nα is equal to cpα, βq times the
2-residue of q at nβ.

Proof. This follows by continuity of the circumference of a cylinder and the fact
that 2-residues give the circumferences of the corresponding infinite cylinders. □

Corollary 3.11. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold and

suppose X P N is a point where exactly k classes of N -equivalent curves have
been pinched to nodes. Then, the fiber of QN at X contains a linear subspace of
dimension d ´ k consisting of finite area differentials. Moreover any finite area
differential in the fiber is contained in such a subspace.

Proof. Recall from [BS23, Proposition 3.1] that QN is a vector bundle of rank
d “ dimN . Thus, every fiber of QN is a union of d-dimensional vector subspaces
W of differentials. Given such a W , Lemma 3.10 gives that the subspace W0 of
W where all 2-residues vanish has codimension at most k. This W0 is exactly the
finite area differentials in W . □

We deduce the following corollary from [MW17, CW21].

Corollary 3.12. Let V be a GL`p2,Rq-invariant subvariety of non-zero quadratic
differentials over Mg,n. Then the closure of V in the finite area part of the quadratic
Hodge bundle is GL`p2,Rq invariant.

Because the GL`p2,Rq action on the closure of the quadratic Hodge bundle is
not continuous, this is a non-trivial statement. Although restricting to the finite
area part is not required, we will only need that case here.

Proof. For concreteness of notation we will prove invariance under the one param-
eter subgroup tututPR consisting of unipotent upper triangular matrices. This is
sufficient because the closure of V in the finite area part of the quadratic Hodge
bundle is easily seen to be invariant under multiplication by complex scalars, and
complex scalar multiplication together with tututPR generate GL`p2,Rq.

Consider a sequence pXk, qkq P V that converges to pX8, q8q in the finite area
part of the quadratic Hodge bundle. We show utpX8, q8q is also in the closure of
V . Without loss of generality, assume that all pXk, ωkq lie in a single stratum and
in a single irreducible component of the intersection of V with that stratum.

Let pYk, ωkq be the double cover of pXk, qkq. After passing to a subsequence, we
can assume pYk, ωkq converges in the Hodge bundle to a finite area limit pY8, ω8q.
Let Y 1

8 (respectively X 1
8) be the union of the components of Y8 (respectively

X8) where ω8 (respectively q8) is nonzero. Then, pY 1
8, ω8q is a double cover of

pX 1
8, q8q.
The construction above guarantees pYk, ωkq converges to pY 1

8, ω8q in the “What
You See Is What You Get” partial compactification of the stratum. The main
result of [MW17, CW21] gives that, for any deformation on the boundary in this
partial compactification, a corresponding deformation can be done on pYk, ωkq for
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k sufficiently large. The corresponding deformation does not change the vanishing
cycles, so, at an intuitive level, one should think that the deformation does not
affect the part of Yk where ωk is converging to zero. (Results in [MW17, Section 9]
relate the topology on the What You See Is What You Get to the topology on the
Hodge bundle, and allow vanishing cycles to be related to subsurfaces where ωk is
converging to zero.)

Applying this to the ut orbit of pY 1
8, ω8q, which in period coordinates is given by

ω8 ` tImpω8q, shows that the path ωk ` tImpω8q is contained in the set of double
covers of surfaces in V , for k sufficiently large and t sufficiently small. For fixed t
small, this can be seen to converge to utpY8, ω8q. For more details, compare to
[MW17, Section 9] and [CW21, Section 8]. This shows that for t small utpX8, q8q

is in the closure of V as desired. Since the closure is closed, proving the result for
t sufficiently small depending on the limit point is sufficient. □

3.3. Algebraicity. We will need the following basic algebraicity result.

Lemma 3.13. Let V be a subvariety of Mg,n and pV be an irreducible component of
its preimage in Tg,n. Let B be the closure of pV in the Deligne–Mumford bordification
intersected with a stratum of the bordification. Then, the image of B in the Deligne–
Mumford compactification Mg,n is a variety.

Proof. We will use the well studied construction of Dehn space; see [Ber74] for
details and [Bai06, Section 5.2] for a more recent introduction. We follow the
notation of the later reference, so S is a set of curves that are pinched to obtain
a stratum of the Deligne–Mumford bordification, TwpSq is the group generated by
Dehn twists along curves of S, and StabpSq is the stabilizer of the set S in the
whole mapping class group. Note that TwpSq is a normal subgroup of StabpSq.

The Dehn space Dg,npSq associated to S can be viewed as arising from a two
step construction: first take Teichmüller space union the stratum of the Deligne–
Mumford bordification corresponding to S and then quotient by TwpSq. The key
results we need are: the map from Dg,npSq to Mg,n is invariant under the induced
action of StabpSq{TwpSq; stabilizers for this action are finite; and up to those finite
stabilizers the map is a local homeomorphism.

We will also make use of the following topological fact: Given a sequence Zn in
Dehn space converging to a boundary point Z, for any choice of preimages Z 1

n of
the Zn in Teichmüller space, the sequence Z 1

n converges to the unique point Z 1 (in
the appropriate stratum of the Deligne–Mumford bordification) that maps to Z.
(One can keep in mind that the different preimages of Zn all differ by TwpSq, and
applying elements of TwpSq does not effect convergence to points where the curves
in S are pinched.)

Let rV be the image of pV in Dehn space, so we have

pV Ñ rV Ñ V.

We first note that the topological fact above implies that the boundary of pV in the
stratum corresponding to S covers the boundary of rV . Thus it suffices to show that
the image of the boundary of rV is a variety in Mg,n.

Consider Mg,n union the boundary stratum corresponding to S, and let U be
a neighborhood of the boundary. Up to passing to a finite cover, this U can be
chosen so that it can be parametrized by a product of moduli spaces (one for each
component after the curves in S are pinched) and punctured discs (one for each
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curve in S). Viewed as a complex analytic space, we can arrange for the intersection
U XV to have finitely many irreducible components. The boundary of each of these
components is a variety.

Let rU be the component of the preimage of U in Dehn space whose closure
intersects the boundary. This can be taken to be parametrized by a product of
Teichmüller spaces (one for each component after the curves in S are pinched) and
punctured discs (one for each curve in S).

Because rV is an irreducible component of the preimage of V in Dehn space
and because the map from Dehn space to Mg,n is locally a homeomorphism up to

the action of finite groups, the image of rV X rU in U is equal to a finite union of
components of V XU , and the boundary of rV maps onto the union of the boundaries
of these components. □

We also note two corollaries of the analysis above, in whose proofs we continue
to use the notation above.

Corollary 3.14. Let V be a subvariety of Mg,n and pV be an irreducible component
of its preimage in Tg,n. Then, up to the action of the stabilizer of pV in the mapping
class group, there are only finitely many orbits of strata in the Deligne–Mumford
bordification that intersect the closure of pV .

Proof. There are only finitely many mapping class group orbits of strata of the
Deligne–Mumford bordification, so it suffices to prove finiteness in each such orbit.

Consider a stratum that intersects the closure of pV . Near that stratum, there
must be a subset of pV that maps onto one of the finitely many components of UXV .
Given a second stratum in the same mapping class group orbit where one similarly
gets a subset mapping onto the same component, there must be a mapping class
g taking a germ of one subset to a germ of the other. That mapping class must
stabilize pV because pV and gp pV q are both irreducible varieties and share a germ, so
pV “ gp pV q. □

Corollary 3.15. Let V be a subvariety of Mg,n and pV be an irreducible component
of its preimage in Tg,n. Let S be a disjoint collection of curves. Let Stabp pV q denote
the stabilizer of pV in the mapping class group, and

TwSp pV q “ Stabp pV q X TwpSq.

Then the map from pV {TwSp pV q to Tg,n{TwpSq is proper.

Proof. The image of this map is rV . At each point the germ of rV is a finite union
of irreducible germs. As in the proof of the previous corollary, if two germs of pV at
different points are related by a mapping class, that mapping class must stabilize
pV . It follows that any point of rV has a compact neighborhood whose preimage in
pV {TwSp pV q is compact. □

3.4. Unpinching. To complete the proof of Theorem 3.9 we also need a result
that allows us to unpinch nodes in a given equivalence class. We will deduce this
as a corollary of the following result, which is stronger than needed at the moment
but will also be useful later.

Lemma 3.16. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-

ichmüller space. For any point X in the boundary of N it is possible to find a
quadratic differential q P QN with a collection of disjoint equivalence classes of
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cylinders such that replacing each cylinder in this collection with a pair of half-
infinite cylinders gives a differential on X.

Proof. Consider a sequence Xk in N converging to X. For each equivalence class of
nodes of X we get an associated multi-twist and from Lemma 2.5 we also get hori-
zontally periodic differentials ηk on Xk where the horizontal cylinders correspond to
the given equivalence class. By Corollary 2.10, up to rescaling and possibly passing
to a subsequence, these converge in the quadratic Hodge bundle to a differential on
X with a pair of half-infinite cylinders at each node in the equivalence class.

Taking the sum of one such differential for each equivalence class of nodes we
get a differential q8 on X with a pair of half-infinite cylinders at each node. (The
differentials for each equivalence class should be produced using the same sequence
Xk, so they will lie in the same linear space obtained as a limit of fibers of QN over
a subsequence of the Xk). With q8 thus constructed in the boundary of QN , we
can find a sequence qk P QN converging to q8.

Apply the Cylinder Deformation Theorem to shrink cylinders on qk without
twisting them to obtain differentials q1

k P QN where all the cylinders under consid-
eration have modulus bounded above and below. The Deligne-Mumford bordifica-
tion is not locally compact, and we cannot yet assume that the q1

k converge after
passing to a subsequence.

Let S be the set of curves that are pinched on X. The Dehn space of S is locally
compact, so we can pass to a subsequence to assume that the images of the q1

k in
the Dehn space of S converge; this is possible because all the q1

k can be chosen to
live on surfaces in a compact neighborhood around the image of X.

Using Corollary 3.15, we can find gk P Stabp pV q X TwpSq so that gkq
1
k converge

to a differential q. This q has the desired properties. □

Corollary 3.17. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold and

X P N . Then, for any N-equivalence class of nodes on X, there is a nearby point
in N where these nodes are not pinched but all other nodes remain pinched.

Proof. This follows by applying cylinder deformations to the differential q produced
in the lemma. We can stretch all but one equivalence class out to become pairs
of half-infinite cylinders, and stretch the remaining equivalence class to have large
but finite modulus. □

3.5. Conclusion of the proof. We can now complete the goal of this section.

Proof of Theorem 3.9. Consider the closure of N in the Deligne–Mumford bordi-
fication intersected with one of its strata where exactly k classes of N -equivalent
curves have been pinched to nodes. By Lemma 3.13, this intersection covers a
variety and is, in particular, a complex analytic subset. Let L be an irreducible
component of this set.

Corollary 3.11 gives that over every point of L there is a linear subspace of the
fiber of QN of dimension d´ k consisting of finite area differentials. Corollary 3.12
gives that this subspace is contained in QL.

We claim that L has dimension at most d´k. This is true because Corollary 3.17
guarantees it is contained at least k levels deep in a stratification of the boundary.
(We of course expect that dimL “ d ´ k but the verification of this fact will be
postponed to the next section).



THE GEOMETRY OF TOTALLY GEODESIC SUBVARIETIES 23

Let Q1
algL be the intersection of QN with the relevant part of the boundary (or

rather, the union of the irreducible components of this intersection which lie over L).
This satisfies all the properties required of QalgL except that we have not proven it
is irreducible. By Corollary 3.11, each fiber of Q1

algL is a union of linear subspaces,
so in particular it is closed under the C action which rescales quadratic differentials
(equally on all components). We obtain an associated complex analytic set PQ1

algL
by projectivising fibers, and this still covers a variety. The map PQ1

algL Ñ L is
proper, so the image of any irreducible component is an analytic subset [Lo91, page
290]. Hence irreducibility of L implies that one of the irreducible components of
Q1

algL maps surjectively onto L, and we can define QalgL to be that component. □

4. The boundary is semisimple

4.1. Main definitions and statement. The following are the two main defini-
tions of this section.

Definition 4.1. Suppose 1 ď ℓ ă s and

L1 Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgℓ,nℓ

, L2 Ď Tgℓ`1,nℓ`1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

are both subsets of products of Teichmüller spaces. Then we say that the set

L :“ L1 ˆ L2 Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

is the product of L1 and L2. We also say L is a product if this is true after permuting
factors, and we use the natural extension of this definition allowing for more than
two factors.

Definition 4.2. Following Definition 3.2, suppose

L Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

is a totally geodesic complex analytic set. We say L is simple if the projection to
any factor is an isometric embedding. We say L is semisimple if it is a product of
simple totally geodesic complex analytic sets.

The main result of this section is the following.

Theorem 4.3. Every algebraic totally geodesic complex analytic subset

L Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

is semisimple.

Recall that, according to Definition 3.2, the L here is assumed to be irreducible.

4.2. Primality and the proof of Theorem 4.3. Let

L Ď Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

be a totally geodesic complex analytic set. Fix a QalgL Ď QL as given by Definition
3.2. We now set up notation to deal with an important technical detail.

Suppose X P L, V Ď QDpXq has dimension at least dimL, and V Ď QalgL. We
assume V is not contained in a larger subspace of the fiber of QalgL above X.

The components of X are indexed by the numbers t1, . . . , su. Let IZ Ď t1, . . . , su

correspond to the components of X on which all differentials of V are zero and IR
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correspond to the remaining components. Here “Z” stands for “zero” and “R” for
“rest”. Note that t1, . . . , su is the disjoint union of IZ and IR. Let

Z :
ź

iPt1,...,su

Tgi,ni Ñ
ź

iPIZ

Tgi,ni , R :
ź

iPt1,...,su

Tgi,ni Ñ
ź

iPIR

Tgi,ni

be the associated maps that forget factors.
Consider the slice of L defined by

S “ tX 1 P L : ZpX 1q “ ZpXqu.

This is the subset of L of all surfaces which are equal to X in the coordinates where
all differentials in V are zero. We also consider the image RpSq, which we call the
reduced slice, and note that R : S Ñ RpSq is a bijection.

Later we will see that all of the objects just introduced do not depend on the
choice of X and V , but until then we keep in mind the possibility that these objects,
including S, may depend on these choices.

Define QS to be the set of pairs pX 1, q1q P QalgL with X 1 P S and q1 zero on all
components indexed by IZ . Let RpQSq be the corresponding collection of quadratic
differentials on elements of RpSq. Again, note that the corresponding forgetful map,
which by abuse of notation we denote by R : QS Ñ RpQSq, is also a bijection.

We emphasize that no information is lost by R in our context because we are
restricting to points of L where the components forgotten by R are constant. Fur-
thermore, we are restricting to differentials that are zero on the components that
are forgotten. In our context, R has an inverse which simply “adds back” the ZpXq

that was forgotten. Our use of slices and the map R is a technical detail required
to connect to previous work considering products of strata of differentials, where
by definition the differentials are non-zero on all components.

Consider the typical stratum of a differential in V and let V p0q Ď V denote the
elements of V in this stratum. Note that V p0q is open, connected, and dense in V .
Consider the intersection of RpQSq with the associated stratum after applying R.
Let M be an irreducible component of this intersection that contains RpV p0qq.

All the constructions so far are fully compatible with the maps π from products
of Teichmüller spaces to the associated products of moduli spaces (of Riemann
surfaces or quadratic differentials), so we get that M covers a variety πpMq. By
definition (and this is the point of our use of slices and forgetful maps) this πpMq

lies in a product of strata of non-zero quadratic differentials.

Lemma 4.4. M and πpMq are GL`p2,Rq-invariant.

Proof. Recall from Definition 3.2 that QalgL is GL`p2,Rq-invariant. By definition
of the action, it follows that QS is invariant, and hence that RpQSq is invariant
as well. The action preserves strata, so it follows that the relevant intersection of
RpQSq with a stratum is invariant as well. The action on a stratum is real analytic,
so it preserves irreducible components and we conclude that M and πpMq are
GL`p2,Rq-invariant. □

Recall from [CW21] that an invariant subvariety of a product of strata of qua-
dratic differentials is called prime if it cannot be written as a product. Furthermore,
every invariant subvariety of a product of strata of quadratic differentials can be
written uniquely as a product of primes. We will make use of the following structure
theorem; see [CW21, Theorem 1.3].
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Theorem 4.5 (Chen–Wright). In any prime invariant subvariety of a product of
strata, the absolute periods in one component locally determine the absolute periods
in any other component.

This is stated in [CW21] in the case of Abelian differentials but it follows imme-
diately that it also holds for quadratic differentials with the standard convention
that period coordinates, and hence the notion of “absolute periods”, come from
considering double covers where the quadratic differential pulls back to the square
of an Abelian differential.

It follows that we get a decomposition of πpMq as a product of primes and hence
a corresponding decomposition of M, which we denote

M “ M1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Mk.

Recall that M contains RpV p0qq, which is an open dense subset of RpV q. Since
V is not contained in a larger subspace, it follows that we get an associated decom-
position of V ,

V “ V1 ‘ ¨ ¨ ¨ ‘ Vk,

where the Vi can be defined as the differentials of V supported on the same com-
ponents as Mi. We now make the following key observation:

Lemma 4.6. Suppose q1 P Vi is zero on one of the components of X corresponding
to the factor Mi. Then q1 “ 0.

Proof. Suppose otherwise. Pick some arbitrary q P V p0q. Adding small multiples
of q1 to q gives rise to a path in Mi were multiples of a fixed non-zero differential
are added in some components and some other components remained unchanged.
This causes area to change in some components but not others. (For example
one can consider large multiples instead of small to let a differential go to infinity
and see that the area cannot be constant.) Since area can be computed from
absolute periods we see that absolute periods change in some components but not
all, contradicting the fact that Mi is prime. □

We now consider a non-standard exponential map

exp : V1 ‘ ¨ ¨ ¨ ‘ Vk Ñ Tg1,n1
ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Tgs,ns

defined as follows. Given

v “ pq1, . . . , qkq P V1 ‘ ¨ ¨ ¨ ‘ Vk

let exppvq be the result of applying geodesic flow for time |qi| using the differential
qi for i “ 1, . . . , k. Geodesic flows in different components commute, so it does not
matter what order one applies these flows in or if one applies them simultaneously.

Lemma 4.7. exp is continuous.

Proof. Consider a sequence

vpjq “ pq
pjq

1 , . . . , q
pjq

k q P V

converging to v “ pq1, . . . , qkq P V . To show convergence of exppvpjqq to exppvq, it
suffices to prove convergence in each of the k factors. Restricting to the factor i,
we proceed in two cases.

In the first case, suppose that qi ‰ 0. Then, Lemma 4.6 gives that qi is non-
zero in all components associated to this factor, and we get that eventually all the
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components of q
pjq

i are non-zero. The result of flowing for time |q
pjq

i | along q
pjq

i

converges to the result of flowing for time |qi| along qi because |q
pjq

i | Ñ |qi| and the
action is continuous when the set of components where the differential is non-zero
is constant.

In the second case, suppose qi “ 0. Then |q
pjq

i | Ñ 0 and continuity follows since
flowing for amounts of time converging to zero results in no change in the limit. □

Lemma 4.8. exp is injective.

Proof. Suppose exppq1, . . . , qkq “ exppq1
1, . . . , q

1
kq. The Teichmüller Uniqueness

Theorem gives that qi and q1
i are equal up to scale in each component. It fol-

lows that qi “ ciq
1
i for some ci ą 0, since otherwise a linear combination of qi and

q1
i would contradict Lemma 4.6. The distance moved in each component of the i-th
factor is by definition |qi| “ |q1

i|, so we get that ci “ 1. □

Lemma 4.9. The image of exp is contained in the slice S.

Proof. Because M is a product and is invariant under geodesic flow, it follows that
M is invariant under doing different amounts of geodesic flow in each factor Mi.
By continuity and density, we get that same statement for the closure of M in
RpQSq, and hence also for the associated locus in QS. □

Lemma 4.10. exp is a homeomorphism onto S and S “ L. Furthermore, dimV “

dimL.

Proof. We know that exp is continuous and injective. Since it is also proper, the
image of exp is a topological manifold of real dimension 2 dimV , where, as always,
dim denotes complex dimension. Invariance of Domain and our assumption that
dimV ě dimL gives dimV “ dimL. We will show that it follows from the irre-
ducibility of L that L is equal to the image of this map. Since the image is contained
in S and S Ď L, this will also prove S “ L.

Indeed, L can be stratified into real submanifolds (actually even complex sub-
manifolds), and irreducibility of L implies that there is only one largest dimensional
stratum Ltop in this stratification, which is furthermore open and dense in L [Whi65,
Section 18]. Let V top Ď ‘k

i“1Vi be the preimage of Ltop under exp. Using Invari-
ance of Domain as well as properness and injectivity of exp, we see that the image
of exp |V top is both open and closed in Ltop and hence this image is equal to Ltop.
Since the image of exp is closed and Ltop is dense in L, we get that the image of
exp is equal to L. □

We get the following as as immediate corollary.

Corollary 4.11. L can be written as a product

L “ L0 ˆ L1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Lk

such that

(1) L0 is a subset of the product of Teichmüller spaces indexed by IZ ,
(2) L0 consists of a single point, and
(3) each Li, i ą 0 is a subset of the product of the factors corresponding to

Mi.
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Furthermore, if X “ pX0, X1, . . . , Xkq is the point chosen at the beginning of this
subsection and

Y “ pY0, Y1, . . . , Ykq P L

is arbitrary, then Li contains a T-disc through Xi and Yi for each i.

We can now conclude as follows:

Lemma 4.12. IZ , IR, the partition of IR into k subsets associated to the product
decomposition M “ M1 ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨Mk, and the Li do not depend on the choice of X
and V .

Proof. We see from the above that IZ indexes the components where L is constant,
so IZ and its complement IR do not depend on our choices. We now consider the
partition of IR into k subsets. By Remark 3.1 part (3), Li cannot be a product in
a non-trivial way, and it follows that the decomposition of IR and the Li cannot
depend on our choices either. □

Proof of Theorem 4.3. Since X was arbitrary and the Li do not depend on choices,
we get that the Li contain a T-disc through every pair of distinct points. Thus
Remark 3.1 part (3) gives the result. A technical point is that if a complex analytic
set is a product of sets, then the factors are automatically complex analytic. (For
example, if A1 ˆ B1 is complex analytic in a complex manifold A ˆ B, note that A1

can be expressed in the form pA1 ˆ B1q X pA ˆ tb0uq for some b0 P B1, and use that
the intersection of analytic sets is analytic). □

5. The boundary is smooth and irreducible

5.1. Smoothness and the proof of Theorem 1.3. The following ties up a loose
end in previous discussions.

Lemma 5.1. Every totally geodesic complex analytic set L of a product of Te-
ichmüller spaces is a complex submanifold.

Note that the arguments above show that L is a topological manifold, but these
arguments do not show it is a complex submanifold, and the exponential maps lack
the smoothness to be immediately useful for this problem [Ree04, Theorem 1].

Proof. By Theorem 4.3 it suffices to prove this when L is simple. For this it is
helpful to use the version of the exponential map defined on the tangent space, so
expXpvq is the constant speed (but typically not unit speed) geodesic through X
with derivative v. By first considering the smooth points of L, as above we see
that most and hence all points X of L have a dimL-dimensional subspace of the
ambient tangent space whose image under expX is equal to L. This shows that L
is locally well approximated by a linear space at every point of L, as is the case for
a submanifold. The result now follows from [BFLS16, Proposition 3.4], keeping in
mind that all Finsler metrics are equivalent on compact sets.

(The idea of the argument is to consider (locally) the projection to the approx-
imating linear space. If this projection has degree 1, one can find a holomorphic
inverse off of the branching locus, and then extend it to the branching locus using
the Removable Singularity Theorem. This would show that L is locally the graph
of a holomorphic map, giving the result. On the other hand, if the degree is greater
than 1, then as points in the same fiber come together one find pairs of points such
that the most efficient way to join them is to leave L). □
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5.2. Irreducibility. The final loose end is the following, which will be important
later.

Proposition 5.2. Suppose N Ď Tg,n is algebraic and totally geodesic and let L

denote the intersection of N with a boundary stratum. Then L is irreducible.

We will prove some lemmas before we prove this proposition.

Lemma 5.3. Suppose Xk, Yk P Tg,n, with Xk Ñ X and Yk Ñ X in the Deligne-
Mumford bordification. Suppose that X,Y are in the same stratum, that Xk ‰ Yk

for all k P N, and that supk dpXk, Ykq ă 8. Let ∆k be the Teichmüller disc through
Xk and Yk. Then, possibly after passing to a subsequence, the discs ∆k converge to
a holomorphic disc in the stratum of X and Y containing X and Y .

Proof. For the rest of the proof let ρ denote the map that forgets a differential on
a surface, so ρpX, qq “ X.

Let qk be a quadratic differential on Xk and tk ą 0 be a real number such that
doing geodesic flow along qk for time tk starting at Xk gives Yk. Pass to a subse-
quence so tk Ñ t. Also pass to a subsequence to assume there is a meromorphic
differential q on X that is non-zero on every component and such that, with appro-
priate rescaling depending on the component, qk converges to q (away from nodes).
Compare for example to [EKZ14, Theorem 10] and the references therein.

For any matrix g P GLp2,Rq one can check directly using the quasi-conformal
topology that ρpgqkq converges to ρpgqq, and, in particular, that ρpgtqq “ Y . Let ∆
be the image under ρ of the GL`p2,Rq orbit of q. It follows that the ∆k converge
to ∆. One can check that ∆ is holomorphic using holomorphic dependence of
parameters in the measurable Riemann mapping theorem.

(An alternative approach to this lemma would be to use normal families and the
fact that Dehn space is a bounded domain [Ber81, Section 16]). □

Remark 5.4. One can compare the previous proof to [BCG`19a, Theorem 1.4],
keeping in mind that Lemma 5.3 is much simpler because it does not require any
global structural results for a compactification.

Lemma 5.5. In the setting of Proposition 5.2, given two points X,Y P L, it is
possible to find Xk, Yk P N such that Xk Ñ X, Yk Ñ Y , and the distance between
Xk and Yk is bounded.

Proof. Lemma 3.16 gives differentials in QN such that replacing some disjoint
equivalence classes of cylinders with pairs of half-infinite cylinders gives differen-
tials on X and Y . We can define Xk and Yk to be the result of using the Cylinder
Deformation Theorem to stretch cylinders (without twisting them) so that a chosen
cylinder in each horizontal equivalence class has modulus k. Then all the moduli
of the relevant cylinders are the same at Xk and Yk.

One can then directly build quasi-conformal maps from Xk to Yk of bounded
dilatation which are the identity on a large part of the horizontal cylinders. □

Remark 5.6. For convenience we gave a proof of Lemma 5.5 that is very specific
to our situation. There are other approaches that hinge on finding holomorphic
disks through the given points in the variety and using plumbing coordinates. One
such approach might try to bound distances using the Minsky product region es-
timates, leaning on asymptotic results on the hyperbolic metric to control lengths
and twists for the short curves: see for example [Wol10, page 71] and [Wol90].
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Another approach would be to estimate the Teichmüller norm of an infinitesimal
change of the plumbing parameter and (roughly speaking) integrate that to get
bounded distance. Another approach would be to do something similar to what we
did above but without the use of flat geometry. We thank Scott Wolpert for helpful
discussions about several of these approaches.

Proof of Proposition 5.2. Lemma 5.3 applied to the points produced by Lemma 5.5
gives that every pair of points in L is contained in a holomorphic disc in L, which
shows that L is irreducible. □

5.3. Proof of Theorem 1.3. This concludes the proof of Theorem 1.3 as follows:

Proof of Theorem 1.3. Irreducibility is given by Proposition 5.2. Algebraicity fol-
lows from Lemma 3.13, and semisimplicity from Theorem 4.3, with the additional
input of Lemma 5.1 guaranteeing that the complex analytic sets that appear are in
fact complex submanifolds. □

6. First consequences of semisimplicity

In this section we begin the work of clarifying how some of the different structures
previously introduced relate to each other.

6.1. The boundary of a subsurface. If U is a subsurface, we let T pUq denote the
Teichmüller space of the finite type surface obtained by contracting each boundary
component of U to a marked point or puncture.

Lemma 6.1. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold of Te-
ichmüller space. Suppose F Ď T pU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ T pUkq is a simple factor of the in-
tersection of N with a stratum of the Deligne-Mumford bordification. Furthermore,
assume F is not a point. Then:

(1) For all i ‰ j, every boundary curve of Ui is equivalent to a boundary curve
of Uj.

(2) For all cylinder curves in CpUiq, every equivalent curve lies in one of the
CpUjq, and there is at least one equivalent curve in each CpUjq.

(3) The boundary of the union of the Ui is a union of equivalence classes.

Here, saying a curve is in CpUiq is just a convenient way of saying it is contained
in Ui non-peripherally. A simple factor is by definition one of the Li, i ě 0 in
Corollary 4.11; the requirement that F not be a point exactly excludes L0.

Note that assertion (2) is trivially true when F is a point, but that assertion (1)
fails, for example, when N “ Tg,n and a convenient multi-curve is pinched. In this
case, when F is a point, the Ui are the pants components of the complement of the
pinched multi-curve. See Figure 4.

Proof. Suppose to the contrary that there is a boundary curve α of U1 that is not
equivalent to any boundary curve of U2. By Corollary 3.17, we can unpinch α and
its equivalence class, without unpinching any other curves. We get a new boundary
stratum where U2 is still a component and where there is a component U 1

1 containing
U1. Note that U 1

1 and U2 must be in the same simple factor, since otherwise we
can take limits and contradict the fact that F is a simple factor. However, a Dehn
multi-twist along the equivalence class of α (produced by Lemma 2.6) changes U 1

1

without changing U2, giving a contradiction. A similar argument proves the second
claim after pinching the boundary curves of the Ui.
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U1 U2

Figure 4. If N is the whole Teichmüller space, pinching the
curves drawn gives a simple factor which is a point in T pU1q ˆ

T pU2q for the trivial reason that T pU1q and T pU2q are points them-
selves. In this example each curve is only equivalent to itself.

It remains only to address the third claim, where we will require some ideas
from papers on invariant subvarieties. These ideas are isolated in the second of the
following two sublemmas, so they can be treated as a black box if desired.

Sublemma 6.2. Fix an equivalence class B of a boundary curve of one of the Ui.
There is a finite area quadratic differential q in the boundary of QmaxN which is
horizontally periodic and such that the following hold:

(1) the curves in B are horizontal cylinders on q,
(2) there is precisely one other equivalence class E of horizontal cylinders on

q,
(3) the pinched curves at q are exactly the other equivalence classes of boundary

curves, and
(4) all core curves of cylinders in E are contained non-peripherally in one of

the Ui.

Proof of Sublemma 6.2. Because F is not a point, it contains non constant T-discs.
The quadratic differentials generating these T-discs have cylinders, and so we see
that the Ui contain cylinder curves non-peripherally. Consider such a cylinder
curve and note that the second claim of Lemma 6.1 gives that its equivalence class
E consists entirely of curves that that are contained non-peripherally in one of the
Ui.

Pinch all the equivalence classes of boundary curves of the Ui except B. Note
that the curves of B and E must all lie in the same simple factor, again by the
second claim of Lemma 6.1.

Lemma 2.6 gives a positive Dehn multi-twist in all the curves of E Y F that
stabilizes the given simple factor. Consider the T-disc in that simple factor that
contains a point and its image under this multi-twist, and consider the quadratic
differential q generating this T-disc which also generates the horocycle between
these two points in this disc. By applying Lemma 2.5 in each component, we see
that it is horizontally periodic with horizontal cylinders corresponding to BYE. □

Sublemma 6.3. Let C1 and C2 be parallel equivalence classes of cylinders on
a differential q in the boundary of QmaxN . If a cylinder of C1 is adjacent to a
cylinder of C2, then every cylinder of C2 is adjacent to a cylinder of C1.

Here we say two cylinders are adjacent exactly when they have a common saddle
connection on their boundary.
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Proof of Sublemma 6.3. This follows from an “over-collapsing” technique developed
for the classification of invariant subvarieties of differentials. See [Api25, Lemma
4.4] for a precise result sufficient for our needs and see the paragraph after [AW22,
Lemma 4.8] for a list of similar arguments which have appeared in the literature,
many of which include illustrations. The rough summary of the argument is that
one considers an appropriate linear path of cylinder deformations of C1 which
keeps the circumferences the same but decreases the areas of these cylinders to 0.
Continuing this path in the stratum, one finds differentials where the moduli of
some of the cylinders adjacent to C1 start to decrease. Since this ratio of moduli
of cylinders in C2 is constant by Lemma 2.3, this gives the result. □

To conclude the proof of the third claim, consider the differential q given by
Sublemma 6.2. Let C1 “ E, and let C2 “ B denote the equivalence class of one of
the boundary curves of one of the Ui. Then Sublemma 6.3 gives the result because
the curves of E are contained in the Ui. □

6.2. Projection to a subsurface. We also note the following result, which will
clarify much of our later discussion.

Lemma 6.4. Suppose F Ď T pU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ T pUkq is a simple factor of the inter-
section of N with a stratum of the Deligne-Mumford bordification. Fix 1 ď i0 ď k.
Consider any non-empty intersection of N with a stratum of the Deligne-Mumford
bordification which has T pUi0q as a factor.

(1) Suppose F is not a point. Then this intersection has F as a factor.
(2) Suppose F is a point. Then the projection of this intersection to T pUi0q is

the same as the projection of F to T pUi0q, and so, in particular, a point.

Proof. In either case, we can consider the component of the boundary ofN resulting
from pinching the equivalence classes of the boundary curves of Ui0 . Let F

1 be the
simple factor involving the T pUi0q coordinate.

Any boundary component of N where Ui0 appears results from pinching addi-
tional equivalence classes, with the restriction that the equivalence classes must
contain disjoint curves and cannot contain curves in Ui0 .

If F 1 is a point, then any additional degeneration will not affect the projection
to T pUi0q. If F 1 is not a point, then the product structure of the boundary gives
that any additional degenerations which leaves Ui0 intact cannot affect F 1. □

Remark 6.5. In Figure 4 we can first pinch the curves bounding U1 and then pinch
the curves bounding U2 to see that a simple factor which is a point can in a certain
sense “grow” from involving only U1 to involving both U1 and U2.

Lemma 6.4 says that, with a minor caveat in the case of simple factors that are
points, the factor F is well defined given any of the Ui.

7. From Teichmüller spaces to non-annular curve graphs

Theorem 1.3 provides a decomposition of the boundary of any algebraic totally
geodesic submanifold into simple factors. The projection of any such factor into
any of its Teichmüller coordinate domains is an isometric embedding whose image
is an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. The main results of this section is
the following theorem which provides control over the coarse geometry of these
projections and which is particularly useful for the applications we discuss later.
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Recall that if U is a surface then T pUq and CpUq denote its Teichmüller space and
curve complex, respectively.

Theorem 7.1. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
there exists K ą 0 such that if

F Ď T pU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ T pUkq

is a simple factor of the intersection of N with a stratum of the Deligne–Mumford
bordification, then the projection maps from the image of F in

CpU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ CpUkq

to each factor are K-quasi-isometric embeddings.

As a corollary, it is possible to deduce the same statement without the need to
pass to the boundary.

Corollary 7.2. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
there exists K ą 0 such that if the subsurfaces U1, . . . , Uk arise as in Theorem 7.1
from a simple factor of the boundary, then the projection maps from the image of
N in

CpU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ CpUkq

to each factor are K-quasi-isometric embeddings.

We isolate some of the work of proving the corollary in the following lemma.

Lemma 7.3. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. There
exists a (small) ϵ ą 0 and a (large) K ą 0 such that the following holds for any
Y P N .

For any collection of equivalence classes of curves, all of hyperbolic length at
most ϵ at Y , there is a point Z of the boundary of N where exactly these curves
are pinched, and for every subsurface U that is a component of the complement of
the union of the curves, the projections of Y and Z to CpUq are within K of each
other.

Proof sketch. We will use compactness of the boundary of πpNq in Mg,n. Each
point Z in the boundary has a small neighborhood consisting of points Y which
are appropriately close to Z. Taking a finite subcover and lifting gives the result.
(One should use neighborhoods that have nice preimages in the bordification.) □

Proof of Corollary 7.2 assuming Theorem 7.1. By Corollary 3.14, there are only
finitely many orbits of relevant tuples U1, . . . , Uk, so we do not have to worry about
the dependence of K on this tuple.

It suffices to show that for every point X in N there is a corresponding point of
F with coarsely the same image in the given product of curve graphs. We first do
this when F is not a point.

Let C be the constant from Lemma 2.13 controlling ratios of hyperbolic lengths,
and let ϵ be as in Lemma 7.3. We will say that a curve is short if its hyperbolic
length is at most ϵ and very short if its hyperbolic length is at most ϵ{C. Thus
Lemma 2.13 gives that if a curve is very short, all equivalent curves are short.

Let X be a point of N . Consider a Teichmüller geodesic segment from X to a
point Z of N where all boundary curves of U1, . . . , Uk are very short. Let Y be the
first point on this segment such that there exists i such that all boundary curves
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of Ui are very short at Y . By definition, at every point on the geodesic before Y ,
each Ui has a boundary curve with length greater than ϵ{C.

By Rafi’s theory of active intervals [Raf07a, Section 3], which we recall in The-
orem B.3, the projection to the curve complexes CpUiq coarsely does not change
along the Teichmüller geodesic rX,Y s.

By Lemma 6.1 part (1), all the subsurfaces Ui are bounded by curves in the
same finite collection of equivalence classes. As discussed above, it follows that all
boundary curves of all Ui are short at Y . We now let Z be the point produced
from Y by Lemma 7.3 with the collection of curves being the boundary of the Ui.
So the curves pinched at Z are exactly the boundary curves of the Ui. Lemma 7.3
gives that Y and Z have coarsely the same projection to each CpUiq.

This shows that the image of X in CpU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ CpUkq is coarsely equal to the
image of a point Z in the stratum of the Deligne–Mumford bordification where the
boundary components of all the Ui have been pinched. This part of the boundary
is irreducible by Proposition 5.2. The given F may have originated from an even
smaller boundary stratum, i.e., with more pinched curves, but this is not a concern
thanks to Lemma 6.4.

If F is a point, we cannot use Lemma 6.1, but the proof can be easily modified.
Say Ui0 has that all boundary curves are very short at Y . They key observation is
that subsurface projection to Ui0 cannot change along rY,Zs, because by Lemmas
7.3 and 6.4 it is controlled by a single point of T pUi0q. □

Proof of Theorem 7.1. Notice that Theorem 1.3 gives the corresponding result at
the level of Teichmüller spaces. Lemma 6.1 part (2) gives that for any cylinder
curve in CpUiq there must be at least one equivalent cylinder curve in every other
CpUjq.

Hence Corollary 2.12 and Lemma 2.13 give that when a curve is short on one
Ui then there is a comparably short curve in the same equivalence class on every
other Uj . Hence the result follows from Theorem B.1 and Corollary B.2, because
we can use Theorem B.1 to coarsely compute distance in the curve graph of one
component using distance in an electrification, and Corollary B.2 gives that the
exact same electrification coarsely computes distance in the curve graphs of the
other components. □

8. From Teichmüller spaces to annular curve graphs

The goal of this section is to show that the analogue of Corollary 7.2 for annular
curve graphs also holds. See Section 2.4 for background. If α is a simple closed curve
we let Cpαq denote the Teichmüller space version of the annular curve graph of α,
i.e., Cpαq can be viewed as the horoball in the upper half plane H with imaginary
part at least 1. There is a projection map πα from Teichmüller space to Cpαq,
where the imaginary part is the max of 1 and 1 over the hyperbolic length of α,
and the real part encodes twisting, as measured by taking an appropriate marking
and projecting it to the mapping class group version of the annular curve graph.

Theorem 8.1. Let N Ď Tg,n be an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold. Then,
there exists K ą 0 such that if tα1, . . . , αku is an N -equivalence class of simple
closed curves, then the projection maps from the image of N in

Cpα1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ Cpαkq

to each factor are K-quasi-isometric embeddings.
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We verify this using the following.

Lemma 8.2. Let X be a subset of tz : Impzq ą 1uk Ă Hk. Assume there are
constants C ą 0 and cj,m ą 0 such that if

pxj ` iyjqkj“1, px1
j ` iy1

jqkj“1 P X

then for all j,m we have yj{ym ă C and
ˇ

ˇ|xj ´ x1
j | ´ cj,m|xm ´ x1

m|
ˇ

ˇ ď Cp|y1| ` |y1
1|q.

Then there is a K depending only on C, cj,m and k such that each of the k-coordinate
projections X Ñ H are K-quasi-isometric embeddings.

The metric on Hk here is the sup of the usual hyperbolic metrics on the factors.
(Since everything here is coarse it wouldn’t matter if we instead used the product
Riemannian metric.)

Proof. The distance between two points x ` iy, x1 ` iy1 P H is coarsely

logpmaxpy, y1q{minpy, y1qq ` maxp0, logp|x ´ x1|{maxpy, y1qqq,

and the result follows from this. □

Proof of Theorem 8.1. We verify the assumptions of Lemma 8.2. Lemma 2.13 im-
mediately gives the assumption on ratios of y coordinates.

Consider two points X,X 1 P N . Let Dα denote a multi-twist supported on
the set of αj , as produced by Lemma 2.6. We can pick a power p such that the
projections πα1

pDp
αX

1q and πα1
pXq have that their real parts, i.e., their twists, are

uniformly close depending only on N . (The uniformity here follows from Corollary
3.14, which gives that there are only finitely many equivalence classes up to the
action of the fundamental group of N . See also [MW17, Theorem 5.1] and [CW21,
Theorem 5.3] for previous justifications of this.)

It now suffices to prove that for every other j the real parts of παj
pDp

αX
1q and

παj
pXq must be equal up to an error of size Opℓαj

pXq´1 ` ℓαj
pX 1q´1q. (The

constants cj,m arise from the ratio of twisting done by Dα in different curves.)
Suppose otherwise in order to find a contradiction. We consider the geodesic

segment from X to Dp
αX

1 and perform a more in depth version of the analysis
of Lemma 2.8. Although we do not use the main results in Appendix A, we use
results of Rafi recalled there, so we recommend first reading the beginning of that
appendix. One should also recall that [Raf07a, Theorem 4.3] shows that different
notions of twisting at α (namely the x coordinate of πα and the twistq of the
appendix) are equivalent up to an error of size at most OpℓαpXq´1q.

Let q be the quadratic differential on X generating the geodesic segment from X
to Dp

αX
1. Without loss of generality suppose in order to find a contradiction that

the real parts of πα2
pDp

αX
1q and πα2

pXq differ by an extremely large multiple of
ℓαj

pXq´1 ` ℓαj
pX 1q´1. As in the proof of Lemma 2.8, we see that α2 is a cylinder

on q. Moreover, the formulas recalled in the appendix give that, as always up to the
error of one over hyperbolic length, the amount of twisting accomplished depends
on the modulus. Thus we see that, at some point on the geodesic segment, the
α2 cylinder must have large modulus, but that the α1 cylinder cannot have large
modulus because almost no twisting is accomplished in α1; here we are using that
the balanced times, in Rafi’s terminology, for α1 and α2 are the same because the
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corresponding cylinders are parallel. This contradicts Corollary 2.2 which gives the
moduli of the α1 and α2 cylinders must have fixed ratio. □

9. Hierarchical hyperbolicity

9.1. The axioms. We note in advance that to improve readability for non-experts
we will verify a slight modification of the axioms for an HHS. Indeed, we will verify
the axioms for an almost HHS. These axioms are identical to those of an HHS,
except for a technical change to the orthogonality axiom. It is known that every
almost HHS is an HHS, see [ABD21, Appendix], so the very slightly modified axioms
are equivalent to the usual ones. Additionally and for the sake of completeness, we
sketch a proof of the usual orthogonality axiom at the end of this section.

We we will paraphrase the axioms for an almost HHS imprecisely, omitting a
number of details; the reader should consult other sources, such as [ABD21], for
the precise definitions of these axioms. Our goal here is to briefly introduce the
axioms for readers new to hierarchical hyperbolicity and to refresh the memory of
those that are already familiar with this concept.

Roughly speaking, a quasi-geodesic metric space X, endowed with a good deal
of extra structure specified below, is said to be hierarchically hyperbolic if the
following axioms hold with uniform constants:

(0) Basic set up. There is an index set S, called the set of domains, and for
each W P S there is a Gromov hyperbolic metric space CW .

(1) Projections. There are coarsely Lipschitz projections πW : X Ñ 2CW .
The image πW pxq of each point must have uniformly bounded diameter, so
each πW pxq can be considered as a coarse point and there is no harm in
thinking of πW as a map to CW instead of to subsets of CW . The image
of each πW is required to be quasi-convex (which is automatic when it is
coarsely surjective).

(2) Nesting. The set of domains S has a reflexive partial order Ď called
nesting with a unique maximal element. If V Ĺ W , then there is a specified
point ρVW P CW and a map ρWV : CW Ñ 2CV .

(3) Orthogonality. The set of domains S has a symmetric, anti-reflexive
relation K called orthogonality, such that the following hold:
(a) If V Ď W and W K U then V K U .
(b) A nested pair is never orthogonal.
(c) The cardinality of any set of pairwise orthogonal domains is uniformly

bounded above.

(4) Transversality and consistency. We say two domains V and W are
transverse and write V &W if they are not orthogonal and neither is nested
in the other. Furthermore, for a uniform constant κ0 ą 0:
(a) If V &W , then there are points ρVW P CW and ρWV P CV such that the

following Behrstock inequality holds:

mintdW pπW pxq, ρVW q, dV pπV pxq, ρWV qu ď κ0.

(b) If V Ď W , either πV pxq is approximately ρWV pπW pxqq or

dW pπW pxq, ρVW q ď κ0.
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(c) If U Ď V , then we have

dW pρUW , ρVW q ď κ0

for all W satisfying one of the following: V Ď W ; or W transverse to
V and not orthogonal to U .

(5) Finite complexity. There is a uniform upper bound on the length of
properly nested chains.

(6) Large links. There are uniform constants λ ą 0 and E ą 0 such that for
every x, x1 P X there exists a set tTiu of at most

λdW pπW pxq, πW px1qq ` λ

domains properly nested in W such that if T is properly nested in W and

dT pπT pxq, πT px1qq ą E

then T is nested in one of the Ti.

(7) Bounded geodesic image. If γ is a geodesic in CW and V Ď W , then
either ρWV pγq has uniformly bounded diameter, or γ comes close to ρVW .

(8) Partial realization. For a uniform α ą 0 and any pairwise orthogonal
family tVju and points pj P πVj

pXq, there exists a point x P X such that

dVj
pπVj

pxq, pjq ď α

for all j, and such that for each j and each V with Vj Ĺ V or Vj&V ,

dV pπV pxq, ρ
Vj

V q ď α.

(9) Uniqueness. For all κ ą 0 there exists θu ą 0 such that if dpx, yq ě θu
then there exists V with dV pπV pxq, πV pyqq ě κ.

9.2. Totally geodesic submanifolds. We now verify the axioms for an algebraic
totally geodesic submanifold N , following the order introduced above. Note that we
write dU px, yq instead of dU pπU pxq, πU pyqq, leaving implicit that to compute such
distance we must first project to CU .

Basic set up. We start by determining what our set of domains will be.

Lemma 9.1. For any algebraic totally geodesic submanifold N there exists a con-
stant D ą 0 such that for any subsurface U the projection of N to CpUq is either
unbounded or has diameter at most D. The projection is unbounded if and only if
U appears as a component of an unbounded simple factor.

The requirement that the simple factor be unbounded is equivalent to the re-
quirement that it not be a point. We say U is a component of the simple factor
if T pUq is a factor of the product of Teichmüller spaces in which the simple factor
lies.

Proof. Suppose first that U is annular. If the core curve does not get short, then the
diameter bound follows from Rafi’s theory of active intervals (recalled in Theorem
B.3). Otherwise, the core curve gets short and, keeping in mind Lemma 2.6 and
Corollary 2.12, we can pinch it and twist it to show unbounded image.

Now take U to be non-annular. We proceed in cases, sometimes making use of
Theorem 1.3:
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(1) Some boundary curve of U is not a cylinder curve. By Corollary 2.12, this
curve cannot get short, so the theory of active intervals gives the diameter
bound.

(2) All boundary curves of U are cylinder curves, but one of these curves is
N -equivalent to a curve α in CU . The theory of active intervals gives that
the projection to CU can only change when the boundary of U is short, but
in that case, by Lemma 2.13, α is short, so the projection is coarsely α,
providing a uniform bound on the diameter.

(3) It is possible to pinch the boundary of U without pinching a curve in the
interior of U . In this case U appears in some simple factor F . If this
factor is a point, then the proof of Corollary 7.2 shows that the projection
to CU has bounded diameter. If not, it contains a Teichmüller disc. Since,
by [RS09, Lemma 4.4] and [KMS86], all Teichmüller discs have infinite
diameter in the curve graph of the surface, this gives unbounded image. □

Definition 9.2. Given an algebraic totally geodesic submanifold N Ď Tg,n:
(1) We call the subsurfaces U for which πU pNq is unbounded active.
(2) We call two non-annular active subsurfaces equivalent if they occur in the

same simple factor of the intersection of N with a stratum of the Deligne–
Mumford bordification.

(3) We call two annular active subsurfaces equivalent if their core curves are
equivalent.

Note that Lemma 6.4 gives that two equivalent active non-annular subsurfaces
will be in the same simple factor of every intersection of N with a stratum of
the Deligne–Mumford bordification where the two subsurfaces appear. Note also
that, by definition, a non-annular subsurface cannot be equivalent to an annular
subsurface.

Example 9.3. As remarked in the introduction, the basic example of totally ge-
odesic submanifolds are covering constructions in the sense of [MMW17, Section
6], resulting in a copy of a smaller Teichmüller space sitting inside of a larger Te-
ichmüller space. In this case the active subsurfaces are connected components of
lifts of non-pants connected subsurfaces, and the different connected components
of such a lift are equivalent.

Let SN be the set of equivalence classes of active subsurfaces of N . For each
equivalence class E “ tU1, . . . , Uku in SN we let CpEq be the image of N in

CpU1q ˆ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˆ CpUkq.

Note that Lemma 9.1 gives that CpEq is unbounded.

Lemma 9.4. For any E P SN the space CpEq is Gromov hyperbolic.

Proof. By Corollary 7.2 and Theorem 8.1, the projections to each factor are quasi-
isometric embeddings, so it suffices to show that πU1

pNq is Gromov hyperbolic.
If U1 is non-annular this follows from the fact that Teichmüller geodesics map to

unparametrized quasi-geodesics [Raf14, Theorem B], which gives quasi-convexity
and hence hyperbolicity of the image. If U1 is annular one can explicitly show that
πU is coarsely surjective, which directly gives hyperbolicity of the image. □

For more on the image of Teichmüller discs in the curve graph see [TW18].
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Projections. By definition we have natural maps πE : N Ñ CpEq defined as
the restriction of the product map pπU1 , . . . , πUk

q to N . The map πE is coarsely
Lipschitz since the maps πUi are coarsely Lipschitz.

Nesting. We say E “ tU1, . . . , Uku is nested in F “ tV1, . . . , Vℓu if every Ui is
nested in a Vj and every Vj has a Ui nested in it. In this case we define ρFEpαq to
be the union of the πEpXq for X P N with πF pXq close to α.

Notice that πE is surjective by definition. We define ρEF to be the boundary
components of the Ui in the corresponding Vj . Since the boundary components of
the Ui can be made simultaneously short, this gives a well defined point in CpF q.

We should compare our definition of ρFEpαq to the usual definition used in the
HHS structure of Teichmüller space. Let U and V be subsurfaces with U nested
in V . To start, we define ρUV to be the boundary of U , which is a coarse point in
CpV q. The map ρVU : CV Ñ CU is only really required to be meaningful for points a
definite distance from ρUV , but in this context there is a meaningful definition for all
curves α that cut U , and one defines ρVU pαq to be the usual subsurface projection
of α to U . Our definition of ρFEpαq is compatible with the usual definitions in the
following sense.

Lemma 9.5. Suppose U is nested in V . Consider α P CpV q far from ρUV . Then
the usual subsurface projection ρVU pαq of α to U lies within bounded distance of set
of πU pXq where X ranges over the set of X P Tg,n where πV pXq is close to α.

Proof. This follows from axiom (4b) for the usual HHS structure on Tg,n. □

Our choice of ρFEpαq was made so that it is immediate from the definition that
it lies in CpEq, but Lemma 9.5 shows that we could have defined it in other ways.
(Moreover [BHS19, Proposition 1.11] shows that we could have even avoided defin-
ing ρVU in this case had we wished to.)

Orthogonality. We say E “ tU1, . . . , Uku is orthogonal to F “ tV1, . . . , Vℓu if
every Ui is orthogonal to every Vj .

Transversality and consistency. By definition, E “ tU1, . . . , Uku and F “

tV1, . . . , Vℓu are transverse if they are not orthogonal and neither is nested in the
other. To proceed, we need to better understand transverse pairs.

Lemma 9.6. Let tU1, . . . , Uku and tV1, . . . , Vℓu be distinct equivalence classes of
active subsurfaces of N . Then, one of the following holds:

(1) Every Ui is nested in some Vj and every Vj has some Ui nested in it; or
the same holds with the roles of the Ui’s and Vj’s interchanged.

(2) Every Ui is orthogonal to every Vj.
(3) Every Ui is transverse to some Vj and every Vj is transverse to some Ui.

Here we use the usual terminology for the HHS structure on Teichmüller space, so
Ui is nested in Vj means that either Ui “ Vj , or Ui is non-annular and is contained
up to isotopy in Vj , or Ui is annular with core curve a non-peripheral curve of Vj .
Also, Ui is orthogonal to Vj if they are not equal and can be isotoped to be disjoint.
As usual, Ui is transverse to Vj if they are neither nested nor orthogonal. More
concretely, Ui is transverse to Vj if either their boundaries intersect or each contains
a boundary curve of the other non-peripherally.

Proof. We proceed in cases.
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Case 1: Both equivalence classes are non-annular. Suppose that the bound-
ary of some Ui intersects the boundary of some Vj . Then, Lemma 6.1 part (3) and
Corollary 2.15 give that the boundary of every Ui must intersect the boundary of
some Vj and vice versa, so the third conclusion holds.

We can thus assume that all the boundaries do not intersect. Lemma 6.1 part
(2) gives that if some Ui contains a boundary curve γ of a Vj non-peripherally, then
all Ui contain a boundary curve of a Vj non-peripherally. By symmetry, we also
get the claim with the role of the Ui’s and Vj ’s swapped.

Now suppose that some Ui contains non-peripherally a boundary component of
one of the Vj and that some Vj contains non-peripherally a boundary component
of the Ui. In this case the previous paragraph gives that the third conclusion holds.

It thus suffices to consider the case when some Ui contains non-peripherally a
boundary component of a Vj , but no Vj contains non-peripherally a boundary com-
ponent of a Vi. In this case the first conclusion holds, since if U and V are connected
subsurfaces with disjoint boundary and V contains a boundary component of U but
U does not contain a boundary component of V , then V contains U .

Case 2: tU1, . . . , Uku is annular and tV1, . . . , Vℓu is non-annular. In this case
each Ui can be thought of as a curve as well as an annular domain. If one of the Ui

is contained non-peripherally in one of the Vj , then Lemma 6.1 part (2) gives that
that the first conclusion holds. If one of the Ui intersects the boundary of one of
the Vj , then Corollary 2.15 and Lemma 6.1 part (3) give that the third conclusion
holds.

Case 3: Both equivalence classes are annular. In this case Corollary 2.15
gives that either the second or third conclusion hold. □

It follows from Lemma 9.6 that if E “ tU1, . . . , Uku and F “ tV1, . . . , Vℓu in SN

are transverse, then each Ui is intersected by the boundary of some Vj and vice
versa. In particular, we can define ρEF using these intersections as in the usual HHS
structure on Teichmüller space. Since the boundary components of the Ui can be
made simultaneously short, this gives a point of CpF q.

With all relevant definitions complete, we observe that axiom (4a) follows imme-
diately from the corresponding axiom for Teichmüller space. Here one must keep
in mind the diagonal like behavior of CpEq inside of

ś

CpUiq, which gives that two
points in CpEq are close if and only if they are close in any given factor CpUiq. So

in particular, if dUipx, ρ
Vj

Ui
q is small for a single i, j, then dEpx, ρFEq is small.

A similar shows (4b), given Lemma 9.5. Axiom (4c) also follows from the corre-
sponding axiom for Teichmüller space because we have defined the relevant ρ’s for
N using the corresponding ρ’s for Teichmüller space.

Finite complexity. This follows immediately from the previous definitions.

Large links. We assume E is larger than the constant in Lemma 9.1. Fix an
equivalence class tW1, . . . ,Wru P SN and x, x1 P Tg,n. The large links axiom for
Teichmuller space gives that we can find a set of at most λdW1

px, x1q ` λ domains
properly nested in W1 that contain all T properly nested in W1 with dT px, x1q ą E.
If these domains are active, then considering their equivalence classes proves large
links (in this instance) for N . Otherwise, if one such domain U is not active, then
Lemma 9.1 gives that dU px, x1q is uniformly small, so applying the large links axiom
again for Teichmuller space gives a uniformly finite collection of domains properly
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nested in U . Iteratively applying large links in this way, we eventually obtain a
(possibly empty) uniformly finite set of domains properly nested in U that are active
and which serve to prove the large links axiom for N . Compare to the Passing Up
Lemma [BHS19, Lemma 2.5].

Bounded geodesic image. This follows directly from the corresponding axiom
for Teichmüller space, keeping Lemma 9.5 in mind.

Partial realization. Fix a pairwise orthogonal family of domains in SN and a
point in each of the corresponding products of curve graphs. To start, assume none
of the domains are annular. By the proof of Corollary 7.2, each point can be realized
as a point in the corresponding Teichmüller space after pinching all the boundary
curves of every surface in every domain of the family. Using semisimplicity, it follows
that the tuple of points can be realized simultaneously on the corresponding pinched
surface. Unpinching the nodes we realize the tuple by a point of N where all the
corresponding boundary curves are short; see Corollary 3.17. This point proves the
partial realization axiom when no annular domains are considered.

The proof when some domains are annular is similar and we only provide a sketch.
First pinch and arrange for all non-annular domains to realize the appropriate
projections. Then, keeping in mind Lemma 3.16 as well as the proof of Lemma
7.3, one can show that it is possible to unpinch so that each equivalence class of
previously pinched curves is approximately any desired small length, and without
changing the subsurface projections to the relevant non-annular domains. Then
one can apply Dehn multi-twists to adjust the x-coordinates of the image in the
curve complexes of the annular domains as required.

Uniqueness. This follows immediately from the uniqueness axiom for Teichmüller
space and the uniform bound provided by Lemma 9.1.

Conclusion. This concludes the proof that algebraic totally geodesic submanifolds
of Teichmüller space are hierarchically hyperbolic.

9.3. Fundamental groups. Let ΓN denote the stabilizer of N in the mapping
class group. Our goal is now to show that ΓN is a hierarchically hyperbolic group.
We will only sketch this, leaving some details to the reader. Recall that a group is a
hierarchically hyperbolic group if it has a suitably nice action on a hierarchically hy-
perbolic space. This action in particular must be metrically proper and cobounded,
and induce an action on the set of domains that is cofinite. See [BHS19, Definition
1.21] for the full definition.

Note that ΓN is finitely presented because it is the fundamental group of an
algebraic variety. To establish that ΓN is a hierarchically hyperbolic group, we will
fix a finite generating set and consider the action of ΓN on its Cayley graph, which
we denote by CaypΓN q.

The action of ΓN on CaypΓN q is certainly metrically proper and cobounded. We
will describe a hierarchically hyperbolic structure on CaypΓN q and then complete
the proof that ΓN is a hierarchically hyperbolic group.

Basic set up. The set of domains will be the same as for N , which is to say it
will still be SN . The set of associated hyperbolic spaces will be almost the same:
For E non-annular, we use the same hyperbolic space CpEq. When E is annular,
the hyperbolic space we used above is quasi-isometric to a horoball, and we will
now replace this horoball with its boundary together with the path metric on its
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boundary. That is to say, when E is annular, the new hyperbolic space can be
taken to be the real line. We will abuse notation and continue to call this CpEq.

Projections. The projection maps are obtained as follows. Fix X0 P N . It may
be helpful to think of X0 as being in the thick part of N , but of course every point
of N is in the ε-thick part for some ε ą 0.

We then define πEpgq to be πEpgX0q. Since gX0 is uniformly thick, if E is
annular, this projection will lie uniformly close to the boundary of the horoball,
so this gives a coarsely well defined point even with our new version of annular
curve graphs. It will be implicit in our discussion of partial realization that these
projections are coarsely surjective.

Nesting, orthogonality, and finite complexity. We are using the same set
of domains as for N and we leave the definitions of nesting and orthogonality
unchanged.

Transversality and consistency, large links, and bounded geodesic image.
This follows immediately from the corresponding statements for N .

Partial realization. Given a collection of orthogonal domains and a point in each
of their associated hyperbolic spaces, we use partial realization for N to get an
associated point X P N . We then modify this point, as in the proof of Lemma 7.3,
to be uniformly thick. We continue to denote the modification by X. Since the
ΓN action on the thick part of N is co-compact, there exists g P Γ such that gX0

is uniformly close to X, and this g shows that the partial realization holds for the
tuple under consideration.

Uniqueness. Consider g, h P ΓN and suppose g and h are far apart in ΓN . Because
the action of the mapping class group on Teichmüller space is metrically proper,
the action of ΓN on N is metrically proper, so it follows that gX0 and hX0 are far
apart. We then get uniqueness for ΓN from uniqueness for N , keeping in mind that
the inclusion of the boundary of a horoball into the horoball is metrically proper.

Conclusion. This conclude our sketch that CaypΓN q is hierarchically hyperbolic.
The fact that ΓN acts on N easily implies it acts on SN . Since each ΓN orbit for
this action gives a component of the boundary of πpNq in Mg,n, the fact that πpNq

is a variety gives that there are only finitely many orbits by Corollary 3.14.

9.4. The container axiom. We conclude by commenting a little bit more on the
difference between an HHS and an almost HHS. The definition of an almost HHS
includes the following as axiom (3c).

The Bounded Orthogonality Axiom: The cardinality of a set of pairwise
orthogonal domains is uniformly bounded.

In contrast, the orthogonality axiom of an HHS includes the following.

The Container Axiom: For each domain T , and each domain U nested in T
for which there exists a domain V nested in T and orthogonal to U , there exists a
domain W properly nested in T which contains all such V .

If the so called container domain W can be additionally chosen to be orthogonal
to U then the HHS is said to have clean containers [ABD21, Definition 7.1] and the
W can be thought of as the perp of U inside T .
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If one uses a slightly larger set of domains than we use above, it is easy to directly
verify that the resulting HHS or HHG has clean containers. To do this one only has
to make new domains for every orthogonal tuple of old domains; this roughly allows
disconnected subsurfaces as well as connected ones. The hyperbolic spaces of the
new domains should be viewed as (coarse) points. Given a new domain, which is an
orthogonal tuple of the old domains, it has a clean container that can be obtained
as follows. Consider the complement of all the boundaries of all the subsurfaces
involved. First take the union of the active domains in the complement that do
not contain any of the subsurfaces involved. Then add on the annular boundary
domains that were not part of the orthogonal tuple.

This has some relevance that we have suppressed above, since [ABD21, Remark
A.7] has an omission and in fact there is a mild complication in the equivalence
of hierarchically hyperbolicity and almost hierarchically hyperbolicity for HHGs
[ABR23, Remark 3.4].

10. The proof of Theorem 1.6 and open questions

10.1. About the proof of Theorem 1.6. We can now point out where the various
parts of this theorem were proved in the paper.

Proof of Theorem 1.6. Part (1) follows from Corollary 2.7; part (2) from Corollary
2.2; part (3) from Lemma 2.14.

We check part (4) as follows. Given a pinchable multicurve, Corollary 2.12 and
Lemma 2.13 show that it is a union of equivalence classes of curves in S. Conversely,
given a union of disjoint equivalent classes of curves in S, we can argue as in
Corollary 2.7 (using a product of twists given by Lemma 2.6) to find a differential
where all the curves are simultaneously cylinders and then pinch these curves as in
Corollary 2.12.

The final claim, part (5), is proven as follows. There is nothing to prove if the
two equivalences classes of curves are disjoint, so assume they are not disjoint.
Let U1, . . . , Uk be the connected components of the subsurface filled by the two
equivalence classes. Corollary 2.15 gives that none of the Ui are annular.

Lemma 2.6 gives multi-twists associated to each of the two equivalence classes.
A variant of the Thurston–Veech construction gives a mapping class g which is
supported on the union of the Ui’s, which stabilizes N , and which is a pseudo–
Anosov on each of the Ui’s.

Fix X P N and let Y “ gpX for p very large. In particular, dV pX,Y q is large if
V is one of the Ui’s and otherwise it is bounded. It follows from the definition that
tUiu is a union of equivalence classes of active subsurfaces. Lemma 9.1 then gives
that the boundary of the Ui’s can be pinched. The fact that the boundary of the
Ui is a union of equivalence classes of curves is Lemma 6.1 part (3). □

10.2. Open questions. Of the many open questions related to this paper, we
highlight first the following:

Question 10.1. Is it true that every totally geodesic submanifold of dimension at
least 3 is a covering construction in the sense of [MMW17, Section 6], based off an
entire Teichmüller space? (Compare to [AW23, Question 1.3]).

We also highlight just a small number of instances of Metaconjecture 1.2 to
emphasize the variety of perspectives that might be interesting here.
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Question 10.2. Is there a version of the curve complex for higher dimensional to-
tally geodesic submanifolds that is homotopy equivalent to a wedge of spheres?
Are the fundamental groups of totally geodesic subvarieties virtual duality groups?
(Compare to [Har86]).

Question 10.3. Are all algebraic totally geodesic submanifolds biholomorphic to
bounded domains?

Question 10.4. Can one give nice, explicit presentations for the fundamental groups
of the examples in [MMW17, EMMW20]?

We also mention some open questions that are motivated at least in part by
comparison to Teichmüller curves.

Question 10.5. Are the surface bundles and surface group extensions associated to
totally geodesic subvarieties hierarchically hyperbolic? (Compare to [DDLS24]).

Question 10.6. Are algebraic totally geodesic subvarieties rigid? (Compare [McM09]
and note the potential relevance of results along the lines of those in [DM21]).

Appendix A. Annular projections using cylinders (after Rafi)

In this appendix we continue to fix a Teichmüller space Tg,n, and all the constants
we produce continue to implicitly depend on g and n. See Section 2.4 for background
on annular curve graphs.

As we recall in the next remark, the usual subsurface projection to annular
subsurfaces does not behave as nicely as one would like along Teichmüller geodesics.
The purpose of this appendix is to communicate a beautiful idea of Rafi which for
some purposes sidesteps this difficulty. We thank Rafi for sharing this with us. The
results of this section are only used in Appendix B.

Remark A.1. Recall from Section 2.4 that there are two versions of annular curve
graphs. If one uses the projections to the annular curve graphs that are quasi-
isometric to Z, Rafi conjectures there is no backtracking, but this conjecture remains
open as of the writing of this paper. If, as we do, one uses the version of annular
curve graphs that are horoballs, it is well known that there can be backtracking.2

Since there is potential for confusion, we pause briefly to comment on Rafi’s
results related to this. Rafi has proven proven a no backtracking result, which,
as stated in [Raf14, Theorem B], does not explicitly rule out annular subsurfaces.
And indeed Rafi does prove a no backtracking result for some definition of twisting.
However the definition of twisting Rafi uses is not what is used in defining maps
from Teichmüller space to annular curve graphs, and instead is part of what we
use in this appendix. See [Raf07a, Theorem 4.3] for a comparison and [DDM14,
Section 2.7] for some related discussion.

2More specifically, the image of a Teichmüller geodesic can make an excursion deep into the
horoball tz : Impzq ě 1u starting at a point on the boundary tz : Impzq “ 1u and eventually
returning to roughly the same point on the boundary. To see this, take for example a flat torus
that generates a cobounded geodesic in T1. Take two copies of this torus, and glue them along
an arbitrarily tiny slit of slope 1. The slit curve is hyperbolically short, but if one flows in either

direction for a sufficiently long time it is not hyperbolically short. One can use [Raf07a, Theorem
4.3] to verify that all points where the slit curve is not hyperbolically short have roughly the same
twisting.
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The idea to sidestep this difficulty is to define a variant of subsurface projection
for annular subsurfaces. The advantage of this variant is that one simultaneously
maintains a version of the uniqueness axiom (axiom (9)) and gets non-backtracking.
The disadvantage of this variant is that it does not give a well defined function on all
of Teichmüller space. Instead, for each Teichmüller geodesic, one gets a projection
defined on this Teichmüller geodesic, which makes use in an essential way of the
quadratic differentials generating Teichmüller geodesic. Equivalently, one gets a
projection defined on the bundle of non-zero quadratic differentials.

Definition A.2. For any quadratic differential q and any simple closed curve α,
define παpqq to be the point in the horoball Impzq ě 1 in the upper half plane H
as follows. If q does not have a cylinder with core curve α, set παpqq “ 0 ` i. If q
does have a cylinder with core curve α, set

παpqq “ twistqpαq ` maxp1,modqpαqqi,

where typically twistqpαq is the twisting at α between the vertical foliation of q
and a flat perpindicular to the core curve of α, as defined in [Raf07a, Section 4],
and modqpαq is the modulus of the cylinder with core curve α. In the exceptional
situation when the cylinder is vertical, we define twistqpαq “ 0.

We warn that special care should be taken with horizontal and vertical cylinders.
It is safest to use this definition along one Teichmüller geodesic at a time, in which
case it is easy to understand.

If qt is a Teichmüller geodesic and α is not vertical or horizontal, then [Raf07a,
Equation (16)] and [Raf14, Equation(4)] give that there are constants Tα (the total
twisting along the geodesic) and tα (the balanced time) such that

twistqpαq
`
—

Tαe
2pt´tαq

4 cosh2pt ´ tαq ´ 2

and

modqpαq
˚
—

Tα

cosh2pt ´ tαq

˚
—

Tα

4 cosh2pt ´ tαq ´ 2
.

Here, as in [Raf14], A
`
— B means |A ´ B| is bounded above by a constant only

depending on g and n, and A
˚
— B means A{B is bounded above and below by

constants only depending on g and n.

Lemma A.3. The path
e2t ` i

e2t ` e´2t

is geodesic of speed 2 in the upper half plane H.

This path is illustrated in Figure 5.

Proof. Consider the vertical geodesic t ÞÑ ie2t and apply the Möbius transformation
z ÞÑ z{pz ` 1q. (We thank Saul Schleimer for pointing out this proof to us.) □

Corollary A.4. If qt is a Teichmüller geodesic, then παpqtq is an unparametrized
quasi-geodesic.

Proof. In the special case when α is vertical or horizontal, this follows easily because
the twist is constant and an even simpler formula governs the modulus. The typical
case follows from Lemma A.3 by using the hyperbolic isometry z ÞÑ Tαz.
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Figure 5. The path of Lemma A.3.

A technical point is that the max in the formula for πα does not cause problems;
a priori one might worry that significant change to the real part might take place
during an interval when the imaginary part is constantly equal to 1. For this one
should note that, with the formula in Lemma A.3, after t gets negative enough
to have that the imaginary part 1{pe2t ` e´2tq has size at most δ “ 1{Tα, the x
coordinate is within e2tδ ă δ of its limiting value. A similar observation holds when
t is large and positive. □

In the next lemma we give a uniqueness constant θu following the usual nota-
tion in the uniqueness axiom; the subscript is just a reminder that this relates to
uniqueness.

Proposition A.5. Fix a Teichmüller space Tg,n. For all κ there exists θu such
that if X,Y P Tg,n have dpX,Y q ě θu then either

(1) there exists a non-annular V with dV pX,Y q ě κ, or
(2) if qX and qY are the differentials such that gT pX, qXq “ pY, qY q for some

T P R, then there is a curve α with

dHpπαpqXq, παpqY qq ě κ.

Before giving a proof we recall a standard lemma, which can be derived from
from Rafi’s thick-thin decomposition (with specific ingredients including [Raf07b,
Theorem 4] and [Raf14, Theorem 3.1]) or from more recent technology such as
[BCG`18] (using that q is close to a limit differential with no horizontal nodes and
hence more than one level).

Lemma A.6. For any D and any M , there exists an ε such that if q P QTg,n has
no cylinder of modulus greater than D and has a curve of hyperbolic length less
than ε, then there is a subsurface U of q bounded by expanding annuli of modulus
at least M .

Here the expanding annuli are taken to be contained in U . This U is a small
subsurface, and the expanding annuli mediate between the small scale of U and
larger scale adjacent to U .

Proof of Proposition A.5. The cases of T1,1 and T0,4 are straightforward to analyze,
either directly or using the ideas below, so we can induct on dim Tg,n and assume
that the complex dimension of Tg,n is at least two and the result is known for
smaller dimensional Teichmüller spaces.

Consider the path gtpX, qXq, t P r0, T s. If at some point this has a cylinder of
large modulus with core curve α, then we can directly check that (2) holds using
Corollary A.4 and the related formulas, which together give that the modified
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annular projection must change when the modulus is large, and that this change
cannot be undone. So suppose there is an upper bound on the modulus of cylinders
along this path.

If the path stays in the thick part, it makes uniform progress in the main curve
graph [RS09, Lemma 4.4]. So it suffices to consider the case when a curve gets very
short. In this case Lemma A.6 and the results of [Raf14, Section 4] on projection
of a quadratic differential to subsurfaces give that there is a long subinterval where
the path follows a geodesic in a smaller dimensional Teichmüller space. The result
then follows from the induction hypothesis, keeping in mind Rafi’s no backtracking
result [Raf14, Theorem B]. □

Appendix B. Electrified Teichmüller geodesics

In this appendix we continue to fix a Teichmüller space Tg,n, and all the constants
we produce continue to implicitly depend on g and n. Given a Teichmüller geodesic

Xt, t P R
and a constant D ą 0, for each (essential, non-peripheral) simple closed curve α we
define Iα Ă R to be the convex hull of the t P R such that α has length at most D
at Xt. We define E to be the electrification of R along these intervals. The purpose
of this section is to prove the following. Since this result does not seem to have
been previously recorded in the literature we provide a proof here, making use in
particular of Rafi’s ideas from the previous appendix.

Theorem B.1. For any D ą 0 there exists K such that for any Teichmüller
geodesic Xt, t P R the natural map

π : E Ñ CpΣq

is a K-quasi-isometric embedding.

Here Σ is the surface of genus g with n punctures. Note that the fact that π
is coarsely Lipschitz follows from the standard fact that the subset of Tg,n where
a curve α has length at most D maps to a subset of CpΣq that is contained in a
ball centered at α of radius a function of D. That standard fact is implicit in the
result of Masur and Minsky which proves that the curve graph is equal to a similar
electrification of Teichmüller space [MM99, Lemma 7.1].

When we apply Theorem B.1 it is helpful to also have the following.

Corollary B.2. For any D2 ě D1 ą 0 there exists K such that the following holds.
Consider a Teichmüller geodesic Xt, t P R. For each α, let Iα Ă R be an interval
such that

t P Iα ùñ ℓαpXtq ď D2, and t R Iα ùñ ℓαpXtq ě D1.

Let E be the electrification of R along these intervals. Then the natural map

π : E Ñ CpΣq

is a K-quasi-isometric embedding.

Proof of Corollary B.2 assuming Theorem B.1. Let E1 be the electrification of R
used in Theorem B.1 with D “ D1, and let π1 : E1 Ñ CpΣq be the associated
map to the curve graph. Theorem B.1 and the discussion above gives that there
is a constant K depending only on D1 and D2 such that π1 is a K-quasi-isometric
embedding and π is K-Lipschitz.
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Figure 6. The proof of Corollary B.2.

We also have a 1-Lipschitz inclusion ι1 : E1 Ñ E , and π1 “ π ˝ ι1. The situation
is summarized in Figure 6. The result follows since ι1 is coarsely surjective. □

Previous work. Theorem B.1 is related to work of Rafi and Schleimer [RS09]. It
seems natural to expect that one could approach Theorem B.1 using the analysis
in [RS09], but we do not follow that approach here.

We note that Theorem B.1 can be used to reprove the main result of [RS09].
Another proof of the main result of [RS09] was given in [Tan12]. See also [Tan17]
for a related result, [FS14] for a version for arc graphs instead of curve graphs,
and [APT22] for effective results. Some of these results use an “electric distance”
on hyperbolic three manifolds and hence have a similarity in flavor to Theorem
B.1; see [Bow, Theorem 2.1.4] and the discussion after the statement of [APT22,
Theorem 4.1] for more context on this.

See also [Tan21, Theorem 1.4] for a result of a similar flavor to Theorem B.1
which gives information on Teichmüller discs with sufficiently non-trivial Veech
groups.

Active intervals. We start by recalling some of Rafi’s theory of active intervals,
established in [Raf07a, Section 3]. See also [DM23, Theorem 3.22] and [DDM14,
Section 2.5], for example, for summaries of this theory. It gives in particular the
following.

Theorem B.3 (Rafi). There exists ϵ0 such that for 0 ă ϵ ă ϵ0 there exists ϵ1 P p0, ϵq
and Mactive ą 0 such that for any proper subsurface U and any Teichmüller geodesic
Xt there is an interval IU of times such that

(1) all components of BU have length at most ϵ at every Xt with t P IU ,
(2) at each Xt, t R IU at least one component of BU has length at least ϵ1, and
(3) for any s, t in the same component of R´IU , we have dU pXs, Xtq ď Mactive.

This theorem allows the U to be annular, and in this case we use the version of
CpUq that is a horoball in the hyperbolic plane. Note that IU can be empty or (in
unusual cases) half-infinite.

Rafi [Raf14, Theorem B] also proved that the subsurface projection of a Te-
ichmüller geodesic to a non-annular curve graph gives an unparametrized quasi-
geodesic (a quasi-geodesic composed with a monotone time reparametrization).

Metrically proper maps. A map p : S Ñ T is called metrically proper if for any
d0 there exists a c0 such that

dppps1q, pps2qq ă d0 ùñ dps1, s2q ă c0.

Here it suffices to consider d0 larger than any fixed constant.
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Dowdall and Taylor observed that a metrically proper alignment preserving map
must be a quasi-isometric embedding [DT17, Lemma 3.4]. The definition of align-
ment preserving is such that a coarsely Lipschitz map to a Gromov hyperbolic space
that sends geodesics to unparametrized quasi-geodesics is alignment preserving.

Reduction to a key proposition. The following will be the key to the proof.

Proposition B.4. For any L and any D there exists m and B such that if X,Y P

Tg,n have

dΣpX,Y q ă L

then there are α1, . . . , αm P CpΣq and subintervals I1, . . . , Im of the Teichmüller
geodesic rX,Y s from X to Y such that at each point in Ij we have the length of αj

is at most D, and such that each subinterval of the complement of YIj has length
at most B.

Before we prove the proposition, we explain why it is sufficient.

Proof of Theorem B.1 assuming Proposition B.4. The map EpIq Ñ CpΣq is align-
ment preserving, so it suffices to prove it is metrically proper, and that follows
immediately from the key proposition. □

A uniformly finite collection of subsurfaces. We now give a construction
reminiscent of [DM23] that captures some of the behavior of initial and terminal
parts of a Teichmüller geodesic segment.

Since the next lemma is technical, we motivate it by briefly hinting at how it
will be applied. Our goal is now to prove Proposition B.4. The theory of active
intervals gives that, given a subsurface U , during the interval of times in which a
Teichmüller geodesic segment is far from its initial and terminal values in CpUq the
boundary of CpUq will be short. During the time in which this boundary is short,
we do not require any further information.

Lemma B.5. There exists a C ą 0 such that for any M there exists an N such
that for any X,Y P Tg,n there exists a set S “ SpX,Y q of subsurfaces with the
following properties.

(1) Σ P S.
(2) S has cardinality at most N .
(3) Suppose U P S and V is properly nested in U . Suppose there is large

progress in V , in the sense that

dV pX,Y q ą C.

Suppose also that this progress happens in the initial or terminal part of the
Teichmüller geodesic as measured in CpUq, in the sense that

minpdU pρVU , Xq, dU pρVU , Y qq ă M.

Then there exists V 1 P S properly nested in U with V nested in V 1.

Here ρVU continues to denote the boundary of V viewed as a coarse point of CpUq.
A consequence of the final condition is that for any surface V not in S where large
progress occurs, there is a bigger subsurface U in S which proves that this progress
does not happen in the initial or terminal part of the Teichmüller geodesic, as can
be seen by looking at a minimal element in S that contains V .
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The proof will use the large links axiom, which gives constants E, λ such that
if X and Y are points of Teichmüller space and U is a subsurface then there is a
collection Q “ QU pX,Y q of at most λdU pX,Y q ` λ subsurfaces properly nested in
U such that if V is properly nested in U and dV pX,Y q ą E then V is nested in
one of the surfaces in Q.

Proof. The proof is via an iterative construction. The number of stages in the
construction will be bounded by the maximum length of a properly nested chain of
subsurfaces, so to prove uniform finiteness it suffices to prove that the number of
subsurfaces added to S in each stage is uniformly bounded. At the first stage we
set S “ tΣu.

At each subsequent stage, we consider all the subsurfaces added to S in the
previous step that are not annular. Let U be such a subsurface, and note that since
U is non-annular the map to CpUq gives an un-parametrized quasi-geodesic. Let
H be such that for any Teichmüller geodesic and any non-annular curve graph U
there is a monotone reparametrization of the geodesic that stays within distance H
of a geodesic in CpUq.

If it exists, let XU be the first point on the Teichmüller geodesic from X to Y
with

dU pX,XU q ą M ` H ` 10.

Similarly let YU be the last point with

dU pYU , Y q ą M ` H ` 10.

If these points do not exist, we will work with the whole geodesic from X to Y . If
they do exist, we’ll separately work with the segment from X to XU and also the
segment from Y to YU .

We now apply the large links axiom to these segments (of which there are one
or two per U added in the last stage) with subsurface U , and add all the resulting
subsurfaces to S and proceed to the next stage.

The result is a uniformly finite collection S of subsurfaces. Now, consider U P S,
and V properly nested in U and assume

dV pX,Y q ą C and dU pρVU , Xq ă M.

We will specify C soon. Note that the case dU pρVU , Y q ă M follows by symmetry
from this case.

If XU is not defined above set XU “ Y . It suffices to prove that when C large
enough

dV pX,XU q ą E,

since this will give that in our construction a subsurface properly nested in U and
in which V is nested is added to S at the stage when the large links axiom is applied
to the segment rX,XU s with subsurface U .

To this end note that the geodesic from πU pXU q to πU pY q consists entirely of
curves that cut V . Thus

ρUV pπU pXU q, πU pY qq ď cBGI ,

where cBGI is the constant in the Bounded Geodesic Image Theorem. Hence,
keeping in mind that the constants required for the consistency conditions in this
context are actually quite small, we get that

dV pXU , Y q ď cBGI ` 100.
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So, picking
C “ E ` cBGI ` 200,

ensures that dV pX,XV q ą E as desired. □

The proof. We can now prove the key proposition.

Proof of Proposition B.4. LetK be a constant given by [LR11, Theorem A], so that
the hyperbolic length of a curve at any point on a Teichmüller geodesic segment is
at most K times the maximum of its lengths at the endpoints of the segment.

By Theorem B.3 there is a constant Mactive such that projection to a subsur-
face can change by at most Mactive during intervals where at least one boundary
component has length at least D{K. We can easily arrange for this also to apply
to the modified annular projections of Appendix A, since the explicit estimates for
the modified projections show in particular that progress only happens with the
modulus is large, and large modulus implies the core curve is hyperbolically short.

Let S be as given in Lemma B.5, with any M ą maxpL,Mactiveq. We can assume
that the C produced by that lemma is bigger than L, since the result with a bigger
C is weaker than the result with a smaller C.

In general Lemma B.5 gives for any surface U not in S where large progress
occurs, there is a bigger subsurface in S which proves that this progress does not
happen in the initial or terminal part of the Teichmüller geodesic. By takingM ą L,
we ensure that that larger subsurface is never Σ itself.

Let α1, . . . , αm be the boundary curves of the subsurfaces in S together with the
set of all curves that are short at X or Y . The number m of such curves depends
only on M (and, as always, g and n).

Let Ii be the interval from the first time αi has length less than D{K to the
last time it has length D{K. The main result of [LR11] gives that αi has length at
most D at every point of Ii.

LetX 1, Y 1 be in the same component of rX,Y s minus the segments corresponding
to the Ii. By Proposition A.5, to conclude this proof it suffices to show that X 1

and Y 1 are bounded distance in all non-annular curve graphs and in the modified
annular projections of all curves. We will do this by contradiction.

Suppose that U is a non-annular subsurface with

dU pX 1, Y 1q ą C ` Mactive ` 100.

We immediately get that U cannot be in S. It follows that U is properly nested in
a proper subsurface V in S, and that the progress in U is not initial or terminal
as measured in CpV q. It follows that the active interval for U is contained in the
active interval for V , giving a contradiction to the fact that no αi is short between
X 1 and Y 1.

Now suppose that X 1 and Y 1 are far apart as measured using the modified
annular projection of Appendix A for some curve α. It follows from Corollary A.4
that X and Y are far apart using the same modified annular projection. Rafi has
proven that when α is not short, the regular and modified annular projections agree
[Raf07a, Theorem 4.3], so we either get that X and Y are far apart using the usual
annular projections or we get that α is short at X or Y .

Case 1: α is short at X or Y . Then α “ αi for some i, and we get that α is not
short along rX 1, Y 1s. This contradicts the fact that the geodesic makes progress in
the modified annular projection during this time.
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Case 2: X and Y are far apart using the usual annular projections and α is not
short at X or Y . Then we know from Lemma B.5 that α must be nested in a
proper subsurface V which is contained in S, and that in CpV q we have that α lies
far from X and far from Y . The progress of the modified projection thus happens
far from X or Y in CpV q, showing that the interval when the modified projection
changes is contained in the active interval for V , again giving a contradiction. □
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[BFLS16] L. Birbrair, A. Fernandes, D. T. Lê, and J. E. Sampaio, Lipschitz regular complex

algebraic sets are smooth, Proc. Amer. Math. Soc. 144 (2016), no. 3, 983–987.



52 FRANCISCO ARANA–HERRERA AND ALEX WRIGHT

[BHS17a] Jason Behrstock, Mark F. Hagen, and Alessandro Sisto, Asymptotic dimension and

small-cancellation for hierarchically hyperbolic spaces and groups, Proc. Lond. Math.

Soc. (3) 114 (2017), no. 5, 890–926.
[BHS17b] , Hierarchically hyperbolic spaces, I: Curve complexes for cubical groups,

Geom. Topol. 21 (2017), no. 3, 1731–1804.

[BHS19] Jason Behrstock, Mark Hagen, and Alessandro Sisto, Hierarchically hyperbolic spaces
II: Combination theorems and the distance formula, Pacific J. Math. 299 (2019),

no. 2, 257–338.

[BHS21] Jason Behrstock, Mark F. Hagen, and Alessandro Sisto, Quasiflats in hierarchically
hyperbolic spaces, Duke Math. J. 170 (2021), no. 5, 909–996.

[BKMM12] Jason Behrstock, Bruce Kleiner, Yair Minsky, and Lee Mosher, Geometry and rigidity

of mapping class groups, Geom. Topol. 16 (2012), no. 2, 781–888.
[Bow] Brian Bowditch, The Ending Lamination Theorem, https://homepages.warwick.

ac.uk/~masgak/papers/elt-fourth.pdf.
[BR20] Federico Berlai and Bruno Robbio, A refined combination theorem for hierarchically

hyperbolic groups, Groups Geom. Dyn. 14 (2020), no. 4, 1127–1203.

[BR22] Daniel Berlyne and Jacob Russell, Hierarchical hyperbolicity of graph products,
Groups Geom. Dyn. 16 (2022), no. 2, 523–580.

[BS23] Frederik Benirschke and Carlos A. Serván, Isometric embeddings of Teichmüller

spaces are covering constructions, 2023, arXiv:2305.04153.
[Che20] Marissa Chesser, Stable subgroups of the Genus Two Handlebody Group, 2020,

arXiv:2009.05067.

[Che22] Dawei Chen, Dynamical invariants and intersection theory on the flex and gothic
loci, Eur. J. Math. 8 (2022), no. suppl. 1, S42–S52.
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lag, Basel, 1991, Translated from the Polish by Maciej Klimek.

[LR11] Anna Lenzhen and Kasra Rafi, Length of a curve is quasi-convex along a Teichmüller

geodesic, J. Differential Geom. 88 (2011), no. 2, 267–295.
[Mas85] Bernard Maskit, Comparison of hyperbolic and extremal lengths, Ann. Acad. Sci.

Fenn. Ser. A I Math. 10 (1985), 381–386.

[McM07] Curtis T. McMullen, Dynamics of SL2pRq over moduli space in genus two, Ann. of
Math. (2) 165 (2007), no. 2, 397–456.

[McM09] , Rigidity of Teichmüller curves, Math. Res. Lett. 16 (2009), no. 4, 647–649.
[McM23] , Billiards and Teichmüller curves, Bull. Amer. Math. Soc. (N.S.) 60 (2023),

no. 2, 195–250.

[Min92] Yair N. Minsky, Harmonic maps, length, and energy in Teichmüller space, J. Differ-
ential Geom. 35 (1992), no. 1, 151–217.

[Min96] , Extremal length estimates and product regions in Teichmüller space, Duke

Math. J. 83 (1996), no. 2, 249–286.
[MM99] Howard A. Masur and Yair N. Minsky, Geometry of the complex of curves. I. Hyper-

bolicity, Invent. Math. 138 (1999), no. 1, 103–149.
[MM00] H. A. Masur and Y. N. Minsky, Geometry of the complex of curves. II. Hierarchical

structure, Geom. Funct. Anal. 10 (2000), no. 4, 902–974.

[MMW17] Curtis T. McMullen, Ronen E. Mukamel, and Alex Wright, Cubic curves and totally
geodesic subvarieties of moduli space, Ann. of Math. (2) 185 (2017), no. 3, 957–990.

[MW02] Yair Minsky and Barak Weiss, Nondivergence of horocyclic flows on moduli space, J.
Reine Angew. Math. 552 (2002), 131–177.

[MW17] Maryam Mirzakhani and Alex Wright, The boundary of an affine invariant subman-
ifold, Invent. Math. 209 (2017), no. 3, 927–984.

https://pi.math.cornell.edu/~hatcher/VBKT/VB.pdf
https://pi.math.cornell.edu/~hatcher/VBKT/VB.pdf


54 FRANCISCO ARANA–HERRERA AND ALEX WRIGHT

[NQ24] Hoang Thanh Nguyen and Yulan Qing, Sublinearly Morse boundary of CATp0q ad-

missible groups, J. Group Theory 27 (2024), no. 4, 857–897.

[NW14] Duc-Manh Nguyen and Alex Wright, Non-Veech surfaces in Hhypp4q are generic,
Geom. Funct. Anal. 24 (2014), no. 4, 1316–1335.

[Pet21] Harry Petyt, Mapping class groups are quasicubical, 2021, arXiv:2112.10681.

[Raf07a] Kasra Rafi, A combinatorial model for the Teichmüller metric, Geom. Funct. Anal.
17 (2007), no. 3, 936–959.

[Raf07b] , Thick-thin decomposition for quadratic differentials, Math. Res. Lett. 14

(2007), no. 2, 333–341.
[Raf14] , Hyperbolicity in Teichmüller space, Geom. Topol. 18 (2014), no. 5, 3025–

3053.

[Ree04] Mary Rees, Teichmüller distance is not C2`ϵ, Proc. London Math. Soc. (3) 88 (2004),
no. 1, 114–134.

[Roy71] H. L. Royden, Automorphisms and isometries of Teichmüller space, Advances in the
Theory of Riemann Surfaces (Proc. Conf., Stony Brook, N.Y., 1969), Ann. of Math.

Stud., No. 66, Princeton Univ. Press, Princeton, NJ, 1971, pp. 369–383.

[RS09] Kasra Rafi and Saul Schleimer, Covers and the curve complex, Geom. Topol. 13
(2009), no. 4, 2141–2162.

[RST23] Jacob Russell, Davide Spriano, and Hung Cong Tran, Convexity in hierarchically

hyperbolic spaces, Algebr. Geom. Topol. 23 (2023), no. 3, 1167–1248.
[Rus21] Jacob Russell, Extensions of multicurve stabilizers are hierarchically hyperbolic, 2021,

arXiv:2107.14116.

[Sis19] Alessandro Sisto, What is a hierarchically hyperbolic space?, Beyond hyperbolicity,
London Math. Soc. Lecture Note Ser., vol. 454, Cambridge Univ. Press, Cambridge,

2019, pp. 117–148.

[Str84] Kurt Strebel, Quadratic differentials, Ergebnisse der Mathematik und ihrer Gren-
zgebiete (3) [Results in Mathematics and Related Areas (3)], vol. 5, Springer-Verlag,

Berlin, 1984.
[Tan12] Robert Tang, The curve complex and covers via hyperbolic 3-manifolds, Geom. Ded-

icata 161 (2012), 233–237.

[Tan17] , Projections in the curve complex arising from covering maps, Pacific J.
Math. 291 (2017), no. 1, 213–239.

[Tan21] , Affine diffeomorphism groups are undistorted, J. Lond. Math. Soc. (2) 104

(2021), no. 2, 747–769.
[TT20] David Torres-Teigell, Masur-Veech volume of the gothic locus, J. Lond. Math. Soc.

(2) 102 (2020), no. 1, 405–436.

[TW18] Robert Tang and Richard C. H. Webb, Shadows of Teichmüller discs in the curve
graph, Int. Math. Res. Not. IMRN (2018), no. 11, 3301–3341.

[Vok22] Kate M. Vokes, Hierarchical hyperbolicity of graphs of multicurves, Algebr. Geom.
Topol. 22 (2022), no. 1, 113–151.

[Whi65] Hassler Whitney, Tangents to an analytic variety, Ann. of Math. (2) 81 (1965),

496–549.
[Win24] Karl Winsor, Saturated orbit closures in the Hodge bundle, Int. Math. Res. Not.

IMRN (2024), no. 6, 4710–4737.

[Wol90] Scott A. Wolpert, The hyperbolic metric and the geometry of the universal curve, J.
Differential Geom. 31 (1990), no. 2, 417–472.

[Wol10] , Families of Riemann surfaces and Weil-Petersson geometry, CBMS Re-

gional Conference Series in Mathematics, vol. 113, Published for the Conference
Board of the Mathematical Sciences, Washington, DC; by the American Mathemat-

ical Society, Providence, RI, 2010.
[Wri15a] Alex Wright, Cylinder deformations in orbit closures of translation surfaces, Geom.

Topol. 19 (2015), no. 1, 413–438.

[Wri15b] , Translation surfaces and their orbit closures: an introduction for a broad
audience, EMS Surv. Math. Sci. 2 (2015), no. 1, 63–108.

[Wri20] , Totally geodesic submanifolds of Teichmüller space, J. Differential Geom.

115 (2020), no. 3, 565–575.
[Ygo23] Florent Ygouf, Nonarithmetic affine invariant orbifolds in Hoddp2, 2q and Hp3, 1q,

Geom. Dedicata 217 (2023), no. 4, Paper No. 72, 24.


	1. Introduction
	2. Cylinders via horocycle and geodesic flows
	3. The boundary is totally geodesic
	4. The boundary is semisimple
	5. The boundary is smooth and irreducible
	6. First consequences of semisimplicity
	7. From Teichmüller spaces to non-annular curve graphs
	8. From Teichmüller spaces to annular curve graphs
	9. Hierarchical hyperbolicity
	10. The proof of Theorem 1.6 and open questions
	Appendix A. Annular projections using cylinders (after Rafi)
	Appendix B. Electrified Teichmüller geodesics
	References

