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Locally variational invariant field equations and global

currents: Chern-Simons theories

M. Francaviglia, M. Palese, E. Winterroth

Abstract. We introduce the concept of conserved current variationally as-
sociated with locally variational invariant field equations. The invariance of
the variation of the corresponding local presentation is a sufficient condition
for the current beeing variationally equivalent to a global one. The case of
a Chern-Simons theory is worked out and a global current is variationally
associated with a Chern-Simons local Lagrangian.

1 Introduction
We are interested in the study of the relation between symmetries (i.e. invariance
properties) of field equations and corresponding conservation laws. More precisely,
the topic of this paper is the investigation of some aspects concerning the inter-
play between symmetries, conservation laws and variational principles. We shall
consider Noether conservation laws associated with the invariance of global Euler-
-Lagrange morphisms generated by local variational problems of a given type.

We shall characterize symmetries of field equations having ‘variational’ meaning.
In order to understand the structure of a phenomenon described by field equations,
one should be interested in conservation laws more precisely characterized than
those directly associated with invariance properties of field equations. Thus, we
will look for conservation laws coming from invariance properties of a (possibly
local) variational problem in its whole (rather than a field equation solely) to find
a way of associating global conservation laws with a local Lagrangian field theory
generating global Euler-Lagrange equations.

From a physical point of view, field equations appear to be a fundamental ob-
ject, since they describe the changing of the field in base space. Somehow, we
are well disposed to give importance to symmetries of equations, because they are
transformations of the space leaving invariant the description of such a change
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provided by means of field equations. On the other hand the possibility of formu-
lating a variational principle (i.e. a principle of stationary action) – from which
both changing of fields and associated conservation laws (i.e. quantities not chang-
ing in the base space) could be obtained – has been one of the most important
achievements in the history of mathematical and physical sciences in modern age.
It allows, in fact, to keep account of both what (and how) changes and what (and
how) is conserved. In the variational calculus perspective, we could say that Euler-
-Lagrange field equations are ‘adjoint’ to stationary principles up to conservation
laws.

In line with Lepage’s cornerstone papers [23], which pointed out the fact that
the Euler-Lagrange operator is a quotient morphism of the exterior differential,
we shall consider a geometric formulation of the calculus of variations on fibered
manifolds for which the Euler-Lagrange operator is a morphism of a finite order
exact sequence of sheaves according to [20]. The module in degree (n + 1), con-
tains so-called (variational) dynamical forms; a given equation is globally an Euler-
-Lagrange equation if its dynamical form is closed in the complex of global sections
(Helmholtz conditions) and its cohomolgy class is trivial. Dynamical forms which
are only locally variational, i.e. closed in the complex and defining a non trivial
cohomology class, admit a system of local Lagrangians, one for each open set in a
suitable covering, which satisfy certain relations among them.

In her celebrated paper Invariante Variationsprobleme [25], Emmy Noether
clearly pointed out how, considering invariance of variational problems, a major
refinement in the description of associated conserved quantities is achieved. A for-
mulation in modern language of Noether’s results would say that symmetry proper-
ties of the Euler-Lagrange expressions introduce a cohomology class which adds up
to Noether currents; it is important to stress that they are related with invariance
properties of the first variation. Global projectable vector fields on prolongations of
fibered manifold which are symmetries of dynamical forms, in particular of locally
variational dynamical forms, and corresponding formulations of Noether theorem II
can be considered in order to determine obstructions to the globality of associated
conserved quantities [16]. The concept of global (and local) variationally trivial
Lagrangians and in general of variationally trivial currents (i.e. (n− 1)-forms) will
be taken in consideration and for simplicity, in the sequel, a locally variational
form will be any closed p-form in the variational sequence; inverse problems at any
degree of variational forms will be considered.

In the present paper, we introduce the concept of conserved current variationally
associated with locally variational invariant field equations. The invariance of the
variation of the corresponding local presentation is a sufficient condition for the
current beeing variationally equivalent to a global one. The case of a Chern-Simons
gauge theory is worked out and a global current is variationally associated with a
Chern-Simons local Lagrangian.

Chern-Simons theories exhibit in fact many interesting and important proper-
ties: they are based on secondary characteristic classes and can be associated with
new topological invariants for knots and three-manifolds; they appeared in physics
as natural mass terms for gauge theories and for gravity in dimension three, and
after quantization they lead to a quantized coupling constant as well as a mass
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[10]. In particular, Chern-Simons gauge theory is also an example of a topologi-
cal field theory [32]. Furthermore, as it was remarked in [2], obstructions to the
construction of natural Lagrangians are in a one-to-one correspondence with the
conformally invariant characteristic forms discovered by Chern and Simons in [9].
Finally, the Chern-Simons term is related to the anomaly cancellation problem in
2-dimensional conformal field theories [7].

2 Locally variational invariant field equations and variationally
equivalent problems

We shall consider the variational sequence [20] defined on a fibered manifold π : Y →
X, with dimX = n and dimY = n + m. For r ≥ 0 we have the r-jet space JrY
of jet prolongations of sections of the fibered manifold π. We have also the natural
fiberings πrs : JrY → JsY , r ≥ s, and πr : JrY → X; among these the fiberings
πrr−1 are affine bundles which induce the natural fibered splitting

JrY ×Jr−1Y T ∗Jr−1Y ' JrY ×Jr−1Y (T ∗X ⊕ V ∗Jr−1Y ) ,

which, in turn, induces also a decomposition of the exterior differential on Y in the
horizontal and vertical differential, (πr+1

r )∗◦ d = dH + dV . By (jrΞ, ξ) we denote
the jet prolongation of a projectable vector field (Ξ, ξ) on Y , and by jrΞH and
jrΞV the horizontal and the vertical part of jrΞ, respectively.

We have the sheaf splitting Hp(s+1,s) =
⊕p

t=0 C
p−t
(s+1,s) ∧H

t
s+1 where Hp(s,q) and

Hps (q ≤ s) are sheaves of horizontal forms, and Cp(s,q) ⊂ H
p
(s,q) are subsheaves of

contact forms [20]. Let us denote by h the projection onto the nontrivial summand
with the higest value of t and by d kerh the sheaf generated by the corresponding
presheaf and set then Θ∗r ≡ kerh + d kerh; the quotient sequence

0→ IRY → . . .
En−1−−−→ Λnr /Θ

n
r
En−−→ Λn+1

r /Θn+1
r

En+1−−−→ Λn+2
r /Θn+2

r

En+2−−−→ . . .
d−→ 0

defines the r–th order variational sequence associated with the fibered manifold
Y → X; here Λps is the standard sheaf of p–forms on JsY . The quotient sheaves
(the sections of which are classes of forms modulo contact forms) in the variational
sequence can be represented as sheaves Vkr of k-forms on jet spaces of higher order.
In particular, currents are classes ν ∈ (Vn−1

r )Y ; Lagrangians are classes λ ∈ (Vnr )Y ,
while En(λ) is called a Euler-Lagrange form (being En the Euler-Lagrange mor-
phism); dynamical forms are classes η ∈ (Vn+1

r )Y and En+1(η) is a Helmohltz form
(being En+1 the corresponding Helmholtz morphism).

Since the variational sequence is a soft resolution of the constant sheaf IRY

over Y , the cohomology of the complex of global sections, denoted by H∗V S(Y ),
is naturally isomorphic to both the Čech cohomology of Y with coefficients in the
constant sheaf IR and the de Rham cohomology Hk

dRY [20].
Let Kp

r ≡ Ker Ep. We have the short exact sequence of sheaves

0→Kp
r
i−→ Vpr

Ep−→ Ep(Vpr )→ 0 .

For any global section β ∈ (Vp+1
r )Y we have β ∈ (Ep(Vpr ))Y if and only if

Ep+1(β) = 0, which are conditions of local variationality. A global inverse prob-
lem is to find necessary and sufficient conditions for such a locally variational β
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to be globally variational. In particular En(Vnr ) is the sheave of Euler-Lagrange
morphisms and η ∈ (En(Vnr ))Y if and only if En+1(η) = 0, which are Helmholtz
conditions.

The above exact sequence gives rise to the long exact sequence in Čech coho-
mology

0→ (Kp
r)Y → (Vpr )Y → (Ep(Vpr ))Y

δp−→ H1(Y ,Kp
r)→ 0 ,

where the connecting homomorphism δp = i−1 ◦ d ◦ E−1
p is the mapping of coho-

mologies in the corresponding diagram of cochain complexes. In particular, every
η ∈ (En(Vnr ))Y (i.e. locally variational) defines a cohomology class δ(η) ≡ δn(η) ∈
H1(Y ,Kn

r ). Furthermore, every µ ∈ (dH(Vn−1
r ))Y (i.e. locally variationally triv-

ial) defines a cohomology class δ′(µ) ≡ δn−1(µ) ∈ H1(Y ,Kn−1
r ).

Note that η is globally variational if and only if δ(η) = 0. In the following
we will be interested in the non trivial case δ(η) 6= 0 whereby η = En(λ) can be
solved only locally, i.e. for any countable good covering of Y there exists a local
Lagrangian λi over each subset Ui ⊂ Y such that ηi = En(λi).

A local variational problem is a system of local sections λi of (Vnr )Ui such that
En((λi − λj)|Ui∩Uj ) = 0. Note that dλ = 0 implies dηλ = 0, while dηλ = 0 only

implies ηdλ = 0 i.e. dλ ∈ C1(U,Kn
r ) in Čech cohomology [5]. We call ({U i}i∈Z, λi)

a presentation of the local variational problem. Two local variational problems of
degree p are equivalent if and only if they give rise to the same variational class of
forms as the image of the corresponding morphism Ep in the variational sequence.
This means that the coboundary is variationally trivial.

The concept of a variational Lie derivative operator LjrΞ which is a local dif-
ferential operator enables us to define symmetries of classes of forms of any degree
in the variational sequence and the corresponding conservation theorems [19]. We
notice that the variational Lie derivative acts on cohomology classes: closed vari-
ational forms defining nontrivial cohomology classes are trasformed in variational
forms with trivial cohomology classes [29], [30]. Note, however, that an infinites-
imal symmetry of a local presentation is not necessarily a symmetry of another
local presentation [16].

In particular, if we have a 0-cocycle of currents νi (dνi 6= 0) such that µ = dHνi
and dµν = 0, then by using the representation of the Lie derivative of classes of
variational forms of degree p ≤ n−1 given in [19], we have µLΞνi = dH(ΞH dHνi+
ΞV dV νi); Since we also have

LΞµν = µLΞνi = dH(ΞH µν + ΞV pdV µν ) ,

from the definition of an equivalent variational problem, we can state that the local
problem defined by LΞνi is variationally equivalent to the global problem defined
by ΞH µν + ΞV pdV µν .

Moreover, if we have a 0-cocycle of Lagrangians (case p = n+1) or of variational
forms of higher degree (in case p = n+ 2 we have a 0-cocycle of dynamical forms)
λi (dλi 6= 0) such that η = Ep(λi), then by linearity ηLΞλi = En(ΞV ηλ); again,
as a consequence of the fact that ηLΞλi = En(ΞV ηλ), we have that the local
problem defined by the local presentation LΞλi is variationally equivalent to the
global problem defined by ΞV ηλ.
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Resorting to the naturality of the variational Lie derivative we stated the fol-
lowing important result for the calculus of variations [29], [30], [18].

Lemma 1. Let µ ∈ Vpr , with p ≤ n, be a locally variationally trivial p-form, i.e.
such that Ep(µ) = 0 and let δp(µν) 6= 0. We have δp(LΞµν) = 0. Analogously, let
η ∈ Vpr , with p ≥ n + 1, be a locally variational p-form, i.e. such that Ep(η) = 0
and let δp(ηλ) 6= 0. We have δp(LΞηλ) = 0.

Geometric definitions of conserved quantities in field theories have been pro-
posed within formulations based on symmetries of Euler-Lagrange operator rather
than of the Lagrangian, see e.g. [31], [15], and strictly related with such an ap-
proach are also papers proposing the concept of relative conservation laws; see e.g.
[12]. Accordingly, let us now consider the case of invariance of field equations, i.e.
the case in which we will assume Ξ to be a generalized symmetry, i.e. a symmetry
of a class of (n+ 1)-forms η in the variational sequence.

Let then ηλ be the global Euler-Lagrange morphism of a local variational prob-
lem. It is a well known fact that Ξ being a generalized symmetry implies that
En(ΞV η) = 0, thus locally ΞV η = dHνi, then there exists a 0-cocycle νi, defined
by µν = ΞV ηλ ≡ dHνi. Notice that dΞV ηλ = 0, but in general δn(ΞV ηλ) 6= 0
[16]. Along critical sections this implies the conservation law dHνi = 0 1.

Noether’s Theorem II implies that locally LΞλi = dHβi, thus we can write
ΞV ηλ + dH(εi − βi) = 0, where εi is the usual canonical Noether current; the
current εi − βi is a local object and it is conserved along the solutions of Euler-
-Lagrange equations (critical sections). We stress that when Ξ is only a symmetry
of a dynamical form and not a symmetry of the Lagrangian, the current νi + εi is
not a conserved current and it is such that dH(νi + εi) is locally equal to dHβi;
see also [31]. We shall call (νi + εi) a strong Noether current. Notice that if Ξ
would be also a symmetry of the cochain of Lagrangians a strong Noether current
would turn out to be a conserved current along any sections, not only along critical
sections. Thus in this specific case we get the following.

Corollary 1. Divergence expressions of the local problem defined by LΞνi coincide
with divergence expressions for the global current ΞH ΞV ηλ+ΞV pdV (ΞV ηλ).

3 Currents variationally associated with locally variational field
equations

We shall study variations of conserved currents in a quite general setting by deter-
mining the condition for the variation of a system of local strong Noether current to
be equivalent to a system of global conserved currents. We now introduce the con-
cept of conserved current variationally associated with locally variational invariant
field equations and show that the invariance of the variation of the correspond-
ing local presentation is a sufficient condition for the current beeing variationally
equivalent to a global one.

Definition 1. We say a conserved current for an invariant field equation to be
variationally associated if the symmetry of the field equation is also a symmetry
for the variation of the local problem generating such a field equation.

1In this particular case νi is more precisely fixed, since dHνi = ΞV η.



18 M. Francaviglia, M. Palese, E. Winterroth

In other words, if λi is a local presentation we look for currents associated to a
variation vector field Ξ satisfying LΞLΞλi = 0.

Suppose that, on the intersection of any two open sets, dλi = dHγij . By
linearity, we have LΞdLΞλi = dLΞLΞλi; thus the condition LΞLΞλi = 0 implies
LΞLΞdλi = 0. By Noether’s Theorem II we must have LΞdλi = dHζij , where ζij
is the sum of the Noether current associated with dλi and a form locally given as
dνi + dHρij . On the other hand LΞdλi = ddHεi, where εi is the Noether current
associated with λi. Of course, we have LΞdλi = LΞdHγij and again by Noether’s
Theorem II LΞλi = dHβi, hence by linearity we get, locally, ddHβi = LΞdHγij ,
where βi = νi + εi + dHωi.

More precisely, we can immediately see that the condition LΞLΞλi = 0 implies
only ddHνi = 0, i.e. dHνi is global 2. In order to get ddHβi = 0, i.e. the divergence of
the strong Noether current, dHβi, to be global we must require a stronger condition,
which is LΞdλi = 0. This condition, by linearity, means that the Lie derivative
must drag the local problems in such a way that they coincide on the intersections
of two open sets 3. Under this condition we have the conservation law dHLΞ(νi +
εi) = 0, where LΞ(νi + εi), the variation of the strong Noether currents, is a local
representative of a global conserved current.

In fact, Ξ being a generalized symmetry, we have LΞLΞλi = dHLΞ(νi + εi). If
the second variational derivative is vanishing, then we have the conservation law
dHLΞ(νi + εi) = 0, where LΞ(νi + εi) is a local representative of the current given
by

ΞH µν+ε + ΞV pdV µν+ε
≡ ΞH dH(νi + εi) + ΞV pdV (dH(νi+εi)) .

This current is global if dHd(νi+ εi) = 0; a sufficient condition for this to hold true
is LΞdλi = 0.

The conserved current associated with a generalized symmetry, assumed to be
also a symmetry of the variational derivative of the corresponding local inverse
problem, is variationally equivalent to the variation of the strong Noether currents
for the corresponding local system of Lagrangians. Moreover, if the variational Lie
derivative of the local system of Lagrangians is a global object, such a variation is
variationally equivalent to a global conserved current [18]. In this paper, we make
explicit the latter result in the case of Chern-Simons equations.

3.1 Chern-Simons gauge theory

It is well known that Chern-Simons field theories [8], [9] constitute a model for
classical and quantum gravitational fields and that gravity can be considered as
a gauge theory: in all odd dimensions and particularly in dimension three, where
the field equations reproduce exactly the Einstein field equations, a Chern-Simons
Lagrangian can be considered (instead of the Hilbert–Einstein Lagrangian) in which
the gauge potential is a linear combination of a frame and a spin connection; in
particular, 2+1 gravity with a negative cosmological constant can be formulated as

2Notice that the symmetry Ξ, besides beeing a generalized symmetry, is also a symmetry of
the variational problem LΞλi.

3This is also equivalent to d(νi +εi) = dH(ψij−ρij), i.e. the coboundary of the strong Noether
currents is locally exact; for details see [18].
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a Chern-Simons theory (see, e.g. [32], as well as [7] for higher dimensional Chern-
-Simons gravity). Developing a 3-dimensional Chern-Simons theory as a possible
and simpler model to analyse (2 + 1)-dimensional gravity brought in particular
results concerned with thermodynamics of higher dimensional black holes [3], which
in turn produced a renewed interest in Chern-Simons theories and, consequently,
in the problem of gauge symmetries and gauge charges for Chern-Simons theories.

Let us then take in consideration the 3-dimensional Chern-Simons Lagrangian

λCS(A) =
κ

4π
εµνρTr(AµdνAρ +

2

3
AµAνAρ)ds ,

where ds is a 3-dimensional volume density, κ = l
4G (being G the Newton’s constant

and setting c = 1), while Aµ = Aiµ Ji are the coefficients of the connection 1-form
A = Aµ dx

µ taking their values in any Lie algebra g with generators Ji. By fixing
g = sl(2,R) and choosing the generators Jk = 1

2σk, whith σk Pauli matrices, we
have [Ji, Jj ] = ηlkεkij Jl and Tr(JiJj) = 1

2ηij , with η = diag(−1, 1, 1) and ε012 = 1.
Hence, we can explicitly write λCS(A) = κ

16π ε
µνρ(ηijF

i
µνA

j
ρ − 1

3εijkA
i
µA

j
νA

k
ρ)ds,

where F iµν = dµA
i
ν − dνAiµ + εijkA

j
µA

k
ν is the so-called field strength.

Note that, if we consider two independent sl(2, IR) connections A and Ā, on the
intersection of two open sets, the Lagrangian λCS(A, Ā) := dλCS(A) = λCS(A)−
λCS(Ā) is a divergence. We recall for the sake of completeness that it is possible
to perform a change of fiber coordinates, i.e. to define two new dynamical fields,

ei and ωi, setting Ai = ωi + ei

l and Āi = ωi − ei

l , with l a constant, and in terms
of these new variables we can write λCS(A(ω, e), Ā(ω, e)) = κ

4πl

√
g(gµνRµν + 2

l2 ) +

dµ{ k
4πlηijε

µνρeiνω
j
ρ}, with gµν = ηij e

i
µ e

j
ν and Rµν = Rijρν e

j
µ e

ρ
i the Ricci tensor of

the metric g. In this expression, the non invariant term is under the total derivative
and subtracting such a term from λCS(A, Ā) one can get a global covariant Chern-
-Simons Lagrangian λCScov(A(ω, e), Ā(ω, e)) = κ

4π l

√
g(gµνRµν + 2

l2 )ds, which can

be recasted as λCScov(A, Ā) = k
8π ε

µνρ(ηijF̄
i
µν B

j
ρ+ηij∇̄µBiνBjρ+ 1

3εijkB
i
µB

j
ν B

k
ρ )ds,

where ∇̄µ is the covariant derivative with respect to the connection Ā and we set
Biµ = Aiµ − Āiµ. As just explained, the procedure of writing the gauge potential A
as a linear combination of the frame e and the spin connection ω enables one to
split the non invariant divergence dλCS(A) into a global piece plus a non covariant
divergence and to generate a new Lagrangian. The latter is the difference of two
local Lagrangians and it is covariant up to a divergence. It is well known that such
a procedure can be applied to each Chern-Simons Lagrangian in dimension three,
independently on the relevant gauge group of the theory, and it has been exploited
in order to find Noether covariant charges (see e.g. [1], [4] and references therein).
It should be noticed that such charges are associated with invariance properties of
the thus obtained and above mentioned new Lagrangian; the interpretation of the
relation with the conserved quantities associated with the original Euler-Lagrange
equations for the Chern-Simons Lagrangian must be deeper investigated, see the
discussion in [1].

The concept of a conserved current variationally associated with locally varia-
tional invariant Chern-Simons field equations provides a global conserved current
directly related with the Euler-Lagrange equations. Chern-Simons equations of
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motion are manifestly covariant with respect to spacetime diffeomorphism as well
as with respect to gauge transformations, the Chern-Simons Lagrangian instead
is not gauge invariant. Let νi + εi be a 0-cocycle of strong Noether currents for
the Chern-Simons Lagrangian and let βi = νi + εi + dHωi as above. We have the
following important result.

Proposition 1. Let Ξ be a symmetry of the Chern-Simons dynamical form, the
global conserved current

ΞH LΞλCSi + ΞV pdV LΞλCSi
,

is associated with the invariance of the Chern-Simons equations and it is variation-
ally equivalent to the variation of the strong Noether currents νi + εi.

Proof. Let LΞλCSi be a local Lagrangian presentation of the inverse problem asso-
ciated with the Chern-Simons dynamical form, we have LΞλCSi = dHβi and it is
easy to verify that for a Chern-Simons Lagrangian the relation dLΞλCSi = LΞdHγij
holds. Comparing these equations, we have that ddHβi = LΞdHγij , thus, in par-
ticular, ddH(νi + εi) = LΞdHγij . As stated in the section above it is clear that,
if LΞdHγij = 0, then dH(νi + εi) is global. Generators of such a global current
lie in the kernel of the second variational derivative and are symmetries of the
variationally trivial Lagrangian dHγij . �

Example 1. From to the relation LΞA
i
µ = ∇µΞiv, where Ξiv is the component of

the vertical part of Ξ with respect to a principal connection ω on the bundle
of frames, we have LΞλCS(A) = dµ( κ8π ε

µνρηijA
i
νdρΞ

j
v), therefore, writing Ξiv =

ΞiV +(Aiµ−ωiµ)Ξµ, for each ΞV ∈ k the local expression of a global current associated
with the gauge invariance of the Chern-Simons dynamical form is given by[

Ξγdµ(
κ

8π
εµνρηijA

i
νdρ(Ξ

j
V + (Ajτ − ωjτ )Ξτ )) +

(Ξk −AkλΞλ)dµ
( κ

8π
εµγρηkjdρ(Ξ

j
V + (Ajζ − ω

j
ζ)Ξ

ζ)
)]
dsγ .

As a final remark, we mention that local conserved currents can be derived by
using Lepagian equivalent of local systems of Lagrangians [6]. Therefore, a study
of inverse problems within a sequence of Lepage equivalent forms following [21],
[22], [24] is of great interest and will be the object of future investigations.
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[3] M. Bañados, C. Teitelboim, J. Zanelli: Black hole in three-dimensional spacetime. Phys.
Rev. Lett. 69 (1992) 1849–1851.

[4] A. Borowiec, M. Ferraris, M. Francaviglia: A covariant Formalism for Chern-Simons
Gravity. J. Phys. A. 36 (2003) 2589–2598.

[5] A. Borowiec, M. Ferraris, M. Francaviglia, M. Palese: Conservation laws for non-global
Lagrangians. Univ. Iagel. Acta Math. 41 (2003) 319–331.
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