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Abstract. We propose a definition of tropical linear series that isolates some of the essential

combinatorial properties of tropicalizations of not-necessarily-complete linear series on algebraic
curves. The definition combines the Baker-Norine notion of rank with the notion of tropical

independence and has the property that the restriction of a tropical linear series of rank r to a

connected subgraph is a tropical linear series of rank r. We show that tropical linear series of
rank 1 are finitely generated as tropical modules and state a number of open problems related to

algebraic, combinatorial, and topological properties of higher rank tropical linear series.

1. Introduction

Fifteen years ago, Baker and Norine introduced the rank of a divisor on a graph, in close analogy
with the rank of a divisor on an algebraic curve, and proved the surprising and beautiful fact that
it satisfies a precise analogue of the Riemann-Roch Theorem [BN07]. This breakthrough inspired
several new directions of research. Baker proved the Specialization Lemma [Bak08] relating ranks
of divisors on curves to those on graphs via semistable degenerations, and outlined a program
for relating divisor theory on graphs to the celebrated results of Brill-Noether theory on algebraic
curves. All of these results extend naturally to tropical curves (metric graphs) [GK08, MZ08], with
specialization given by retraction to the skeleton of the Berkovich analytifications of curves over
valued fields. Much of Baker’s program has now been carried out, including tropical proofs of the
Brill-Noether and Gieseker-Petri Theorems [CDPR12, JP14].

The tropical method envisioned by Baker, using combinatorics of divisors on graphs to prove
results about divisors on general algebraic curves, is particularly powerful when used in combination
with other tools. For instance, in combination with deformation theory and log geometry, it led to
a proof of Pflueger’s conjecture [Pfl17] for the dimension of the space of linear series of given degree
and rank on a general curve of fixed gonality [JR21], opening the door to a range of subsequent
developments in Hurwitz-Brill-Noether theory [CJ20, Lar21, LLV20].

The present paper is an attempt to isolate and formalize the new combinatorial structures that
arise in further applications of tropical geometry to linear series on algebraic curves and geometry
of moduli spaces, as in [FJP20, FJP21].

1.1. Algebraic and tropical complete linear series. Given a divisor DC on a curve C, the
complete linear series L(DC) is the set of nonzero rational functions on C with poles bounded by
DC , together with 0. If C is defined over a valued field whose skeleton is a metric graph Γ, then the
tropicalizations of nonzero rational functions on C are precisely the continuous PL functions with
integer slopes on Γ [BR15, Theorem 1.1]. The bend locus of a PL function is the analogue of the
zeros and poles of a rational function, with the analogue of order of vanishing given by the sum of
the incoming slopes at a point. These notions are compatible with specialization, i.e., the sum of
the incoming slopes of trop(f) at a point is the sum of the multiplicities of the zeros and poles of f
that specialize to that point.

Thus one naturally defines the complete linear series of a divisor D on Γ to be

R(D) := {ϕ ∈ PL(Γ) | div(ϕ) +D ≥ 0},
and if D = Trop(DC) then trop(L(DC)) ⊆ R(D). Note that R(D) is a tropical module, meaning
that it is closed under scalar addition and pointwise minimum, i.e., the tropical analogue of a vector
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space. It also comes with a polyhedral structure, and it is both finitely generated as a tropical
module, and finite dimensional as a polyhedral complex [HMY12]. However, neither the minimal
number of generators nor the polyhedral dimension typically agrees with the rank of D. Most graphs
Γ have divisors D such that the dimension of R(D) is larger than the rank of D, and in such cases
R(D) is not the tropicalization of any linear series. See Examples 3.1 and 3.2.

More recent applications of tropical geometry to linear series on algebraic curves [FJP20, FJP21]
require combinatorial objects that capture more information about tropicalizations of algebraic
linear series, including proper linear subspaces of L(DC), which are called incomplete linear series.
The properties of tropicalizations of possibly incomplete linear series that are most important to
these applications depend on the notion of tropical independence that was introduced in [JP14].

1.2. Tropical dependence and independence. A tropical linear combination of a collection of
functions {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊂ PL(Γ) is an expression

(1) ϑ = min{ϕ0 + a0, . . . , ϕr + ar},
where a0, . . . , ar are real numbers. Note that we consider the tuple (a0, . . . , ar) to be part of the data
of a tropical linear combination, even though different tuples may give rise to the same pointwise
minimum ϑ.

Definition 1.1. The set {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊂ PL(Γ) is dependent if there is a tropical linear combination
ϑ such that the minimum in (1) is achieved at least twice at every point in Γ.

Such a tropical linear combination is a dependence. In other words, ϑ is a dependence if

ϑ = min
j 6=i
{ϕj + aj} for each 0 ≤ i ≤ r.

Equivalently, ϑ is a dependence if no term in (1) achieves the minimum uniquely at any point of Γ.
If no such dependence exists, then {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} is independent.

Lemma 1.2 ([FJP20, Theorem 1.6]). Suppose there is some ϑ = min{ϕ0 + a0, . . . , ϕr + ar} such
that

(2) ϑ 6= min
j 6=i
{ϕj + aj}, for each 0 ≤ i ≤ r.

Then {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} is independent.

We say that a tropical linear combination ϑ satisfying (2) is a certificate of independence. In other
words, ϑ is a certificate of independence if each of its tropical summands ϕj + aj achieves the
minimum uniquely in (1) at some point of Γ. Constructing a certificate of independence can be
an efficient way to prove that a given set {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊂ PL(Γ) is independent, and the following
theorem guarantees that such certificates exist for any independent set.

Theorem 1.3 ([FJP20, Theorem 1.6]). Suppose {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊂ PL(Γ) is independent. Then there
are real numbers a0, . . . , ar such that ϑ = min{ϕ0 +a0, . . . , ϕr +ar} is a certificate of independence.

Theorem 1.3 is a consequence of the Knaster-Kuratowski-Mazurkiewicz lemma, a set-covering vari-
ant of the Brouwer fixed-point theorem. The fact that independence is equivalent to the existence
of such a special tropical linear combination, i.e. a certificate of independence, has no analogue in
classical linear algebra.

Applications of tropical independence are based on the following version of specialization. If
f0, . . . , fr are rational functions on a curve over a valued field with skeleton Γ, and if c0f0+· · ·+crfr is
a linear dependence, then ϑ = min{trop(f0)+val(c0), . . . , trop(fr)+val(cr)} is a tropical dependence.
Hence the independence of {trop(f0), . . . , trop(fr)} is a sufficient condition for linear independence of
{f0, . . . , fr}. Many fundamental questions about the geometry of algebraic curves can be expressed
in terms of ranks of linear maps between linear series, and constructing a certificate of independence
for the tropicalizations of some collection of rational functions in the image gives a lower bound on
these ranks. Note that the image is a possibly incomplete linear series.
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1.3. Tropicalizations of possibly incomplete linear series. Let D be the tropicalization of a
divisor DC and let Σ be the tropicalization of a linear series V ⊆ L(DC) of rank r, which we do not
assume to be complete. Then Σ has the following properties (Proposition 4.1):

• (rank) for every effective divisor E of degree r, there is a ϕ ∈ Σ such that div(ϕ) +D ≥ E;
• (dependence) every set of r + 2 functions in Σ is tropically dependent;

A consequence of these first two properties is that, for each tangent vector ζ, there are exactly r+ 1
slopes sζ(ϕ), for ϕ ∈ Σ (see Lemma 2.6). We denote these r + 1 slopes by

sζ [0] < · · · < sζ [r].

The collections of slope vectors sζ(Σ) and their combinatorial properties were first studied system-
atically by Amini, in his work on equidistribution of Weierstrass points [Ami14, Section 2.1]; they
are naturally identified with the vanishing sequences at nodes in the Amini-Baker theory of linear
series on metrized complexes of curves [AB15].

The set Σ also satisfies:

• (subseries) for each tangent vector ζ, the subset {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ sζ [i]} contains the
tropicalization of a linear series of rank i, for 0 ≤ i < r.

These are the essential properties of tropicalizations of linear series that are used for the applica-
tions in [FJP20, FJP21]. Only the first is shared by all complete linear series R(D) of rank r. We
therefore propose the following definition.

Definition 1.4. Let D be a divisor on a metric graph Γ. A tropical linear series of rank r is a
tropical submodule Σ ⊆ R(D) satisfying the three properties listed above, i.e.,

(1) for every effective divisor E of degree r, there is some ϕ ∈ Σ such that div(ϕ) +D ≥ E;
(2) every set of r + 2 functions in Σ is tropically dependent;
(3) for each tangent vector ζ, the subset {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ sζ [i]} contains a tropical linear series

of rank i, for 0 ≤ i < r.

Note that this definition is recursive in r. When r = 0, the last condition is vacuous; a tropical
linear series of rank 0 is a principal submodule of PL(Γ), i.e., {ϕ+ a | a ∈ R}, for some ϕ ∈ PL(Γ).

Tropicalizations of linear series satisfy additional geometric and combinatorial conditions, see
Proposition 4.1 below. We do not know whether these properties follow from Definition 1.4. In-
stead, we define a strong tropical linear series to include these additional conditions. The less
restrictive definition above suffices for the arguments in [FJP20, FJP21]. Let |Σ| be the tropical
projectivization |Σ| := Σ/R, where R acts by scalar addition. Note that |Σ| parametrizes the di-

visors {D + div(ϕ) | ϕ ∈ Σ}, and hence is naturally identified with a subspace of Symd(Γ), where

d = deg(D). Note that Symd(Γ) carries a natural polyhedral structure. Roughly speaking, a defin-

able subset of Symd(Γ) is a Boolean combination of polyhedral subsets defined by inequalities on
affine-linear functions with integer slopes. See Section 2.3 for further details.

Definition 1.5. A tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) of rank r is called a strong tropical linear series
if it satisfies the additional properties:

(4) |Σ| is a closed and definable subset of |D|;
(5) there is a valuated matroid V of rank r + 1 on Σ such that, if V ∈ V is a valuated circuit,

then minϕ∈Σ{ϕ+ V (ϕ)} is a tropical dependence.

Note that property (5) of a strong tropical linear series implies property (2) above.

1.4. Finite generation. In [HMY12], Haase, Musiker, and Yu show that the complete tropical
linear series R(D) is finitely generated as a tropical module. However, R(D) typically does not
satisfy the conditions of Definition 1.4. Thus, most tropical linear series are proper submodules.
Finitely generated submodules of R(D) have many useful algebraic and combinatorial properties;
see [Luo18], as well as Lemma 2.8. However, many proper submodules of R(D) are not finitely
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generated. See Examples 2.9 and 3.4. For tropicalizations of linear series, finite generation remains
an open question.

Question 1.6. Are tropicalizations of linear series finitely generated as tropical modules?

The answer is trivially affirmative when r = 0. Here we prove an affirmative answer for r = 1.

Theorem 1.7. Let Σ ⊂ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank 1. Then Σ is finitely generated.

This theorem provides further motivation for Definition 1.4. Optimistically, one might hope that
finite generation follows from Definition 1.4 for higher rank tropical linear series as well.

Question 1.8. Are all tropical linear series finitely generated as tropical modules? If not, what
about strong tropical linear series?

We also apply Theorem 1.7 to describe the geometry of the spaces of divisors parametrized by
rank 1 tropical linear series.

Theorem 1.9. Let Σ be a tropical linear series of rank 1. Then Σ is a strong tropical linear series
and hence |Σ| is compact of pure dimension 1.

Our interest in Question 1.6 stems in part from the observation that a finitely generated submod-
ule Σ ⊆ R(D) has a minimal generating set, unique up to tropical scaling (see Lemma 2.3). Also, a
finite generating set {ϕ0, . . . , ϕs} determines a map to tropical projective space Φ: Γ→ TPs, by

Φ(v) = [ϕ0(v) : . . . : ϕs(v)].

If Σ is a strong tropical linear series of rank r, then the image of Φ is contained in a tropical linear
space of dimension r, corresponding to the valuated matroid on {ϕ0, . . . , ϕs}. Thus, finite generation
could give a useful connection to the canonical correspondence in algebraic geometry between linear
series and rational maps to projective space. Indeed, in Proposition 5.8, we show that there exists

a tropical modification Γ̃ of Γ and a balanced map Φ̃ : Γ̃→ B(M) extending Φ.
In the case r = 1, it follows that the only obstructions to lifting a tropical linear series of rank

1 to an algebraic linear series are the local Hurwitz obstructions (see [ABBR15, Proposition 3.3]).
Moreover, if Σ is a tropical linear series of rank 1 on Γ and K is an algebraically closed and
nontrivially valued field of residue characteristic zero, then there is a curve X over K whose skeleton
has underlying metric graph Γ (possibly with vertices of positive genus) and a linear series of rank
1 on X whose tropicalization is Σ (see Theorem 5.9). In Examples 3.5 and 3.6, we apply this
to pathological examples of non-realizable rank 1 divisors appearing in the literature. We invite
the reader to compare this to Example 3.7, which shows that some tropical linear series of rank 2
cannot be the tropicalization of a linear series. Indeed, a necessary condition for lifting a finitely
generated strong tropical linear series is that the valuated matroid in property (5) can be chosen to
be realizable. Finding other such obstructions to lifting is an interesting open problem.

We close the paper with a section of open questions. These include questions about finite gener-
ation, topological properties of tropical linear series, and the lifting problem.

Remark 1.10. When this paper was in the final stages of editing, we learned of a purely combi-
natorial notion of limit linear series on metric graphs developed simultaneously and independently
by Omid Amini and Lucas Gierczak, with many similarities to the tropical linear series introduced
and studied here [AG22]. There are also meaningful differences between the two approaches. For
instance, Amini and Gierczak include additional combinatorial local data (rank functions on hyper-
cubes) that encode the possibilities for the collections of slopes along tangent vectors at each vertex
that are realized by functions in the given tropical submodule of R(D); these are closely related to
matroids and permutation arrays. Both approaches have the potential for significant applications
to the study of linear series on algebraic curves, and both allow for multiple variations on the fun-
damental definitions. The precise relations among these definitions are not yet clear and will be
explored in future work.
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2. Divisors on Metric Graphs and Tropical Modules

This section contains relevant background information on the divisor theory of metric graphs and
tropical linear algebra.

2.1. Divisor Theory of Metric Graphs. A metric graph is a compact, connected length metric
space Γ homeomorphic to a topological graph. A finite set V ⊆ Γ containing all points of valence
different from 2 determines a graph, called a model of Γ, with vertex set V and edges corresponding
to the connected components of Γ r V . Note that a metric graph admits infinitely many different
models. A neighborhood of any point v ∈ Γ is homeomorphic to a union of half-open line segments,
glued together at their endpoints (which are identified with v). A tangent vector based at v ∈ Γ is
a tangent vector based at v in any of these line segments.

In analogy with algebraic curves, Div(Γ) is the free abelian group generated by points of Γ.
Elements of Div(Γ) are called divisors. In other words, a divisor on Γ is a formal sum of points of
Γ. A divisor D is called effective, and we write D ≥ 0, if all of its coefficients are nonnegative. This
induces a partial ordering on divisors, where D ≥ E if D − E ≥ 0.

We define PL(Γ) to be the set of continuous, piecewise-linear functions ϕ : Γ → R with integer
slopes. The set PL(Γ) is a semiring under the operations of pointwise minimum and pointwise
addition. Given a function ϕ ∈ PL(Γ) and a tangent vector ζ on Γ, we write sζ(ϕ) for the outgoing
slope of ϕ along ζ. For any point v ∈ Γ, the map ordv : PL(Γ)→ Z is given by

ordv(ϕ) := −
∑

ζ∈Tv(Γ)

sζ(ϕ),

where the sum is over all tangent vectors ζ based at v. The map div : PL(Γ)→ Div(Γ) is given by

div(ϕ) :=
∑
v∈Γ

ordv(ϕ) · v.

Note that, for ϕ1 and ϕ2 ∈ PL(Γ), we have div(ϕ1) = div(ϕ2) if and only if the function ϕ1 − ϕ2 is
constant on Γ.

2.2. Tropical Modules. Recall from the introduction that a tropical linear combination of a col-
lection of functions {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊂ PL(Γ) is an expression of the form ϑ = min{ϕi + ai}, where
a0, . . . , ar are real numbers.

Definition 2.1. A subset Σ ⊆ PL(Γ) is a tropical submodule if it is closed under all tropical linear
combinations.

Note that tropical submodules are also called tropically convex sets in [DS04, Luo18]. For any
divisor D on Γ, the set

R(D) := {ϕ ∈ PL(Γ) | div(ϕ) +D ≥ 0}
is a tropical submodule of PL(Γ).

Definition 2.2. Let Σ ⊆ PL(Γ) be a tropical submodule, and let S ⊆ Σ be a subset. The module
〈S〉 generated by S is the set of all tropical linear combinations of elements of S. If 〈S〉 = Σ, we
say that S is a generating set for Σ. The tropical submodule Σ is said to be finitely generated if it
has a finite generating set.
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For any divisor D, the tropical module R(D) is finitely generated, and the minimal generating
set is essentially unique up to tropical scaling [HMY12]. The same argument, which we include for
completeness, gives the following lemma.

Lemma 2.3. Suppose Σ ⊆ PL(Γ) is finitely generated and {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} and {ψ0, . . . , ψs} are min-
imal generating sets. Then r = s and there is a permutation σ such that ϕi − ψσ(i) is constant.

In other words, there is a unique minimal generating set up to addition of scalars.

Proof. Suppose {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} and {ψ0, . . . , ψs} are generating sets and ϕr −ψj is not a constant for
any j. We will show that {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} is not a minimal generating set.

Since {ψ0, . . . , ψs} is a generating set, there are scalars b0, . . . bs such that ϕr = min{ψj + bj}.
Similarly, there are scalars aij such that ψj = min{ϕi+aij}. Note that ϕr ≤ ψj+bj ≤ ϕr+arj+bj ,
for all j. Thus arj + bj ≥ 0 and, if equality holds, then ϕr − ψj is the constant function bj . Since
we assumed ϕr − ψj is not constant, it follows that arj + bj > 0. Putting everything together, we
obtain

ϕr = min
j
{min

i
{ϕi + aij}+ bj} =

r
min
i=0
{ϕi + min

j
{aij + bj}} =

r−1
min
i=0
{ϕi + min

j
{aij + bj}}.

In particular, ϕr can be written as a tropical linear combination of the functions ϕ0, . . . , ϕr−1, so
the generating set {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} is not minimal. �

The following lemma says that a finitely generated tropical module has property (2) in the
definition of a tropical linear series (Definition 1.4) if and only if the set of generators has it.

Lemma 2.4. Suppose every set of r + 2 functions in S = {ϕ0, . . . , ϕs} ⊆ PL(Γ) is tropically
dependent. Then every set of r + 2 functions in 〈S〉 is tropically dependent.

Proof. Let ψi = minj{aij + ϕj} ∈ 〈S〉, for i = 0, . . . , r + 1, and suppose for contradiction that
the set {ψ0, . . . , ψr+1} is independent. By Theorem 1.3, there is a certificate of independence
ϑ = min{bi + ψi}. In other words, for each i there exists a point xi ∈ Γ such that bi + ψi is the
unique function that obtains the minimum at xi. Let ϕσ(i) be a function in S that obtains the
minimum at xi in the expression ψi = minj{aij + ϕj}. Because bi + ψi is the unique function that
obtains the minimum at xi, we see that bi + aiσ(i) < bj + ajσ(i) for all j 6= i. In other words, if
j 6= i, then ϑ < bj + ajσ(i) + ϕσ(i). It follows that σ(i) 6= σ(j) for all i 6= j. We therefore see that
ϑ′ = min{bi + aiσ(i) + ϕσ(i)} is a certificate of independence for a set of r + 2 functions in S, a
contradiction. �

We do not know whether there is an analogue of Lemma 2.4 for property (5), i.e., if there is a
valuated matroid on a generating set for a tropical linear series Σ such that every valuated circuit
gives rise to a tropical dependence, does it follow that this extends to a valuated matroid on Σ with
this property?

In our definition of tropical linear series, it will be important to keep track of the possible slopes
of functions along a fixed tangent vector, as the function varies within a tropical module.

Definition 2.5. Let Γ be a metric graph, D a divisor on Γ, ζ a tangent vector on Γ, and Σ ⊆ R(D)
a tropical submodule. We write

sζ(Σ) := (sζ [0], . . . , sζ [r])

for the vector of slopes sζ(ϕ), for ϕ ∈ Σ, ordered so that sζ [0] < · · · < sζ [r].

Note that the vector sζ(Σ) has finite length. This is because R(D) is finitely generated, and for
any tangent vector ζ and function ϕ ∈ Σ, the slope sζ(ϕ) must agree with the slope along ζ of a
function in the generating set.

Lemma 2.6. Let Σ ⊆ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank r. For each tangent vector ζ, there
are exactly r + 1 slopes sζ(ϕ), for ϕ ∈ Σ.
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Proof. Let v ∈ Γ, let ζ be a tangent vector based at v, and let I ⊆ Γ be a half-open interval with one
endpoint at v that contains ζ. By choosing I sufficiently small, we may assume that I r {v} does
not intersect the support of D, and sη(Σ) = sζ(Σ) for all tangent vectors η in I that are oriented
away from v. By property (1), if E is the sum of r distinct points of Ir{v}, then there exists ϕ ∈ Σ
such that div(ϕ) +D ≥ E. At each of the r distinct points, the incoming slope of ϕ must be greater
than the outgoing slope, and thus the function ϕ has at least r + 1 distinct slopes on I. It follows
that there are at least r + 1 slopes sζ(ϕ), for ϕ ∈ Σ.

On the other hand, any set of functions in Σ with distinct slopes along ζ is tropically independent.
By property (2), therefore, there are at most r + 1 slopes sζ(ϕ), for ϕ ∈ Σ. �

2.3. Geometry of Tropical Modules. If Σ ⊆ R(D) is a tropical submodule, we write

|Σ| := {div(ϕ) +D | ϕ ∈ Σ}.

The set |Σ| inherits the subspace topology from Symd Γ, where d = deg(D). This is equivalent to
the metric topology determined by ‖ div(f)‖∞ := max f −min f [Luo18, Proposition B.1].

A choice of model for Γ, together with a choice of orientation of each edge, induces a polyhedral
cell decomposition of |D| := |R(D)| [GK08, HMY12]. Given an open, oriented edge e of length `(e),

identify Symk e with the open simplex {~x ∈ Rk | 0 < x1 < · · · < xk < `(e)}. The cells of |D| are
indexed by the following discrete data:

• for each vertex v, an integer dv;
• for each edge e, an integer me and an ordered set of integers d1

e, . . . , d
re
e .

A divisor D′ ∈ |D| belongs to the corresponding cell if:

• D′(v) = dv for all vertices v,
• the restriction of D′ to e is of the form

∑re
i=1 dixi, for some 0 < x1 < · · · < xre < `(e), and

• any ϕ ∈ PL(Γ) satisfying div(ϕ) = D′ −D has starting slope me along e, for all edges e.

Let G ⊆ R be an additive subgroup that contains all of the edge lengths `(e). A closed polyhedron
in Rn is G-definable if it is the intersection of finitely many halfspaces Hi = {u ∈ Rn : 〈u, vi〉 ≥ ai}
with vi ∈ Zn and ai ∈ G. For instance, the Q-definable polyhedra are precisely the rational
polyhedra. More generally, a G-definable subset of Rn is a finite Boolean combination of G-definable
polyhedra. The cell decomposition described above provides an expression for |D| as a finite union
of G-definable subsets of Rn. We say that a subset of |D| is definable if its intersection with each of
these subsets is definable.

We note some topological properties of tropical modules.

Lemma 2.7. If Σ ⊆ PL(Γ) is a tropical submodule, then |Σ| is path-connected.

Proof. Let Σ ⊆ PL(Γ) be a tropical submodule, and let ϕ1, ϕ2 ∈ Σ. Choose M sufficiently large
so that M + ϕ1(v) > ϕ2(v) and ϕ1(v) < M + ϕ2(v) for all v ∈ Γ. (Such an M exists because Γ is
compact.) For 0 ≤ t ≤M , consider the function

ψt = min{t+ ϕ1, (M − t) + ϕ2}.

Note that ψt ∈ Σ for all t, ψ0 = ϕ1, and ψM = ϕ2. Thus, there is a path from ϕ1 to ϕ2 in Σ. �

Lemma 2.8. If Σ ⊆ R(D) is a finitely generated submodule, then |Σ| is a closed, definable subset
of |D|.

Proof. Let {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} be a generating set for Σ. The map T : Rr+1 → |Σ| given by

T (a0, . . . , ar) = D + div(min{a0 + ϕ0, . . . ar + ϕr})

is continuous, piecewise-affine, and surjects onto |Σ|. Because the theory of divisible ordered abelian
groups has elimination of quantifiers [Mar02, Corollary 3.1.17], the image of a piecewise-affine map
is definable, hence |Σ| is definable.
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Since Γ is compact, there exists an M sufficiently large so that ϕi < ϕj + M for all i, j. Let
C ⊂ Rr+1 denote the cube [0,M ]r+1. The restriction T |C surjects onto |Σ|, so |Σ| is the continuous
image of a compact set, and is therefore closed. �

Example 2.9. The hypothesis that Σ is finitely generated is necessary for Lemma 2.8. For example,
let Γ be the unit interval, let v be its left endpoint, w its right endpoint, and let

Σ = {ϕ ∈ R(v) | ϕ(w)− ϕ(v) < 1}.
Then Σ is a tropical submodule of R(v), but |Σ| = Γ r {w} is not a closed subset of Γ.

2.4. Tropicalization. Let K be an algebraically closed valued field with valuation ring R, and let
C be a curve over K. A semistable model of C is a flat, proper subscheme C over SpecR, with
generic fiber CK ∼= C, whose special fiber is reduced and has no singularities other than nodes. A
semistable model determines a metric graph Γ, called the metric dual graph, defined as follows. The
vertices of Γ correspond to irreducible components of the special fiber, and the edges correspond to
the nodes of the special fiber. Each node in the special fiber is étale locally isomorphic to xy = f
for some f in the maximal ideal in R. The length of an edge is then defined to be val(f); this is is
well-defined, independent of all choices.

For each point v ∈ Γ, there is a corresponding valuation valv on the function field K(C). If v is a
vertex, then valv(f) = − val(a), where a ∈ K∗ is a constant such that af is regular and nonvanishing
at the generic point of the corresponding component of the special fiber. The points in the interior
of edges correspond to monomial valuations in the coordinates x and y near a node étale locally
isomorphic to xy = f . By identifying each point of Γ with a valuation, we obtain a map from Γ
to the Berkovich analytification Can. This map is a homeomorphism onto its image, and there is a
natural retraction Trop: Can → Γ. Restricting to K-points of C and extending linearly, one obtains
a tropicalization map

Trop: Div(C)→ Div(Γ).

Similarly, there is a tropicalization map

trop: K(C)∗ → PL(Γ)

given by trop(f)(v) = valv(f). The two tropicalization maps are compatible in the sense that
div(trop(f)) = Trop(div(f)) for all f ∈ K(C)∗.

2.5. Valuated Matroids. There are many equivalent definitions of matroids. We include here the
definition in terms of circuits, since valuated circuits appear in Definition 1.5.

Definition 2.10. A matroid of rank r is a pair M = (E, C) consisting of a set E and a nonempty
collection C of subsets of E, called circuits, satisfying the following properties:

(1) no proper subset of a circuit is a circuit,
(2) max{|A| : A ⊆ E,A 6⊇ C for all C ∈ C} = r, and
(3) if C1, C2 are circuits, i ∈ C1∩C2, and j ∈ C1rC2, then there is a circuit C3 ⊆ (C1∪C2)r{i}

with j ∈ C3.

Note that our definition does not assume the ground set E to be finite, but does require the
rank to be finite. A typical example of a matroid is where the set E is a set of vectors in a finite-
dimensional vector space, and the circuits are the minimal linearly dependent subsets of E. Matroids
of this type are called realizable. If the vector space is defined over a nonarchimedean field, then
the matroid has the additional structure of a valuated matroid.

The support of a function V : E → R ∪ {∞} is supp(V ) := {e ∈ E : Vi(e) 6=∞}.

Definition 2.11. A valuated matroid of rank r is a set E together with a collection V of functions
(valuated circuits) V : E → R ∪ {∞} satisfying:

(1) (∞, . . . ,∞) 6∈ V;
(2) If V ∈ V and a ∈ R then V + (a, . . . , a) ∈ V;
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(3) if V1, V2 ∈ V and supp(V1) 6= supp(V2) then supp(V1) 6⊂ supp(V2);
(4) max{|A| : A ⊆ E,A 6⊇ supp(V ) for all V ∈ V} = r;
(5) If V1, V2 ∈ V and e, e′ ∈ E with V1(e) = V2(e) 6= ∞ and V1(e′) < V2(e′) then there exists

V ∈ V such that V (e) =∞, V (e′) = V1(e′), and V ≥ min{V1, V2}.

Given a valuated matroid V of rank r + 1 on {1, . . . , n}, the set

B(V) := {x ∈ TPn−1 | min
i
{V (i) + xi} occurs at least twice for all valuated circuits V ∈ V}

is a tropical variety of dimension r and degree 1 [MS15, Theorem 4.4.5]. A tropical linear space is
a tropical variety of this form. Let us also recall that C = {supp(V ) : V ∈ V} is the set of circuits
in an ordinary matroid, called the underlying matroid of V. The Bergman fan of the underlying
matroid of V is the recession fan of the tropical linear space B(V).

3. Examples

Before proving our main results, we present examples to illustrate the relations between complete
linear series R(D), tropicalizations of algebraic linear series, and our notion of tropical linear series.

Example 3.1. If Γ is a tree, then R(D) is a tropical linear series of rank deg(D) for any effective
divisor D on Γ. Similarly, if Γ is a circle, then R(D) is a tropical linear series of rank deg(D) − 1
for any non-trivial effective divisor D on Γ. Beyond these cases, it is typical for a graph Γ to have
divisors D such that R(D) is not a tropical linear series. For example, consider the “lollipop” graph,
pictured in Figure 1, consisting of a line segment and a circle meeting at a point w. Let D = mw
for some integer m > 0. If ζ is the leftward tangent vector based at w, then

sζ(R(D)) = (0, 1, . . . ,m).

In particular, there are m + 1 slopes sζ(ϕ), as ϕ ranges over R(D). On the other hand, if η is the
upward tangent vector based at the point w, then

sη(R(D)) = (0, 1, . . . ,m− 1).

In particular, there are only m slopes sη(ϕ), as ϕ ranges over R(D). By Lemma 2.6, because the
number of slopes does not remain constant as the tangent vector varies, R(D) cannot be a tropical
linear series.

v w

Figure 1. The lollipop graph.

This example also illustrates that a finite subset of R(D) is not necessarily a matroid under
tropical dependence. To see this, let m = 2, and let ϕ0 ∈ R(D) be a constant function. Let
ϕ1 ∈ R(D) be a function with sζ(ϕ1) = 1, ϕ2 ∈ R(D) a function with sζ(ϕ2) = 2, and ϕ3 ∈ R(D) a
function with sη(ϕ3) = 1. Note that the restrictions of ϕ1 and ϕ2 to the circle are constant functions,
and the restriction of ϕ3 to the stem of the lollipop is a constant function. The constant function
ϕ0 can be expressed as a tropical linear combination of either ϕ1 and ϕ3 or ϕ2 and ϕ3, and thus
the sets C1 = {ϕ0, ϕ1, ϕ3}, C2 = {ϕ0, ϕ2, ϕ3} are minimal tropically dependent sets. However, the
set C1 ∪ C2 r {ϕ3} = {ϕ0, ϕ1, ϕ2} is tropically independent, since the three functions have distinct
slopes along the tangent vector ζ.
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Example 3.2. Let Γ be the barbell graph pictured in Figure 2, and consider the canonical divisor
KΓ = v + w. As in Example 3.1, the module R(KΓ) is not a tropical linear series, because there
are 3 possible slopes of functions in R(KΓ) along the bridge between the loops, but only 2 possible
slopes along tangent vectors in the loops. We will show that R(KΓ) contains a unique tropical
linear series Σ of rank 1. Because the tropicalization of a linear series of degree d and rank r is a
tropical linear series of the same degree and rank, Σ must be the tropicalization of the canonical
linear series on any curve of genus 2 with skeleton Γ. Indeed, the characterization of Σ that we
deduce from Definition 1.4 agrees with the realizability locus for canonical divisors determined in
[MUW21, Example 6.4].

v w

Figure 2. The barbell graph.

Let Σ ⊆ R(KΓ) be a tropical linear series of rank 1, let ζ be a rightward tangent vector based at
a point on the bridge between the two loops, and let x ∈ Γ be a point. If x 6= w is on the right loop,
then up to tropical scaling there exists a unique function ϕ ∈ R(KΓ) such that div(ϕ) + KΓ ≥ x.
The slopes of this function are pictured on the right of Figure 3, where each edge is oriented from
left to right. Since Σ has rank 1, by the Baker-Norine rank condition, ϕ ∈ Σ. Note that sζ(ϕ) = 1.
Similarly, if x 6= v is on the left loop, then up to tropical scaling there exists a unique function
ϕ ∈ R(KΓ) such that div(ϕ) + KΓ ≥ x. This function, pictured on the left of Figure 3, must be
in Σ, and sζ(ϕ) = −1. Together, this shows that sζ(Σ) must be (−1, 1) for all rightward tangent
vectors ζ on the bridge. Finally, if x is on the bridge, then among the functions ϕ ∈ R(KΓ) with
div(ϕ)+KΓ ≥ x, there is a unique one satisfying sζ(ϕ) = ±1 for all tangent vectors ζ on the bridge.
This function is pictured on the bottom in Figure 3. By the Baker-Norine rank condition, all three
types of functions must be contained in Σ, and by the slope sequence condition, no other functions
in R(KΓ) may be contained in Σ.

x

v w
0

−1

−1

−1
0

x

v w
0

1

1

1
0

2

xv w
0

1 −1
0

Figure 3. The 3 types of functions in Σ.

Example 3.3. Let Γ be an interval with left endpoint x and right endpoint y, and let D be a divisor
of degree 2 on Γ. Rank 1 tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) are classified in [FJP20, Example 6.8].
We reproduce this classification here. Note that all divisors of degree 2 on Γ are linearly equivalent;
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so there exists ϕ ∈ PL(Γ) such that div(ϕ) = D − 2x, and the map from R(D) to R(2x) given by
ψ 7→ ψ + ϕ is an isomorphism of tropical modules. Thus we may assume D = 2x.

Let ϕ0 ∈ Σ satisfy sx(ϕ0) = sx[0], and let ϕ1 ∈ Σ satisfy sy(ϕ1) = sy[1], where both tangent
vectors point to the right. Let w0 = div(ϕ0) + D − x and w1 = div(ϕ1) + D − y. If w0 is to
the left of w1 or w0 = w1, we show that Σ = 〈ϕ0, ϕ1〉. Indeed, if ψ ∈ Σ, then there is a tropical
dependence ϑ = min{a0 + ϕ0, a1 + ϕ1, a2 + ψ}. By assumption, however, the slope of ϕ1 is strictly
greater than that of ϕ0 at every point, so there is at most one point where a0 + ϕ0 and a1 + ϕ1

agree. In order for the minimum to be achieved at least twice at every point, it follows that
a2 + ψ = min{a0 + ϕ0, a1 + ϕ1}, hence ψ ∈ 〈ϕ0, ϕ1〉.

On the other hand, suppose w0 is to the right of w1. Then there is a distinguished point z in
this region such that the tangent vector sζ(Σ) is equal to (1, 2) for all tangent vectors ζ to the left
of z, and equal to (0, 1) for all tangent vectors ζ to the right of z. In fact, z must be the midpoint
between w1 and w0 [FJP20, Example 6.8]. By taking a tropical linear combination of functions that
agree at z, one with incoming slope 2 and one with outgoing slope 0, we obtain a function ϕ2 ∈ Σ
with slope 2 everywhere to the left of z and slope 0 everywhere to the right of z.

We claim that Σ = 〈ϕ0, ϕ1, ϕ2〉. Let ψ ∈ Σ. If div(ψ) + 2x = w0 + w1, then up to scaling
ψ = min{a0 + ϕ0, a1 + ϕ1}, where the coefficients are chosen so that the two functions agree at
w1. Otherwise, the support of div(ψ) + 2x contains a point w 6= w0, w1. If w is to the left of z,
then consider the tropically dependent set {ϕ0, ϕ2, ψ}. Since ψ is nonlinear at w and the other
two functions have distinct slopes, we see that all three functions must obtain the minimum at w.
Moreover, since w 6= w1, there is at most one other point where the functions ϕ0 and ϕ2 agree. It
follows that ψ ∈ 〈ϕ0, ϕ2〉. By a similar argument, if w is to the right of z, then ψ ∈ 〈ϕ1, ϕ2〉.

Our next example shows that tropical submodules of R(D) satisfying properties (1), (3), and (4)
from Definitions 1.4 and 1.5 can fail to be finitely generated, even for r = 1. This highlights the
essential importance of tropical dependence and independence in the theory of tropical linear series.

Example 3.4. Let Γ be a closed interval of length 2, let v be the midpoint of the interval, and
let D = 2v. Consider the tropical submodule Σ ⊆ R(D) consisting of functions ϕxy as pictured in
Figure 4, with the condition that x+ y ≤ 1. Note that Σ satisfies every condition of Definition 1.4
for a tropical linear series of rank 1 except for condition (2). To be precise, for every point x ∈ Γ,
there is a function ϕ ∈ Σ such that div(ϕ) + 2v ≥ x. Note also that the set |Σ| is a definable closed
subset of Sym2 Γ. Moreover, there are exactly 2 possible slopes at every tangent vector. However,
the functions ϕ10, ϕ01, and ϕ 1

2
1
2

are tropically independent.

Indeed, following the classification of rank 1 tropical linear subseries of R(D) from Example 3.3,
we see that the unique function ϕ ∈ Σ such that the support of div(ϕ)+D contains the left endpoint
is ϕ10. Similarly, the unique function ϕ ∈ Σ such that the support of div(ϕ) +D contains the right
endpoint is ϕ01. In Example 3.3, if a rank 1 tropical linear series contains ϕ10 and ϕ01, then
w0 = w1 = v, and the tropical linear series is generated by ϕ10 and ϕ01. The tropical submodule
Σ, however, is not generated by these two functions, so it cannot be a tropical linear series.

We now show that Σ is not finitely generated. Consider the tropical linear combination

ϕxy = min{ax′y′ + ϕx′y′}.

If ax′y′ +ϕx′y′ is a function that obtains the minimum at the point v, then we have x ≤ x′ and y ≤ y′.
It follows that the functions ϕxy with x + y = 1 cannot be written as tropical linear combinations
of other functions in this submodule. Hence, this submodule is not finitely generated.

Example 3.5. One of the central problems in the theory of divisors on metric graphs is that of
realizability: given a divisor of rank r on a metric graph, is it the tropicalization of a divisor of rank
r on an algebraic curve? It is well known that the answer is sometimes negative. One such example
appears in [ABBR15, Example 5.13], attributed to Ye Luo. Consider the divisor D = p+ q + s on
the graph Γ pictured in Figure 5, where all edge lengths are equal. This divisor has rank 1, but
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v

x y

Figure 4. The graph of a function ϕxy in R(2v).

there does not exist a degree 3 harmonic morphism from Γ to a tree. From this it follows that D
cannot be the tropicalization of a divisor of positive rank on an algebraic curve.

p

qs

x

yz

Figure 5. Luo’s example of a non-realizable divisor of positive rank.

Here, we show that there is no tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) of rank 1. This provides an
alternative obstruction to lifting D to a divisor of positive rank on an algebraic curve. Indeed, these
two obstructions are related; we will explore this in greater detail in Proposition 5.8.

Let ζ be a rightward tangent vector on the edge between s and q. Up to tropical scaling there
exists a unique function ϕx ∈ R(D) such that div(ϕx)+D ≥ x. Note that sζ(ϕx) = 0. Similarly, up
to tropical scaling there exists a unique function ϕy ∈ R(D) such that div(ϕ) +D ≥ y and a unique
function ϕz ∈ R(D) such that div(ϕz) + D ≥ z. We have sζ(ϕy) = 1 and sζ(ϕz) = −1. By the
Baker-Norine rank condition, a rank 1 tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) would have to contain all 3
functions ϕx, ϕy, and ϕz. However, because sζ(ϕx), sζ(ϕy), and sζ(ϕz) are distinct, the 3 functions
ϕx, ϕy, and ϕz are independent, and thus cannot be contained in a rank 1 tropical linear series.
Thus, there is no tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) of rank 1.

Example 3.6. Another interesting example is the genus 4 loop of loops Γ, pictured in Figure 6. If
`1 > `2 > `3 and `2 + `3 > `1, then Γ has infinitely many divisor classes of degree 3 and rank 1, and
no divisors of degree 2 and rank 1 [LPP12, Theorem 1.2]. This contrasts with a well-known result
for algebraic curves; by Martens’s Theorem, a non-hyperelliptic curve of genus at least 4 has only
finitely many divisors of degree 3 and rank 1 [Mar67, Theorem 1]. We show that there is a unique
divisor class [D] on Γ of rank 1 and degree 3 with the property that R(D) contains a rank 1 tropical
linear series. It follows that [D] is the only divisor class on Γ that could be the tropicalization of a
divisor class of degree 3 and rank 1 on an algebraic curve.

As in the proof of [LPP12, Theorem 1.2], let D be a divisor of the form v1 + w3 + w, where
w is a point on the edge of length `2. We let x be the distance from w to v2, and assume that
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v1

w3

v2
`1 `2

`3u2 u1

u3

Figure 6. The loop of loops of genus 4

x ≥ `1 − `2. Let Σ ⊆ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank 1. We will use the existence of Σ
to solve for x, thus proving that D is unique. Up to tropical scaling, for i = 1, 2, 3 there exists a
unique function ϕi ∈ R(D) such that div(ϕi) +D ≥ ui. The functions ϕi are pictured in Figure 7.
By the Baker-Norine rank condition, ϕi ∈ Σ for all i. Thus, the set {ϕ1, ϕ2, ϕ3} must be tropically
dependent. Now, consider the point on the edge of length `3 in the support of div(ϕ3) +D, which
has distance `1−x from w3 . No two of the functions ϕi agree in a neighborhood of this point, so in
the tropical dependence, all three functions must obtain the minimum at this point. Similarly, if we
consider the point on the edge of length `1 in the support of div(ϕ1) +D, it has distance `3− `2 +x
from v1, and we see that all three functions must obtain the minimum in a neighborhood of this
point. The tropical dependence is pictured in Figure 8, with the loops labeled by the functions that
obtain the minimum on them. Since the function ϕ2 takes the same value at these two points, it
follows that `1 − x = `3 − `2 + x. Equivalently, x = 1

2 (`1 + `2 − `3).

1

1 1

1

ϕ1

1

ϕ2

1

1
1

1

ϕ3

Figure 7. The functions ϕ1, ϕ2, and ϕ3 of Example 3.6.

1

1

ϕ1, ϕ3 ϕ2, ϕ3

ϕ1, ϕ2

Figure 8. The dependence between ϕ1, ϕ2, and ϕ3.

Example 3.7. We now construct a family of examples of rank 2 tropical linear series. Among them
are many examples of tropical linear series that cannot be the tropicalization of a linear series on an
algebraic curve. Our treatment is inspired by [Car15], and follows closely the constructions therein.

Let M = (E, C) be a simple, rank 3 matroid with E finite. The size of every circuit in such a
matroid is either 3 or 4. A rank 2 flat of such a matroid is a set f ⊆ E with |f | ≥ 2, such that every
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circuit C satisfying |C| = 3 and |C∩f | ≥ 2 is contained in f . The Levi graph ΓM of M is a bipartite
graph with vertex set V (ΓM ) = E

∐
F , where E is the set of elements of M and F is the set of rank

2 flats, and where e ∈ E is adjacent to f ∈ F if e ∈ f . For simplicity, we assume all the edges of ΓM
have length 1. The divisor DM =

∑
e∈E e is shown to have rank 2 in [Car15, Proposition 2.2]. Our

goal is to construct a rank 2 tropical linear series ΣM ⊆ R(DM ). We will then prove an analogue
of [Car15, Theorem 3.4], that if there exists a curve C over a nonarchimedean field K with skeleton
ΓM , and a rank 2 linear series on C that specializes to ΣM , then the matroid M is realizable over K.
It follows that, if M is non-realizable, then ΣM cannot be the tropicalization of a linear series on an
algebraic curve. Since there are many examples of non-realizable rank 3 matroids, this construction
produces many examples of non-realizable tropical linear series.

We now construct the tropical linear series ΣM . For each element e ∈ E, let ϕe be the function
whose restriction to each edge is linear, and takes the following values at vertices:

ϕe(v) =

 2 if v = e,
1 if v = f ∈ F, f 3 e,
0 otherwise.

Proposition 3.8. The tropical submodule ΣM = 〈ϕe | e ∈ E〉 is a tropical linear series of rank 2.

Proof. The proof of [Car15, Proposition 2.2] is a careful case analysis, showing that for any effective
divisor D′ of degree 2 on ΓM , there is a function ϕ ∈ R(DM ) such that div(ϕ) + DM ≥ D′. The
functions ϕ constructed in this proof are all tropical linear combinations of the functions ϕe. This
demonstrates property (1).

By Lemma 2.4, it suffices to check that property (2) holds for the functions ϕe. We prove the
stronger statement that, if C ⊆ E is a circuit, then ϑ = mine∈C{ϕe} is a dependence. First, consider
the case where |C| = 4. In this case, we see that ϑ = mine∈C{ϕe} is identically zero, and on an edge
adjacent to a flat f , the minimum is achieved at least twice, by the functions ϕe such that e /∈ f .
The tropical linear combination ϑ is therefore a dependence.

Next, consider the case where |C| = 3. Then there exists a unique rank 2 flat f such that C ⊆ f .
In this case, since every pair of elements is contained in a unique rank 2 flat, on each edge other
than those adjacent to f , ϑ is identically zero. If such an edge is adjacent to an element e, the
minimum is achieved at least twice, by the functions ϕe′ with e′ 6= e. Similarly, on an edge from
an element e to the flat f , ϑ has slope 1. Again, the minimum is achieved at least twice, by the
functions ϕe′ with e′ 6= e.

We now prove property (3). For any flat f ∈ F , let ϕf = mine∈f{ϕe}. We have ϕf (f) = 1,
and ϕf (v) = 0 for all vertices v 6= f . Let Υ = 〈ϕf | f ∈ F 〉, and for each element e ∈ E, let
Υe = 〈ϕe, ϕf | f 63 e〉. If ζ is a tangent vector on ΓM directed toward an element e ∈ E, then
Υ ⊆ {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ 0}. Similarly, if ζ is a tangent vector on ΓM directed away from an element
e ∈ E, then Υe ⊆ {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ 0}. It is not too difficult to verify that Υ and Υe are rank 1
tropical linear series. Since ΣM satisfies properties (1)-(3), it is a rank 2 tropical linear series. �

Since ΣM is finitely generated, by Lemma 2.8, |ΣM | is a closed definable subset of |DM |. Thus,
ΣM satisfies property (4) of a strong tropical linear series as well. However, we do not know
whether ΣM satisfies property (5). The proof of the proposition above shows that there is a rank 3
valuated matroid on the generating set {ϕe | e ∈ E} such that every valuated circuit gives a tropical
dependence, but we don’t know if this extends to a valuated matroid on ΣM with this property.

This construction yields many examples of non-realizable tropical linear series.

Lemma 3.9. If ΣM is the tropicalization of a tropical linear series on a curve over a nonarchimedean
field K, then M is realizable over K.

Proof. If there is a rank 2 flat f with |f | = |E| − 1, then M is realizable over any infinite field. We
may therefore assume that |E| ≥ |f | + 2 for all rank 2 flats f . We now prove that M (with the
trivial valuation) is the unique rank-3 valuated matroid on E such that, if V is a valuated circuit,
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then min{ϕe + V (ϕe)} is a dependence. By Proposition 4.1 below, this implies that M is realizable
over K.

First, note that the circuits of M are the minimal tropically dependent subsets of {ϕe | e ∈
E}. To see this, note that every set of 2 or fewer functions is tropically independent. Further, if
{ϕe1 , ϕe2 , ϕe3} is a set of size 3 that is not contained in a flat, let f be the unique flat containing
e1 and e2. Then, on the edge from e1 to f , the 3 functions have distinct slopes, and are therefore
tropically independent. Moreover, this shows that up to tropical scaling, ϑ = mine∈C{ϕe} is the
unique dependence among the functions {ϕe | e ∈ C} for any circuit C in M .

Let M ′ be a valuated matroid of rank 3 with the property that if V is a valuated circuit, then
min{ϕe + V (ϕe)} is a dependence. By the above, the circuits of M are the minimal tropically
dependent subsets, so if V is a valuated circuit of M ′, then supp(V ) contains a circuit of M .
Moreover, if supp(V ) is equal to a circuit in M , then V must be constant on its support. On
the other hand, if supp(V ) strictly contains a circuit C of M , then since M ′ has rank 3, we must
have |C| = 3 and |supp(V )| = 4. Since |C| = 3, there is a unique flat f such that C ⊆ f . Let
e1, e2 ∈ E r f . Since every set of size 4 contains the support of a valuated circuit in M ′ and that
support contains a circuit in M , we see that there exist valuated circuits V1, V2 in M ′ such that
supp(Vi) = C ∪ {ei}. Let C = {e3, e4, e5}. We have ϕei(f) = 0 for i ≤ 2 and ϕei(f) = 1 for i ≥ 3,
so Vi(ϕei) ≥ minj≥3{Vi(ϕej ) + 1}. For j ≥ 3, the only two functions in supp(Vi) that have the
same slope along the edge from ej to f are the functions ϕek for ek ∈ C r {ej}. It follows that
Vi(ϕej ) = Vi(ϕek) for all j, k ≥ 3. By the circuit axiom, there exists a valuated circuit W such that
W (ϕe5) = ∞, W (ϕe3) = V1(ϕe3), and W ≥ min{V1, V2}. By construction, ϕe3 + W (ϕe3) obtains
the minimum at f , but it is the only function with positive slope on the edge from e4 to f . Thus,
the tropical linear combination ϑ = mini≤4{ϕei +W (ϕei)} is not a dependence. It follows that, for
every valuated circuit V in M ′, supp(V ) is equal to a circuit in M , and V is constant on its support.
In other words, M ′ is equal to M with the trivial valuation. �

4. Tropicalization of Linear Series

We now show that the tropicalization of a linear series is a strong tropical linear series.

Proposition 4.1. Let C be a curve over a valued field K with a skeleton Γ ⊂ Can. Let D be a
divisor on C and V ⊆ L(D) a linear series of rank r. Then

Σ = trop(V ) := {trop(f) ∈ PL(Γ) | f ∈ V r {0}}

is a strong tropical linear series of rank r. Indeed, if K has value group G, then |Σ| is a G-definable
subset of |Trop(D)|, and the valuated matroid in property (5) can be chosen to be realizable over K.

Proof. Condition (1) of Definition 1.4 is [FJP20, Proposition 6.5]. For completeness, we include
the proof. Following [Bak08], let E be an effective divisor of degree r on Γ and EC be an effective
divisor on C such that Trop(EC) = E. Since V has rank r, there exists a function f ∈ V such that
div(f) +D ≥ EC . Hence, div(trop(f)) + Trop(D) ≥ E.

Condition (2) holds because V is a vector space of dimension r + 1, so any r + 2 elements
are linearly dependent. If a set of nonzero functions is linearly dependent, then the set of their
tropicalizations is tropically dependent, and the result follows.

Condition (3) of Definition 1.4 follows from induction on r, the case r = 0 being vacuous. Let
f0, . . . , fr ∈ V be functions satisfying sζ(trop(fi)) = sζ [i]. Because the functions trop(fi) have
distinct slopes along ζ, they are tropically independent, and thus the set of functions {f0, . . . , fr}
is linearly independent. It follows that the set of functions {f0, . . . , fi} spans a linear subseries W
of rank i. By induction, trop(W ) ⊆ {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ sζ [i]} is a tropical linear subseries of rank i.

To see condition (4), note that |Σ| is the image of the analytification of the projectivization of
V , under the continuous map to |Trop(D)|. Since this analytification is compact, it follows that
|Σ| is compact, and hence closed. To see that |Σ| is also definable, choose a basis for V , giving an
isomorphism V ∼= Kn. By elimination of quantifiers in the theory of algebraically closed valued
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fields of fixed characteristic and residue characteristic [Rob56], the image of a semi-algebraic subset
of Kn under the valuation is the set of G-rational points of a G-definable set. Thus, the image of
V r {0} under tropicalization is a definable subset of |Trop(D)|.

Finally, each ϕ ∈ Σ that is rational over the value group lifts to a rational function f ∈ V . These
rational functions give rise to a realizable matroid in which v : V → R ∪ {∞} is a valuated circuit
if there is a minimal linear dependence

∑s
i=0 ai · fi = 0 with val(ai) = v(fi). Then property (5) is

satisfied, because each such linear dependence tropicalizes to a tropical dependence.
�

4.1. Restrictions of Tropical Linear Series. An important property of tropical linear series is
that they are preserved by restrictions to subgraphs.

Lemma 4.2. Let Γ be a metric graph, D a divisor on Γ, and Σ ⊆ R(D) a tropical linear series or
rank r on Γ. If Γ′ ⊆ Γ is a metric subgraph, let D′ be the divisor on Γ′ given by

D′(w) := D(w)−min
ϕ∈Σ

{∑
ζ

sζ(ϕ)

}
for all w ∈ Γ′,

where the sum is over all tangent vectors ζ from w into the complement of Γ′. Then the restriction

Σ|Γ′ := {ϕ|Γ′ | ϕ ∈ Σ} ⊆ R(D′)

is a tropical linear series of rank r on Γ′.

Proof. To see condition (1), let E be an effective divisor of degree r on Γ′. Since Σ is a tropical
linear series of rank r on Γ, there exists a function ϕ ∈ Σ such that div(ϕ)+D ≥ E. For any w ∈ Γ′,
we have

ordw(ϕ|Γ′) = ordw(ϕ) +
∑
ζ

sζ(ϕ),

where the sum is over all tangent vectors ζ from w into the complement of Γ′. It follows that

ordw(ϕ|Γ′) ≥ ordw(ϕ) + min
ψ∈Σ

{∑
ζ

sζ(ψ)

}
≥ E(w)−D′(w),

hence div(ϕ|Γ′) +D′|Γ′ ≥ E.
For condition (2), let {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr+1} be a set of r + 2 functions on Γ. Since Σ is a tropical

linear series of rank r on Γ, there exist coefficients b0, . . . , br+1 such that min{ϕi + bi} achieves the
minimum at least twice at every point of Γ. But then min{ϕi|Γ′ +bi} achieves the minimum at least
twice at every point of Γ′.

Condition (3) follows by induction on r. The base case r = 0 is trivial. Let ζ be a tangent vector
in Γ′ and i < r a nonnegative integer. By definition, the set {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ sζ [i]} contains a
tropical linear series Υ of rank i. By induction, the restriction Υ|Γ′ is a tropical linear series of rank
i on Γ′, and the result follows. �

Remark 4.3. Lemma 4.2 is important for applications. If we restrict the tropicalization of a
linear series to a connected subgraph Γ′ ⊂ Γ of genus g′, strictly smaller than the genus of Γ,
then it is unclear whether this is the tropicalization of a linear series on a curve of genus g′ with
skeleton Γ′. However, since it still satisfies conditions (1)-(3) in Definition 1.4, we can still apply any
constructions that depend only on these three properties. This is essential in the proofs of [FJP20,
Propositions 10.6 and 10.7] and [FJP21, Propositions 5.6 and 5.7].

The restriction property also holds for strong tropical linear series.

Lemma 4.4. Let Γ be a metric graph and Σ a strong tropical linear series or rank r on Γ. If Γ′ ⊆ Γ
is a metric subgraph, then the restriction Σ|Γ′ is a strong tropical linear series of rank r on Γ′.
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Proof. Condition (4) holds because the intersection of a closed subset with Symd′(Γ′) ⊆ Symd(Γ)

is a closed subset of Symd′(Γ′) and the intersection of definable subsets is definable. Condition (5)
holds because the restriction of a dependence on Γ to Γ′ is a dependence on Γ′. �

4.2. Dimension of tropical linear series. As explained in Example 3.1 above, most graphs Γ
have divisors D such that the polyhedral set |R(D)|, parametrizing all effective divisors equivalent to
D, has dimension strictly greater than the rank of D. In such cases R(D) is not the tropicalization
of a linear series. Here we discuss partial results regarding the dimensions of tropical linear series.

Lemma 4.5. If Σ ⊆ R(D) is a tropical linear series of rank r, then dim(|Σ|) ≥ r.

Proof. We exhibit a divisor D′ ∈ |Σ| such that the local dimension of |Σ| in a neighborhood of D′

is at least r. Let ζ be a tangent vector and let ϕi ∈ Σ satisfy sζ(ϕi) = sζ [i] for 0 ≤ i ≤ r. Let
I ⊆ Γ be a half-open interval containing ζ on which all of the functions ϕi have constant slope,
and let ϑ = min{bi + ϕi} be a tropical linear combination with the property that each function ϕi
obtains the minimum on an open subinterval of I. Letting U ⊂ Rr+1 be a sufficiently small open
ball around the vector (b0, . . . , br), we see that the map from Φ : U/(1, . . . , 1)→ |Σ| given by

Φ(a0, . . . , ar) = D + div (min{a0 + ϕ0, · · · , ar + ϕr})

is smooth and injective. It follows that |Σ| has dimension at least r in a neighborhood of D′ =
D + div(ϑ). �

In order to prove a partial converse, we first establish a property of generating sets of tropical
linear series.

Lemma 4.6. Let Σ be a tropical linear series of rank r, and let S ⊆ Σ be a generating set. For
every function ϕ ∈ Σ, there exists a subset T ⊆ S of size |T | ≤ r+ 1 such that ϕ is contained in the
submodule generated by T .

Proof. Let ϕ ∈ Σ and let T ⊆ S be minimal such that ϕ is contained in the submodule generated by
T . Then there exist coefficients aψ ∈ R such that ϕ = min{aψ + ψ|ψ ∈ T}. Because T is minimal,
for every ψ ∈ T , there is a point v ∈ Γ such that ψ achieves the minimum uniquely at v. In other
words, min{aψ + ψ|ψ ∈ T} is a certificate of independence for T . Since every set of r + 2 functions
in Σ is tropically dependent, it follows that |T | ≤ r + 1. �

Corollary 4.7. Let Σ ⊂ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank r. If Σ is finitely generated, then
dim|Σ| ≤ r.

Proof. By Lemma 4.6,

Σ =
⋃

T⊆S,|T |=r+1

〈T 〉.

Let T = {ϕ0, . . . , ϕr} ⊆ S be a subset of size |T | = r + 1, and consider the map Φ : Rr+1 → |〈T 〉|
given by

Φ(a0, . . . , ar) = D + div (min{a0 + ϕ0, · · · , ar + ϕr}) .
Note that Φ is constant along the diagonal a0 = · · · = ar, so Φ factors through Rr+1/(1, . . . , 1).
Because Γ is compact, there is a positive integer M such that M + ϕi > minj 6=i{ϕj} for all i. It
follows that the restriction of Φ to the cube [0,M ]r+1 is surjective. This is a piecewise linear map,
so dim|〈T 〉| ≤ r. It follows that |Σ| is a union of finitely many sets of dimension at most r, hence it
has dimension at most r as well. �

Note that Lemma 4.5 and Corollary 4.7 concern the global dimension of |Σ|. Even when Σ is
finitely generated, we do not yet know whether |Σ| must be equidimensional. It is a priori possible
for there to exist a divisor D′ ∈ |Σ| such that the local dimension of |Σ| in a neighborhood of D′ is
smaller than r, but we do not know of any such examples.
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5. Rank One Tropical Linear Series

5.1. Finite Generation. In this section, we prove Theorem 1.7 and show that every tropical linear
series of rank 1 is a strong tropical linear series.

Given a tropical linear series Σ on a graph Γ, we begin by defining a subdivision of Γ for which
the slope vectors are constant on edges of the subdivision.

Lemma 5.1. Given a tropical linear series Σ ⊆ R(D) on a metric graph Γ, there exists a finite set
V ⊂ Γ such that:

(1) V contains Supp(D) and all points of valence different from 2, and
(2) the slope vector sζ(Σ) is constant on each (oriented) edge of Γ r V .

Proof. For each tangent vector ζ on Γ, let ϕiζ ∈ Σ be a function with sζ(ϕ
i
ζ) = sζ [i]. Let Iζ be

the half-open interval on which the functions ϕiζ have constant slope sζ [i] for all i = 0, . . . , r. For
each point v ∈ Γ, let Uv = ∪Iζ , where the union is over all tangent vectors ζ based at v. Note that
Uv is an open set containing v. Since the sets Uv cover the compact space Γ, there exists a finite
set V such that {Uv|v ∈ V } is a cover. The set V therefore satisfies the second condition above.
Since Supp(D) is finite and there are only finitely many points of valence other than 2, the result
follows. �

Lemma 5.1 allows us to construct, for each edge in the model, a set of functions in the tropical
linear series Σ that have specified behavior on that edge.

Lemma 5.2. Let Σ ⊆ R(D) be a linear series on a metric graph Γ, let V ⊂ Γ be the finite set as
in Lemma 5.1, and let G be the model for Γ induced by the vertex set V . For every (oriented) edge
E in G and every nonnegative integer i ≤ r, there exists a function ϕEi ∈ Σ with sζ(ϕ

E
i ) = sζ [i] for

all tangent vectors ζ in E.

Proof. Let ζ and ζ ′ denote the tangent vectors at the head and tail, respectively, of the edge E.
By definition, the set {ϕ ∈ Σ | sζ(ϕ) ≤ sζ [i]} contains a tropical linear series Υ of rank i. By
Lemma 2.6, there are exactly i+ 1 slopes sζ′(ϕ), as ϕ ranges over Υ. These i+ 1 slopes are a subset
of the r + 1 slopes sζ′(ϕ), as ϕ ranges over Σ. It follows that at least one of these slopes must be
greater than or equal to sζ′ [i]. Let ϕEi ∈ Υ be a function with

sζ′(ϕ
E
i ) ≥ sζ′ [i] = sζ [i].

Since E does not intersect Supp(D), the slope of ϕEi cannot increase on this interval. Since ϕEi ∈ Υ,
we have sζ(ϕ

E
i ) ≤ sζ [i], and it follows that sη(ϕEi ) = sζ [i] for all tangent vectors η in E. �

Note that Lemmas 5.1 and 5.2 hold for tropical linear series of arbitrary rank. When the tropical
linear series has rank 1, we have the following.

Proposition 5.3. Let Σ ⊆ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank 1. Then there exists a finite
set W ⊆ Γ such that, for all v /∈ W , there is a unique divisor D′ ∈ |Σ| such that v ∈ Supp(D′).
Moreover, if div(ψ) +D = D′ is this unique divisor, and v is contained in the edge E of the model
G, then ψ ∈ 〈ϕE0 , ϕE1 〉.

Proof. Let V ⊂ Γ be the finite set as in Lemma 5.1, and let E be an edge of the induced model G.
Let WE be the set of points v ∈ E such that the functions ϕE0 +ϕE1 (v) and ϕE1 +ϕE0 (v) agree on an
open subset of Γ. Since ϕE0 and ϕE1 have different slopes along E and have finitely many domains
of linearity, WE is a finite set. We define

W =
⋃
E

WE ∪ V.

Let v ∈ Γ r V . Then v is contained in an edge E of the model G. Let ψ ∈ Σ be a function
such that div(ψ) +D ≥ v. By definition, any 3 functions in Σ are tropically dependent. Thus, the
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functions ψ,ϕE0 , and ϕE1 are tropically dependent. In other words, there exist coefficients b, b0, b1
such that

min{ψ + b, ϕE0 + b0, ϕ
E
1 + b1}

occurs at least twice at every point of Γ. By simultaneous tropical scaling, we may assume that
b = 0. Since ϕE0 and ϕE1 have different slopes on E, we see that all 3 functions must simultaneously
obtain the minimum at v. This determines the coefficients b0 and b1, and in particular implies that
b1 − b0 = ϕE0 (v)− ϕE1 (v).

If ψ 6= min{ϕE0 + b0, ϕ
E
1 + b1}, then in the tropical dependence between the three functions, there

must be an open set where ϕE0 + b0 and ϕE1 + b1 simultaneously achieve the minimum. It follows
that v ∈ WE . In other words, if v /∈ W , then ψ is a unique tropical linear combination of ϕE0 and
ϕE1 . �

We now prove that, when Σ has rank 1, the finite set of functions constructed in Lemma 5.2
generates Σ.

Theorem 5.4. If Σ ⊆ R(D) is a tropical linear series of rank 1, then it is generated by the functions
ϕEi . More precisely, for each function ψ ∈ Σ, there exists an edge E of G such that ψ ∈ 〈ϕE0 , ϕE1 〉.
In particular, every tropical linear series of rank 1 is finitely generated.

Proof. For each edge E of the model G, let ΥE = 〈ϕE0 , ϕE1 〉 ⊆ Σ, and let Υ = ∪ΥE . Now, let
ψ ∈ Σ and D′ = div(ψ) + D. By Proposition 5.3, if ψ /∈ Υ, then Supp(D′) ⊆ W . Since W is
finite, it follows that |Σ|r |Υ| is finite. Finite sets are closed, and by Lemma 2.8, |Υ| is closed. By
Lemma 2.7, however, |Σ| is connected, hence |Σ|r |Υ| = ∅. �

5.2. Strong Tropical Linear Series of Rank 1. Before proving that every tropical linear series
of rank 1 is strong, we first prove the following useful lemma.

Lemma 5.5. Let x, y ∈ Γ, and let A = {ϕ1, ϕ2, ϕ3} be a tropically dependent set. If

(1) ϕ1(x) = ϕ2(x) < ϕ3(x), and
(2) ϕ1(y) = ϕ3(y) ≤ ϕ2(y),

then ϑ = minϕi∈A{ϕi} is a dependence.

Proof. If there is a point z ∈ Γ where ϕ1 uniquely obtains the minimum in ϑ, then, for sufficiently
small ε > 0, consider the tropical linear combination

ϑ′ = min{ϕ1, ϕ2 − ε, ϕ3 − 2ε}.

We see that ϕ2 − ε obtains the minimum uniquely at x, ϕ3 − 2ε obtains the minimum uniquely at
y, and ϕ1 obtains the minimum uniquely at z. Thus, ϑ′ is a certificate of independence, which is
impossible, because A is tropically dependent.

Similarly, if there is a point in Γ where ϕ2 uniquely obtains the minimum, then

min{ϕ1 − ε, ϕ2, ϕ3 − 2ε}

is a certificate of independence, and if there is a point in Γ where ϕ3 uniquely obtains the minimum,
then

min{ϕ1 − ε, ϕ2 − 2ε, ϕ3}
is a certificate of independence. It follows that none of the 3 functions ϕi obtains the minimum
uniquely at any point, and thus ϑ is a dependence. �

Lemma 5.6. Every tropical linear series Σ of rank 1 satisfies condition (5) of the definition of
strong tropical linear series.

Proof. Let V be the set of functions V : Σ→ R∪ {∞} such that |supp(V )| ≤ 3 and min{ϕ+ V (ϕ)}
is a dependence. We show that V is the set of valuated circuits of a valuated matroid on Σ.
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Let V1, V2 ∈ V and ϕ0, ϕ1 ∈ Σ with V1(ϕ0) = V2(ϕ0) 6= ∞ and V1(ϕ1) < V2(ϕ1). For simplicity,
assume that no two elements of A = supp(V1) ∪ supp(V2) differ by a constant We show that there
exists V ∈ V such that V (ϕ0) =∞, V (ϕ1) = V1(ϕ1), and V ≥ min{V1, V2}.

To construct V , first consider the tropical linear combination

ϑ = min
ϕ∈Ar{ϕ0,ϕ1}

{ϕ+ min{V1(ϕ), V2(ϕ)}}.

We first show that V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1 ≥ ϑ. To see this, let x ∈ Γ. Since min{ϕ+ V1(ϕ)} is a dependence,
there exists ϕi ∈ supp(V1), i 6= 1, such that V1(ϕi) + ϕi(x) ≤ V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1(x). If i 6= 0, then

ϑ(x) ≤ V1(ϕi) + ϕi(x) ≤ V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1(x).

If i = 0, then since min{ϕ+V2(ϕ)} is a dependence and V1(ϕ0) = V2(ϕ0), there exists ϕj ∈ supp(V2)
such that V2(ϕj) +ϕj(x) ≤ V1(ϕ0) +ϕ0(x). Note that ϕj 6= ϕ1 because V1(ϕ1) < V2(ϕ1). It follows
that

ϑ(x) ≤ V2(ϕj) + ϕj(x) ≤ V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1(x).

As a consequence, we see that c = min{ϕ1(x)− ϑ(x) : x ∈ Γ} is nonnegative.
Now, let ci = c+ min{V1(ϕi), V2(ϕi)}, and consider the tropical linear combination

ϑ′ = min
ϕi∈Ar{ϕ0,ϕ1}

{ci + ϕi}.

Note that V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1 ≥ ϑ′, with equality at some point x ∈ Γ. Let ϕ2 ∈ A r {ϕ0, ϕ1} satisfy
V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1(x) = c2 + ϕ2(x). We now show that there exists a point y ∈ Γ and a function
ϕ3 ∈ A r {ϕ0, ϕ1, ϕ2} such that c3 + ϕ3(y) = ϑ′(y). Indeed, if c2 + ϕ2 6= ϑ′, then there exists a
point y 6= x such that c2 + ϕ2(y) > ϑ′(y), and we choose ϕ3 so that c3 + ϕ3(y) = ϑ′(y). Otherwise,
we have c2 + ϕ2 = ϑ′, and by the same argument that shows that V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1 ≥ ϑ, we see that
ϕ2 ∈ supp(V1) ∩ supp(V2) and V1(ϕ2) = V2(ϕ2). In this case, let ϕ3 be the unique function in
supp(V2) r {ϕ0, ϕ2}. Since min{ϕ + V2(ϕ)} is a dependence, there exists a point y ∈ Γ with
c3+ϕ3(y) = ϑ′(y). By slightly increasing the coefficient of ϕ2 if necessary, we may assume that y 6= x.
Because ϕ3 obtains the minimum at y, we see that d = min{V1(ϕ1)+ϕ1(y), c2 +ϕ2(y)}−(c3 +ϕ3(y))
is nonnegative.

Finally, let d3 = c3 + d and consider the function

V (ϕi) =


V1(ϕ1) if i = 1,
c2 if i = 2,
d3 if i = 3,
∞ otherwise.

The functions V1(ϕ1) + ϕ1 and c2 + ϕ2 obtain the minimum at x, and the function d3 + ϕ3 obtains
the minimum at y, along with one of the other two functions. If d is nonzero, then d3 + ϕ3 cannot
obtain the minimum at x, and if d = 0, then by construction, one of the other two functions does
not obtain the minimum at y. In other words, at least 2 of the 3 functions obtain the minimum
at one of the 2 points, and exactly 2 of the 3 functions obtain the minimum at the other point.
Since any set of 3 functions in Σ is dependent, it follows from Lemma 5.5 that min{ϕ+ V (ϕ)} is a
dependence. Note that V (ϕ0) = ∞, V (ϕ1) = V1(ϕ1), and V ≥ min{V1, V2}. Thus, V is the set of
valuated circuits of a valuated matroid on Σ. �

Corollary 5.7. Every tropical linear series Σ of rank 1 is strong. Moreover, |Σ| is compact of pure
dimension 1.

Proof. Since Σ is finitely generated, |Σ| is closed and definable by Lemma 2.8, and it satisfies
property (5) by Lemma 5.6. It has dimension 1 by Corollary 4.7 and has no isolated points by
Lemma 2.7, and is therefore equidimensional. �
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5.3. Harmonic Morphisms. Let Σ = 〈ϕ0, . . . , ϕn〉 be a finitely generated strong tropical linear
series. By definition, there exists a valuated matroid M on {ϕ0, . . . ϕn} such that, if V is a valuated
circuit of M , then min{ϕi + V (ϕi)} is a tropical dependence. The image of Γ under the map
Φ : Γ→ TPn given by Φ = (ϕ0, . . . , ϕn) is contained in

B(M) := {x ∈ TPn | min
i
{V (i) + xi} occurs at least twice for all valuated circuits V }.

Proposition 5.8. There exists a tropical modification Γ̃ of Γ and a balanced map Φ̃ : Γ̃ → B(M)

such that Φ̃|Γ = Φ.

Proof. We construct the tropical modification Γ̃ by adding infinite rays to Γ. Specifically, for each i
and each point x ∈ Γ with D + div(ϕi) ≥ x, add an infinite edge to Γ based at x. We extend ϕi to

Γ̃ as a linear function with slope − ordx(ϕi) along the infinite edge based at x. The resulting map

Φ̃ given coordinatewise by the extended ϕi’s is balanced. �

In the rank 1 case, Proposition 5.8 has the following consequence.

Theorem 5.9. Let Σ be a tropical linear series of rank 1 on Γ and let K be an algebraically closed
and nontrivially valued field of residue characteristic zero. Then there is a curve X over K whose
skeleton has underlying metric graph Γ (possibly with vertices of positive genus) and a linear series
of rank 1 on X whose tropicalization is Σ.

Proof. By Theorem 5.4, Σ is finitely generated, and by Lemma 2.3 there is a unique minimal
generating set up to addition of scalars. Let {ϕ0, . . . , ϕn} be this generating set. By Corollary 5.7,
this set determines a rank 2 valuated matroid M . The tropical variety B(M) is a metric tree. By

Proposition 5.8, there exists a tropical modification Γ̃ of Γ and a balanced map Φ̃ : Γ̃→ B(M) such

that Φ̃|Γ = Φ. The map Φ̃ is finite because dζ(Φ̃) = sζ [1]− sζ [0] > 0 for all tangent vectors ζ. The
result then follows from [ABBR15]. �

Example 5.10. We return to Example 3.3, and consider the harmonic morphism Φ̃ constructed
in Proposition 5.8. Recall that Γ is an interval with left endpoint x and right endpoint y, D = 2x,
and Σ ⊂ R(D) is a rank 1 tropical linear series. We let ϕ0 ∈ Σ satisfy sx(ϕ0) = sx[0] and ϕ1 ∈ Σ
satisfy sy(ϕ1) = sy[1]. Recall that div(ϕ0) +D = x+ w0 and div(ϕ1) +D = w1 + y.

In the case where w0 is to the left of w1, we have Σ = 〈ϕ0, ϕ1〉, and define Γ̃ by attaching infinite

legs to Γ at x, y, w0, and w1. The map Γ̃→ TP1 is depicted in Figure 9.

y
x yw0 w12

Figure 9. The harmonic morphism Φ̃ when Σ = 〈ϕ0, ϕ1〉.

In the case where w0 is to the right of w1, it is shown in Example 3.3 that there exists a function
ϕ2 ∈ Σ that has slope 2 everywhere to the left of a point z ∈ Γ and slope 0 everywhere to the right
of z, and Σ = 〈ϕ0, ϕ1, ϕ2〉. The tropical linear space B(M) is the standard tropical line in TP2:

B(M) = {(x0, x1, x2) ∈ TP2 | min{x0, x1, x2} occurs at least twice }.

The map Γ̃→ B(M) is depicted in Figure 10.
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Figure 10. The harmonic morphism Φ̃ when Σ 6= 〈ϕ0, ϕ1〉.

6. Open Questions

6.1. Questions. We close the paper with some open questions about tropical linear series. First,
recall the questions about finite generation from the introduction.

Question 6.1 (Question 1.6). Are all tropicalizations of linear series on algebraic curves finitely
generated as tropical modules?

Question 6.2 (Question 1.8). Are all tropical linear series finitely generated as tropical modules?
If not, what about strong tropical linear series?

At present, we do not know which of the various topological and algebraic properties of tropical
linear series imply the others.

Question 6.3. Let Σ be a tropical linear series of rank r.

(1) Is |Σ| necessarily closed? Is it definable? Is it of equidimension r?
(2) If |Σ| is closed, does it follow that |Σ| is definable? Equidimensional?
(3) What if we assume |Σ| is both closed and definable? Or a strong tropical linear series? Or

the tropicalization of a linear series?
(4) Is every tropical linear series a strong tropical linear series?
(5) Are there other implications among the properties in the definitions of tropical linear series

and strong tropical linear series, e.g., do properties (1) and (5) together imply (3) and (4)?

The realizability problem for tropical linear series is certainly interesting. Theorem 5.9 and
Example 3.7 represent early steps in this direction, and are highly suggestive.

Question 6.4. Aside from realizability of the associated valuated matroids, what other obstructions
are there to realizing a strong tropical linear series as the tropicalization of a linear series?

With an eye toward the questions above, a few more technical questions could be helpful. For
example, recall that Lemma 2.4 allows us to check property (2) by checking it on a generating set.

Question 6.5. Is there an analogue of Lemma 2.4 for property (5), i.e. does property (5) hold for
a tropical linear series if that analogous statement holds for a generating set?

As a first case, it would be interesting to determine whether or not (5) holds for ΣM in Example 3.7.
Similarly, it would be interesting to know if there is an analogue of Proposition 5.3 for tropical

linear series of higher rank. Such a result could be useful for proving that higher-rank tropical linear
series are finitely generated.

Question 6.6. Let Σ ⊆ R(D) be a tropical linear series of rank r. Does there exist a finite set
W ⊂ Γ such that, for all divisors E of degree r whose support is disjoint from W , there is a unique
D′ ∈ |Σ| such that D′ − E ≥ 0?
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For a divisor D on a metric graph Γ, define the TLS-rank to be

rTLS(D) := max{r | R(D) contains a tropical linear series of rank r}.

Question 6.7. Does the TLS-rank satisfy Riemann-Roch? In other words, does the following equal-
ity hold for all divisors D on a metric graph of genus g:

rTLS(D)− rTLS(KΓ −D) = deg(D)− g + 1?

Given a metric graph Γ, one defines the set:

W r
d (Γ) = {D ∈ Picd(Γ) | r(D) ≥ r}.

We define:

Grd(Γ) := {(D,Σ) | D ∈ Picd(Γ),Σ ⊆ R(D) a tropical linear series of rank r}.

The image of Grd(Γ) in Picd(Γ) is

W̃ r
d (Γ) = {D ∈ Picd(Γ) | rTLS(D) ≥ r}.

The set W̃ r
d (Γ) is contained in W r

d (Γ). As shown in Examples 3.5 and 3.6, this containment is
sometimes strict.

Question 6.8. Do the sets Grd(Γ) and W̃ r
d (Γ) have the structure of tropical varieties?

Our interest in tropical linear series was partly motivated by the study of multiplication maps in
[FJP20, FJP21]. To that end, we ask the following.

Question 6.9. Given tropical linear series Σ1 ⊆ R(D1), Σ2 ⊆ R(D2), define the multiplication
map µ : Σ1 × Σ2 → R(D1 +D2) by µ(f1, f2) = f1 + f2.

(1) Is there necessarily a tropical linear series Σ ⊂ R(D1 +D2) that contains the image of µ?
(2) More generally, is there a procedure that determines whether a tropical module Σ ⊆ R(D)

is contained in a tropical linear series of a given rank?

Question 6.10. Is there a natural converse to Proposition 5.8, i.e., does every harmonic map from
a tropical modification of Γ to a tropical linear space come from a finitely generated strong tropical
linear series?
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