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MAXIMAL SURFACES IN THE LORENTZIAN HEISENBERG GROUP

DAVID BRANDER AND SHIMPEI KOBAYASHI

ABSTRACT. The 3-dimensional Heisenberg group can be equipped with three different
types of left-invariant Lorentzian metric, according to whether the center of the Lie algebra
is spacelike, timelike or null. Using the second of these types, we study spacelike surfaces
of mean curvature zero. These surfaces with singularities are associated with harmonic
maps into the 2-sphere. We show that the generic singularities are cuspidal edge, swallow-
tail and cuspidal cross-cap. We also give the loop group construction for these surfaces, and
the criteria on the loop group potentials for the different generic singularities. Lastly, we
solve the Cauchy problem for harmonic maps into the 2-sphere using loop groups, and use
this to give a geometric characterization of the singularities. We use these results to prove
that a regular spacelike maximal disc with null boundary must have at least two cuspidal
cross-cap singularities on the boundary.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1. Background. Surfaces of mean curvature zero in the Heisenberg group H , equipped
with a left-invariant Riemannian metric, denoted here Nil3, have been studied by many
authors. Berdinskii and Taimanov [1] gave a spinor type representation, similar to other
so-called integrable classes of surfaces such as constant mean curvature surfaces in space
forms. One can show ([10, 11, 7]) that they are related to harmonic maps into the hyper-
bolic space H2 as follows: the Gauss map of an immersion f into Nil3 is the left translation
N = f−1n of the unit normal. The surface is called vertical at a point p if Np is parallel to
the e1e2-plane. The Gauss map of a nowhere vertical minimal surface in Nil3 is harmonic
into the hemisphere equipped with the hyperbolic metric, and conversely a nowhere holo-
morphic harmonic map into H2 is the Gauss map of a minimal surface. This allows one to
use the theory of harmonic maps to study these surfaces (see, e.g., [5, 8]).

If one considers now Lorentzian metrics on H , Rahmani [22] showed that there are
(up to homothety) three different choices of left-invariant metric (see Section 2 below), g1,
g2 and g3, according to whether the 1-dimensional center of the Lie algebra is spacelike,
timelike or null in the metric. A classical Weierstrass-type representation exists for mean
curvature zero surfaces in such spaces ([19, 6]), but the Weierstrass data need to satisfy
non-trivial extra conditions; hence only simple examples of mean curvature zero surfaces
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2 DAVID BRANDER AND SHIMPEI KOBAYASHI

in these manifolds have been given. For spacelike surfaces in the case of the metric g2

(see [18] and the present article), and for timelike surfaces with the metric g1 (see [16]), a
relationship between harmonic maps and mean curvature zero surfaces, similar to the Rie-
mannian case exists. This allows one to use loop group methods to construct all solutions,
and, in particular, generate many more examples.

Here we will study spacelike mean curvature zero surfaces in H equipped with the
metric g2, denoting this space by Nil31, via the relationship with harmonic maps into S2.

1.2. Surfaces with harmonic Gauss maps. Harmonic maps from a Riemann surface into
S2 are directly related to various different geometric problems, via the Gauss map. In these
cases, the passage from the harmonic Gauss map to the surface is well defined even at points
where the resulting surface is not regular (a so-called frontal), so it is natural in this context
to consider generalized surfaces with singularities.

Given a harmonic map ν : M → S2, where M is a simply connected Riemann surface,
there are naturally associated:

(1) A geometrically unique constant positive Gaussian curvature K = 1, surface fcgc :→
R3 (see, e.g. [3]), satisfying a compatible pair of linear PDE:

fz = iν ×νz,

that has ν as its Gauss map. Here z = x+ iy and fz := (1/2)(∂ f/∂x− i∂ f/∂y).
(2) A pair of geometrically unique constant mean curvature H = 1/2 surfaces f± :

M → R3 that are parallel surfaces to fcgc, given by:

f± = fcgc ±ν .

(3) A 2-dimensional family of zero mean curvature spacelike surfaces f in Nil31, to be
described below.

Conversely, such surfaces have harmonic Gauss maps.
The way that singularities appear in each case is different however: evidently fcgc is

regular if and only if the harmonic map N is also regular, by the relation fz = iN ×Nz.
For the second case, the CMC surface f± has derivatives:

(1.1) f±x = ν ×νy ±νx, f±y =−ν ×νx ±νy.

It follows that f± only has singularities of rank zero (branch points), and these occur pre-
cisely when

νx =∓ν ×νy.

If ν itself has rank zero at a point (i.e. νx = νy = 0), then both f+ and f− have a branch
point. If νx = ∓ν × νy 6= 0, then f± has a branch point, and, one can show, f∓ has an
umbilic point.

For the third case, the fact that the metric on Nil31 is not isotropic means that a given
harmonic map ν into S2 can be interpreted in many geometrically distinct ways as the
Gauss map for a surface in Nil31. The Lie algebra nil31 is identified with the vector space
R3, with the center of nil31 spanned by e3. If we fix the given embedding of S2 in R3, with
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the north pole pointing in the e3 direction, then we obtain a well defined mean curvature
zero surface f : M → Nil31 (described below). If we apply an isometry to S2, then this has
no geometric significance to ν . However, a rotation about any axis other than the e3-axis
is not an isometry of Nil31, and so there is a 2-dimensional family of surfaces f : M → Nil31
associated to the harmonic map ν . As for the singularities, f will have singularities exactly
at points where ν is perpendicular to e3, i.e. when ν takes values in the equator in the
e1e2-plane. Hence the singular set is different for each surface in the 2-parameter family
(see Figure 1, and Examples 3.9 and 3.10).

FIGURE 1. Top: Portions of a single constant mean curvature surface of
revolution, with three different spatial orientations. Bottom: the corre-
sponding maximal surfaces in Nil31, in the same order. (Example 3.9.)

1.3. Surfaces with singularities. It is well known that there are no complete maximal
surface in the Lorentzian 3-space L3 besides the plane. Nevertheless, such surfaces are
naturally of interest to geometers, and this motivated the definition of a maxface [23] as a
generalized surface with singularities. For maxfaces, the Gauss map is a holomorphic map
into the extended hyperbolic plane, and the surface has singularities where the Gauss map
takes values in the boundary between the two components. The generic singularities are
cuspidal edge, swallowtail and cuspidal cross-cap [12].

In contrast to this, for maximal surfaces in Nil31, the Gauss map is a nowhere holomorphic
harmonic map into S2. However, we will show that the generic singularities are of the same
type as for maxfaces.
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1.4. Outline of this article. In Section 2 we briefly describe the Heisenberg group and the
left-invariant Lorentzian metric we will use. In Section 3 we describe the spinor represen-
tation for maximal surfaces in Nil31, the relation with harmonic maps into S2, and how to
produce all solutions via loop group methods.

In Section 4 we prove that the generic singularities are cuspidal edge, swallowtail and
cuspidal cross-cap: Theorem 4.1 and Theorem 4.4 characterize these singularities respec-
tively in terms of the conformal Gauss map and the Abresch-Rosenberg differential. This
gives (in Theorem 4.9) a characterization of the generic singularities in the space of local
solutions.

In Section 5 we show how to solve the Cauchy problem for a harmonic map into S2

(Theorem 5.1) via loop group methods, which is of independent interest. This allows one
to construct harmonic maps with prescribed transverse derivative along any curve in the
sphere: in particular, the equator, and thus with a prescribed singular set along a curve
(Theorem 5.3). Theorem 5.4 shows explicitly the relation between the geometry of the
Cauchy data and the type of generic singularity at a point.

In Section 6 we look at the geometry of the curve on the associated CMC surface that
corresponds to the equator in S2 for the harmonic Gauss map. This curve gives a very
simple characterization of the generic singularities of the maximal surface in Nil31. As
an application, we show in Theorem 6.4 that a regular spacelike maximal disc with null
boundary in Nil31 must have at least two cuspidal cross-caps on the boundary.

Numerics: The DPW method for harmonic maps can be implemented numerically to
compute solutions from a given potential. At the time of writing, implementations in Matlab
that allow one to compute the examples shown here, as well as any other solution with given
Cauchy data, can be found at http://davidbrander.org/software.html

2. LEFT INVARIANT METRICS ON THE HEISENBERG GROUP

The 3-dimensional Heisenberg group H is the group of 3×3 real upper-triangular ma-
trices with one’s on the diagonal. The Lie algebra h is spanned by:

a1 =

0 1 0
0 0 0
0 0 0

 , a2 =

0 0 0
0 0 1
0 0 0

 , a3 =

0 0 1
0 0 0
0 0 0

 ,

with commutators, [a1,a2] = a3 and [a1,a3] = [a2,a3] = 0. For this group, exponential
coordinates give a bijection exp : h→ H , with the formula:

(2.1) exp(x1a1 + x2a2 + x3a3) =

1 x1 x3 +
1
2 x1x2

0 1 x2

0 0 1

 .

Thus, identifying H with h = R3, it is common to represent H as R3 with the group
structure that corresponds to the matrix product in H , namely:

(x1,x2,x3) · (x̃1, x̃2, x̃3) = (x1 + x̃1, x2 + x̃2, x3 + x̃3 +
1
2(x1x̃2 − x̃1x2)).

http://davidbrander.org/software.html
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Differentiating the map LX : R3 → R3, given by LX(X̃) = X · X̃ , at X̃ = e = (0,0,0), we
have:

dLX |e =

 1 0 0
0 1 0

−1
2 x2

1
2 x1 1

 ,

so the left invariant vector fields generated by a1, a2 and a3 are:

(2.2) A1 =
∂

∂x1
− x2

2
∂

∂x3
, A2 =

∂

∂x2
+

x1

2
∂

∂x3
, A3 =

∂

∂x3
.

2.1. Left invariant Riemannian metrics. Milnor [20] introduced a systematic study of
left invariant Riemannian metrics on Lie groups. On a connected Lie group of dimension
3, the Lie bracket is necessarily given by [u,v] = L(u× v), where L is linear and the cross-
product is defined with respect to a chosen orientation. The group is unimodular if and
only if the linear map L is self-adjoint. Using this, Milnor showed that, for the case of a 3-
dimensional unimodular Lie group G, a basis {e1,e2,e3} can be chosen for the Lie algebra
that is orthonormal with respect to the given metric and for which the Lie bracket is given
by

[e1,e2] = λ3e3, [e2,e3] = λ1e1, [e3,e1] = λ2e2.

For the case of the Heisenberg group H , with notation as above, since all commutators
are proportional to a3, it follows that one of the e j, which we may as well take to be e3, is
proportional to a3. Then λ1 = λ2 = 0, λ3 6= 0, and no generality is lost by assuming that

e1 = a1, e2 = a2, e3 =
1
λ3

a3.

Since the orientation can be chosen so that λ3 > 0, there is, up to a positive homothety, only
one left invariant metric on H .

2.2. Left invariant Lorentzian metrics. Rahmani [22] studied the Lorentzian metric ver-
sion of this problem for 3-dimensional unimodular Lie groups, using a similar approach to
Milnor’s. Since a Lorentzian metric is not isotropic, there are more possibilities. One can
again choose an orthonormal basis for the Lie algebra, with

〈e1,e1〉= 〈e2,e2〉= 1, 〈e3,e3〉=−1,

and the Lie bracket is given by [u,v] = L(u×v), where L is linear and the Lorentzian cross-
product is defined by e1 × e2 = −e3, e2 × e3 = e1, e3 × e1 = e2. Here, also, the group is
unimodular if and only if L is self-adjoint. The different possible Lie algebra structures in
terms of the orthonormal basis are given in [22]; among these, there are three that give the
Heisenberg group structure:

(1) [e1,e2] = [e1,e3] = 0, [e2,e3] = µe1.
(2) [e2,e3] = [e1,e3] = 0, [e1,e2] = µe3.
(3) [e2,e3] = 0, [e3,e1] = [e2,e1] = e2 − e3.
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These correspond to the center Span{a3} of h being spacelike, timelike, or null: for the
three cases we respectively have a3 = µe1, a3 = µe3 and a3 = e3 − e2. The corresponding
left invariant Lorentzian metrics are denoted respectively by g1, g2 and g3. The algebra
of Killing fields is given for each case in [22], showing that the isometry groups are of
dimension 4 for g1 and g2, and of dimension 6 for the case of g3. The geometry of the
metrics g1, g2 and g3 is studied further by N. Rahmani and S. Rahmani in [21]. They prove
that the metrics are nonisometric, and that g3 is flat.

3. MAXIMAL SPACELIKE SURFACES IN NIL3
1

In this article, we use the metric g2, in particular with µ = 1, taking

e1 = a1, e2 = a2, e3 = a3,

as the orthonormal basis for the Lorentzian metric. In the coordinates (x1,x2,x3) for R3 =

h≡ H , we have from (2.2):

∂

∂x1
= e1 +

x2

2
e3,

∂

∂x2
= e2 −

x1

2
e3,

∂

∂x3
= e3,

in terms of the left invariant vector fields ei = ai. Using the Lorentzian orthonormality, with
〈e3,e3〉=−1, this gives the metric in the coordinate frame:

g2 = dx2
1 +dx2

2 −
(

dx3 +
1
2
(x2dx1 − x1dx2)

)2

.

The Levi-Civita connection ∇ of g2 is given by∇e1e1 ∇e1e2 ∇e1e3

∇e2e1 ∇e2e2 ∇e2e3

∇e3e1 ∇e3e2 ∇e3e3

=

 0 1
2 e3

1
2 e2

−1
2 e3 0 −1

2 e1
1
2 e2 −1

2 e1 0

 .

Then it is easy to see the symmetric bi-linear map given by {ei,e j}= ∇eie j +∇e j ei satisfies

{e1,e2}= 0, {e1,e3}= e2 and {e2,e3}=−e1.

3.1. Spinor representation for spacelike conformal immersions in Nil31. We first give a
representation of an arbitrary conformal immersion into Nil31 in terms of a pair of generating
spinors, ψ1, ψ2. After that, we characterize the mean curvature zero property in terms of the
spinors. An SU(2)-valued frame can be used to construct both the spinors and the harmonic
Gauss map.

Consider a conformal spacelike immersion f from a Riemann surface M into Nil31.
Choose a conformal coordinate z = x+ iy ∈ D ⊂ M in a simply connected domain D in
M and define complex valued functions φ1,φ2 and φ3 by

f−1 fz = φ1e1 +φ2e2 +φ3e3,

where the subscript denotes the derivative with respect to z, that is, ∂z =
1
2(∂x− i∂y). Setting

Φ = f−1 fz and Φ = f−1 fz = f−1 fz̄ and β = f−1d f = Φdz + Φdz̄, the Maurer-Cartan
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equation dβ + 1
2 [β ∧β ] = 0 and the second fundamental form of f can be rephrased as, see

[8, Section 1.1]

(3.1) Φz̄ −Φ z +[Φ ,Φ ] = 0 and Φz̄ +Φ z +{Φ ,Φ}= eu f−1H,

where eudzdz̄ and H denote the induced conformal metric and the mean curvature vector,
respectively. Note that ∂z̄ =

1
2(∂x + i∂y), and u : D→ R is a real-valued function on D.

We now rephrase the fundamental equations in (3.1) in terms of generating spinors. Since
f is a conformal immersion, it is easy to see that

(3.2) φ
2
1 +φ

2
2 −φ

2
3 = 0 and |φ1|2 + |φ2|2 −|φ3|2 =

1
2

eu.

The generating spinors ψ1 and ψ2 are defined as a solution of φ 2
1 +φ 2

2 −φ 2
3 = 0 with

φ1 = (ψ2)
2 −ψ

2
1 , φ2 = i((ψ2)

2 +ψ
2
1 ), φ3 = 2iψ1ψ2,

where ψ2 denotes the complex conjugate of ψ2. Note that ψ1
√

dz and ψ2
√

dz are well
defined on M.

The conformal factor eu of the induced metric 〈d f ,d f 〉 can be expressed by the spinors
ψ1,ψ2 via the second formula at (3.2):

eu = 4(|ψ1|2 −|ψ2|2)2.

In the following, we assume the regularity condition |ψ1| 6= |ψ2|. A straightforward com-
putation shows that

(3.3) f−1 fz × f−1 fz̄ = ieu/2 (2ℑ(ψ1ψ2)e1 −2ℜ(ψ1ψ2)e2 − (|ψ1|2 + |ψ2|2)e3
)
.

Let us denote the unit normal vector field of f by N. From (3.3), N is given by

(3.4) N = e−u/2L, f−1L = 2
(
2ℑ(ψ1ψ2)e1 −2ℜ(ψ1ψ2)e2 − (|ψ1|2 + |ψ2|2)e3

)
.

The support function h of f , with respect to z, (which is evidently non-vanishing for a
spacelike surface) is defined as:

(3.5) h := 〈 f−1L,e3〉= 2(|ψ1|2 + |ψ2|2).

It is straightforward to check the following theorem, see [8, Theorem 3.5] for the case of
a surface in Nil3:

Theorem 3.1. The pair of generating spinors {ψ1,ψ2} satisfies the following nonlinear
Dirac equation,

(3.6) /D
(

ψ1

ψ2

)
:=
(

∂zψ2 +U ψ1

−∂z̄ψ1 +V ψ2

)
=

(
0
0

)
,

where

U = V =
H
2

eu/2i− 1
4

h.

Here H, eu and h are the mean curvature, the conformal factor and the support function for
f respectively.
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Moreover, together with the second fundamental form, the vector ψ̃ = (ψ1,ψ2) satisfies
the following system

(3.7) ψ̃z = ψ̃Ũ , ψ̃z̄ = ψ̃Ṽ ,

where

(3.8) Ũ =

(1
2 wz − i

2 Hze−w/2+u/2 −ew/2

Be−w/2 0

)
, Ṽ =

(
0 −B̄e−w/2

ew/2 1
2 wz̄ − i

2 Hz̄e−w/2+u/2

)
.

Here the function ew/2 is the Dirac potential defined by

ew/2 = U = V =
H
2

eu/2i− 1
4

h,

and the quadratic differential Bdz2 will be called the Abresch-Rosenberg differential given
by

B =
2iH +1

2
(
ψ1ψ2z −ψ2ψ1z

)
+2iH(ψ1ψ2)

2.

The unit normal f−1N can be considered as a map into the the union of two hyperbolic
two-spaces H2

+ ∪H2
− ⊂ E3

1(= nil31), where (bH2
+ (resp. H2

−) denotes the hyperbolic two-
space with positive (resp. negative) e3-component. Note that when |ψ1|> |ψ2| (resp. |ψ2|>
|ψ1|), f−1N takes values in H2

− (resp. H2
+). We now consider the normal Gauss map g of

the surface f as a map defined as the composition of the stereographic projection π from
the point (0,0,−1) with f−1N in (3.4), that is, g = π ◦ f−1N : D→ C∪{∞}\S1, (here we
identify (x,y,0) with −y+ ix) and thus, we obtain

(3.9) g =
ψ1

ψ2

and f−1N can be represented by the normal Gauss map g as

f−1N =
1

|g|2 −1
(
2ℑ(g)e1 −2ℜ(g)e2 − (|g|2 +1)e3

)
.

We now introduce a family of Maurer-Cartan forms {αλ}λ∈S1 :

(3.10) α
λ =Uλ dz+V λ dz̄,

where

Uλ =

(1
4 wz − i

2 Hze−w/2+u/2 −λ−1ew/2

λ−1Be−w/2 −1
4 wz

)
, V λ =

(
−1

4 wz̄ −λ B̄e−w/2

λew/2 1
4 wz̄ − i

2 Hz̄e−w/2+u/2

)
.

Note that Uλ |λ=1 and V λ |λ=1 are obtained by a gauge transformation applied to Ũ and
Ṽ in (3.8), that is Ad(G−1)(Ũ)+G−1Gz and Ad(G−1)(Ṽ )+G−1Gz̄ with the matrix G =

diag(e−w/4,e−w/4). Then we characterize a spacelike maximal surface in Nil31 in terms of
the family of connections d +αλ and the normal Gauss map g as follows.

Theorem 3.2. Let f : D → Nil31 be a conformal spacelike immersion and αλ the 1-form
defined in (3.10) and g the normal Gauss map in (3.9). Then the following statements are
mutually equivalent:
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(1) f is a maximal surface.
(2) d +αλ is a family of flat connections on D×SU(2).
(3) The normal Gauss map g for f is a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map into the

2-sphere.

The proof is almost verbatim to the case of a surface in Nil3, see for example [8], thus
we omit.

From Theorem 3.2, there exists a family of maximal surfaces { f λ}λ∈S1 parameterized
by λ ∈ S1 with a pair of generating spinors {ψ1(λ ),ψ2(λ )} such that {ψ1(λ ),ψ2(λ )}|λ=1

are the generating spinors of f = f λ |λ=1. Moreover, we can define a map F from D into
SU(2) associated with respect to the generating spinors ψ1 and ψ2 for a maximal surface:

(3.11) F(λ ) =
1√

|ψ1(λ )|2 + |ψ2(λ )|2

(
ψ1(λ ) ψ2(λ )

−ψ2(λ ) ψ1(λ )

)
.

Then F will be called the extended frame of the spacelike maximal surface and the harmonic
normal Gauss map g = ψ1/ψ2.

Remark 3.3.

(1) Without loss of generality F(λ ) take values in ΛSU(2)σ .
(2) It is easy to see that the Abresch-Rosenberg differential Bdz2 is holomorphic for

any maximal surface. Moreover, it is holomorphic for any spacelike constant mean
curvature surface.

(3) On the one hand, there are non-constant mean curvature surfaces which have the
holomorphic Abresch-Rosenberg differential, the so-called Hopf cylinders.

Using a logarithmic derivative of the extended frame F with respect to λ , we have a
formula for a conformal maximal surface in Nil31. We now define a map

Ξnil = exp◦Ξ : su2 → Nil31

by the composition of a linear isomorphism Ξ : su2 → h given by su2 3 x1E1 + x2E2 +

x3E3 7→ x1e1 + x2e2 + x3e3 ∈ h, where

(3.12) E1 :=
1
2

(
0 −i
−i 0

)
, E2 :=

1
2

(
0 1
−1 0

)
, E3 :=

1
2

(
i 0
0 −i

)
,

and the exponential map exp : h→ Nil31 in (2.1).

Theorem 3.4. Let F be the extended frame for a spacelike maximal surface. Define maps
fcmc and N respectively by

(3.13) fcmc =−iλ (∂λ F)F−1 −N and N = Ad(F)E3.

Moreover, define a map f λ : D→ Nil31 by f λ := Ξnil ◦ ˆf λ with

(3.14) f̂ λ =

(
f o
cmc −

i
2

λ (∂λ fcmc)
d
) ∣∣∣∣

λ∈S1
,
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where the superscripts “o” and “d” denote the off-diagonal and diagonal part, respectively.
Then, for each λ ∈ S1, the map f λ is a maximal surface in Nil31 and π ◦N is the normal
Gauss map of f λ , where π is the stereographic projection from the north pole. In particular,
f λ |λ=1 gives the original spacelike maximal surface up to a rigid motion.

Proof. The proof is almost identical to that of Theorem 6.1 in [8]. In fact, we can compute
the derivative of fcmc with respect to z:

∂z fcmc = φ1E1 +φ2E2 − iφ3E3,

and a straightforward computation shows that

∂z f̂ λ = φ1E1 +φ2E2 +

(
φ3 −

1
2

φ1

∫
φ2dz+

1
2

φ2

∫
φ1dz

)
E3

holds. Finally, by the linear isomorphism Ξ, we obtain

( f λ )−1
∂z f λ = φ1e1 +φ2e2 +φ3e3.

Then the maximality of f λ follows immediately. �

Remark 3.5.

(1) Identifying the Lie algebra su(2) with the Euclidean 3-space E3, with orthonormal
basis in (3.12), the map fcmc in (3.13) defines a constant mean curvature surface
with Hcmc = 1/2 in E3, see for example [2]. The formula above for fcmc corresponds
to the choice f− in Section 1.2. The Gauss map g used here is holomorphic exactly
when either Nx = N ×Ny, or Nz = 0, i.e., when the map f− fails to be regular. So
fcmc is regular for a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map.

(2) It is known that for a given nowhere holomorphic harmonic map g from a surface
M into S2, there exists a regular constant mean curvature Hcmc 6= 0 surface in the
Euclidean 3-space, [15]. In particular, the induced metric of the surface is given by

ds2 =

(
2

Hcmc

|∂z̄g|
1+ |g|2

)2

|dz|2.

Moreover, there exists an extended frame F corresponding to the nowhere holo-
morphic harmonic map g and the CMC surface, see Theorem 3.2 and thus one can
define a map map f λ by (3.14).

3.2. Generalized maximal surfaces. We first give an alternative proof of a result that can
be found in [18]:

Theorem 3.6. There does not exist any complete spacelike maximal surface in Nil31.

Proof. From the construction in Theorem 3.4, for a spacelike maximal surface f in Nil31,
there exists a corresponding CMC surface fcmc in the Euclidean 3-space. The metric of the
CMC surface is given by ds2

e = h2dzdz̄, where h is the support function defined in (3.5).
Then it is easy to see that the induced metric ds2 = eudzdz̄ of the spacelike maximal surface
and the induced metric ds2

e of the corresponding CMC surface have the following relation:

(3.15) eu +4|φ3|2 = h2.
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Therefore completeness of the metric ds2 implies completeness of the metric ds2
e . More-

over, the Gauss map of the maximal surface always takes values eithre in H2
+ or H2

−. This
implies that the corresponding normal Gauss map (through the stereographic projection to
the unit disk D or the outside of the unit disk C∪ {∞} \ D̄) of the corresponding CMC
surface takes values in the upper open hemisphere or the lower open hemisphere. But ac-
cording to [13, Theorem 1], there is no complete non-minimal CMC surface that has Gauss
image contained in a hemisphere. �

From Theorem 3.4, it is natural to consider spacelike maximal surfaces in Nil31 with
singularities. Since the normal Gauss map g = ψ1/ψ2 is a harmonic map into C∪ {∞}
minus S1, it satisfies the elliptic PDE:

(3.16) gzz̄ −
2ḡ

1+ |g|2
gz̄gz = 0.

By using the nonlinear Dirac equation in (3.6), we compute ḡz = −1
2(ψ2)

2(|g|2 + 1)2,
which, by setting ω = iψ2

2, is equivalent to

(3.17) ω =− 2iḡz

(|g|2 +1)2 .

Moreover, by the equation in (3.7) we have

(3.18)
i
2

gzω =
gzḡz

(|g|2 +1)2 = B.

The induced metric ds2 = 4(|ψ1|2 −|ψ2|2)2|dz|2 of a maximal surface in Nil31 is written in
terms of g and ω as

(3.19) ds2 = (1−|g|2)2|ω|2|dz|2 = 4|ḡz|2
(1−|g|2)2

(1+ |g|2)4 |dz|2.

Therefore, there are two possibilities to generalize maximal surfaces in Nil31 as

|g|2 = 1 or gz̄ = 0

at p ∈ M. From the harmonic map point of view, it is natural to consider a harmonic map
into C∪{∞}. The latter case, the gz̄(p) = 0, is equivalent to that the harmonic map g is
holomorphic at point p. It turns out that in the proof of Theorem 4.1 a holomorphic point
is always a degenerate singular point. Therefore we will, generally speaking, exclude such
points.

On the other hand, from a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map from a Riemann surface
into C∪{∞}, we can define the generating spinors ψ1,ψ2 by (3.17) and g = ψ1/ψ2. Then
one can introduce the extended frame F(λ ) as in (3.11) and the Sym-formula f = f λ |λ=1

defined by in (3.14). Then it is clear that the map f defines a maximal surface where it has
a regular point, that is |g|2 6= 1. It is natural to define the following class of surfaces.

Definition 3.7 (Generalized spacelike maximal surfaces). Let g be a nowhere holomorphic
harmonic map from a Riemann surface M into C∪{∞}, and a map f into Nil31 as defined
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above. Then f will be called a generalized spacelike maximal surface in Nil31, and g will be
called the normalized Gauss map of f .

Remark 3.8.

(1) For each λ ∈ S1, f λ |λ∈S1 is also a generalized spacelike maximal surface.
(2) In general, a rotation of a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map g as a map on the

2-sphere changes the corresponding generalized maximal surface completely; a
rotation around the e3-axis g gives an isometry of the surface in Nil31 but other
rotations do not give isometries. Thus in Definition 3.7 we choose g with some
fixed initial condition and choose the extended frame F which gives π ◦N = g with
N = AdF E3|λ=1.

3.3. Numeric Examples. An extended frame for any harmonic map into S2, and hence
any maximal surface in Nil31, can be constructed via the method of Dorfmeister/Pedit/Wu
(DPW) [9], from a holomorphic potential of the form:

ξ =
∞

∑
n=−1

An(z)λ ndz.

Solving the ODE Φz = Φξ , with an initial condition Φ(z0) = I, gives a so-called complex
extended frame, and an extended frame F for a harmonic map is then obtained from Φ

by a pointwise Iwasawa decomposition F = ΦB+, where B+ extends holomorphically, in
the parameter λ , to the unit disc. To produce a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map g, or
equivalently, a regular CMC surface fcmc we need the regularity condition:

(3.20) (A−1)1,2 6= 0,

which corresponds to the function ew/2 in Uλ being non-zero.
Potentials corresponding to various geometric properties for CMC surfaces have been

found in numerous subsequent works, and the solutions can be computed numerically.
A major difference when using this method for maximal surfaces in the Heisenberg group

is that the action of the group SU(2) is not an isometry. Pre-multiplying an extended frame
by an element of SU(2) will result in an extended frame for a geometrically distinct solution.
Therefore, for a given potential, many different solutions are obtained, depending on the
initial condition.

Interpreting the images: In Figures 1 and 2, the surfaces are oriented with the e3-axis
directed upwards, and are colored according to whether the harmonic map takes values in
the upper or lower hemisphere. Since the singular set corresponds to the equator separating
these two hemispheres, the plot of the maximal surface in Nil31 changes color at the singular
set. The plot can, of course, appear to change color at a place where the surface has a self
intersection, for example the lower middle image in Figure 2.

Example 3.9. As is well-known, a CMC surface of revolution in R3 is obtained from a
potential of the form:

ξ (z) =
(

0 −aλ−1 +(a−1)λ
(1−a)λ−1 +aλ 0

)
dz.



MAXIMAL SURFACES IN THE HEISENBERG GROUP 13

The case a = 1.2 is computed and plotted in Figure 1. The CMC surface is a nodoid.
On the second row we show examples of the diferent maximal surfaces in Nil31 obtained
by choosing a different axis of symmetry for the nodoid. The harmonic Gauss map of
the nodoid is doubly periodic. In the figure, for each case, the singular set for the lower
surface coresponds to where the normal to the CMC surface above is perpendicular to the
E3-direction. At such points, if the Gauss map is symmetric about the equator, then a fold
singularity is created on the maximal surface (first two examples).

Example 3.10. CMC surfaces with rotationally symmetric metric can be constructed via the
potential:

ξ (z) =
(

0 1
zk 0

)
λ
−1dz,

where k is a positive integer. For the case k = 1, in Figure 2 we display a local solution with
two different initial conditions for the SU(2)-frame.

FIGURE 2. The solutions of Example 3.10. Left: harmonic maps; mid-
dle: corresponding maximal surface in Nil31; right: corresponding CMC
surfaces in Euclidean space;

Since SU(2) acts by isometries on S2 and R3, the harmonic map and the CMC surface
are unchanged (up to isometry) regardless of the initial condition, but the maximal surface
in Nil31 is different. When the e3 axis is chosen as the axis of symmetry for the harmonic
map (top row in Figure 2), the maximal surface has an order 3 rotational symmetry about
the e3-axis, and has three cuspidal cross-cap singularities within the domain. When one
of the other axes is chosen as the axis of symmetry for N (bottom row), the corresponding
maximal surface is no longer symmetric and has only one cuspidal cross-cap singularity in
the domain, at the center.
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Example 3.11. Potentials of the form

ξ (z) =
(

0 a(z)
b(z) 0

)
λ
−1dz

where a(z) and b(z) are meromorphic are called normalized potentials. If integrated with
initial condition Φ(z0) = I, then z0 is called the normalization point. In [4], it is shown
(Lemma 7.3) that a CMC surface has a dihedral rotational symmetry of order n about the
normalization point z = 0 if and only if the meromorphic functions a and b have Laurent
expansions of the form:

a(z) = ∑
j

an jzn j, b(z) = ∑
j

bn j−2zn j−2.

(Thus the CMC surface in Example 3.10 also has a dihedral symmetry of order k + 2).
Examples are computed and shown in Figure 3, where the initial condition is chosen so that

(1+ z2,1) (1+ z3,z) (1+ z4,z2) (1+ z5,z3)

FIGURE 3. Maximal surfaces with rotational symmetry (Example 3.11),
computed from normalized potentials with the displayed functions
(a(z),b(z)).

the e3-axis is perpendicular to the tangent plane at the point of symmetry. Thus the maximal
surface also has the dihedral symmetry. For these cases, the order n symmetric examples
apparently have n cuspidal cross-cap singularities in the domain computed (a disc around
z = 0). The corresponding constant positive Gauss curvature surfaces can be found in [3],
Figure 4.

4. GENERIC SINGULARITIES FOR MAXIMAL SURFACES IN NIL3
1

Generalized surface such as those studied here, where there is a well defined normal map
even at points where the surface is not immersed, are called frontals (see, e.g. [14]). It
is of interest to classify the generic singularities of frontals for a given surface type. The
classification is done at the level of germs and up to differential equivalence, that is up
diffeomorphisms on the source and target. The generic singularity criteria for spacelike
maximal faces in Minkowski space L3 has been given in [23, Theorem 3.1], see also the
definition of "maximal faces" there and in [12, Theorem 2.4]. The generic singularities
are called cuspidal edge, cuspidal cross-cap and swallowtail. All of these singularities
correspond to a curve γ in the coordinate space, called the singular curve. The generic
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singularities are characterized by the behaviour of the normal along the singular curve.
The main ingredients needed, and which we will compute below, are the singular curve,
the Euclidean normal, and the 1-dimensional vector bundle defined by its kernel along the
singular curve. Below we will first give criteria for three standard singularities for maximal
surfaces in Nil31, and then show that these are the generic ones.

4.1. Characterization of Standard Singularities.

Theorem 4.1 (Singularity criteria). Let g be the normal Gauss map of a generalized space-
like maximal surface f in Nil31. Then the singular points of f are given by |g|2 = 1 and f is
degenerate at a singular point p if and only if

ℜ

[
g′

g2ω

]
= ℑ

[
g′

g2ω

]
+2 = 0,

where ′ = ∂z and the function ω is defined by (3.17), i.e., ω = −(2iḡz)/(|g|2 +1)2. More-
over, f is a wave front at a singular point p if and only if ℜ(g′/(g2ω)) 6= 0, and the following
criteria hold:

(1) f is A -equivalent to a cuspidal edge at p if and only if

ℜ

[
g′

g2ω

]
6= 0 and ℑ

[
g′

g2ω

]
6=−2.

(2) f is A -equivalent to a swallowtail at p if and only if

g′

g2ω
+2i ∈ R× and ℑ

[
1

(log |g|)′

(
ℑ

(
g′

g2ω

))′]
6= 0.

(3) f is A -equivalent to a cuspidal cross-cap at p if and only if

g′

g2ω
+2i ∈ iR× and ℜ

[
1

(log |g|)′

(
ℑ

(
g′

g2ω

))′]
6= 0.

Proof. Since the induced metric is given by (3.19), it is easy to see that f has a singular
point at p if |g|2 = 1. Moreover, around a point p where g(p) = ∞ the induced metric can
be computed as

ds2 = 4|ḡz|2
(1−|g|2)2

(1+ |g|2)4 |dz|2 = 4| ¯̂gz|2
(1−|ĝ|2)2

(1+ |ĝ|2)4 |dz|2,

where ĝ= 1/g. The normal Gauss map is nowhere holomorphic and thus the induced metric
at the point g(p) = ∞ is regular. Thus the first claim follows.

The Euclidean cross product ×e of f−1 fx and f−1 fy, where z = x+ iy, is given by

f−1 fx ×e f−1 fy =−2i f−1 fz ×e f−1 fz̄

= |ω|2(|g|2 −1)
(
2ℑ(g)e1 −2ℜ(g)e2 +(|g|2 +1)e3

)
,

where ω = −(2iḡz)/(|g|2 + 1)2 as before. Note that at a singular point we have, ω(p) =
−iḡz(p)/2 6= 0. Then the Euclidean unit normal f−1Ne is computed by

f−1Ne =
1√

(1+ |g|2)2 +4|g|2
(
2ℑ(g)e1 −2ℜ(g)e2 +(1+ |g|2)e3

)
.
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Thus the function ρ defined by f−1 fx ×e f−1 fy = ρ f−1Ne is given by

ρ = (|g|2 −1)|ω|2
√
(1+ |g|2)2 +4|g|2.

A singular point p ∈ M is called non-degenerate if dρ does not vanish at p (see [23]) and
otherwise called degenerate. It is easy to see by using |g|2 = 1 that

dρ(p) = 2
√

2|ω|2
(

dg
g
+

dḡ
ḡ

)
.

Since ω =−iḡz(p)/2 is assumed non-vanishing, dρ(p) vanishes if and only if (dg/g+dḡ/ḡ
vanishes, which is equivalent to g′/(g2ḡ′)+1 = 0. Therefore f is degenerate at a singular
point p if and only if

ℑ(g′/(g2ḡ′)) = ℜ(g′/(g2ḡ′))+1 = 0,

which is equivalent to the first conditions.
Next using g and ω at a singular point p, that is |g(p)|2 = 1 or ḡ(p) = 1/g(p), we have

f−1d f = (gωdz+ ḡω̄dz̄)(ℑ(g)e1 −ℜ(g)e2 − e3).

Thus η = i/(gω) is the null-direction of d f at p. A straightforward computation shows that

dNe(p) =− i
2
√

2

(
dg
g

− dḡ
ḡ

)
(ℜ(g),ℑ(g),0).

Then the null-direction of dNe at p is proportional to

µ =

(
gz

g

)
− gz̄

g
.

It is known that f is a wave front [17] if and only if det(µ,η) 6= 0, that is,

det(µ,η) = ℑ(µ̄η) = ℜ

{(
gz

g
− ḡz

ḡ

)
1

gω

}
6= 0.

Plugging the expression in (3.17) into this, we have the criterion for a wave front. We now
assume that f is a wave front at p, that is, ℜ(gz/(g2ω)) 6= 0 at a singular point p. Then the
singular curve γ(t) with γ(0) = p satisfies g(γ(t))g(γ(t)) = 1, and thus

ℜ

(
gz

g
γ̇ +

gz̄

g
˙̄γ
)
= 0

on the singular curve γ(t). Then without loss of generality, γ̇ is given by

(4.1) γ̇(t) = i

((
gz

g

)
+

gz̄

g

)
(γ(t)).

Then using the criterion in [17, Proposition 1.3 (1)], f has a cuspidal edge at p if and only
if

det(γ̇,η)|t=0 = ℑ( ˙̄γη) = ℑ

(
gz

g2ω
+ i

(|g|2 +1)2

2|g|2

)
= ℑ

(
gz

g2ω

)
+2 6= 0,

where we use |g|2 = 1. Now the relation ω(p) =−iḡz(p)/2 implies the conclusion.



MAXIMAL SURFACES IN THE HEISENBERG GROUP 17

We now assume ℜ(gz/(g2ω)) 6= 0 and ℑ
(
gz/(g2ω)

)
= −2. Then using the criterion in

[17, Proposition 1.3 (2) ], f has a swallowtail at p if and only if

d det(γ̇,η)

dt

∣∣∣
t=0

6= 0.

Then a straightforward computation by using a relation d
dt |t=0(|g|2+1)2|g|−2 = 0 on |g|= 1

shows that
d det(γ̇,η)

dt

∣∣∣
t=0

= ℑ

{(
gz

g2ω

)
z
γ̇ +

(
gz

g2ω

)
z̄

˙̄γ
}
.

Inserting the expressions in (4.1) into the above equation, we have the second criterion.
Finally we consider a criterion for cuspidal cross-caps. It is known that [12, Corollary

1.5], f at p = γ(0) is A -equivalent to a cuspidal cross-cap if and only if

(1) η(0) is transversal to γ̇(0).
(2) χ(0) = 0 and χ̇(0) 6= 0.

Here χ is defined by (see the proof of [12, Theorem 2.4])

χ = det( f∗γ̇,dNe(η),Ne).

It is easy to verify that the condition (1) can be computed by

det(γ̇,η) = ℑ(γ̇η) = ℑ

(
gz

g2ω

)
+2 6= 0

at p. Then the function χ can be computed as

χ = ℜ

(
g′

g2ω

)
χ0,

where χ0 is a smooth function and it is non-vanishing at p. Thus the condition (2) can be
computed by

ℜ

(
g′

g2ω

)
= 0, ℜ

{(
gz

g2ω

)
z
γ̇ +

(
gz

g2ω

)
z̄

˙̄γ
}
6= 0.

Inserting the expressions in (4.1) into the above equation, we have the third criterion. �

Remark 4.2. The normal Gauss map g for a generalized spacelike maximal surface in Nil31 is
nowhere holomorphic harmonic, that is gz̄ is never zero. Therefore, the criteria in Theorem
4.1 is different from that in [23, Theorem 3.1] and in [12, Theorem 2.4], where the normal
Gauss map g was holomorphic.

4.2. A simplified characterization. We now want to simplify the criteria in Theorem 4.1
using a normalization of the normal Gauss map g at a singular point. First we observe:

Lemma 4.3. Let g be the normal Gauss map of a generalized spacelike maximal surface,
and ω =−2iḡz/(|g|2 +1)2. At a non-holomorphic singular point we can choose a coordi-
nate z such that:

(4.2) d(gω)(p) = 0, (gω)(p) = 1.
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Proof. Using the harmonic map equation (3.16) we obtain:

d(gω)(p) =
i
2

g
(
ḡzz̄ −gḡ2

z
)

dz.

Since ω depends on the choice of coordinates, we can in fact choose coordinates to make the
above expression zero. The new coordinate ζ is found by solving the equation d2z/dζ 2 +

C(dz/dζ )2 = 0, where C is the value at p of (ḡzz+g(ḡz)
2)/ḡz. Since (gω)(p) 6= 0, a constant

scaling of the coordinate finishes the proof. �

Recall that by (3.18), the Abresch-Rosenberg differential Bdz2, the normal Gauss map
g, and the function ω have the following relation

i
2

gzω = B.

Putting these expressions into Theorem 4.1 results in the following simplified statement:

Theorem 4.4. Let g be a normal Gauss map of a generalized maximal surface f in Nil31,
with coordinates chosen as in Lemma 4.3 at a singular point p. Then the singular point is
degenerate if and only if

ℑ(B) = 0 and ℜ(B) = 1

at p, and f is a wave front at p if and only if ℑ(B) 6= 0. Moreover, writing ′ = ∂z, f is
A -equivalent at p to a:

(1) cuspidal edge if and only if ℜ(B) 6= 1 and ℑ(B) 6= 0;
(2) swallowtail if and only if ℜ(B) = 1 and ℑ(B) 6= 0 and ℑ(B′) 6= 0;
(3) cuspidal cross-cap if and only if ℜ(B) 6= 1, ℑ(B) = 0 and ℑ(B′) 6= 0.

Remark 4.5. Vanishing of the derivative hz of the support function at a singular point is
related to the vanishing of (gω)z. In fact the support function h can be rephrased as

h2 = 4|ω|2(1+ |g|2)2,

and a straightforward computation, using the relations |g(p)|2 = 1 and (gω)z̄(p) = 0 at a
singular point p, implies that hz(p) = 0 is equivalent to (gω)z(p) = 0.

4.3. A construction of singularities through the DPW representation. We now show
how to obtain these singularities via the DPW method described in Section 3.3. A general
holomorphic potential for the DPW method is of the form:

(4.3) ξ (z) =
∞

∑
n=−1

ξi(z)λ idz,

where ξi is holomorphic and takes values in sl(2,C), and is diagonal for even values of i
and off-diagonal for odd. If ξ satisfies the regularity condition (3.20), we can write:

(4.4) ξ−1 :=
(

0 a(z)
b(z) 0

)
, a(0) 6= 0, B(z) :=−b(z)a(z).
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We now want to construct a generalized maximal spacelike surface in Nil31 which has a
singularity at p. Let C be a solution of dC = Cξ̃ taking values in ΛSL(2,C)σ and choose
an initial condition

(4.5) C(p,λ ) =C0 :=
1√
2

(
eic ieicλ

ie−icλ−1 e−ic

)
∈ ΛSU(2)σ , c ∈ R,

that is, at p the Iwasawa decomposition is trivial C(p,λ ) = F(p,λ ) and V+(p,λ ) = id.
Note that the support h in (3.5) can be computed by h = 4v2

0, where v0 is the leading term
of (1,1)- of the expansion of V+(λ ) with respect to λ . Thus h(p) = 4 by v0(p) = 1. Since
igω =−ψ1ψ2, (g = ψ1/ψ2,ω = iψ2

2) is given by the product of the half-support h/2 with
h, (1,1)- and (2,1)- of F in (3.11), the map gω takes value 1 at p and we have:

Theorem 4.6. Let ξ be the potential given by (4.4) and C be the solution of dC =Cξ with
initial condition (4.5). Then the resulting generalized spacelike maximal surface f in Nil31
through the DPW method has a singular point at p(= 0) ∈D and the quadratic differential
Bdz2 in (4.4) becomes the Abresch-Rosenberg differential for f .

Proof. From the standard procedure of the DPW method, an extended frame F which takes
values in ΛSU(2)σ can be constructed by the Iwasawa decomposition of C, that is C =FB+,
where C is the solution of dC =Cξ with the initial condition C(0) =C0. Note that B+ takes
values in Λ+SL(2,C)σ . Since the initial condition takes values in ΛSU(2)σ , thus the B+ is
identity at p = 0 and thus C0 = F at 0. Thus the Gauss map g is i at 0 and therefore the
resulting surface f has a singular point at 0. Then a direct computation shows that

F−1Fz = B+(ξ/dz)B−1
+ −B+zB−1

+

holds. Comparing it to Uλ in (3.10), B(z) in the potential in (4.4) is the coefficient function
of the Abresch-Rosenberg differential. �

We cannot immediately apply the criteria of Theorem 4.4 to B(z) for an arbitrary poten-
tial, because we also need the normalization conditions (4.2) to hold. In fact any harmonic
map can be represented by a normalized potential ξ =

(
0 a(z)

b(z) 0

)
λ−1dz, as in Example

3.11. After a change of coordinate
∫ z

0 a(w)dw, these are included in:

Corollary 4.7. Any holomorphic potential of the form:

(4.6) ξ =

(
0 1

−B(z) 0

)
λ
−1dz+

∞

∑
n=1

ξi(z)λ idz

satisfies the normalization given in (4.2). The maximal surface f obtained by integrating
ξ with the initial condition (4.5) has a singularity at the point z = 0, and the singularity
criteria in Theorem 4.4 can be applied to the coefficient function B(z).

Proof. From Theorem 4.6, f has a singular point at 0. Let C be the solution of dC = Cξ

with the initial condition (4.5) and consider the Birkhoff decomposition of C as

C =C−C+,
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where C− ∈ Λ−
∗ SL(2,C)σ ,C+ ∈ Λ+SL(2,C)σ . Then C− gives

(4.7) ξ̂ =C−1
− dC− =

(
0 1

−B(z) 0

)
λ
−1dz,

i.e. ξ̂ is a normalized potential. Now consider the Iwasawa decomposition of C− as

C− = FV+,

where F ∈ ΛSU(2)σ ,V+ ∈ Λ+SL(2,C)σ . A straightforward computation shows that

F−1Fz =V+ξ̂V−1
+ −dV+V−1

+

holds. Note that F−1Fz =Uλ in (3.10) and it is given by

Uλ =

( 1
2(logh)z

1
4 hλ−1

−4Bh−1λ−1 −1
2(logh)z

)
,

where h is the support function and B is the Abresch-Rosenberg differential. Now taking
the holomorphic part of both sides, see for an example [24], gives

1
2
(log ĥ)z =−(log v̂)z,

1
4

ĥ = v̂2,

where we denote the holomorphic part of h by ĥ and the holomorphic part of V+ by V̂+ =

diag(v̂, v̂−1). From these equations ĥ is constant and in particular ĥz = 0. Moreover, at a
singular point z = 0, ĥz(z = 0) = hz(z = 0, z̄ = 0) = 0 holds. Finally by the Remark 4.5 it is
equivalent to ∂z(gω)(0) = 0. Since F at z = 0 is given by (4.5), (gω)(0) = 1 clearly holds,
and thus the resulting surface f satisfies the normalization (4.2) at 0. �

FIGURE 4. Top: CMC 1/2 surfaces in E3. Bottom: the corresponding
maximal surfaces in Nil31, with, in order, cuspidal edge, swallowtail, and
cuspidal cross-cap singularities. (Example 4.8).

Example 4.8. Local solutions for the potential and initial conditions given above at (4.6)
and (4.5) (with ξi = 0 for i >−1) are computed for the cases
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(1) B = 2− i: cuspidal edge at z = 0;
(2) B = 1− i− iz: swallowtail at z = 0;
(3) B = 2− iz: cuspidal cross-cap at z = 0;

and displayed in Figure 4. Note: let Eq denote the equator in S2 perpendicular to the e3-
axis, and set C := N−1(Eq), and Ccmc := fcmc(C), i.e., Ccmc is the set on fcmc corresponding
to the singular set on then maximal surface. Then, in the images, Ccmc is parallel exactly
to the e3-axis at the swallowtail singularity, and perpendicular to the e3-axis at the cuspidal
cross-cap (see Theorem 6.1 below).

4.4. The generic singularities for maximal surfaces. To understand the generic singular-
ities for maximal surfaces, first observe that a non-holomorphic harmonic map N through
p ∈ S2 is precisely given by an initial condition F0 ∈ SU(2), plus a normalized poten-

tial form: ξ =

(
0 1

−B(z) 0

)
λ−1dz. The map N is obtained as N = AdF E3, whre E3 =

diag(i− i) and F is the SU(2) frame obtained from the potential ξ via the DPW method,
integrating with the initial condition Φ(z0) = F0. The frame F for N has the freedom of
right multiplication by any map in into the diagonal subgroup K, thus we can assume that
the initial condition F0 is of the form:

F0 =

(
r

√
1− r2eic

−
√

1− r2e−ic r

)
, r ∈ [0,1], c ∈ R/2πZ.

Conversely, given a local harmonic map N, an SU(2) frame can be chosen with an ini-
tial condition of the above form, and the normalized potential obtained via the Birkhoff
decomposition is unique and, after a change of coordinates, has the form of ξ above.

Thus the data for a local solution for a non-holomorphic harmonic map, and hence for a
local generalized maximal surface f in Nil31 is the triple (r,c,B(z))∈ [0,1]×R/2πZ×O(0),
where O(0) denotes the vector space of germs of holomorphic functions at 0. The value of
c has no geometric significance, since changing c amounts to a rotation about the e3 axis,
an isometry of both S2 and of Nil31. We therefore, without loss of generality, take c = 0 and
regard the space of local solutions as being [0,1]×O(0). Additionally, N takes values in
the unit circle in the e1e2 plane (and hence f is singular) at z = z0 if and only if r = 1/

√
2.

Setting δ (z) = B(z)−1 in Theorem 4.4 we obtain:

Theorem 4.9. The set of local generalized maximal surfaces f with f (0) = p is in one to
one correspondence with the set [0,1]×O(z0). If (r,δ ) is the data for a local solution f ,
then f is singular at z = z0 if and only if r = 1/

√
2. A singularity at z0 is non-degenerate if

and only if δ (z0) 6= 0. A non-degenerate singularity at z0 is A -equivalent to a:

(1) cuspidal edge if and only if ℜδ (z0) 6= 0 and ℑδ (z0) 6= 0.
(2) swallowtail if and only if ℜ(δ (z0)) = 0, ℑδ (z0) 6= 0, ℑδ ′(z0) 6= 0,
(3) cuspidal cross-cap if and only if ℑδ (z0) = 0, ℜ(δ (z0)) 6= 0 and ℑ(δ ′(z0)) 6= 0.

Since the local solution f through p obtained from a pair (r,δ ) ∈ [0,1]×O(z0) de-
pends analytically on the pair (r,δ ), it is reasonable to use the codimension in the space
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[0,1]× jkO(0), (where jkO(0) denotes the finite dimensional space of k-jets at 0), to define
the genericity of the local solution. At the k-jet level, an m-parameter family of local solu-
tions is given by a family: Φ(s,z) = (r(s), jkδ s(z)). For a cuspidal edge singularity, there is,
generically, one condition (r(s) = 1/

√
2) on Φ(s,−), and for both the swallowtail and cus-

pidal cross-cap there is one additional condition. In other words the space of cuspidal edges
is a co-dimension 1 submanifold whilst the other two are co-dimension 2 submanifolds. A
generic 2-parameter family of solutions intersects these spaces transversely. Therefore, at
the surface level, each of these singularity types is generic. Finally, these are the only singu-
larities in a generic family of solutions: a solution at s is singular if and only if r(s) = 1/

√
2.

Given this, if both the real and imaginary parts of δ s(0) are non-zero then the singularity
is necessarily a cuspidal edge. Otherwise, we can have one more condition in the generic
case, and this is either ℑ(δ s(0)) = 0, or ℜ(δ s(0)) = 0, so either a swallowtail or cuspidal
cross cap.

5. SINGULARITIES VIA THE CAUCHY PROBLEM

5.1. The Cauchy problem for a harmonic map into S2. In view of Example 4.8, it seems
interesting to compare the behaviour of the harmonic map N along the equator with the type
of singularity of the corresponding maximal surface. Such an investigation involves solving
the Cauchy problem along a curve, which we could then take to be the equator. Note that
it is common to consider Björling type problems (where the surface and its normal are
prescribed along a curve) as the Cauchy problem for surfaces in 3-dimensional spaces.
In the case that the Gauss map determines the surface, the problem of constructing all
solutions is similarly addressed by the Cauchy problem for the Gauss map. However, if we
are interested in singularities it is natural to use the Gauss map: for the Cauchy problem
for the surface, it is not clear what curve you should take as your initial curve, since there
are various types of "singular curve". On the other hand, the Cauchy problem for the Gauss
map along a singular curve is clear: the Gauss map takes values in the equator of the sphere.
We therefore describe next how to solve the Cauchy problem for a harmonic map into S2

via the DPW method.

Theorem 5.1. Let J be an interval, and suppose given analytic maps, N0 : J → S2 and
W : J → S2, such that 〈W,N0〉= 0. Then, on an open set U ⊂C containing the real interval
J×{0}, there is a unique harmonic map N : U → S2 satisfying the Cauchy conditions:

N(x,0) = N0(x), Ny(x,0) =W (x).

The solution is produced via the DPW method with potential:

ξ (z) =
1
2
(
((κ1(z)− i)E1 +κ2(z)E2)λ

−1 +2κ3(z)E3 +(κ1(z)+ i)E1 +κ2(z)E2)λ
)

dz,

where κ1, κ2 and κ3 are holomorphic extensions of the functions:

(5.1) κ1(x)= 〈N′
0(x),W (x)〉, κ2(x)= 〈N′

0(x),N0(x)×W (x)〉, κ3 = 〈W ′(x),N0(x)×W (x)〉.
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Conversely, any harmonic map into S2 can be locally represented this way in terms of
Cauchy data along a curve.

Proof. The proof is a modification of the proof of Theorem 4.4 of [3], replacing the Cauchy
data for a spherical surface with the Cauchy data for its harmonic Gauss map. Since a har-
monic map into S2 corresponds exactly to a spherical surface, we only need to demonstrate
the formulas for κi above. An extended frame F for the solution has Maurer-Cartan form:
F−1dF = (Upλ−1 +Uk)dz+(−Ūk

t −Ūp
t
λ )dz̄. The Cauchy problem can be solved by find-

ing the restriction of this to the real line and then extending holomorphically to obtain the
DPW potential for the solution. The solution potential is thus a holomorphic extension of:

F−1
0 dF0 = (Upλ

−1 +Uk−Ūk
t −Ūp

t
λ )dx,

where F0 is the extended frame for the harmonic map along the curve y = 0. The frame
used in [3] satisfies:

(5.2) N = AdF E3, Ny =−AdF E2, N ×Ny = AdF E1,

where E1, E2 and E3 are an orthonormal basis for su(2), chosen such that the Lie bracket
is the same as the cross-product. Since N has no branch points, we assume without loss of
generality that Ny 6= 0. Using Ny =−AdF E2 along y = 0 we can write

Up = (1/2)((κ1 − i)E1 +κ2E2), Uk = (1/2)(κ3 +di)E3,

where κi and d are some real-valued functions. Then

W ′(x) = Nyx(x,0) =−AdF([U −Ū t ,E2]), F−1Fz =U −Ū t .

Since Up−Ūp
t
= κ1E1 +κ2E2 and Uk−Ūk

t
= κ3E3, this becomes, using (5.2) along y = 0,

W ′(x) =−κ1N0(x)+κ3N0 ×W (x).

Similarly we obtain, along y = 0:

N′(x) = κ1W (x)+κ2N0(x)×W (x).

These give the claimed formulae for κ1, κ2 and κ3. �

Remark 5.2. For the purpose of numerical implementations, setting E1 = off-diag(−i,−i)/2,
E2 = off-diag(1,−1)/2 and E3 = diag(i,−i)/2, the above formula for ξ becomes:

ξ (z) =
1
4

(
2κ3i (κ2 −1−κ1i)λ−1 +(κ2 +1−κ1i)λ

(−κ2 −1−κ1i)λ−1 +(1−κ2 −κ1i)λ −2κ3i

)
dz.

(5.3)

From this we see that the regularity condition a(z) 6= 0, which ensures that the harmonic
map is nowhere holomorphic is:

(5.4) κ2 −κ1i 6= 1.
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5.2. The Cauchy problem along the equator. Using Theorem 5.1, we can write down a
potential for an arbitrary harmonic map N : C⊃ Ω → S2 that takes the real line into a great
circle. For the case of the horizontal equator, all possible Cauchy data N and W are of the
form:

(5.5) N(x) = (cos(θ(x)),sin(θ(x)),0), W (x) =−cos(φ(x))V (x)+ sin(φ(x))(0,0,1),

where V (x) = (−sin(θ(x)),cos(θ(x)),0) is the unit tangent to N, and θ(x), φ(x) are arbi-
trary real-valued functions such that the speed

v(x) := θ
′(x) 6= 0,

for all x. The formulas at (5.1) are here:

(5.6) κ1(x) =−v(x)cos(φ(x)), κ2(x) =−v(x)sin(φ(x)), κ3(x) =−φ
′(x).

The regularity condition (5.4) is iveiφ 6= 1, which becomes:

(v,φ) 6=±(1,−π/2).

If we take the potential (5.3), with these values of κi, and integrate with the identity as the
initial condition, we obtain a harmonic map Ñ that maps the real line to a great circle in S2.
Because of the choice of frame (5.2), and the initial condition, we can deduce that the circle
is in the plane spanned by Ñ(0,0) = E3 and Ñx(0,0). To obtain a map that maps the real
line to the equator in the E1E2-plane, we need to choose a different initial condition, namely
an element F0 ∈ SU(2) that rotates rotates this plane to the E1E2-plane. Differentiating the
formula Ñ = AdF E3, we have

Ñx(0,0) = AdF [U −Ū t ,E3]

= [κ1E1 +κ2E2,E3], at z = 0,

= v(0)(cos(φ(0))E2 − sin(φ(0))E1).

Solving

AdR0 E3 = E1, AdR0 Ñx(0,0) ∝ E2

gives the initial condition:

(5.7) R0 =
1√
2

(
e−iα λeiα

−λ−1e−iα eiα

)
, α =

φ(0)
2

.

In summary:

Theorem 5.3. Let v and φ be a pair of real analytic functions from an interval I into R,
with v(t) > 0. Let N be the harmonic map in S2 given by the potential ξ at (5.3), with κi

given by the holomorphic extensions of the functions at (5.6). Then N maps the real line
into a great circle. If the potential is integrated with the initial condition (5.7), then this
great circle lies in the plane perpendicular to E3.
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5.3. Singularity type via the Cauchy problem. As always, the product of 2, the (1,1)-
and (2,1)- entries of the initial condition R0 in (5.7) with λ = 1 (see the sentences before
Theorem 4.6) gives (igω)(p), so we have

(gω)(0) = ie−iφ(0).

To determine the singularity type using Corollary 4.7, we first remove the diagonal term in
(5.3) by the diagonal gauge D+ = diag(exp(−

∫
iκ3/2dz),exp(

∫
iκ3/2dz)) as C2 = CD+.

Then C2 satisfies dC2 =C2ξ2 as

ξ2(z) =
(

0 a(z)λ−1 + c(z)λ
b(z)λ−1 +d(z)λ 0

)
dz,

where

a =
1
4

exp
(

i
∫ z

0
κ3 dz

)
(κ2 −1−κ1i), c =

1
4

exp
(

i
∫ z

0
κ3 dz

)
(κ2 +1−κ1i),

b =
1
4

exp
(
−i
∫ z

0
κ3 dz

)
(−κ2 −1−κ1i), d =

1
4

exp
(
−i
∫ z

0
κ3 dz

)
(1−κ2 −κ1i).

Scaling the coordinate
∫ z

0 a(w)dw by −ieiφ(0) in the proof of Corollary 4.7, gives the nor-
malization (gω)(0) = 1, and hence:

Theorem 5.4. Retain the assumptions in Theorem 5.3 and take the spacelike maximal sur-
face f in Nil31 through the DPW method by the potential ξ with the initial condition in (5.7).
Then f is singular along the interval I ⊂ R containing 0. Consider the conformal change
of coordinates ζ = ζ (z) given by:

ζ (z) = ie−iφ(0)
∫ z

0
a(w)dw,

where a(z) is the holomorphic extension of:

a(x) =
1
4
(−v(x)sinφ(x)−1+ iv(x)cosφ(x))exp(−i(φ(x)−φ(0))).

Then the singularity criteria in Theorem 4.4 can be applied to the coefficient function B̂(ζ )
of the Abresch-Rosenberg differential B̂(ζ )dζ 2. As a function of z, we have:

(5.8) B̂(ζ (z)) =
iv(z)− eiφ(z)

iv(z)− e−iφ(z)
.

Note: to obtain the formula (5.8), write

B̂(ζ )(dζ )2 =−a(z)b(z)(dz)2 =
b(z)
a(z)

e2iφ(0)(dζ )2,

and substitute

4a(z) = (κ2(z)−1−κ1(z)i)ei
∫ z

0 κ3dz, 4b(z) = (−κ2(z)−1−κ1(z)i)e−i
∫ z

0 κ3dz,

using the formulas in terms of v and φ at (5.6).
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Remark 5.5. At the point z = ζ = 0, the values that determine the singularity type are:

1−ℜ(B̂)
∣∣
z=0 =

2(v+ sinφ)sinφ

1+2vsinφ + v2 ,

ℑ(B̂)
∣∣
z=0 =

2sinφ cosφ

1+2vsinφ + v2 .

According to Theorem 4.4, we have a cuspidal edge at z = 0 provided:

(CE) 0 6= φ(0) 6=±π/2 and v(0) 6=−sin(φ(0)).

Consider now the criteria of Theorem 4.4 for cuspidal cross-cap and swallowtail singular-
ities. The condition ℑ(B̂)′ 6= 0, needed for both singularities, will hold generally provided
φ ′(0) 6= 0. Assuming this, arbitrary choices of v and φ that make the first expression above
vanish but not the second, i.e.:

(ST) v(0) =−sin(φ(0)), 0 6= φ(0) 6=±π/2

will have a swallowtail singularity at z = 0. Likewise, choices that make the second expres-
sion vanish but not the first, i.e.:

(CC) φ(0) =±π/2, v(0) 6=−sin(φ(0)),

will result in a cuspidal cross-cap singularity.
From (5.5), φ(0) is the angle between Ny and the E1E2-plane. Thus, geometrically, the

behaviour of the Gauss map at a cuspidal cross-cap is clear: if coordinates are chosen so
that Nx is parallel to the equator, then the cuspidal cross-cap occurs generically if Ny(0) is
parallel to the E3 axis. On the other hand, for a swallowtail, the angle between Ny(0) and
the E1E2-plane must be a specific value depending on the ratio v(0)/1 of the speed of Nx to
the (unit) speed of Ny, namely φ(0) = arcsin(−v(0)).

FIGURE 5. Solutions to the geometric Cauchy problem using Theorem
5.4. See Example 5.6. Top: swallowtail. Bottom: cuspidal cross-cap.
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Example 5.6. A local solution for a swallowtail, taking v(x) =−1/
√

2 and φ(x) = x+π/4,
and for a cuspidal cross-cap, taking v(x) = 1 and φ(x) = x+π/2 are computed and shown
in Figure 5. Left to right are shown the Gauss map, the maximal surface in Nil31, and the
CMC surface in R3 with the same Gauss map.

6. GEOMETRY OF THE ASSOCIATED CMC SURFACE AND AN APPLICATION

6.1. The equatorial curve on the CMC surface. Let N : D→ S2 be a nowhere holomor-
phic harmonic map, fix an embedding of S2 into R3 = su(2), and let f and fcmc denote the
associated maximal suface in Nil31, and CMC 1/2 surface in R3 respectively (see Theorem
3.4). As in Example 4.8, let Ccmc denote the set fcmc(C) where C ⊂D is the preimage under
N of the equator in the E1E2-plane, which we may call the equatorial curve in the image of
fcmc. It is the set of points on the CMC surface where the surface normal is perpendicular
to E3. The map fcmc is regular, hence Ccmc is a regular curve in R3.

Theorem 6.1. Let N, f and fcmc be above, and let p be a non-degenerate singular point.
The maximal surface f has a cuspidal cross-cap singularity at p if and only if the tangent
at fcmc(p) to the equatorial curve is perpendicular to E3, and a swallowtail at p if and only
if the tangent is parallel to E3.

Proof. This follows from the equations (1.1) relating a CMC surface to its harmonic Gauss
map. We can always locally choose coordinates as in Theorem 5.3, with z = 0 correspond-
ing to p. Then the condition (CC), namely φ(0) =±π/2 and v(0) 6=−sin(φ(0)) is equiv-
alent to f having a cuspidal cross-cap singularity. In the notation of Section 1.2, we have
fcmc = f−, and from (1.1) this satisfies the equations:

f−x = N ×Ny −Nx, f−y =−N ×Nx −Ny.

Since φ(0) =±π/2, we have Nx ⊥ Ny at z = 0, hence:

f−x (0) ‖ Nx(0), and f−y (0) ‖ Ny(0).

Since γ(x) = f−(x,0) is locally the equatorial curve, the tangent f−x (0) to the curve at p is
parallel to Nx(0), which is perpendicular to E3. Conversely, if the tangent is perpendicular
to E3 then, by the same equations, Ny must be perpendicular to Nx, so φ(0) = ±π/2. The
other condition, v(0) 6=−sin(φ(0)), holds because we assumed that the singular set is non-
degenerate.

For the swallowtail condition, again using the setup (5.5) of Theorem 5.3, we have:

Nx(0) = v(0)V (0), Ny(0) =−cos(φ(0))V (0)+ sin(φ(0))E3,

and N(0)×V (0) = E3. This give:

f−y (0) = −N ×Nx −Ny

= −(v(0)+ sin(φ(0)))E3 + cos(φ(0))V (0),

so v(0) = −sin(φ(0)) if and only if f−y (0) is parallel to V (0), or equivalently, since f−

is conformally immersed, f−x (0) is parallel to fy ×N, i.e. parallel to V (0)×N(0) = E3.
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For the converse direction, if the equatorial curve is parallel to E3, the second condition
for the swallowtail, 0 6= φ(0) 6=±π/2, holds because f− is regular, so f−y above cannot be
zero. �

6.2. Spacelike maximal discs with natural boundary. As shown in Section 3.2, there are
no complete spacelike maximal surfaces in Nil31. The simplest “global” regular surface one
can contemplate can be defined as follows:

Definition 6.2. Let S2
+ := {x ∈ S2 | x3 > 0}, and denote its closure by S2

+. Let D be a
contractible domain in C and N : D→ S2 be a nowhere holomorphic harmonic map, with
the property that N maps a closed set contained in D diffeomorphically to S2

+. Denote
by Ω the open subset N−1(S2

+). Then the corresponding generalized maximal surface f :
Ω∪∂Ω → Nil31 is called a (spacelike) maximal disc with null boundary.

Note that the restriction f |Ω : Ω → Nil31 is a regular maximal surface, which extends to
a generalized maximal surface f : D→ Nil31, and that the boundary ∂Ω is contained in the
singular set of f .

Example 6.3. We can construct examples of a maximal disc with null boundary by taking
the DPW potential for a CMC sphere, of the form ξ =

(
0 1
0 0

)
λ−1dz and deforming it

slightly:

ξ (z) =
(

0 1
−ε(z) 0

)
λ
−1dz,

where ε(z) is some small holomorphic function, for instance a small constant. An example
with ε(z) = 0.04 is computed and shown in Figure 6.

FIGURE 6. Example 6.3. Left: Gauss Map. Middle: Maximal surface.
Right: CMC surface.

The example shown in Figure 6 has four cuspidal cross-cap singularities on the singular
curve. These correspond to the four points on the equatorial curve of the corresponding
CMC surface (right) where the tangent is horizontal, as described in Theorem 6.1. This
illustrates a general principle:

Theorem 6.4. Let f : Ω∪ ∂Ω → Nil31 be a spacelike maximal disc with null boundary.
Suppose that the boundary singular curve is non-degenerate. Then the boundary curve has
at least two cuspidal cross-cap singularities.
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Proof. The corresponding CMC surface in R3 is regular, since we assumed the harmonic
Gauss map is nowhere holomorphic. The non-degeneracy assumption implies that the
boundary curve C = ∂Ω is a regular curve in the open set D containing Ω∪ ∂Ω. Since
C is the inverse image under the Gauss map N of the equator, it is a closed curve, and
hence fcmc(C) is a regular closed curve in R3. The third component function of the curve
γ : C → R3 given by fcmc|C must have at least one local maximum and at least one local
minimum. At these points the tangent is parallel to the E1E2-plane. Hence the claim follows
from Theorem 6.1. �

Remark 6.5. Theorem 6.4 rules out the existence of a spacelike maximal disc with a cus-
pidal edge as boundary. Note that for the case where the CMC surface is a sphere the
equatorial curve is everywhere parallel to the E1E2-plane. In this case the singular curve is
everywhere degenerate (since B(z) = 0). The corresponding maximal surface is a flat disc
with a fold singularity at the boundary.

REFERENCES

[1] D Berdinskii and I Taimanov. Surfaces in three-dimensional Lie groups. Siberian Math. J., 46:1005–1019,
2005.

[2] A I Bobenko. Surfaces in terms of 2 by 2 matrices. Old and new integrable cases. In Harmonic maps and
integrable systems, number E23 in Aspects Math., pages 83–127. Vieweg, 1994.

[3] D Brander. Spherical surfaces. Exp. Math., 25(3):257–272, 2016.
[4] D Brander and JF Dorfmeister. Deformations of constant mean curvature surfaces preserving symmetries

and the Hopf differential. Ann. Sc. Norm. Super. Pisa Cl. Sci. (5), XIV:1–31, 2015.
[5] S Cartier. Surfaces des espaces homogènes de dimension 3. PhD Thesis. Université Paris-Est, 2011.
[6] A Cintra, F Mercuri, and I Onnis. Minimal surfaces in Lorentzian Heisenberg group and DamekRicci

spaces via the Weierstrass representation. J. Geom. Physics, 121:396–412, 2017.
[7] B Daniel. The Gauss map of minimal surfaces in the Heisenberg group. Int. Math. Res. Not., pages

674–695, 2011.
[8] J Dorfmeister, J Inoguchi, and S-P Kobayashi. A loop group method for minimal surfaces in the three-

dimensional Heisenberg group. Asian J. Math., 20:409–448, 2016.
[9] J Dorfmeister, F Pedit, and H Wu. Weierstrass type representation of harmonic maps into symmetric

spaces. Comm. Anal. Geom., 6:633–668, 1998.
[10] C Figueroa. Weierstrass formula for minimal surfaces in Heisenberg group. Pro Mathematica, 13:71–85,

1999.
[11] C Figueroa. On the Gauss map of a minimal surface in the Heisenberg group. Matematica Contemporanea,

33:139–156, 2007.
[12] S Fujimori, K Saji, M Umehara, and K Yamada. Singularities of maximal surfaces. Math. Z.,

259:827–848, 2008.
[13] D A Hoffman, R Osserman, and R Schoen. On the Gauss map of complete surfaces of constant mean

curvature in R3 and R4. Comment. Math. Helvetici, 57:519–531, 1982.
[14] Goo Ishikawa. Singularities of frontals. Adv. Stud. Pure Math, 78:55–106, 2018.
[15] K Kenmotsu. Weierstrass formula for surfaces of prescribed mean curvature. Math. Ann., 245(2):89–99,

1979.
[16] H Kiyohara and S Kobayashi. Timelike minimal surfaces in the three-dimensional Heisenberg group. J.

Geom. Anal., 32(8):Paper No. 225, 2022.
[17] M Kokubu, W Rossman, K Saji, M Umehara, and K Yamada. Singularities of flat fronts in hyperbolic

space. Pacific J. Math., 221:303–351, 2005.



30 DAVID BRANDER AND SHIMPEI KOBAYASHI

[18] H Lee. Maximal surfaces in Lorentzian Heisenberg space. Differential Geom. Appl., 29:73–84, 2011.
[19] JH Lira, M Melo, and F Mercuri. A Weierstrass representation for minimal surfaces in 3-dimensional

manifolds. Results. Math., 60:311–323, 2011.
[20] J Milnor. Curvatures of left invariant metrics on Lie groups. Adv. Math., 21:293–329, 1976.
[21] N Rahmani and S Rahmani. Lorentzian geometry of the Heisenberg group. Geom. Dedicata,

118:133–140, 2006.
[22] S Rahmani. Métriques de Lorentz sur les groupes de Lie unimodulaires, de dimension trois. J. Geom.

Phys., 9:295–302, 1992.
[23] M Umehara and K Yamada. Maximal surfaces with singularities in minkowski space. Hokkaido Math. J.,

35:13–40, 2006.
[24] Hongyou Wu. A simple way for determining the entials for harmonic maps. Ann. Global Anal. Geom.,

17(2):189–199, 1999.

DEPARTMENT OF APPLIED MATHEMATICS AND COMPUTER SCIENCE, TECHNICAL UNIVERSITY OF

DENMARK, RICHARD PETERSENS PLADS, BUILDING 324, DK-2800, KGS. LYNGBY, DENMARK

Email address: dbra@dtu.dk

DEPARTMENT OF MATHEMATICS, HOKKAIDO UNIVERSITY, NISHI 8-CHOME KITA 10-JOU KITA-KU,
SAPPORO 060-0810, JAPAN

Email address: shimpei@math.sci.hokudai.ac.jp


	1. Introduction
	1.1. Background
	1.2. Surfaces with harmonic Gauss maps
	1.3. Surfaces with singularities
	1.4. Outline of this article

	2. Left invariant metrics on the Heisenberg group
	2.1. Left invariant Riemannian metrics
	2.2. Left invariant Lorentzian metrics

	3. Maximal spacelike surfaces in Nil3
	3.1. Spinor representation for spacelike conformal immersions in Nil3
	3.2. Generalized maximal surfaces
	3.3. Numeric Examples

	4. Generic Singularities for Maximal Surfaces in Nil3
	4.1. Characterization of Standard Singularities
	4.2. A simplified characterization
	4.3. A construction of singularities through the DPW representation
	4.4. The generic singularities for maximal surfaces

	5. Singularities via the Cauchy problem
	5.1. The Cauchy problem for a harmonic map into S2
	5.2. The Cauchy problem along the equator
	5.3. Singularity type via the Cauchy problem

	6. Geometry of the associated CMC surface and an application
	6.1. The equatorial curve on the CMC surface
	6.2. Spacelike maximal discs with natural boundary

	References

