PRL 109, 011301 (2012)

week ending
6 JULY 2012

PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS

Radiation from Quantum Weakly Dynamical Horizons in Loop Quantum Gravity
Daniele Pranzetti1,*
1

Max Planck Institute for Gravitational Physics (AEI), Am Mühlenberg 1, D-14476 Golm, Germany
(Received 16 April 2012; published 2 July 2012)

We provide a statistical mechanical analysis of quantum horizons near equilibrium in the grand
canonical ensemble. By matching the description of the nonequilibrium phase in terms of weakly
dynamical horizons with a local statistical framework, we implement loop quantum gravity dynamics
near the boundary. The resulting radiation process provides a quantum gravity description of the horizon
evaporation. For large black holes, the spectrum we derive presents a discrete structure which could be
potentially observable.
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In order to fully understand and explain the semiclassical result of Hawking’s calculation [1] regarding the emission of thermal radiation from a black hole, it is strongly
believed that a theory of quantum gravity is necessary. The
possibility to probe the Planck scale structure of black
holes with observations at much bigger wavelengths has
been conjectured by [2]. Using an analogy with discrete
quantum systems, the authors assume the area of the black
hole to be quantized, and due to the relation between area
and mass, they study the emission amplitude related to the
jump from one quantized value of the mass to a lower one,
analogous to the behavior of atoms. Due to the discreteness
of the area eigenvalues, the full emission spectrum is given
by a set of spectral lines at frequencies multiple of a
fundamental one on the order of the black hole surface
gravity. This would imply a drastic departure from
Hawking’s semiclassical result, as emphasized by [3].
However, in [4] it has been shown that replacing the ansatz
of [2] for the area spectrum with the one computed from
loop quantum gravity (LQG) for a macroscopical black
hole, the spectral lines are very dense in frequency, recovering in this way a continuous spectrum.
This ‘‘atomic’’ picture of a quantum black hole was
further exploited in [5] within the LQG framework soon
after the first exciting ideas [6] concerning the derivation of
black hole entropy from the degrees of freedom (d.o.f.)
of the horizon quantum geometry started to circulate. After
the introduction of a local definition of black hole through
the notion of isolated horizons (IH) [7], those ideas led to
models [8,9] in which the quantum horizon d.o.f. are
described by a Chern-Simons theory with punctures, representing the quantum excitations of the gravitational field
as described by the LQG kinematics. Counting the dimension of the Hilbert space of such a theory living on the
horizon leads to an entropy in agreement with the
Bekestein-Hawking result, once the large area limit is
taken [10,11]. In [5], this quantum mechanical description
of black hole states is used to study the radiation associated
with a single puncture transition. The spectrum obtained
shows a thermal envelope, even though it presents a
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discrete structure. However, in this analysis no dynamical
process responsible for the puncture jump is taken into
account. In particular, this single ‘‘atom’’ transition approximation leads to the awkward feature of removing the
line 1=2 ! 0, which, for macroscopic black holes, would
represent the most likely transition. Moreover, the statistical framework of [5] lacks a clear connection with the
usual energy canonical ensemble.
In this Letter, we investigate further the analogy between
a quantum horizon with its punctures and a gas of particles
by introducing the main ingredients for a grand canonical
ensemble analysis and implementing the LQG dynamics
locally near the horizon, in order to describe the evaporation process in the quantum gravity regime.
The basic idea is to consider the bulk and the horizon as
separate in thermal equilibrium. At some point, a weakly
dynamical phase takes place, and they interact with each
other, allowing for the possibility of energy and particle
exchange. After such a change of thermodynamic state has
taken place, the two subsystems go back to equilibrium. By
matching the description of this intermediate phase in terms
of weakly dynamical horizons [12,13] with the local statistical description of [14], a physical time parameter can be
singled out, allowing us to describe the boundary states
evolution in terms of the theory Hamiltonian operator. In
this way, elements coming from different frameworks, such
as thermodynamics, classical general relativity, and quantum gravity, combine together to provide a local quantum
dynamical derivation of the radiation spectrum.
This picture will be made more precise in the following,
where we will concentrate only on the spherically symmetric case. However, let us at this point clarify the framework we are considering: no background structure is
introduced at any point, and we will work in the quantum
gravity regime; no matter is going to be coupled; the
radiation spectrum we will derive is related entirely to
emission of quanta of the gravitational field due to dynamical processes described by the LQG approach.
In order to provide the tools for a thermodynamical
study of the system described above, one has to introduce
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a notion of local energy for the horizon. However, in the
context of IH such a notion is not unique due to the fact that
there can be radiation in space-time outside the horizon,
and therefore, no unique time evolution vector field can be
singled out. Nevertheless, in [14,15] a local first law for IH
has been recently derived, whose uniqueness can be proven
once a local physical input is introduced. More precisely,
for a preferred local stationary observer O hovering outside the horizon at proper distance ‘, this reads dE ¼
=ð8GÞdA,

where  ¼ 1=‘ þ oð‘Þ represents the local
surface gravity measured by O. Integrating the previous
equation, one obtains a local notion of energy associated to
the IH in terms of its area, namely,
E¼


A:
8G

(1)

Using this result, the grand canonical partition function
for
P1 theN gas of punctures can be written as ZðÞ ¼
N¼0 z Zð; NÞ, where z ¼ expðÞ,  being the chemical potential, N the number of punctures, and Zð; NÞ the
canonical partition function given by
X Y N!
ð2j þ 1Þsj esj Ej ;
(2)
Zð; NÞ ¼
s
!
j
fs g j
j

where we assumed the punctures to have MaxwellBoltzmann statistics; fsj g represents a given quantum configuration where sj punctures carry the spin j, for all
P
possible value of j, and such that j sj ¼ N, while Ej is
given by the scaled IH area spectrum through Eq. (1),
namely,
X
‘
 2p X qﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃ
^ j gi ¼ sj Ej jfsj gi ¼
s jðj þ 1Þjfsj gi:
Hjfs
G j j
j
Notice that, so far,  can be regarded simply as the
intensive parameter conjugate to the energy Eq. (1).
From the grand canonical partition function ZðÞ, all the
thermodynamical quantities can be computed. In particular, for the expectation value of sj we get
sj ¼ 

@
zð2j þ 1ÞeEj
logZ ¼
:
P
@ðEj Þ
1  z ð2j þ 1ÞeEj

(3)

j

When the number of punctures is large, Eq. (3) gives 1 
 N þ 1Þ ¼ zPj ð2j þ 1ÞeEj , where N ¼ Pj sj is the
N=ð
mean number of punctures of the gas. The previous equation provides an expression for the chemical potential
matching the one found in [14]. Notice that, due to the
dynamical processes taking place near the horizon (as
described below), the chemical potential does not need to
vanish. In fact, N is not fixed a priori, and a change in the
number of punctures would imply a change of the horizon
energy; therefore,  can be different from zero.
Within this thermodynamical framework, we can now
study the evaporation process. The topology of the null
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surface  representing the IH is assumed to be S2  R; i.e.,
at ‘‘a given time’’, the horizon surface is given by the twosphere at the intersection between  and a spacelike
Cauchy surface. The quantum space geometry is described
by the polymerlike excitations of the gravitational field
encoded in the spin networks states. Some edges of those
states can now pierce through the horizon, providing local
quantum d.o.f. accounting for the IH entropy. Dynamics in
the bulk are implemented by the Hamiltonian constraint
^
H½N
¼ 0. This reflects the fact that, in a diffeos invariant
theory, the canonical Hamiltonian generates evolution in
the parameter of the action which is unphysical. This
freedom in choosing the evolution parameter is reflected
in the possibility to rescale the time vector field by the
lapse N. Then, in the quantum theory, the projection operator into the kernel of H^ is constructed by integrating
over all possible values of the lapse [16,17]. Despite the
lack of a completely well-defined quantization prescription
^ one clear general property is that it acts locally at the
for H,
vertices of the spin networks and changes the spin of some
of the edges attached to the given vertex. In order to be
more quantitative, in the following we will consider
Thiemann’s proposal [18]. If we concentrate on the
Euclidean part for simplicity, its action on a three-valent
node having two edges piercing the horizon can be graphically represented as

where the holonomies entering the regularization of H^ are
taken in the fundamental representation. The action depicted above can be interpreted as an absorption or emission process of quanta of the gravitational field by the
quantum horizon.
In order to study the radiation process, we need to
perturbate the equilibrium states represented by the IH
configurations by turning on some weakly dynamical effects near the horizon until another equilibrium configuration state is reached again. In this way, a physical process
causes a small change of the IH state. For a large black
hole, this is expected to happen quite slowly.
A description of this dynamical phase requires first to
locally single out one of the partial observables to play the
role of time. In this way, we can use the Hamiltonian
operator in the bulk to define the evolution of the boundary
states with respect to this observable. Let us now show how
the contact between the dynamical horizons (DH) framework developed in [12,13] and the thermodynamical description of [14,15] would allow us to do so.
Within a framework advocated by Ashtekar, the idea
is to describe the evaporation process by interpreting
this intermediate evolution phase as an extension of the

011301-2

PRL 109, 011301 (2012)

quantum geometry from isolated to dynamical horizons,
where a proper quantum notion of gravitational energy—
induced by the quantum theory of geometry in the bulk—
replaces the classical one introduced in [13,19].
In [13], a dynamical process version of the first law was
derived from an area balance law relating the change in the
area of the DH to the flux of matter and gravitational
energy. In the vacuum, its infinitesimal version provides
a first law for DH, namely,
 r
dA ¼ dEr ;
8G
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where r ¼ ð2rÞ1 is an effective surface gravity, with r
the radius of the two-sphere leaf of the dynamical horizon.
The right-hand side of Eq. (5) is related to the bulk term
in the Hamiltonian, which can be written in terms of pure
geometrical quantities. In this way, the first law above
provides a dynamical coupling of bulk and boundary geometries near the horizon. Let us notice that, given the
spherical symmetry of the horizons studied here, the classical notion of gravitational energy defined by the (integral
version of) rhs of Eq. (5) would give a vanishing flux. Of
course, Hawking radiation teaches us that this does not
need to hold also at the quantum level.
In [13] it is shown that, for a dynamical horizon, the first
law Eq. (5) can be generalized by replacing the radius r
with an arbitrary function fðrÞ, reflecting the freedom to
rescale the vector field  with respect to which the notion
of energy is associated. The function fðrÞ encodes the
dynamical nature of the previous version of the first law,
but it also represents an ambiguity in the description of the
dynamics.
The passage from a weakly DH to a weakly IH is a welldefined procedure described in [13]. The only ingredient
missing in our construction is the matching of the surface
gravity entering Eq. (5) with the one appearing in the local
notion of energy in Eq. (1). This last step can now be
carried out by means of the rescaling freedom described
above. For our preferred family of observers located right
outside the horizon, a natural choice of the field f would
be given by f ¼ ‘. In standard coordinates for the
Schwarzschild metric, for an observer at r ¼p2M
ﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃﬃþ ,
the proper distance from the horizon is ‘ ¼ 2 2M. If
we now set fðrÞ ¼ ‘, we get an effective surface gravity
matching exactly the one entering the energy expression
Eq. (1), i.e.,  f ¼ ðdf=drÞ r ¼ 1=‘. Therefore, the local
first law derived in [14,15] is compatible with the framework of [13] if we single out, among the permissible time
vector fields for the local observer O, the one defined by
ta ¼ N‘ a , where N‘ is a permissible lapse associated with
the radial function ‘.
Moreover, if we interpret  as a parameter controlling
the slow evolution of the horizon area, i.e., L rH  , the
previous expression for the surface gravity  f matches the
requirements of [19] for the definition of slowly evolving

horizons. In this case, the local surface gravity entering the
relation (1) would be approximately constant. Henceforth,
one can regard the horizon as making continuous transitions from one equilibrium state to another, and the geometrical surface gravity  can be interpreted as a (slowly
varying) parameter controlling this process. In this sense, it
seems very natural to interpret  as the temperature of the
radiation emitted during this transition phase. This
strengthens the connection between thermodynamics and
our statistical analysis and puts on more solid ground the
entropy derivation of [14].
At the quantum level, the local notion of energy in
Eq. (1) acquires a definition in terms of the LQG area
operator, whose eigenstates are given by the spin networks
coming from the bulk. The Hamiltonian operator action
modifies these states, inducing in this way a jump to a
different area eigenvalue. Therefore, the local deparametrization of the system described above can be used to
interpret the bulk quantum dynamics as a generator of
boundary states evolution, providing a quantum notion of
weakly DH. More precisely, the action of H^ on nodes close
to the horizon can be used, in the formalism of [17], to
define a physical scalar product to interpret as transition
amplitudes between one boundary state to another in the
physical time parameter defined by N‘ . Given a state jfsj gi
on a given two-sphere cross section, the action of H^ on the
vertices near the horizon will evolve it in a state jfsj0 gi,
through the change of spin of some of the punctures. The
transition probability when the two states differ only at a
given vertex v, in an infinitesimal interval of time, is given
by Pjj0 ¼ jHjj0 j2 , where
Hjj0  hfsj0 gjfsj giphys ¼ hfsj0 gj

Z

^
dNO‘ eiH½N
jfsj gi

¼ iN‘ hfsj0 gjH^ v jfsj gi þ oðN‘2 Þ:

(6)

Let us explain the last passage in the previous equation.
The diff-invariant nature of the physical scalar product is
usually obtained by removing the dependence on the regulator in the action of H^ through the diff-invariant nature of
the DN integral. In the case of an internal boundary
though, the situation is more subtle. In particular, IH
boundary condition are such that only diffeos tangent to
the horizon are to be regarded as gauge transformations
[7]; these diffeos are compatible with the ‘‘gauge fixing’’
performed in the evaluation of Eq. (6), which encodes the
local deparametrization of the system. Such a selection of a
physical time variable can be performed by inserting a
local observable O‘ ¼ ðN; N‘ ðvÞÞ in the path integral,
which singles out the constant value N‘ for the scalar
function NðxÞ at the vertices near the horizon.
Let us now observe that the terms generated by the
action of H^ on a generic three-vertex near the horizon
are of two different kinds: two of them create new punctures piercing the horizon and one [shown in (4)] does not.
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Since the new puncture created by H^ has to be coplanar to
the two links it is attached to, the inclusion of the first kind
of terms would lead to a breaking of the boundary diffeomorphism symmetry and, potentially, to an infinite entropy.
Therefore, we only allow the action of H^ that does not
create new punctures. Notice that this term corresponds to
the absorption inside the horizon of a quantum of the
gravitational field associated with an emission process,
due to the jump to a lower area eigenvalue. This dynamic
is reminiscent of the heuristic picture of Hawking radiation
where one antiparticle is absorbed while one particle escapes to infinity.
Given these considerations, the Hjj0 in Eq. (6) corresponds to the transition amplitude where two of the punctures piercing the horizon have jumped to a different
energy level. For the case of a macroscopic black hole,
only the first SUð2Þ irreps are relevant for the punctures;
therefore, we will consider only the cases q ¼ j and j 
p  j þ r, with r ¼ 1=2, 1, 3=2. Higher values of r would
not be relevant for the spectrum. We now choose the
holonomies in H^ to be in the fundamental representation,
implying that, in the emission process, q can only jump to
q  1=2 while p to p  1=2. Among the two possible
^ as defined by Thiemann, we will choose
orderings of H,
the one in which the volume operator acts before the
creation of the new link, in order to have a nonvanishing
probability for the jump 1=2 ! 0 of one of the punctures.
Notice that the action of H^ always preserves the IH gauge
symmetry, and the unpleasant feature of removing the
1=2 ! 0 transition from the spectrum is not present
anymore.
We now have all the ingredients to derive the radiation
spectrum for our local observer O. The energy of the
quantum of radiation emitted after the action of H^ on
two punctures with spins p, q is 
pq ¼ Ep  Ep1=2 þ
Eq  Eqð1=2Þ and the intensity of the lines is given by
Ijr ¼ sp sq jN‘ Að2p; 1; 2q; 1; rÞj2 
pq ;

(7)

where the matrix elements A are explicitly computed in
[20], for Thiemann’s version of the Euclidean constraint. In
FIG. 1 we plot the energy distribution Ijr as a function of
x  
pq . The plot shows a discrete structure formed by
four different sets of spectral lines. The first two groups of
lines correspond to the case p ! p þ 1=2, while the last
two to the case p ! p  1=2.
Let us now conclude and make some comments.
We have used the statistical mechanical framework introduced in [14,15] to study the properties of IH near
equilibrium in the grand canonical ensemble. This setting
seems to be the most appropriate, given the nature of the
emission process. Compatibility of this framework with the
weakly DH description of the intermediate transition phase
allowed us to single out a physical time variable in terms of
which describe the boundary states evolution. By means of
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FIG. 1 (color online). Emission lines intensity and the thermal
envelope. For the x variable, we used ‘
 2p =G  oð1Þ. The

normalization factor N‘ N of the intensity is left unspecified. The
gap between the different sets of lines is on the order !  .


this deparametrization, we implemented the LQG dynamics near the horizon, providing a quantum gravity description of the evaporation process. For large black holes, the
spectrum presents a neat discrete structure.
Analogous to [4], one could ask if the inclusion of other
lines would make the spectrum effectively continuous. The
ambiguity in the holonomies irrep present in the definition
of H^ can be easily checked to not alter the discrete pattern.
Another possibility would be to consider the simultaneous
action of H^ on more than one vertex in the expansion
Eq. (6). However, those lines could be significantly
damped by the transition amplitude [for instance, this
would be the case if N‘ N  oð1Þ]. Therefore, the LQG
dynamics might provide the possibility to observe a departure from the semiclassical scenario. However, further
investigation in this direction is necessary, and our analysis
should be regarded as a first step towards a fully quantum
dynamical description of the emission process.
While our attention here has been limited to the canonical analysis, the near-horizon dynamics could be implemented using spin foams. More precisely, given the
increasing evidence for the spin foam amplitude to implement the Hamiltonian constraint [21], one could use the
vertex amplitude to compute transition probabilities between boundary states containing the right part of (4) as a
subgraph. This could turn out to be a useful application of
the duality between the two formalisms.
Finally, the process described here differs considerably
from the Hawking effect. The latter simply requires a
curved background and a scalar field propagating on it:
the gravitational d.o.f. are frozen. The emission process is
intrinsically related to the definition of particles possible
due to this switching off of gravity. On the contrary, in our
analysis, it is the evolution of the quantum gravitational
d.o.f. on the horizon which is responsible for the energy
emission. Moreover, due to this dynamical framework, the
whole description of the process is local.
D. P. is very grateful to D. Oriti and A. Perez for clarifying discussions and important remarks concerning different aspects of this work.

011301-4

PRL 109, 011301 (2012)

PHYSICAL REVIEW LETTERS

*pranzetti@aei.mpg.de
[1] S. W. Hawking, Commun. Math. Phys. 43, 199 (1975).
[2] J. D. Bekenstein and V. F. Mukhanov, Phys. Lett. B 360, 7
(1995).
[3] J. Horne, arXiv:gr-qc/9503027.
[4] M. Barreira, M. Carfora, and C. Rovelli, Gen. Relativ.
Gravit. 28, 1293 (1996); C. Rovelli, Helv. Phys.
Acta 69, 582 (1996), http://cdsweb.cern.ch/search?
sysno=000231251CER.
[5] K. V. Krasnov, Classical Quantum Gravity 16, 563
(1999).
[6] L. Smolin, J. Math. Phys. (N.Y.) 36, 6417 (1995); C.
Rovelli, Phys. Rev. Lett. 77, 3288 (1996); K. V. Krasnov,
Gen. Relativ. Gravit. 30, 53 (1998).
[7] A. Ashtekar, C. Beetle, and S. Fairhurst, Classical
Quantum Gravity 16, L1 (1999); A. Ashtekar, A.
Corichi, and K. Krasnov, Adv. Theor. Math. Phys. 3,
419 (1999); I. Booth, Can. J. Phys. 83, 1073 (2005).
[8] A. Ashtekar, J. Baez, A. Corichi, and K. Krasnov, Phys.
Rev. Lett. 80, 904 (1998); A. Ashtekar, J. C. Baez, and K.
Krasnov, Adv. Theor. Math. Phys. 4, 1 (2000).
[9] J. Engle, K. Noui, and A. Perez, Phys. Rev. Lett. 105,
031302 (2010); J. Engle, K. Noui, A. Perez, and D.
Pranzetti, Phys. Rev. D 82, 044050 (2010).
[10] R. K. Kaul and P. Majumdar, Phys. Lett. B 439, 267
(1998); M. Domagala and J. Lewandowski, Classical
Quantum Gravity 21, 5233 (2004); K. A. Meissner,
Classical Quantum Gravity 21, 5245 (2004); A. Corichi,

[11]
[12]
[13]

[14]
[15]
[16]
[17]

[18]
[19]

[20]
[21]

011301-5

week ending
6 JULY 2012

J. Diaz-Polo, and E. Fernandez-Borja, Phys. Rev. Lett. 98,
181301 (2007); I. Agullo, J. F. Barbero G., J. Diaz-Polo, E.
Fernandez-Borja, and E. J. S. Villasenor, Phys. Rev. Lett.
100, 211301 (2008); J. Engle, K. Noui, A. Perez, and D.
Pranzetti, J. High Energy Phys. 05 (2011) 016.
J. Diaz-Polo and D. Pranzetti, arXiv:1112.0291.
S. A. Hayward, Phys. Rev. D 49, 6467 (1994).
A. Ashtekar and B. Krishnan, Phys. Rev. Lett. 89, 261101
(2002); A. Ashtekar and B. Krishnan, Phys. Rev. D 68,
104030 (2003).
A. Ghosh and A. Perez, Phys. Rev. Lett. 107, 241301
(2011).
E. Frodden, A. Ghosh, and A. Perez, arXiv:1110.4055.
C. Teitelboim, Phys. Lett. B 96, 77 (1980).
M. P. Reisenberger and C. Rovelli, Phys. Rev. D 56, 3490
(1997); C. Rovelli, Phys. Rev. D 59, 104015
(1999).
T. Thiemann, Phys. Lett. B 380, 257 (1996); T. Thiemann,
Classical Quantum Gravity 15, 839 (1998).
I. Booth and S. Fairhurst, Phys. Rev. Lett. 92, 011102
(2004); I. Booth and S. Fairhurst, Phys. Rev. D 75, 084019
(2007).
R. Borissov, R. De Pietri, and C. Rovelli, Classical
Quantum Gravity 14, 2793 (1997).
E. Alesci, K. Noui, and F. Sardelli, Phys. Rev. D 78,
104009 (2008); B. Bahr, Classical Quantum Gravity 28,
045002 (2011); E. Alesci, T. Thiemann, and A. Zipfel,
arXiv:1109.1290.

