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We introduce a novel theory of gravity based on the inverse of the Ricci tensor, that we call the
anticurvature tensor. We derive the general equations of motion for any Lagrangian function of
the curvature and anticurvature scalars. We then demonstrate a no-go theorem: no Lagrangian
that contains terms linear in any positive or negative power of the anticurvature scalar can drive an
evolution from deceleration to acceleration, as required by observations. This effectively rules out
many realizations of this theory, as we illustrate in detail in a particular case. Finally, we speculate
on how to circumvent the no-go theorem.

I. INTRODUCTION

Alternative theories of gravity have been investigated ever since the first Einsteinian formulation more than one
hundred years ago. The motivations have been varied: from the inclusion of electrodynamics in Kaluza-Klein extra-
dimensional metrics [1, 2], to the "large number hypothesis" of Dirac [3, 4], to the search for an "affine theory" by
Eddington [5] and Schroedinger [6]. More recently, the main motivation came from the puzzling observation of the
cosmic acceleration [7, 8], and the difficulty of explaining it with a unnaturally fine-tuned value of the cosmological
constant [9, 10]. In addition, the so-called tensions of the standard ΛCDM [11, 12] have prompted the creativity of
theorists to find explanations in modification of gravity.

One unpleasant characteristic of most alternative formulations is the introduction of new dimensional constants.
In order for the models to have an observable effect at the present epoch, this constant needs to be of the order of
powers of H0, which immediately brings back the fine-tuning problem. Another problem is the introduction of new
fields, scalar or vectors, that have no obvious relation to the curvature tensor, marking a dramatic departure from
Einstein’s purely geometric formulation. These issues are of course not necessarily showstoppers, but neither are they
arguments in favour of the modification of Einstein’s gravity. At the very least, however, they motivate the search for
alternative gravity theories based entirely on the curvature tensor and adding no new dimensional constants. This
paper is devoted to a novel gravity theory that has both properties.

As far as we know, there is only one case studied in the literature which satisfy these properties, namely the non-
local model of Deser and Woodard (DW) [13–15]. One can of course easily write down combinations f(K)R of the
curvature tensor with the same dimensions as R, e.g. with K ≡ R−2RµνRµν , such that a modification of gravity
without new mass scales arises. However, these terms are very complicated and consequently have not been studied
in any detail so far. The DW term is instead in principle quite simple, being based on the additional term R�−1R. It
has been shown that it can produce an accelerated phase and growth of perturbations in agreement with observations
[16–19] without fine-tuning of parameters, at the price however of a complicate function f(�−1R).

Motivated by the previous considerations, we introduce in this paper a novel way of building an alternative gravity
theory. We define the tensor Aµν as the inverse of Rµν , i.e. such that

AµνRνσ = δµσ . (1)

We call Aµν the anticurvature tensor. One can then build the anticurvature scalar A = gµνA
µν (of course A 6= R−1).

With A, it is easy to construct relatively simple terms with the same dimensions as R, for instance A−1 and R2A or
in general any f(RA)R.

Having introduced a theory of gravity based on the inverse Ricci tensor, we immediately proceed to prove a no-go
theorem: any Lagrangian f(R,A) function of the curvature and anticurvature scalars that contains terms proportional
to An, with any positive or negative n, cannot contain both a decelerated and an acceleration cosmic expansion. As
a consequence, they are ruled out as dark energy candidates. This powerful theorem is actually quite simple to
demonstrate, since it turns out that both A and A−1 are singular at some epoch that is intermediate between
deceleration and acceleration.

A theory based on the anticurvature tensor is a type of fourth-order gravity, similar to models built with terms like
RµνRµν and RαβγδRαβγδ, extensively studied in the past [20–23]. The inverse of the Ricci tensor can be expanded
into the ratio of a third-order polynomial in Rµν divided by a fourth-order polynomial, that is, an extremely non-linear
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function of the Ricci tensor1, analogously to the Einstein-Born-Infeld theory [24]. A Lagrangian which is a generic
function of non-linear combinations of the Ricci tensor is expected to contain ghosts [25, 26] when expanded around
a Minkowski or vacuum background (except when the scalars enter in the Gauss-Bonnet combination). However, a
separate discussion of the existence of ghosts or other instabilities is left to future work, also because models based
on the Ricci-inverse might even lack a Minkowskian limit.

Finally, we conclude this work by pointing out some possibilities to escape the no-go theorem.

II. MAIN EQUATIONS

Consider first the basic Action

S =

∫ √
−gd4x(R+ αA) , (2)

where the anticurvature scalar A is the trace of Aµν

Aµν = R−1
µν . (3)

By differentiating Eq. (1), we see that

δAµτ = −Aµν(δRνσ)Aστ . (4)

We have then

δS =

∫
d4x(Aδ

√
−g +

√
−gAµνδgµν +

√
−ggµνδAµν) (5)

=

∫
d4x
√
−g(

1

2
Agµνδgµν +Aµνδgµν + gµνδA

µν) , (6)

and since

δRαβ = ∇ρδΓρβα −∇βδΓ
ρ
ρα , (7)

we obtain

δAµν = −Aµα(∇ρδΓρβα −∇βδΓ
ρ
ρα)Aβν (8)

= −1

2
Aµα(gρλ∇ρ(∇αδgβλ +∇βδgλα −∇λδgαβ)− gρλ∇β(∇αδgρλ +∇ρδgλα −∇λδgαρ))Aβν (9)

= −1

2
Aµαgρλ(∇ρ∇αδgβλ −∇ρ∇λδgαβ −∇β∇αδgρλ +∇β∇λδgαρ + [∇β ,∇ρ] δgλα)Aβν . (10)

Using integration by parts, this becomes

gµνδA
µν = −1

2
gµνg

ρλ(δgβλ∇α∇ρ(AµαAβν)− δgαβ∇λ∇ρ(AµαAβν)− δgρλ∇α∇β(AµαAβν) + δgαρ∇λ∇β(AµαAβν))

(11)

=
1

2
δgικ(−2gρι∇α∇ρAµαAκµ +∇2(AµιAκµ) + gικ∇α∇β(AµαAβµ)) . (12)

So finally the variation is

δgµν(
1

2
Agµν +Aµν +

1

2
(−2gρµ∇α∇ρAσαAνσ +∇2(AσµAνσ) + gµν∇α∇β(AσαAβσ))) . (13)

Together with the variation of the standard Hilbert-Einstein Lagrangian

δgµν(−1

2
Rgµν +Rµν) = −δgµν(−1

2
Rgµν +Rµν) , (14)

1 We thank Ignacy Sawicki for pointing this out to us.
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we obtain finally the equations for the Action (2)

Rµν − 1

2
Rgµν − αAµν − 1

2
αAgµν +

α

2

(
2gρµ∇α∇ρAασAνσ −∇2AµσA

νσ − gµν∇α∇ρAασAρσ
)

= Tµν , (15)

where we used the fact that AασAνσ = AατgτσA
σν = AατAντ = AασAνσ = AνσA

ασ and we employed units in which
8πG = 1. It can be show that the left-hand side of Eq. (15) is divergenceless, as it should be in order to satisfy the
Bianchi identities.

The extension to any Lagrangian f(R,A) is quite straightforward:

δS =

∫
d4x
√
−g(−1

2
f(R,A)gµνδg

µν + fAA
µνδgµν + fAgµνδA

µν + fRRµνδg
µν + fRg

µνδRµν) , (16)

where fR = ∂f/∂R and fA = ∂f/∂A. Then we have

fRR
µν − fAAµν −

1

2
fgµν + gρµ∇α∇ρfAAασAνσ −

1

2
∇2(fAA

µ
σA

νσ)

− 1

2
gµν∇α∇β(fAA

α
σA

βσ)−∇µ∇νfR + gµν∇2fR = Tµν . (17)

It is well known that one can recast a f(R) theory in the form of a scalar-tensor theory in the Einstein frame
introducing a scalar field non minimally coupled to gravity. Usually this is done by defining a scalar field φ = df/dR
and performing a Legendre transformation of the function f . Such an approach, however, fails here, because A is not
a one-to-one function of R and therefore df(A)/dR is in general not invertible. In Ref. [26] a general way to recast
Lagrangians based on functions of the Ricci tensor as multi-scalar-tensor theories is discussed, but this approach is
not particularly helpful so it will not be pursued here.

A code that evaluates the equations of motion for any f(R,A) in a given metric is made publicly available.2
We note in passing that on a deSitter cosmological solution all the terms with derivatives in Eq. (17) vanish. Taking

the trace one has then in vacuum

fRR− fAA− 2f = 0 , (18)

Since on deSitter R = 12H2 and A = 4/(3H2), this equation can be easily solved for any f(R,A) model to check
whether one gets non-trivial (i.e. H 6= 0) solutions that could replace a cosmological constant. For instance, if
f = R− αA (where α is a constant with dimensions H4

0 ) then we see that H = (α/3)1/4 = const.

III. A NO-GO THEOREM

Let us now write down the anticurvature scalar A in a flat-space FLRW metric. It is easily found that

A =
2(6 + 5ξ)

3H2(1 + ξ)(3 + ξ)
, (19)

where ξ ≡ H ′/H and a prime stands for d/d log a. Notice that although A is singular in the Minkowski limit (H → 0),
as obviously expected, A−1 is not. We see however that A is singular3 for ξ = −3,−1 and vanishes for ξ = −6/5. This
means that if the cosmic evolution passes through any one of these values of ξ, either A or A−1, or any of their powers,
develops a singularity. If during the evolution A passes through both 0 and ±∞, then any term in the Lagrangian
that contains An, for n positive or negative, will blow up. This behavior will reflect into equations of motion that
also contain a singularity at the same cosmic epochs. Now we show that this is exactly what happens.

The quantity ξ can also be written as

ξ = −3

2
(1 + weff) , (20)

where weff is the total equation of state, and (just like H or ξ) is what current distance observations measure (through
the integral

∫
dz/H that appears in the expression for the cosmic distance). In a ΛCDM model, weff = wΛΩΛ = −ΩΛ.

2 https://github.com/itpamendola/inverse-ricci
3 Unless at the same time H suitably vanishes or diverges: this would however only occur for special initial conditions.
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FIG. 1. The two real branches of the function weff(α) = −2ξ/3− 1 from Eq. (25)

Now, observations [27–30] tell us that the Universe evolved from a decelerated phase with weff ≈ 0 (so ξ ≈ −1.5) into
an accelerated phase weff ≈ −0.7 (so ξ ≈ −0.45). Therefore the cosmic expansion had to pass, at redshifts around
unity, through both ξ = −1 and ξ = −6/5. This demonstrates that A and A−1 will both be singular at some epoch
between deceleration and acceleration. Consequently, any Lagrangian that contains additive terms proportional to
An (e.g. the two simplest scale-free models, f(R,A) = R + αA−1 and f(R,A) = R + αR2A, with α a dimensionless
constant) are ruled out as dark energy models. Notice also that R = 6H2(ξ + 2) so no power of R can cure the
singularity.

Before speculating on how to avoid this problem, let us show its realization in the simple case f = R+ αA−1.

IV. LAGRANGIAN R+ α/A

In this case we find the modified Friedmann equation

ρt = 3αH2 (ξ + 3)2(5ξ + 6)− 18ξ′

4(5ξ + 6)3
+ 3H2 , (21)

and the (i, i) equation

wtρt = −
αH2

[
(5ξ + 6)

(
(ξ + 3)2(2ξ + 3)(5ξ + 6)− 18ξ′′

)
+ 270 (ξ′)

2 − 54(ξ + 2)(5ξ + 6)ξ′
]

4(5ξ + 6)4
− 2H2ξ − 3H2 , (22)

(here the subscript t designs total matter) plus of course the matter conservation equation ρ′t = −3(1 + wt)ρt. The
expected singularity at ξ = −6/5 appears in both equations. The A energy density is given by

ΩA ≡ −α
(ξ + 3)2(5ξ + 6)− 18ξ′

4(5ξ + 6)3
. (23)

We consider now two cases, first with just pressureless matter, then adding a cosmological constant. In the first
case, wt = 0 and we obtain a single equation for ξ:

ξ′′ =
15 (ξ′)

2

5ξ + 6
− 3(ξ + 2)ξ′ +

(2ξ + 3)(5ξ + 6)
(
α(ξ + 3)2 + 4(5ξ + 6)2

)
18α

. (24)

We can now study qualitatively the system by searching for critical points and determining their stability. We
find critical points for ξ = const, which also give Ωm = 1 − ΩA = const. These solutions correspond to power-law
expansions with scale factor a ∼ tn, where weff = −1 + 3n/2. We find critical points at Ωm = 1 + α

4 and ξ0 = − 3
2 ,

and for

Ωm = 0 , ξ± =
3(−40− α± 6

√
−α)

100 + α
. (25)
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FIG. 2. Numerical solutions ξ(a) of Eq. (25) in case of Ωm 6= 0, ΩΛ = 0 with w = 0 and α = −4. The solutions ξ = −3/2 and
ξ = −3/4 are confirmed to be attractors. The divide at ξ = −3/2 is also evident. The red dashed line is the ΛCDM behaviour.

In Fig. 1 we illustrate ξ±(α). We see that for every α < 0 there are two real solutions, one above, the other below
ξ = −6/5, or equivalently weff = −0.2. Some of these solutions seem cosmologically interesting. For instance, for
α ≈ −8, the two solutions correspond to the observed present accelerated value weff ≈ −0.67 and to an expansion
quite close to a matter dominated era, weff ≈ 0.06. Analogously, if α = −4, one has weff = 0, i.e. an exact matter
era evolution without matter, in which the A energy density acts as a form of dark matter. The other solution,
ξ+, corresponds to weff = −0.5, i.e. an accelerated solution still marginally compatible with observations. A cosmic
evolution that moves from one such solution to the other would be indeed an intriguing possibility, replacing both dark
matter and dark energy with the anticurvature tensor without any new scale nor fine-tuned parameters. However, as
anticipated, this does not occur.

Through a stability analysis of the linearized dynamical system we find that the the critical point ξ− is a stable
attractor only for −4 ≤ α ≤ 0. The critical point ξ+ is a stable attractor for α ≤ 0, while the linear analysis alone
cannot assess the stability of the point ξ = −3/2. These findings are supported by the numerical investigation shown
in Fig. 2, so that the cosmic evolution will end up either at ξ+ or ξ−, depending on whether the initial weff is above
or below the singularity at weff = −0.2. The crucial point is that no trajectory can cross the weff = −0.2 ridge;
consequently, as anticipated on general grounds, the cosmic expansion cannot move from a decelerated phase around
weff = 0 to an accelerated one around weff ≈ −0.7.

When matter is composed of dust plus a cosmological constant, we derive instead the following equation for ξ,Ωm,

ξ′′ =
6(5ξ + 6)4Ωm + ξ(5ξ + 6)2

(
9(α+ 16) + (α+ 100)ξ2 + 6(α+ 40)ξ

)
+ 135α (ξ′)

2 − 27α
(
5ξ2 + 11ξ + 6

)
ξ′

9α(5ξ + 6)
,

(26)
to be complemented by the conservation equation

Ω′m = −(3 + 2ξ)Ωm . (27)

The phase space now is more complicated, in particular we found that now ξ− is always unstable and ξ+ is a stable
attractor for α < −16. The critical point ξ = −3/2 is always unstable, while a new critical point ξ = 0, i.e. a de
Sitter state, appears which is a stable attractor when −16 ≤ α ≤ 0. However, the bottom line is the same, as can be
immediately gleaned from Fig. 3, so the model is ruled out as a candidate for dark energy even when a cosmological
constant is added, regardless of the value of α.

We also analysed numerically the case L = R+ αR2A and found a qualitatively very similar behavior (see Fig. 4),
now with a divide at ξ = −1 as expected.

V. CIRCUMVENTING THE NO-GO THEOREM

Here we discuss some ways to avoid the no-go theorem.
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FIG. 3. Numerical solutions ξ(a) of Eq. (26) with matter and cosmological constant, for α = −4. The upper curves converge
toward the de Sitter attractor at ξ = 0. The lower curves converge towards the divide line at ξ = −6/5, which is now also an
attractor. The red dashed line is the ΛCDM behavior.

FIG. 4. Numerical solutions ξ(a) for the Lagrangian L = R + αR2A in the presence of matter for α = −0.4. The upper
curves converge toward the accelerated attractor at ξ = −0.43. The lower curves converge towards the decelerated attractor at
ξ = −1.46. The divide at ξ = −1 is evident. The red dashed line is the ΛCDM behavior.

A. Spatially curved metric

The first possibility is to move away from a flat-space FLRW. If there is a non-zero spatial curvature then

A =
2(6 + 5ξ + 3Ωk)

3H2(1 + ξ)(3 + ξ + 6Ωk)
, (28)

and the singularity of A−1 is shifted to another value of ξ, while the one of A at ξ = −1 is not modified. However,
if Ωk is very close to zero, as observations show [29], then the shift will be very small, and the singularity remains
between the decelerated and accelerated phases.
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B. Anisotropic background

Another simple possibility is to consider an anisotropic universe. Let us adopt for illustrative purpose the simplest
choice, a Bianchi I spacetime:

ds2 = −dt2 + a(t)2
(
e2βx(t)dx2 + e2βy(t)dy2 + e2βz(t)dz2

)
, (29)

where we have defined the averaged scale factor

a(t) = 3

√
ax(t)ay(t)az(t) , (30)

so that ai(t) = a(t)eβi , and the βi satisfies
∑
i βi = 0. For the sake of simplicity, let us specialise to the case

βx = −βz ≡ β and βy = 0. In this case the anticurvature scalar A reads:

A =
1

H2

 4ξ + 6 + (β′)2

2

3 (3 + ξ)
(

1 + ξ + (β′)2

6

) +
2(3 + ξ)

(3 + ξ)
2 − 1

4 (β′′ + β′(3 + ξ))
2

 , (31)

which for β′ = 0 reduces to the FLRW case. As we can see, the singularity ξ = −1 is shifted by the anisotropic
term (β′)2/6. Note that also the singularity appearing in A−1, ξ = −6/5, is in general shifted. For example, if β′′ is
negligible, we have that A−1 is singular for

ξ =
24− β′4

4

2β′2 − 20
≈ −6

5
(1− (β′)2

10
) , (32)

(the last approximate equality being valid for β′ � 1) which recovers the FLRW case for β′ = 0, while being regular
in ξ = −6/5 unless β′2 = 48/5, i.e. the two roots of Eq. (32) for ξ = −6/5. This shows that relaxing the assumption
of spatial isotropy the singularities occurring in the anticurvature scalar and its inverse can be arbitrarily shifted, but
not removed. It is clear however that one needs β′ of order unity to move the singularity outside the observational
range, which on the other hand is not likely to be compatible with experimental data.

To illustrate that, let us naively estimate β from the evidence of anisotropic expansion claimed recently in [31],
emerged from X-ray observations of galaxy clusters. Here the authors find that the highest and the lowest values
observed for the universe expansion rate are Hmax ∼ 75 km/s/Mpc and Hmin ∼ 66 km/s/Mpc. Identifying Hmax

with Hx = H +Hβ′ and Hmin with Hz = H −Hβ′ it is easy to compute:

Hmax −Hmin = Hx −Hz = 2Hβ′ ∼ 9 km/s/Mpc , (33)

from which, assuming that the averaged Hubble factor is H ∼ 70 km/s/Mpc, we obtain

β′ ∼ 0.06 , (34)

which shows that generally β′ is constrained from the observations to be too small to shift the singularities of A
outside the observational range.

C. Revising the data analysis

The no-go theorem is based on the distance observations through e.g. supernovae Ia (other data, like CMB, are
more model-dependent and a completely new analysis based on the present theory should be performed). These
distance observations measure directly the luminosity or the angular diameter distances and only indirectly derive H.
One could then imagine some contrived model in which the past expansion is compatible with weff < −0.2, such that
the final acceleration can be reached without passing through the weff = −0.2 ridge. However, one should also find a
way to produce a viable radiation era, when weff = 1/3, so this way out seems very unlikely.

D. Non-polynomial Lagrangians

The previous attempts at finding loopholes in the no-go theorem are not satisfactory. The last possibility we briefly
discuss is to design a Lagrangian function of A that remains regular both for A→ 0 and A→ ±∞. In this case, in fact,
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the singularities of the Lagrangian are avoided. For instance, still considering scale-free Lagrangians for simplicity,
R+ αR exp[−β(RA)2] or R/(1 + αRA) have this property. In the former case, for example, the Friedmann equation
around the critical points, i.e. assuming ξ′ = ξ′′ = 0, becomes:

3H2

(
1− αP5(ξ, β)

(ξ + 1)3(ξ + 3)2
e
− 16β(ξ+2)2(5ξ+6,)2

(ξ+1)2(ξ+3)2

)
= ρm , (35)

where P5(ξ, β) is a polynomial of order five in ξ and linear in β. It is straightforward to realise that the above equation
is regular on the poles of the denominator due to the presence of the exponential factor. One could then work out
the cosmological implications of such models, but this is beyond the scope of this work.

Another option is to include scalar combinations of higher order in the anticurvature tensor, like AµνAµν . In FLRW
background the latter looks as follows:

AµνAµν =
4

9H4

7ξ2 + 15ξ + 9

(ξ + 1)2(ξ + 3)2
. (36)

We see that it still contains the singularities at ξ = −3 and ξ = −1, but remarkably it never vanishes. This means
that a theory from a Lagrangian (AµνAµν)−1 should be free of this kind of singularities.

A similar approach would be to assume that the A terms are only effective at some early cosmic epoch, e.g. during
inflation. In this case, the no-go theorem would also be irrelevant and the anticurvature theory could introduce some
interesting phenomenology.

VI. CONCLUSIONS

The anticurvature tensor, defined as the inverse of the Ricci tensor, allows the formulation of an alternative theory
of gravity. Such a theory will have to be analysed to assess the existence of ghosts or other instabilities and derive
the effects on perturbations such as the propagation of gravitational waves, the growth of perturbations, or the
Newtonian limit. After deriving the general equations of motion for a generic Lagrangian function of the curvature
and the anticurvature scalars, here we concerned ourselves about whether such a theory could be a viable candidate as
a cosmological model. We have shown that a general no-go theorem prevents cosmic trajectories to join a decelerated
phase to an accelerated one in any Lagrangian that contains a term with any positive or negative power of the
anticurvature scalar, thereby ruling out a vast class of models. This no-go theorem is illustrated analytically and
numerically in some particularly simple cases of models without new dimensional scales. We discuss possible ways
out of the theorem, and in particular we point out some (more complicate) Lagrangians that avoid it. We leave to
future work a systematic study of such models, in search of novel phenomenology.
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