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Riemannian foliations of spheres

ALEXANDER LYTCHAK

BURKHARD WILKING

We show that a Riemannian foliation on a topological n–sphere has leaf dimension
1 or 3 unless n D 15 and the Riemannian foliation is given by the fibers of a
Riemannian submersion to an 8–dimensional sphere. This allows us to classify
Riemannian foliations on round spheres up to metric congruence.

53C12, 57R30

1 Introduction

We are going to prove the final piece of the following theorem:

Theorem 1.1 Suppose F is a Riemannian foliation by k–dimensional leaves of a
compact manifold .M;g/ which is homeomorphic to Sn . We assume 0< k < n. Then
one of the following holds:

(a) k D 1 and the foliation is given by an isometric flow with respect to some
Riemannian metric.

(b) k D 3, n� 3 mod 4 and the generic leaves are diffeomorphic to RP3 or S3 .

(c) k D 7, n D 15 and F is given by the fibers of a Riemannian submersion
.M;g/! .B; xg/, where .B; xg/ is homeomorphic to S8 and the fiber is homeo-
morphic to S7 .

Furthermore, all these cases can occur.

A big part of the theorem follows by putting together various pieces in the literature:
Ghys [4] showed that the generic leaves of a Riemannian foliation of a homotopy
sphere are closed, unless the leaf dimension is 1 and the foliation is given by an
isometric flow with respect to a possibly different Riemannian metric. Furthermore,
the generic leaves are rational homotopy spheres. Haefliger [7] observed that, for any
Riemannian foliation of a complete manifold M with closed leaves, one can find a
space yM homotopically equivalent to M such that yM is the total space of a fiber
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bundle, where the fibers are homeomorphic to the generic leaves of the foliation (see
Section 2 for further details). If M is a sphere then the fibers are contractible in yM .
Spanier and Whitehead observed [11] that for any such fibration the fiber must be an
H–space. Furthermore, closed manifolds which are H–spaces and rational homotopy
spheres were classified by Browder [2]: they are homotopically equivalent to S1 , RP3 ,
S3 , RP7 or S7 . With Perelman’s solution of the geometrization conjecture, one can
improve “homotopically equivalent” to “diffeomorphic” if k D 3.

We are left to consider 7–dimensional foliations of homotopy spheres. Our strategy
will be to reduce the situation first to the case of n D 15 and then to show that the
foliation is simple, ie given by the fibers of a Riemannian submersion. By a result of
Browder [2] this automatically rules out the possibility of an RP7–foliation.

To see that all examples can occur, we can again appeal to the literature for the only
non-classical case: the existence of RP3 foliations on S4kC3 . It was shown by
Oliver [9] that, contrary to a previous conjecture, there are almost free smooth actions
of SO.3/ŠRP3 on S4kC3 for k � 1. The actions of Oliver extend to fixed point free
smooth actions on the disc D4kC4 ; different actions were later exhibited by Grove and
Ziller [6].

Our topological result allows us to classify Riemannian foliations of the round sphere
up to metric congruence. We recall that Gromoll and Grove [5] classified Riemannian
foliations of the sphere up to leaf dimension 3. Moreover, due to Wilking [14], a
Riemannian submersion of the round S15 with 7–dimensional fibers is metrically
congruent to the Hopf fibration. Combining this work with Theorem 1.1 gives:

Corollary 1.2 Let F be a Riemannian foliation on a round sphere Sn with leaf
dimension 0 < k < n. Then, up to isometric congruence, either F is given by the
orbits of an isometric action of R or S3 with discrete isotropy groups or it is the Hopf
fibration S15! S8.1=2/ with fiber S7 .

As has been pointed out by Gromoll and Grove, a real representation �W S3! SO.n/

induces an almost free action of S3 on the unit sphere if and only if all irreducible
subrepresentations are even-dimensional.

The paper is structured as follows. In Section 2 we recall the results stated after
Theorem 1.1 and study the fibration yM ! yB from a homotopy n–sphere yM to the
resolution yB of the orbifold B DM=F . The fiber of the fibration is L, the principal
leaf of F , and we only need to consider the cases LD S7 and LDRP7 . From this
fibration we compute the cohomology of yB . The even-degree cohomology ring of yB
turns out to be a truncated polynomial ring Zp Œa� at all odd primes p . Using Steenrod
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powers at pD 3, we deduce that n must be equal to 15. In the two subsequent sections,
we exclude the possibility that the orbifold B is not a manifold. Here we use the local
data of the orbifold to find nontrivial cohomology classes of yB that cannot exist by
the previous computations. We rely on the fact that all isotropy groups of B act freely
on a 7–dimensional sphere or a projective space, a severe restriction on the possible
group structure. In Section 3, we use the computation of the cohomology of yB at the
prime 2 to deduce that all isotropy groups are cyclic of odd order. Here we detect the
forbidden classes by looking at single points of B , ie by finding nonzero restrictions of
the cohomology classes to the classifying spaces of the isotropy groups. In Section 4,
we exclude the possibility that the set Bp of points with nontrivial p–isotropy is non-
empty, otherwise detecting forbidden cohomology classes by their nontrivial restriction
to a component of Bp .

Acknowledgements Lytchak was partially supported by a Heisenberg grant of the
DFG and both authors by the SFB Groups, Geometry and Actions. We are grateful to
the anonymous referee for helpful comments.

2 Topology

2.1 Preliminaries

Let .M;F/ be as in Theorem 1.1 and assume that the leaves have dimension k � 2.
Due to [4], all leaves of F are closed. This in turn is equivalent to saying that F is
a generalized Seifert fibration on M , ie the space of leaves B DM=F carries the
natural structure of a smooth Riemannian orbifold such that the induced Riemannian
distance corresponds to the distance between leaves in M . Due to [4], the regular
leaf L of F is a rational homology sphere. Following Haefliger, we consider the
SO.n� k/ bundle Fr M over M given by all oriented horizontal frames in M . Then
the Riemannian foliation F induces a fiber bundle structure on Fr M with the fibers
being diffeomorphic to L and with the base space being the oriented frame bundle
Fr B of the orbifold B . Furthermore, the natural fiber bundle map Fr M ! Fr B is
SO.n� k/–equivariant.

Thus one also gets a fiber bundle f W yM ! yB with total space given by

yM D Fr M �SO.n�k/ESO.n� k/

with fiber L and with base space

yB WD Fr B �SO.n�k/ESO.n� k/:
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Clearly, yM is homotopically equivalent to M and yB is the so-called resolution
(or classifying space) of the orbifold B . Its cohomology is the so-called orbifold
cohomology of B . As has been observed by Haefliger, the natural projection yB!B

is a rational homotopy equivalence.

Since the fiber L is a k–dimensional manifold and yM �heq M �heq Sn is k–connected,
we see that the fiber is contractible in yM . Therefore L is an H–space [11]. Since L
is a rational homology sphere, we may apply [2] and deduce that L is homotopy
equivalent to RP3 , S3 , S7 or RP7 .

The geometrization conjecture shows that for kD 3 the generic leaf F is diffeomorphic
to RP3 or S3 . Moreover, the Gysin sequence with Q–coefficients of the fibration
yM ! yB shows that the dimension n of M is divisible by kC1D 4; see the argument

in the next subsection. This finishes the proof of Theorem 1.1 in the case k D 3.

Thus we only need to consider the case kD 7. Hence, L is either homeomorphic to S7

or it is homotopy equivalent to RP7 and its double cover is homeomorphic to S7 . We
call the first case the spherical case and the second case the projective case.

2.2 Gysin sequence and dimension

Let R be any ring with unit. In the projective case we assume in addition that 2 is
invertible in R, eg RD Z3 or RDQ. Then H�.L;R/DH�.S7;R/. Thus we find
the Gysin sequence of the fibration f with coefficients in R. The Euler class must be
a generator a 2H 8. yB;R/ŠH 0. yB;R/ŠR. Moreover, the cup product

�[ aW H 2i. yB/!H 2iC8. yB/

is an isomorphism if 2i ¤ n� 7.

Since yB has finite rational cohomology, we use this isomorphism for RDQ to see
that nD 8l C 7 for some positive integer l .

2.3 Reduction to n D 15

We want to show l D 1. Assume on the contrary l � 2. Then, due to the above
isomorphism, we have H�. yB;Z3/DZ3Œa� in degrees � 16. To obtain a contradiction,
we first show:

Lemma 2.1 Under the assumptions above there exists a space X and an element
c 2H 8.X;Z3/ such that the cohomology ring H�.X;Z3/ equals the polynomial ring
Z3Œc� in degrees � 24.

Geometry & Topology, Volume 20 (2016)



Riemannian foliations of spheres 1261

Proof For l > 2, one could just take X D B . In general, let Ef be the mapping
cylinder of f , which is a fiber bundle over yB with fiber being the cone over L. Let X

be the Thom space of the fibration f , which is obtained from Ef by identifying all
points on the boundary of Ef . For the subbundle E0 D yB of the bundle Ef ! yB , we
can apply [8, Theorem 4.D.8]. Using the fact that the bundle yM ! yB is orientable,
we deduce that there is an element c 2H 8.E;E0;Z3/DH 8.X;Z3/ (the Thom class
of the fibration) such that b 7! f �.b/[ c induces an isomorphism between H�. yB/

and the reduced cohomology zH�C8.X;Z3/.

The claim follows from this isomorphism and the structure of H�. yB/.

We now get a contradiction to the following application of Steenrod powers; see [8,
Theorem 4.L.9].

Lemma 2.2 Let X be a topological space. If H 12.X;Z3/DH 20.X;Z3/D 0 then
for all c 2H 8.X;Z3/ we have c3 D 0.

Proof Consider the Steenrod operations P i W H n.X;Z3/!H nC4i.X;Z3/. We have
c3 D P4.c/. On the other hand, by the Adem relations, P4.c/ is a linear combination
of P1.P3.c// and P3.P1.c//, which must both be zero, since P1.c/ and P3.c/ are
zero by assumption.

The contradiction shows l D 1, hence nD 15. Thus B has dimension 8 and yB has
the rational homology of S8 .

2.4 Cohomology of yB

From the Gysin sequence of the fibration f W yM ! yB we deduce:

Lemma 2.3 Let p be a prime number, with p ¤ 2 in the projective case. Then either
yB is a Zp–homology sphere, or the Zp–cohomology ring of yB has the form

H�. yB;Zp/D Zp Œa; b�=b
2;

where b has degree 15 and a has degree 8.

We will need:

Lemma 2.4 H 4. yB;Z/D 0:
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Proof In the spherical case yB is 7–connected. In the projective case, we know
�2. yB/ D Z2 and �k. yB/ D 0 for k D 1 and 3 � k � 7. Hence the canonical map
from yB to the Eilenberg–MacLane space K.Z2; 2/ induces isomorphisms on all
cohomologies in all degrees � 7. The result follows from the computations of the
cohomology groups of K.Z2; 2/ (see for instance [3]).

The last result about the cohomology of yB which we extract from the fiber bundle
yM ! yB is the following application of the transgression theorem of Borel [1, The-

orem 13.1]. This theorem applies (see [2, last paragraph on page 370]), since in the
projective case, the fiber L has the cohomology of RP7 .

Lemma 2.5 Assume that L is homotopy equivalent to RP7 . Then the cohomol-
ogy ring H�. yB;Z2/ up to degree 14 is freely generated by elements u2;u3;u5

of degrees 2; 3; 5, respectively. In particular, we have dim H 10. yB;Z2/ D 4 and
dim H 14. yB;Z2/D 6.

3 Isotropy groups are cyclic groups of odd order

In this section we use characteristic classes to see that any 2–Sylow subgroup of any
isotropy group is cyclic of order at most 4. Then we use that the isotropy groups
act freely on the generic leaf L to show that all isotropy groups are cyclic groups of
odd order.

Consider B as the quotient space B D Fr B=SO.8/, where Fr B is the bundle of
oriented frames of B with canonical action of SO.8/. Recall that the space yB is
nothing else but the Borel construction yB D Fr B �SO.8/ ESO.8/. We will often
consider the canonical 8–dimensional vector bundle (the tangent bundle of the orbifold)

T yB WD Fr B �SO.8/ESO.8/�R8

over yB .

Lemma 3.1 Let V be a vector bundle over yB . Then the Stiefel–Whitney classes
w2.V / and w4.V / vanish.

Proof We first assume w2.V /D 0 and prove that this implies w4.V /D 0.

By stabilizing with a trivial bundle, we may assume that the rank l of V is at least 5.
Let prW yB!BSO.l/ be the classifying map of the bundle V . In particular, the Stiefel–
Whitney classes of V are given by pullbacks of Stiefel–Whitney classes of the universal
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bundle over BSO.l/. Since w2.V /D 0, pr can be lifted to a map zprW yB! BSpin.l/.
Suppose now on the contrary that w4.V /¤ 0. Then

zpr�W H 4.BSpin.l/;Z2/!H 4. yB;Z2/

is not zero. Since H 4.BSpin.l/;Z/ŠZ there is a natural map BSpin.l/!K.Z; 4/ to
the Eilenberg–MacLane space K.Z; 4/ that induces an isomorphism on 4th cohomology
with integral coefficients. Since this map is 5–connected it also induces an isomorphism
on 4th cohomology with Z2–coefficients. By composing this map with zpr we get a map
yB!K.Z; 4/ which induces a nontrivial map on 4th cohomology with Z2–coefficients.
On the other hand, the homotopy classes of maps yB ! K.Z; 4/ are classified by
H 4. yB;Z/D 0 (see Lemma 2.4) and thus any map yB!K.Z; 4/ is null homotopic; a
contradiction.

Assume now w2.V / ¤ 0. Then w2.V /
2 ¤ 0 as well (see Lemma 2.5). Consider

the bundle W D V ˚ V . Then the total Stiefel–Whitney classes satisfy w�.W / D

w�.V / �w�.V /. Since yB is simply connected, w1.V /D 0. We deduce w2.W /D 0

and w4.W / D w2.V /
2 . Applying the previous observation to the bundle W , we

deduce w4.W /D 0. This contradicts w2.V /
2 ¤ 0.

Lemma 3.2 Let �x � SO.8/ be an isotropy group. Then any element of order 2 is
given by � id 2 SO.8/. The 2–Sylow group of �x is a cyclic group of order at most 4.

Proof Let Qx 2 Fr B be a point in the inverse image of x 2 B such that �x is the
isotropy group of the SO.8/–action on Fr B at Qx . Notice that the image of

SO.8/ ? Qx �ESO.8/� Fr B �ESO.8/

under the natural projection Fr B �ESO.8/! yB can be naturally identified with the
classifying space B�x �

yB of the isotropy group �x . If we restrict the canonical
bundle T yB over yB to B�x , we get an R8–bundle which is isomorphic to E�x��x

R8

where �x � SO.8/ is acting by the canonical representation on R8 . Let �0 � �x be
a subgroup. If we pull back T yB via the covering map B�0! B�x ,! B , we thus
get a bundle which is isomorphic to V DE�0 ��0

R8 over B�0 . By Lemma 3.1, the
second and the fourth Stiefel–Whitney classes of V vanish.

Suppose now that �0ŠZ2 and suppose the nonzero element �2�0� SO.8/ has �1 as
an eigenvalue with multiplicity 2k . Then E�0 ��0

R8 is a bundle over RP1 Š B�0

which decomposes as the sum of 2k canonical line bundles and 8� 2k trivial line
bundles. Thus the total Stiefel–Whitney class is given by .1Cw/2kD .1Cw2/k , where
1 is the generator of H 0.RP1;Z2/ and w is the generator of H 1.RP1;Z2/Š Z2 .
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If k is odd we get w2.V /¤ 0, and if kD 2 we see that w4.V /¤ 0. Since w2.V /D 0

and w4.V /D 0 we obtain a contradiction in both cases. This only leaves us with the
possibility that � has �1 as an eigenvalue with multiplicity 2k D 8, and thus �D� id.

Thus there is at most one order-2 element in �x . Hence a 2–Sylow subgroup S2 � �x

does not contain any abelian non-cyclic subgroup. This implies that S2 is either cyclic
or generalized quaternionic [15; 13]. In order to prove that S2 is cyclic it suffices to
rule out the possibility that we can realize the quaternion group with 8 elements Q8

as a subgroup of an isotropy group �x � SO.8/. Suppose on the contrary we can. As
before, the bundle V8 D EQ8 �Q8

R8 over BQ8 can be seen as a pullback bundle
of the canonical bundle over yB . By Lemma 2.4, H 4. yB;Z/ D 0 and thus the first
Pontryagin class of V8 vanishes, p1.V8/D 0.

The embedding of Q8�SO.8/ is determined by the fact that the center of Q8 is mapped
to ˙ id. The representation of Q8 decomposes into two equivalent 4–dimensional
subrepresentations of Q8 . Thus V8 is isomorphic to the sum of two copies of the
4–dimensional bundle V4DEQ8�Q8

R4 , where Q8 acts by its unique 4–dimensional
irreducible representation on R4 . Since V4 admits a complex structure, we have
c1.V4˝RC/D0, and thus the first Pontryagin class is additive: 2p1.V4/Dp1.V8/D0.
In other words,

p1.V4/ 2 Z2 � Z8 ŠH 4.BQ8;Z/:

If we pull back the bundle V4 to BZ4 via the natural covering BZ4! BQ8 we get
a bundle V �

4
which decomposes into two 2–dimensional subbundles, whose Euler

classes are generators of H 2.BZ4;Z/ Š Z4 . This in turn implies that p1.V
�

4
/ is

given by the order-two element in H 4.BZ4;Z/Š Z4 . On the other hand, p1.V
�

4
/ is

given by the image of p1.V4/ under the natural homomorphism

H 4.BQ8;Z/Š Z8! Z4 ŠH 4.BZ4;Z/I

this is a contradiction since any homomorphism Z8! Z4 has p1.V4/ 2 Z2 � Z8 in
its kernel.

Thus the 2–Sylow group is cyclic. It remains to rule out that there are elements of
order 8. Suppose on the contrary that �0 � �x � SO.8/ is a cyclic group of order 8

and fix a generator 
 2 �0 . Let � 2 S1 �C be a primitive 8th root of unity, and choose
numbers m1; : : : ;m4 2Z such that �˙mi 2 S1 �C (i D 1; : : : ; 4) are the eigenvalues
of 
 2 SO.8/ counted with multiplicity. Since we know 
 4 D� id, all mi are odd.

The bundle W8 DE�0 ��0
R8 over B�0 decomposes into four orientable 2–dimen-

sional subbundles whose Euler classes are given by ˙mi� (i D 1; : : : ; 4), where � is
a generator of H 2.B�0;Z/Š Z8 .
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It follows that the first Pontryagin class of the bundle is given by �
�P4

iD1 m2
i

�
�2 . As

before, p1.W8/D 0, and since �2 is a generator of H 4.B�0;Z/D Z8 , this implies
m2

1
Cm2

2
Cm2

3
Cm2

4
� 0 mod 8. But for any odd number we have m2

i � 1 mod 8, a
contradiction.

Lemma 3.3 Any isotropy group is either cyclic or isomorphic to a semidirect product
Zq Ì Z4 , where Z4 acts on the cyclic group of odd order q by an automorphism of
order 2. Moreover, if � has even order it has a nontrivial 4–periodic Z2–cohomology.

Proof Let � be a (not necessarily proper) subgroup of an isotropy group. Since �
acts freely on the generic leaf L, either � or a Z2–extension of � acts freely on S7

and thus has 8–periodic cohomology (see [13; 15] for this fact and subsequent results
about groups with periodic cohomology). Thus, for all odd p , the p–Sylow groups
are cyclic. By Lemma 3.2, the 2–Sylow group is cyclic as well.

A classical theorem of Burnside implies that such a group is metacyclic, that is, � is
isomorphic to a semidirect product Zq Ì Zr where q and r are relatively prime.

It remains to check that the homomorphism ˇW Zr ! Aut.Zq/ does not contain any
elements of odd prime order p . In fact, then Lemma 3.2 implies that the image of ˇ
has order at most 2.

We argue by contradiction and assume that � ŠZq Ì Zr is a minimal counterexample.
The minimality easily implies that q is a prime and that r is a prime power r D pk ,
where p ¤ q are both odd.

We consider the normal covering BZq ! B� , whose deck transformation group is
generated by an element � of order pk . Since the order is prime to q , the induced map
H�.B�;Fq/!H�.BZq;Fq/ is injective and its image is given by the fixed point set
of �� , where �� is the induced map on cohomology. Clearly �� acts on H 2.BZq;Fq/

by an element of order p . This in turn implies that H 2k.BZq;Fq/ is fixed by �� if
and only k is divisible by p . Hence the minimal period of H�.�;Z/ is divisible
by 2p , a contradiction since we know that � has 8–periodic cohomology. Thus �
is cyclic and has 2–periodic cohomology, or � Š Zq Ì Z4 , where Z4 acts by an
automorphism � of order two on Zq . To see that in the latter case � has 4–periodic
cohomology we construct a free linear action of � on S3 . Let Zm � Zq be the fixed
point set of �. Since � has order 2, the numbers m and q=m are relatively prime. In
particular, � Š Zm � .Zq=m Ì Z4/. We can now embed � into U.2/ by mapping
the factor Zm injectively to a central subgroup of U.2/ and by mapping Zq=m Ì Z4

injectively to a subgroup of SU.2/. Clearly, the induced action on S3 is free and
thus � has 4–periodic cohomology. The Z2–cohomology of � cannot be trivial as
H 1.B�;Z2/Š Z2 .
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Lemma 3.4 The isotropy groups are cyclic groups of odd order.

Proof By Lemma 3.3 it suffices to show the isotropy groups have odd order. By
Lemma 3.2 the subset B2 � B of points whose isotropy groups have even order
is finite; let B2 D fp1; : : : ;phg. Let �1; : : : ; �h denote the corresponding isotropy
groups. Suppose on the contrary that B2 is not empty.

Let Fr B2 denote the inverse image of B2 in the frame bundle Fr B ! B and let
yB2 D Fr B2 �SO.8/ESO.8/ denote the corresponding subset in the Borel construction
yB D Fr B �SO.8/ESO.8/. By assumption, there is a tubular neighborhood U of yB2

in yB which is homeomorphic to the normal bundle of yB2 in yB . By excision and
the Thom isomorphism the relative cohomology group H�. yB; yB n yB2;Z2/ is given
by

Lh
jD1 H��8.B�j ;Z2/. Furthermore, the Z2–cohomology of yB n yB2 coincides

with the Z2–cohomology of B n B2 and thus is zero in degrees above 8. Since
�i has nontrivial 4–periodic Z2–cohomology we can combine all this with the exact
sequence of the relative cohomology of the pair . yB; yBn yB2/ to see that yB has nontrivial
4–periodic Z2–cohomology in all degrees � 9.

In the spherical case we get a contradiction to Lemma 2.3. In the projective case this
contradicts Lemma 2.5.

Remark 3.1 Once one has established that any order-two element in an isotropy group
is given by � id, one can also proceed differently to rule out isotropy groups of even
order altogether: As above, there are only finitely many points xi 2 B whose isotropy
groups �i (i D 1; : : : ; h) have even order. Moreover, the 2–Sylow group of �i is either
cyclic or generalized quaternionic. By a theorem of Swan [12] this implies that the
Z2–cohomology of �i is nontrivial and 4–periodic. One can then directly pass to the
proof of Lemma 3.4.

4 All isotropy groups are trivial

We have seen in the last section that all isotropy groups are cyclic groups of odd order
(Lemma 3.4). We fix an odd prime p . In this section we plan to prove that the order of
any isotropy group is not divisible by p . We argue by contradiction and assume that
the set Bp of points in B whose isotropy groups have p–torsion is not empty.

In any isotropy group �x with x 2Bp there is a unique normal subgroup of �x which
is isomorphic to Zp . This implies that Bp is a smooth suborbifold of B . Let X denote
a connected component of Bp .
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Let Fr X denote the inverse image of X in the frame bundle Fr B ! B and let
yX D Fr X �SO.8/ESO.8/ denote the corresponding subset in the Borel construction
yB D Fr B �SO.8/ESO.8/. By assumption, there is a tubular neighborhood U of yX in
yB which is homeomorphic to the normal bundle of yX in yB .

Lemma 4.1 The image of the map H�. yB;Zp/!H�. yX ;Zp/ contains the kernel of
the map H�. yX ;Zp/! H�.�1 yX ;Zp/, where �1 yX denotes the unit normal bundle
of yX in yB . If the normal bundle is orientable and e2H�. yX ;Zp/ denotes its Euler class
then the kernel of the latter map is given by the image of H�. yX ;Zp/!H�. yX ;Zp/,
x 7! x[ e .

Proof Consider the Mayer–Vietoris sequence of yB D U [ . yB n yX /:

H�. yB/
j
!H�.U /˚H�. yB n yX /!H�.U n yX /:

Since U is homotopy equivalent to yX , and U n yX is homotopy equivalent to �1. yX /,
the first statement follows. The second statement is an immediate consequence of the
exactness of the Gysin sequence.

We will use that the cohomology H l.BZp;Z/ is given by 0 for all odd l and by Zp

for all even positive l . It is generated by elements in degree 0 and 2. Furthermore
H�.BZp;Zp/Š Zp Œx;y�=x

2Zp Œx;y�, where x has degree 1 and y has degree 2.

We distinguish among three cases.

4.1 Case 1: The normal bundle of yX is orientable

Let x 2 X be a point and let B�x �
yX be the fiber of x with respect to the natural

projection yB! B .

Then there are a unique normal subgroup Zp��x and natural maps BZp!B�x!
yX .

Consider the induced map ˛�W H�. yX ;Zp/! H�.BZp;Zp/. The Euler class e 2

H t . yX ;Zp/ of the normal bundle of yX � yB is mapped to the Euler class ˛�e of the
bundle EZp �� �x. yB/, where �W Zp!O.�x. yB// denotes the natural representation.
The representation � decomposes into 2–dimensional irreducible subrepresentations
and, by construction, each of these is effective. This in turn implies that the Euler
class ˛�e of the bundle is a generator of H t .BZp;Zp/, where t is the codimension
of X . Hence .˛�e/k is not zero for any k � 0. By Lemma 4.1, this nonzero element
lies in the image of H�. yB;Z/!H�.BZp;Zp/. We deduce that H kt . yB;Zp/ does
not vanish for any k 2N . Combining with Lemma 2.3, this gives t D 8. Thus X is a
single point and yX D B�x .
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Since �x is cyclic we have H l.B�x;Zp/Š Zp for all l � 0. Finally, since cupping
with the Euler class induces an isomorphism, we can use Lemma 4.1 once more to see
that H l. yB;Zp/¤ 0 for all l � 8. This contradicts Lemma 2.3.

4.2 Case 2: dim.X/ ¤ 4 and the normal bundle of yX is not orientable

Since B is an orientable orbifold, this assumption implies that X is a nonorientable
orbifold and, in particular, X is not a point. Thus t D .8� dim.X // 2 f2; 6g.

We consider the twofold cover zX ! yX such that the pullback of the normal bundle
is orientable. The map H�. yX ;Zp/!H�. zX ;Zp/ is injective and its image is given
by the fixed point set of �� , where �� is the map induced by the nontrivial deck
transformation � of zX .

By the non-orientability assumption, the Euler class e of the pullback bundle satisfies
��e D �e . As before, we deduce that the image of e in H�.BZp;Zp/ does not
vanish. Therefore, el 2H lt . zX ;Zp/ is a nontrivial element in the kernel of the map
H lt . zX ;Zp/!H lt .�1. zX /;Zp/ for l � 1. If l is even el is the pullback of an element
f l=2 2 H lt . yX ;Zp/, with f 2 H 2t . zX ;Zp/. Clearly, f l=2 is in kernel of the map
H lt . yX ;Zp/!H lt .�1. yX /;Zp/ and, by Lemma 4.1, H lt . yB;Zp/¤ 0 for all even l .
Since t 2 f2; 6g, this is a contradiction to Lemma 2.3.

4.3 Case 3: dim.X/ D 4 and the normal bundle of yX is not orientable

This case is technically more involved and we subdivide its discussion into several
steps.

Step 1 Each normal space �y. yX / of a point y 2 yX decomposes into two inequivalent
2–dimensional subrepresentations of Zp � �y .

Proof It is clear that �y. yX / decomposes into two subrepresentations of Zp � �y . If
the two representations were equivalent, then each element g 2 Zp would naturally
induce a complex structure J on the normal space, and up to sign the complex structure
would not depend on the choice of g . Since ˙J induce the same orientation on
4–dimensional spaces, this would imply that �. yX / is orientable — a contradiction.

Again, instead of working directly with yX we go to a suitable cover zX . This time
we consider a fourfold cover in which the pullback of the bundle � is orientable and
decomposes into the sum of two orientable 2–dimensional subbundles determined by
the first step above. We summarize the properties of this cover zX , which are intuitively
rather clear, but whose exact derivation requires some tedious considerations:

Step 2 There is a normal cover zX of yX whose group of deck transformation is
generated by one element � of order 4, such that the following hold true:
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(1) The pullback bundle �. zX / of � to zX is orientable and sum of two orientable
2–dimensional subbundles. The map � exchanges the subbundles and the map �2

changes the orientation of each of them.

(2) The unit bundle �1. zX / has vanishing cohomology in degrees � 8 with coeffi-
cients in Zp .

(3) zX is the total space of a fiber bundle zX ! zY with fiber BZp and connected
structure group.

(4) The restrictions of both 2–dimensional subbundles of �. zX / to a fiber BZp have
Euler classes which generate H 2.BZp;Z/.

Moreover, p � 1 mod 4.

Proof As before, Fr X � Fr B denotes the inverse image of X in the frame bundle
of B . Let x 2 X be a point, with isotropy group �x � SO.8/. Let � be the unique
normal subgroup of �x isomorphic to Zp .

We have seen above that � acts on R8 as the sum of two inequivalent representations
and a trivial four-dimensional representation. Therefore, the normalizer N of � which
is contained in O.4/ � O.4/ \ SO.8/ has connected component N0 D SO.4/ � T2 .
Moreover, N0 coincides with the centralizer of � . We see that N has either two or
four connected components.

Let L� Fr X be a fixed point component of � , whose projection to X is surjective.
Then L is N0–invariant. If L is not N–invariant, or if N has only two connected
components, then we could make a continuous choice of pairs fg;g�1g 2 � along L.
We can then argue, similarly to the first paragraph of Step 1, that the normal bundle
of yX is orientable, in contradiction to the assumption.

We deduce that N=N0 has 4 elements. Thus N is isomorphic to SO.4/Ì .T2 Ì Z4/,
where Z4 acts effectively on T2 and T2 Ì Z4 acts on SO.4/ as Z2 . Moreover, N acts
on � as the group Z4 . In particular, p � 1 mod 4 because otherwise Aut.Zp/ does
not contain elements of order 4.

The generator � of this group Z4 exchanges the 2–dimensional �–invariant subspaces
of R4 � R8 . The square �2 preserves the subspaces and changes the orientation on
each of them.

Since all isotropy groups of points in L with respect to the SO.8/–action on Fr X are
contained in N and the SO.8/–orbit through any point of Fr X intersects L, we see
that Fr X is SO.8/–equivariantly diffeomorphic to L�N SO.8/. This in turn shows
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that yX D Fr X �SO.8/ESO.8/ is homeomorphic to L�N EN, once we have identified
EN with ESO.8/.

We now consider the 4–fold cyclic cover zX D L �N0 EN of yX with the group of
deck transformations N=N0 D Z4 . Note that the normal bundle �.L/ decomposes
as a sum of N0–invariant orientable 2–dimensional subbundles. Hence, the bundle
�.L/�N0 EN decomposes as a sum of orientable 2–dimensional subbundles. But this
bundle is just the pullback to zX of the normal bundle of yX .

The description of the action of � on R4 above finishes the proof of (1).

The unit bundle �1. zX / is a covering of the unit bundle �1. yX /. The latter space is
homotopy equivalent to the resolution of a 7–dimensional orbifold without p–isotropy.
This implies (2).

In order to see (3), observe that �DZp lies in the kernel of the action of N on L. Thus
we have a canonical action of N=� (which is isomorphic to N) on L. Consider now the
canonical action of N on EN and via N=� on E.N=�/. Then, for the diagonal action
of N on L�EN�E.N=�/, we see that zX is homotopic to L�N0 .EN�E.N=�//.
The canonical projection of this space to zY WDL�N0 E.N=�/ is a fiber bundle with
fiber B� . Moreover, the structure group of this bundle is the connected group N0 .

The restriction of each of the 2–dimensional subbundles to the fiber BZp is given by
EZp �.Zp;�i /R2 , where �1 and �2 are the two inequivalent faithful representations
mentioned at the beginning. This proves (4).

The last statement, namely p � 1 mod 4, implies that any endomorphism of order 4

on any finite-dimensional Zp–vector space is diagonalizable with eigenvalues � 2 Zp

satisfying �4D 12Zp . In particular, it applies to the endomorphism �� of H�. zX ;Zp/.

If e denotes the Euler class (with any coefficients) of the bundle �. zX / and ei denote
the Euler classes of the two 2–dimensional subbundles, then the first statement of
Step 2 reads as follows: e1[e2D e ; �� preserves the set of four elements f˙e1;˙e2g;
and .��/2.ei/D�ei , for i D 1; 2.

Step 3 Let I� denote the graded subalgebra of H�. zX ;Zp/ that consists of ��–
invariant elements divisible by the Euler class e of �. zX /. Then dim.I8/ D 1 and
Ik D 0 for 0< k < 15, k ¤ 8.

Proof The natural map H�. yX ;Zp/!H�. zX ;Zp/ is injective, and as in Case 2 its
image is given by the ��–invariant elements. The subalgebra I� is thus isomorphic to
the kernel of H�. yX ;Zp/!H�.�1. yX /;Zp/. Combining Lemma 4.1 and Lemma 2.3,
Step 3 follows.
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Step 4 H 1. zX ;Zp/D 0.

Proof Otherwise, choose a nonzero eigenvector w2H 1. zX ;Zp/ of �� . In the subspace
H 2. zX ;Zp/ spanned by e1 and e2 we can find an eigenvector f of �� which is not in
the kernel of the restriction to H 2.BZp;Zp/. Of course, the Euler class e satisfies
��e D�e . Since f 2 restricts to a generator of H 4.BZp;Zp/, we see that ��f D hf

with h2 ��1 mod p .

We claim that w[f l [ e ¤ 0 for any l � 0. We choose a circle S1 � zY in the base
of the fiber bundle zX! zY (see Step 2(3)) such that w restricts to a nonzero element
in the first Zp cohomology group of the inverse image zS of S1 in zX . We get a fiber
bundle BZp!

zS ! S1 , and since the structure group is connected this bundle must
be trivial. Since f and e restrict to nonzero elements of the Zp–cohomology of the
fiber BZp , the claim follows.

Depending on the eigenvalue of w , we can choose some l 2 f0; 1; 2; 3g such that
w[f l[e is fixed by �� . The existence of this nonzero element of Ik with k25; 7; 9; 11

contradicts Step 3.

Step 5 For all j > 0, we have dim.H 2j . zX ;Zp//� 2.

Proof By the previous step, H 1. zX ;Zp/D 0. The group H1. zX ;Z/ is finite without
p–torsion, thus H 2. zX ;Z/ does not have p–torsion either.

Let R be the ring obtained by localizing Z at p , ie

RD ZŒf1=q j q is a prime with q ¤ pg��Q:

From the universal coefficient theorem, H 1. zX ;R/ D 0 and H 2. zX ;R/ D Rr for
some r . Let Oe1; Oe2 2H 2. zX ;R/ denote the Euler classes with R coefficients of the
two 2–dimensional subbundles of �. zX /. Due to Step 2, they restrict to generators of
H 2.BZp;R/Š Zp . In particular Oei ¤ 0. Moreover .��/2 Oei D�Oei . Thus �� acts as
an endomorphism of order four on H 2. zX ;R/DRr . Therefore r � 2.

We consider the fibration BZp!
zX! zY . Clearly H 2. zY ;R/ has rank at least 2 as well.

We look at the cohomology Serre spectral sequence with coefficients in R corresponding
to this fibration. Since the action of the fundamental group on the cohomology of the
fiber is trivial, the E2 page is given by E

i;j
2
DH i. zY ;H j .BZp;R//. The 0th column

E
0;j
2

survives throughout the sequence since H�. zX ;R/!H�.BZp;R/ is surjective.
Therefore also the 0th entry E

2;0
2

of the second column survives throughout. In
the second column of the E2 page, all odd entries are zero while the even positive entries
are all isomorphic to H 2. zY ;Zp/. For each of these even-dimensional entries the natural
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image of H 2. zY ;R/!H 2. zY ;Zp/ coincides with the image of E
0;2j
2
˝E

2;0
2

in E
2;2j
2

with respect to the multiplicative structure since the multiplicative structure is induced
by the cup product. Clearly these subgroups survive until the E1 term. Notice that
the image of H 2. zY ;R/ in H 2. zY ;Zp/ is given by .Zp/

r for some r � 2. Therefore
H 2k. zX ;R/ is the domain of a surjective homomorphism to .Zp/

2 for all positive k .

A contradiction in Case 3 now arises as follows. Since �1. zX / can be seen as a resolution
of a 7–dimensional orbifold whose isotropy groups do not have p–torsion, it follows
that H i.�1. zX /;Zp/ D 0 for all i � 8. We see from the Gysin sequence for �1. zX /

that cupping with e induces an isomorphism of the cohomology groups in degrees � 5.
Since e D e1[ e2 , the same holds for cupping with e1 . Moreover, cupping with e is
surjective onto H 8. zX ;Zp/.

By Step 5 we can choose an ��–eigenvector w 2H 8. zX ;Zp/, which is linearly inde-
pendent of the fixed point e2 .

If ��w D w , then dim.I8/� 2. If ��w D�w , then w[ e 2H 12. zX ;Zp/ would be a
nonzero element of I12 . In both cases we get a contradiction to Step 3.

Otherwise we have that .��/2w D�w . Then w[ e1 is a nonzero fixed point of .��/2 .
This in turn implies that H 10. zX ;Zp/ contains an eigenvector of �� to the eigenvalue
of 1 or �1. In the latter case cupping with e gives a nontrivial element of I14 . In the
former case we have a nonzero element in I10 , providing a contradiction to Step 3 in
both cases.

5 Final remarks

In summary, we have ruled out all orbifold singularities in B . Thus B is a Riemannian
manifold, and F is given by the fibers of a Riemannian submersion M ! B . By [2,
Theorem 5.1] (or Lemma 2.5 above), it follows that we are in the spherical case. From
the homotopy sequence of the fiber bundle, we see that the base B of the submersion
is a homotopy sphere, hence B is a topological sphere. This finishes the proof of
Theorem 1.1.

Remark 5.1 It is well known [10] that there are many exotic 15–spheres that fiber
over S8 . Of course, the base manifold B in part (c) of the main theorem can also be an
exotic sphere; in fact one can just pull back the Hopf fibration to the exotic 8–sphere by
a smooth degree-1 map from the exotic 8–sphere to S8 . What is not known, however,
is whether the fibers of such a fibration can be exotic 7–spheres. This seems to be
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closely related to the question of how closely the diffeomorphism group of an exotic
7–sphere is linked to the diffeomorphism group of S7 .

References
[1] A Borel, Sur la cohomologie des espaces fibrés principaux et des espaces homogènes

de groupes de Lie compacts, Ann. of Math. 57 (1953) 115–207 MR0051508

[2] W Browder, Higher torsion in H –spaces, Trans. Amer. Math. Soc. 108 (1963) 353–
375 MR0155326

[3] A Clément, Integral cohomology of finite Postnikov towers, PhD thesis, Université
de Lausanne (2002) Available at https://doc.rero.ch/record/482/files/
Clement_these.pdf

[4] É Ghys, Feuilletages riemanniens sur les variétés simplement connexes, Ann. Inst.
Fourier .Grenoble/ 34 (1984) 203–223 MR766280

[5] D Gromoll, K Grove, The low-dimensional metric foliations of Euclidean spheres, J.
Differential Geom. 28 (1988) 143–156 MR950559

[6] K Grove, W Ziller, Curvature and symmetry of Milnor spheres, Ann. Math. 152 (2000)
331–367 MR1792298

[7] A Haefliger, Groupoïdes d’holonomie et classifiants, from: “Transversal structure of
foliations”, Astérisque 116, Soc. Math. France, Paris (1984) 70–97 MR755163

[8] A Hatcher, Algebraic topology, Cambridge Univ. Press (2002) MR1867354

[9] R Oliver, Weight systems for SO.3/–actions, Ann. Math. 110 (1979) 227–241
MR549488

[10] N Shimada, Differentiable structures on the 15–sphere and Pontrjagin classes of
certain manifolds, Nagoya Math. J. 12 (1957) 59–69 MR0096223

[11] E H Spanier, J H C Whitehead, On fibre spaces in which the fibre is contractible,
Comment. Math. Helv. 29 (1955) 1–8 MR0066646

[12] R G Swan, The p–period of a finite group, Illinois J. Math. 4 (1960) 341–346
MR0122856

[13] C T C Wall, On the structure of finite groups with periodic cohomology, from: “Lie
groups: structure, actions, and representations”, (A Huckleberry, I Penkov, G Zucker-
man, editors), Progr. Math. 306, Birkhäuser, New York (2013) 381–413 MR3186699

[14] B Wilking, Index parity of closed geodesics and rigidity of Hopf fibrations, Invent.
Math. 144 (2001) 281–295 MR1826371

[15] J A Wolf, Spaces of constant curvature, McGraw-Hill, New York (1967) MR0217740

Geometry & Topology, Volume 20 (2016)

http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1969728
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1969728
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0051508
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1993612
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0155326
https://doc.rero.ch/record/482/files/Clement_these.pdf
https://doc.rero.ch/record/482/files/Clement_these.pdf
http://www.numdam.org/item?id=AIF_1984__34_4_203_0
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=766280
http://projecteuclid.org/euclid.jdg/1214442164
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=950559
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/2661385
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=1792298
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=755163
https://www.math.cornell.edu/~hatcher/AT/ATpage.html
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=1867354
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/1971260
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=549488
http://projecteuclid.org/euclid.nmj/1118799928
http://projecteuclid.org/euclid.nmj/1118799928
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0096223
http://dx.doi.org/10.5169/seals-23274
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0066646
http://projecteuclid.org/euclid.ijm/1255456050
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0122856
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4614-7193-6_16
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=3186699
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/PL00005801
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=1826371
http://www.ams.org/mathscinet-getitem?mr=0217740


1274 Alexander Lytchak and Burkhard Wilking

Mathematisches Institut, Universität zu Köln
Weyertal 86-90, D-50931 Köln, Germany

Mathematisches Institut, Universität Münster
Einsteinstr. 62, D-48147 Münster, Germany

alytchak@math.uni-koeln.de, wilking@uni-muenster.de

Proposed: John Lott Received: 12 December 2013
Seconded: Tobias H Colding, Dmitri Burago Revised: 27 April 2015

Geometry & Topology Publications, an imprint of mathematical sciences publishers msp

mailto:alytchak@math.uni-koeln.de
mailto:wilking@uni-muenster.de
http://msp.org
http://msp.org

	1. Introduction
	2. Topology
	2.1. Preliminaries
	2.2. Gysin sequence and dimension
	2.3. Reduction to n=15
	2.4. Cohomology of 

	3. Isotropy groups are cyclic groups of odd order 
	4. All isotropy groups are trivial 
	4.1. Case 1: The normal bundle of  is orientable
	4.2. Case 2: dim(X)4 and the normal bundle of  is not orientable
	4.3. Case 3: dim(X)=4 and the normal bundle of  is not orientable

	5. Final remarks
	References

