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Abstract

In response to an old question of Sylvester, Gallai proved that, for any finite set of
points in the plane, not all contained in a single line, there is a line containing exactly
two of them. This is known as the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem. In the language of matroid
theory, which is used in this thesis, the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem says that every rank-3
real-representable matroid has a two-point line. Independently of Gallai and around the
same time, Melchior proved the stronger result that, in a rank-3 real-representable matroid,
the average number of points in a line is less than three. The purpose of this thesis is to
prove theorems of this type for flats of higher dimension.

The Sylvester-Gallai Theorem was generalized to higher dimensions by Hansen, who
proved that, for any positive integer k, a simple real-representable matroid of rank at
least 2k ´ 1 has a rank-k independent flat. We will prove a theorem of this type for
matroids representable over any given finite field by characterizing the “unavoidable flats”
for matroids in this class. In particular, we show that any simple matroid of sufficiently high
rank representable over a given finite field has a rank-k flat which is either independent or
a projective or affine geometry. As a corollary, we will get the following Ramsey theorem:
for any two-colouring of the points of a matroid of sufficiently high rank representable over
a given finite field, there is a monochromatic rank-k flat.

The rest of the thesis concerns generalizing Melchior’s theorem to higher dimensions.
For planes, we prove that, in a real-representable matroid M of rank at least four, the av-
erage plane-size is at most an absolute constant, unless M is a direct sum of lines (in which
case the average plane-size could be arbitrarily large). Generalizing this result to hyper-
planes of arbitrary rank k, we prove that, if M is a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable
matroid whose average hyperplane-size is greater than some constant depending only on
k, then all but a constant number bk of the points of M are covered by a small collection
of flats of relatively low rank. We also show that this constant bk is best-possible.

Melchior’s Theorem also implies that the average size of a flat (of any rank) in a rank-3
real-representable matroid is at most an absolute constant. We prove that, for any positive
integer r, the average size of a flat in a rank-r real-representable matroid is at most some
constant depending only on r.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Many classic theorems in discrete geometry concern a finite set of points in space and
its spanned affine subspaces. A famous example is the following: for a finite set of non-
collinear points in the plane, there is a line containing exactly two of them. A proof of this
result was published by Gallai [24] in 1944 in response to an old question of Sylvester [52],
although an equivalent theorem for line arrangements had been proved by Melchior [43]
(who was apparently unaware of Sylvester’s question) around the same time. For a nice
introduction to the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem and surrounding literature, see Borwein and
Moser’s survey [8]. The main purpose of this thesis is to prove theorems of this type for
spanned flats of higher dimension. We use the language of matroid theory, which seems
especially suited for the presentation of our results and techniques. In this language, the
Sylvester-Gallai Theorem is written as follows.

Sylvester-Gallai Theorem. Every rank-3 real-representable matroid has a two-point line.

The Sylvester-Gallai Theorem was generalized to higher dimensions by Hansen [32] who,
confirming a conjecture of Motzkin [44], proved that for any integer r ě 3, every rank-r
real-representable matroid has a hyperplane comprising a point and a rank-pr ´ 2q flat.
By a trivial inductive argument, we get the following corollary concerning the existence of
flats which are also independent sets.

Hansen’s Theorem. For k ě 2, every simple real-representable matroid with rank at least
2k ´ 1 has a rank-k independent flat.

Hansen’s rank bound of 2k ´ 1 is best-possible, as is demonstrated by the direct sum
of k ´ 1 lines, each containing at least three points.
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The Sylvester-Gallai Theorem was famously extended to complex-representable ma-
troids by Kelly [37], who proved that a complex-representable matroid always has a two-
point line provided that its rank is at least four. This answered a question of Serre [50],
who had asked whether complex-representable matroids with no two-point line, such as the
ternary affine plane AGp2, 3q, necessarily have rank at most three. Hansen’s Theorem has
also been extended to the complex-representable matroids, but with weaker rank bounds
[3, 18, 19, 26].

For matroids representable over any given finite field, the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem
and Hansen’s Theorem are patently false. For example, in any projective geometry rep-
resentable over a finite field, every one of its flats forms a projective geometry over that
field. In [47], Nelson and Nomoto gave a precise structure theorem for binary matroids
with no three-point plane. For general matroids, Murty [46] showed that any rank-r ma-
troid with fewer than 2r ´ 1 points has a two-point line. A stronger bound of this type
for matroids representable over prime fields was proved by Bhattacharyya, Dvir, Shpilka
and Saraf [5], who showed that, for a prime p and sufficiently large integer r, any rank-r
GFppq-representable matroid with no two-point line has at least pΩprq points.

In this thesis, we prove an analogue to Hansen’s Theorem for matroids representable
over a given finite field by characterizing the “unavoidable flats” for matroids in this class.
In particular, we show that every simple matroid with sufficiently high rank representable
over a given finite field contains a rank-k flat which is either independent, or is a projective
or affine geometry.

We are also interested in the following relative of the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem, origi-
nally proved by Motzkin [45] and Rabin, concerning bicoloured configurations of points.

Motzkin-Rabin Theorem. For any 2-colouring of the points of a rank-3 real-representable
matroid, there is a monochromatic line.

By combining our theorem on unavoidable flats with some classical Ramsey theory, we
will prove a high-dimensional theorem of this type for matroids representable over a given
finite field. Namely, we prove that for any such matroid of sufficiently high rank and any
2-colouring of its points, there is a monochromatic rank-k flat.

Around the same time that Gallai solved Sylvester’s problem, Melchior [43] indepen-
dently proved the following stronger theorem.

Melchior’s Theorem. In a rank-3 real-representable matroid, the average number of
points in a line is less than three.
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Melchior’s theorem, as originally formulated, concerns finite arrangements of lines in
the projective plane and follows by a fairly straightforward application of Euler’s Formula.
(The formulation above then follows by projective duality.) In light of the simplicity of its
proof, it is striking that the upper bound of three in Melchior’s Theorem is sharp. To see
this, consider a rank-3 matroid consisting of an arbitrarily large line and exactly one point
outside of it.

In this thesis, we extend Melchior’s Theorem to flats of higher dimension. In doing so,
there is an important issue to navigate: namely, for k ě 3, the average size of a rank-k
flat in a real-representable matroid can be arbitrarily large compared to k. Consider, for
instance, the direct sum of two (arbitrarily large) lines. In this matroid, every plane is
forced to contain one of those lines, and so the average plane-size could be arbitrarily
large. We will prove that this is the only thing that can go wrong for planes: that is, in a
real-representable matroid of rank at least four which is not the direct sum of two lines, the
average plane-size is at most an absolute constant. Together with Melchior’s Theorem, this
implies that the average size of a flat (of any rank) in a rank-4 real-representable matroid
is at most an absolute constant. We will generalize both of these results to arbitrary rank.

When considering the average size of flats of a given rank in a real-representable ma-
troid, we may always assume by truncation that they are hyperplanes. Our theorem on
average plane-size cited above, phrased differently, says that every rank-4 real-representable
matroid with large average plane-size is the direct sum of two lines. For hyperplanes of
higher rank, things will not be so simple: there are real-representable matroids with arbi-
trarily large average hyperplane-size whose structure is considerably more complex than a
direct sum of lines. We will generalize Melchior’s Theorem to hyperplanes of arbitrary rank
by characterizing these matroids. The theorem consists of two parts. First we show that, in
a simple real-representable matroid M of given rank having large average hyperplane-size,
there is a small collection of lines such that every hyperplane contains one of them. As
with our characterization for planes, this ostensibly explains what causes the average to be
large. The second part of the theorem further describes the structure of M . In particular,
we prove that there is a partition pE1, E2q of the ground set where E1 can be covered
by a small collection of flats of relatively low rank and |E2| is bounded. We will in fact
give a tight upper bound on |E2|, based on a surprising connection to a classic problem in
discrete geometry related to the Motzkin-Rabin Theorem. The following was first posed
by Motzkin [44], and later by Grünbaum [30] and Erdős and Purdy [21] independently.

Motzkin’s Problem. Consider a rank-3 real-representable matroid M whose points are
coloured red and blue, where there are k red points and the set of blue points is not collinear.
If every line of M contains a red point, how many blue points can there be?
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In [44], Motzkin noted that there is no obvious generalization of this problem to higher
dimensions. We will define such a generalization in this thesis, and we will use its solution
to give a tight upper bound on the size of the set E2 above.

For the remainder of this chapter, we provide detailed introductions to each of the main
theorems of this thesis. It is worth pointing out explicitly that the classic theorems that
we have stated (the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem, the Motzkin-Rabin Theorem and so on)
were not originally formulated in the language of matroid theory, but rather as geometric
theorems concerning points and lines in the plane. Because of the intrinsically geometric
nature of this thesis, we include a section at the end of this chapter which provides a brief
introduction to the language of matroid theory intended for geometers.

1.1 Unavoidable flats in matroids representable over

a finite field

Our first main theorem, which we prove in Chapter 3, is a minimal list of the unavoidable
flats in matroids representable over a given finite field. This was proved in joint work with
Jim Geelen and Peter Nelson.

Unavoidable Flats Theorem. For any prime-power q and positive integer k, there is
a positive integer Nqpkq such that, if M is a simple GFpqq-representable matroid with
rpMq ě Nqpkq, then there is a rank-k flat F of M such that either F is independent, or
M |F is a projective or affine geometry over a subfield of GFpqq.

The proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem will follow in two steps, the first of which is
to show that M contains either a large independent flat or a high-rank affine geometry as a
restriction. We will prove this by adapting Kelly’s technique [37] for showing that a rank-4
complex-representable matroid has a two-point line. This is explained in detail in Chapter
2. Once this first step is complete, we may assume that the matroid M contains an affine
geometry as a spanning restriction. In fact, using a fairly straightforward contraction
argument, we will be able to assume that M has a spanning projective geometry as a
restriction. The second step of the proof will be to analyze this matroid, as is discussed
further below. First we present some corollaries of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem.

By combining the Unavoidable Flats Theorem with some classical geometric Ramsey
theory, we obtain a Ramsey theorem for matroids representable over a given finite field.
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Corollary 1.1. For any finite field F and positive integer k, if M is an F-representable
matroid with sufficiently high rank, then for any 2-colouring of the points of M , there is a
monochromatic rank-k flat.

To prove this result, we may assume by the Unavoidable Flats Theorem that M is
either a free matroid (in which case we just consider a largest colour class) or a projective
or affine geometry over a subfield of F. In the latter case, the result will follow by known
Ramsey theorems which we introduce in Chapter 2.

Because projective and affine geometries are full of low-rank dependencies, the Unavoid-
able Flats Theorem also has the surprising consequence that, by forbidding circuits of size
at most four, independent flats become unavoidable. In fact, binary affine geometries are
the only such matroids with no collinear triples, so for fields of odd characteristic, we can
do slightly better. Recall that the girth of a matroid is the size of its smallest circuit.

Corollary 1.2. For any finite field F and positive integer k, if M is a simple F-representable
matroid with sufficiently high rank and girth at least five, then M has a rank-k independent
flat. Moreover, if F has odd characteristic, then girth at least four suffices.

As mentioned above, the second half of the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem
consists of analyzing a GFpqq-representable matroid M which contains a spanning projec-
tive geometry. The latter will be representable over the “base field” GFppq, where p is
the characteristic of GFpqq. The proof exploits a nice geometric relationship between the
points of M and the flats of this spanning projective geometry.

Recall that, for p prime and a positive integer t, the additive group of GFpptq forms a
t-dimensional vector space over GFppq. Because of this, if a GFpptq-representable matroid
M contains a projective geometry G0 over the base field GFppq as a spanning restriction,
then any element e of M is spanned by a flat of G0 of rank at most t. Moreover, there is
a unique flat in G0 of minimum rank which spans e, namely the intersection of all flats in
G0 which span e.

In our proof, we will view the matroid M as a spanning restriction of a projective
geometry G1 – PGpr ´ 1, ptq (where pt “ q and p is prime), and assume that G0 –

PGpr´1, pq is a restriction of M . We know that every element of M is spanned by a flat of
G0 of rank at most t. Using some powerful tools from Ramsey theory which we introduce
in Chapter 2, we will deduce (subject to the assumption that M has no rank-k affine or
projective geometry over GFpqq as a flat) that every element of M is spanned by a flat of
G0 of rank strictly less than t. In this case, it is somewhat striking that M does indeed
contain one of the unavoidable flats listed in the theorem. For instance, suppose that M
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consists precisely of the elements of G1 spanned by a rank-pt ´ 1q flat of G0. In this case,
M has no independent flat, and any projective or affine geometry contained in M must be
over a proper subfield of GFpptq. Moreover, if t happens to be prime, then the only such
subfield is GFppq. In spite of this, we will show that this matroid does indeed contain a
projective geometry—and a very high-rank one at that.

Theorem 1.3. For p prime and t P N, let G1 – PGpr ´ 1, ptq and let G0 – PGpr ´ 1, pq

be a restriction of G1. For i P t1, . . . , t ´ 1u, let G be obtained from G1 by deleting every
element not spanned by a rank-i flat of G0. If r ě maxtik, ipt`2qu, then G has a rank-k flat
F such that G|F is a projective geometry over a proper subfield of GFpptq. In particular,
if t is any prime, then G|F – PGpk ´ 1, pq.

Theorem 1.3 is an immediate consequence of one of our main lemmas in the proof of
the Unavoidable Flats Theorem (see Lemma 3.6).

1.2 Generalizing Melchior’s Theorem

Along with the Unavoidable Flats Theorem, the other main contribution of this thesis
is a series of generalizations of Melchior’s Theorem to higher dimensions. We begin by
considering average plane-size. Throughout this thesis, the size of a flat refers to its number
of points (as opposed to its number of elements). As pointed out earlier, there are real-
representable matroids with arbitrarily large average plane-size, particularly those which
are the direct sum of two (arbitrarily large) lines. In joint work with Rutger Campbell and
Jim Geelen [10], we showed that these are the only such matroids.

Average Plane-Size Theorem. In a real-representable matroid of rank at least four
which is not the direct sum of two lines, the average plane-size is at most an absolute
constant.

The Average Plane-Size Theorem is a special case of a more general theorem on average
hyperplane-size which we formulate over the course of this and the following section. We
will prove the Average Plane-Size Theorem on its own at the beginning of Chapter 6.
Although its proof is subsumed by that of its generalization, we present it by itself because
it is very intuitive and effectively demonstrates the broad strokes of the latter. In order to
formulate our theorem for general hyperplanes, we must properly generalize the structure
of two skew lines. As we will discuss, this turns out to be a rather complex problem.
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The structure of two skew lines is generalized by the following notion of degeneracy
introduced independently by Lovász [40] in the context of rigidity theory, and by Lund [41]
and Do [15] in incidence geometry. For an integer k ě 2, we call a matroid M k-degenerate
if it either has rank at most one, or there is a collection pF1, . . . , Ftq of flats of M , each
having rank at least two, such that EpMq Ď F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Ft and

řt
i“1prpFiq ´ 1q ď k ´ 1.

Given a k-degenerate matroid, we may always assume that the flats in pF1, . . . , Ftq are
pairwise-skew, as otherwise we can replace a non-skew pair with the span of their union.
We call a matroid 1-degenerate if and only if it is the empty matroid. Observe that a
matroid is 2-degenerate if and only if it has rank at most two, and it is 3-degenerate if and
only if it is either a direct sum of two lines or has rank at most three. We call a subset
X Ď EpMq k-degenerate (in M) if M |X is a k-degenerate matroid.

For a k-degenerate matroid M as defined above, it follows by the pigeonhole principle
that every rank-k flat in M must contain one of the flats Fi, and so the average size of
a rank-k flat could be arbitrarily large. This generalizes what occurs with planes in the
direct sum of two lines, and so one optimistically might expect, in light of the Average
Plane-Size Theorem, that forbidding k-degeneracy is sufficient for bounding the average
size of a rank-k flat by an absolute constant (depending only on k). It turns out that this
is almost true.

As shown by Lund [41] and Do [15], one can obtain powerful approximations on the
number of rank-k flats in a real-representable matroid M by considering a largest k-
degenerate set. For instance, Lund gave a best-possible approximation (within a mul-
tiplicative error) on the number of rank-k flats in M under the assumption that, for some
constant ck depending only on k, at least ck points lie outside a largest k-degenerate set.
We present the theorems of Lund and Do in Chapter 4, as they both play important roles
in our proofs.

Broadly speaking, our approach for bounding the average size of a flat of given rank k ě

2 will be to combine a good approximation on the number of rank-k flats in a matroid with
a similar approximation on the aggregate size of the rank-k flats. For example, in Chapter
6 we will prove an upper bound, within a multiplicative error of Lund’s approximation, on
the aggregate size of the rank-k flats in a matroid. This means that the average size of
rank-k flat in a real-representable matroid is absolutely bounded, provided that there are
at least ck points outside of a largest k-degenerate set. With a bit of extra effort, we will
similarly use Lund’s theorem to bound the average size of a flat of any rank. This result
was also originally proved in [10].

Average Flat-Size Theorem. For any integer r ě 1, the average flat-size in a rank-r
real-representable matroid is at most a constant depending only on r.
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For r ď 4, the Average Flat-Size Theorem follows by Melchior’s Theorem and (for
r “ 4) the Average Plane-Size Theorem. One appealing feature of this result is that,
unlike the Average Plane-Size Theorem and its generalization, it does not depend on any
considerations for the structure of the matroid. In contrast, for a given integer k ě 2,
there are real-representable matroids in which the average size of a rank-k flat is arbitrarily
large. As explained above, we know from a theorem of Lund (which we have not yet stated
explicitly) that there is a constant ck such that all but ck of the points in such a matroid
are contained in a k-degenerate set. It turns out that this constant ck is necessarily positive
for all k ě 5. To see this, consider a red-blue-coloured non-Fano matroid as in Fig. 1.1.
Now, for some (arbitrarily large) positive integer m, let N be the matroid obtained from
this non-Fano matroid by iteratively two-summing an m-point line onto each of the red
points. This matroid N is rank-6 but is not 5-degenerate. Moreover, the average size of
a hyperplane of N is at least m, because every hyperplane of N contains one of the three
m-point lines. This is precisely because every line in Fig. 1.1 contains one of the three red
points.

Figure 1.1: A red-blue colouring of F´
7 with no monochromatic blue line.

This construction demonstrates that k-degeneracy does not fully characterize the real-
representable matroids where the average size of a rank-k flat is large. The rank-6 ma-
troid N defined above does, however, share a common feature with 5-degenerate matroids:
namely, there is a small collection of flats such that every hyperplane of N contains one
of them, and this is ostensibly what causes the average hyperplane-size to be large. We
will show that this is a characteristic of all real-representable matroids with large average
hyperplane-size. The following was originally proved in joint work with Rutger Campbell
and Ben Lund [11].

Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, Part I. For k ě 2, if M is a rank-pk ` 1q real-
representable matroid, then either

(i) the average size of a hyperplane of M is bounded by a constant depending only on k,
or
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(ii) there is a collection L1, . . . , Lt, where t ď k ´ 1, of lines of M such that every
hyperplane of M contains one of them. Moreover, if M` is any matroid obtained
from M by freely adding elements to these lines, then every hyperplane in M` still
contains one of them.

While this theorem provides a tangible geometric explanation as to why a given real-
representable matroid has large average hyperplane-size, it is not helpful from a complexity
point of view. In particular, verifying whether outcome (ii) of the theorem holds is at least
as complex as calculating the average hyperplane-size by brute force. In contrast, the
Average Plane-Size Theorem reduces the problem of bounding the average plane-size in a
real-representable matroid to a very simple task: verifying whether the matroid is a direct
sum of two lines. Similarly, for any integer k ě 2, applying Lund’s theorem as described
above reduces the problem of bounding the average hyperplane-size in a rank-pk ` 1q real-
representable matroid to verifying whether all but at most ck of its points are contained in
a k-degenerate set, where ck is some constant depending only on k. For the second part of
the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, we will characterize the constant ck.

1.3 Near-degeneracy of real-representable matroids

with large average hyperplane-size

In the course of proving Part I of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, we will show that,
in a rank-pk` 1q real-representable matroid M with large average hyperplane-size, there is
a k-degenerate set such that, when each of its component flats are “principally truncated”
into points (formally defined in Chapter 6), every hyperplane in the resulting matroid
contains one of them. Colouring these truncated points red and the remaining points
blue, we obtain a bicoloured matroid, like the one in Fig. 1.1, where every monochromatic
hyperplane is red. Consequently, if we can upper-bound the number of blue points in a
bicoloured real-representable matroid with this property, then we will upper-bound the
number of points outside a k-degenerate set in M . In rank three, this is equivalent to
Motzkin’s Problem.

Throughout this thesis, a 2-colouring of a simple matroid M refers to a partition pR,Bq

of its groundset into sets of ‘red’ and ‘blue’ elements. In response to a question of Graham
(see [31]), Motzkin [45] and Rabin and independently Chakerian [12] proved that, for any
2-colouring pR,Bq of a rank-3 real-representable matroidM , there is a monochromatic line.
Intuitively, if every monochromatic line in M is red, then the number of blue points should
not be too large compared to the number of red ones. Of course, for this to hold true, the
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set of blue points cannot be collinear. In light of this, Motzkin [44], and independently
Grünbaum [30] and Erdős and Purdy [21], asked: if the blue points in M are not collinear
and every monochromatic line is red, how large can |B| be compared to |R|? In his original
paper [44], Motzkin proved that |B| ď p|R| ´ 1q2. The best general upper bound currently
is |B| ď 11

4
|R|` 13

4
, as was proved by Huicochea, Leaños and Rivera [35] by building on work

of Pinchasi [49]. On the other hand, Grünbaum [31] demonstrated that the best-possible
upper bound is at least |R| ` 4.

In the context of our proof, the bicoloured matroid we are dealing with may have
rank greater than three. The question is: is the number of blue points bounded in this
case? In rank three, the only necessary condition was for the set of blue points to be
non-collinear. In higher dimensions, there is not such an obvious condition to be imposed.
Indeed, consider a 2-colouring pR,Bq of a simple rank-r real-representable matroid M ,
such that every monochromatic hyperplane is red. For r ě 4, it is entirely possible that
|B| is arbitrarily large while B is spanning; consider a direct sum of two arbitrarily large
lines, each containing one red point and whose remaining points are blue. Requiring that
B is not pr ´ 1q-degenerate also does not work, as can be demonstrated using the rank-
6 matroid constructed from Fig. 1.1. We get around these issues by imposing an even
stronger generalization of the non-collinearity condition: that for every line in M spanned
by a pair of blue points, there is a monochromatic-blue rank-pr ´ 2q flat skew to it. As we
will show, this condition gives rise to a well-defined generalization of Motzkin’s Problem.
It also turns out to work perfectly in the context of our proof.

For integers k, t ě 1, we define bkptq to be the largest number n for which there exists a
simple rank-pk`1q real-representable matroid M having a 2-colouring pR,Bq with |R| “ t,
|B| “ n such that

(C1) rMpBq ě 2;

(C2) for every hyperplane H of M , H X R ‰ H; and

(C3) for every line L of M |B, there is a rank-pk ´ 1q flat F of M skew to L such that
F X R “ H.

If, for given k, t ě 1, there does not exist a number n for which the above is satisfied, then
we set bkptq “ 0. For k “ 1, each point is a hyperplane, so (C2) implies that b1ptq “ 0 for
all t. Also note that, for k “ 2, (C3) is equivalent to the condition that the set of blue
points is not collinear, and so b2ptq is precisely the solution to Motzkin’s Problem.

In Chapter 5, we will prove some bounds on the numbers bkptq. Although we do not
yet know its precise asymptotic dependence on k, we will prove that bkptq is linear in t.
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Theorem 1.4. There is a constant C ą 0 such that for all integers k, t ě 1, we have
Ckt ď bkptq ď Ckt for some constant Ck depending only on k.

Now we are ready to complete our theorem on average hyperplane-size. This and
Theorem 1.4 were both originally proved in joint work with Rutger Campbell and Ben
Lund [11].

Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, Part II. For each integer k ě 2, there is a
constant Ck such that, if M is a rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid whose average
hyperplane-size is greater than Ck, then for some j P t1, . . . , k ´ 1u, M has a pj ` 1q-
degenerate restriction containing all but at most bk´jpjq of its points.

The lower bound given by this theorem on the size of a degenerate set is best-possible.
To see this, we again consider the construction based on Fig. 1.1. It is easily verified
that b2p3q “ 4, and so the rank-6 matroid N which we constructed from Fig. 1.1 has a
4-degenerate set containing all but precisely b2p3q of its points. More generally, for any
t ě 3, let pR,Bq be a 2-colouring of a rank-3 real-representable matroid M such that B
is not collinear, every monochromatic line of M is red, |R| “ t, and |B| “ b2ptq. Now for
an (arbitrarily large) positive integer m, let M 1 be the rank-pt` 3q matroid obtained from
M by iteratively 2-summing an m-point line onto each red point. Then M 1 has average
hyperplane-size at least m, and is not pt ` 2q-degenerate. But M 1 has a pt ` 1q-degenerate
set (comprising the t large lines) containing all but exactly b2ptq of its points.

In Chapter 5 we will prove that bkp2q “ 0 for all k. Together with the fact that
b2p3q “ 4, this yields a fairly precise characterization of the real-representable matroids of
rank at most six with large average hyperplane-size.

Corollary 1.5. Let M be a simple real-representable matroid. If rpMq ď 5, then either
M is prpMq ´ 1q-degenerate, or the average hyperplane-size in M is at most an absolute
constant. If rpMq “ 6 and M is not 5-degenerate, then either M has a 4-degenerate
restriction of size at least |EpMq| ´ 4, or the average hyperplane-size in M is at most an
absolute constant.

1.4 Matroid terminology

All of the theorems in this thesis intrinsically concern a finite set of points in some affine or
projective space and its spanned subspaces. The language of matroid theory allows us to
handle such geometric information in a purely combinatorial manner and without referring
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to any specific coordinatization. This section (which is essentially an appendix) is not
meant to provide a comprehensive introduction to matroid theory, but rather to provide
readers with the terminology and intuition necessary to understand the language of this
thesis. For a proper introduction to the subject of matroid theory, we refer the reader to
Oxley’s textbook [48].

Let A be a matrix with entries in some field F, let E be the set of column indices of A,
and let I be the collection of subsets of E whose corresponding set of columns is linearly
independent. Then the pair MpAq “ pE, Iq is the matroid represented by A. The set E
is called the groundset of MpAq, and the sets in I are called the independent sets. Any
subset of E which is not independent in MpAq is called dependent. Given an (abstract)
matroid M “ pE, Iq and a field F, we say that M is F-representable if there is a matrix A
with entries in F such that M “ MpAq; in this case, we say that A is an F-representation
of M . If F is the field of real numbers, then we say that M is real-representable. Note that
we can also view an F-representation of a matroid M simply as a map R : EpMq Ñ Fr

(for some positive integer r). We will opt for this viewpoint at certain points in the proof
of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem, where it will be helpful to view a representation as a
subset of an additive group as opposed to the set of columns of a matrix. If two matroids
M and N are isomorphic, then we write M – N .

In this thesis, we will only be concerned with representable matroids, since they cor-
respond to finite sets of points in space. Indeed, consider a finite set E of points in the
d-dimensional projective geometry over some field F. For each point in E, we can fix a
representative vector in Fd`1 (based on its projective coordinates), and form a matrix B
whose column set consists of these vectors (and is indexed by E). The matroid MpBq then
captures all of the linear-geometric information about the point-set E without recording
its coordinatization.

In the matroidMpAq described above, it is possible that an element e P E is represented
by the zero vector in A. In this case, we say that e is a loop of M . For distinct non-loop
elements e, f P E, if the vectors representing e and f are scalar multiples of one another,
then these elements are said to form a parallel pair. A matroid is called simple if it has no
loops and no parallel pairs. The matroids corresponding to finite sets of points in space
are simple, and so we are not interested in non-simple matroids in this thesis. However,
non-simple matroids will arise in our proofs through the operation of contraction (defined
below).

There are many different ways of thinking about the independent sets of a matroid
M “ pE, Iq. An (inclusion-wise) maximal independent set of M is called a basis of M .
For any subset X Ď E, every maximal independent subset of X has the same number of
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elements; we may refer to such a set as a ‘basis’ of X (and only when the ambient matroid
is obvious). It will also be convenient to consider minimal dependent sets of M ; these
sets are called the circuits of M . If the entire groundset of a rank-r matroid M forms a
circuit, then we may write M – Ur,r`1 as a convenient shorthand. (This is because Ur,n

denotes the rank-r uniform matroid on n elements; see [48].) Given a basis B of M and
any element e P EzB, the set B Y teu contains a unique circuit of M , which we call the
fundamental circuit of B Y teu.

The rank of a matroid M “ pE, Iq refers to the size of a basis of M , and is denoted
by rpMq. For a set X Ď E, we let rMpXq denote the size of a largest independent subset
of X; we call this the rank of X in M . The map rM : 2E Ñ Z is called the rank function
of M . (We may drop the subscript and denote the rank function simply by r when the
corresponding matroid is clear.) The rank function has an important property called
submodularity. That is, for any sets X, Y Ď E, we have

rpXq ` rpY q ě rpX Y Y q ` rpX X Y q.

Geometrically, rank can be thought of as “dimension plus one”. If M is representable
over some field F, we can think of any representation of M as embedded in a projective
geometry over F. In this case, for any X Ď E, rpXq ´ 1 is the dimension of the projective
subspace spanned by the representatives of X.

For e P E and X Ď E, we say that e is spanned by X (in M) if rpX Y teuq “ rpXq.
A flat of M is a subset of E which contains every element that it spans. For X Ď E, the
closure of X, denoted clMpXq, is the unique rank-rpXq flat of M containing X. Viewing
an F-representation of M as embedded in a projective space over F, the flats of M are the
inclusion-wise maximal sets spanning some projective subspace. The rank-1, -2 and -3 flats
of M are called points, lines and planes of M , respectively. A rank-prpMq ´ 1q flat of M
is called a hyperplane of M . This terminology allows us to translate the classical theorems
stated at the very beginning of this chapter from their usual geometric formulations into
the language of matroid theory.

We finish this section by defining a couple of standard matroid operations which will be
used many times throughout the thesis. For a matroid M “ pE, Iq and a subset X Ď E,
the deletion of X from M , denoted MzX, is the matroid with groundset EzX where a set
is independent if and only if it is independent in M . The restriction of M to X, denoted
M |X, is the matroid obtained by deleting EzX from M . Finally, the contraction of X in
M is the matroid M{X “ pEzX, I 1q, where I P I 1 if and only if rpX Y Iq “ rpXq ` |I|.
Given an F-representation of M , one obtains an F-representation of M{X by “projecting
out” or “quotienting on” the subspace spanned by X. As mentioned above, non-simple
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matroids may arise in some of our proofs as a result of contraction. When this happens,
we may pass to a “simplification” of the contracted matroid, whereby we delete all loops
and all but one element from every parallel class. When convenient, we may use sipMq to
denote an arbitrary simplification of a matroid M .
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Chapter 2

Two-Point Lines in Matroids
Representable over a Prime Field

The main purpose of this chapter is to introduce some preliminaries for the proof of the
Unavoidable Flats Theorem, particularly a lifting argument of Kelly [37] (which we will
adapt) as well as some classical geometric Ramsey theory. Along the way, we will prove
a weaker version of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem concerning the existence of two-point
lines in matroids representable over a given prime field. The proof of this weaker result
will exhibit many of the key ideas in the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem and
demonstrate the roles of the preliminary tools and techniques that we introduce.

Theorem 2.1. For any prime p and positive integer k, there exists a number Nppkq such
that, if M is a simple GFppq-representable matroid with rpMq ě Nppkq, then M contains
either a two-point line or a rank-k affine or projective geometry as a flat.

In [37], Kelly extended the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem to complex-representable matroids
by showing that a rank-4 complex-representable matroid has a two-point line. We begin
by explaining Kelly’s proof technique and how we will adapt it in order to show that
a matroid representable over a given finite field contains either a large independent set
or affine geometry. After that, we introduce the Ramsey theorems which we will use to
ultimately find the desired unavoidable flats. By the end of the chapter, we will have
proved Theorem 2.1.
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2.1 Kelly’s lifting argument

The first step in the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem is to show that a matroid with
huge rank representable over a given finite field contains either a large independent set as
a flat or a large affine geometry as a restriction. Our proof technique is an adaptation of
Kelly’s proof of the following.

Kelly’s Theorem ([37]). Every rank-4 complex-representable matroid has a two-point line.

Recall that there are rank-3 complex-representable matroids, such as the ternary affine
plane AGp2, 3q, with no two-point line, and so the rank bound of four in Kelly’s Theorem is
best-possible. There are currently three known proofs of Kelly’s Theorem; see also [19, 20].
Kelly’s original proof fundamentally relies on a powerful theorem of Hirzebruch [34], which
guarantees the existence of a line with at most three points in any complex-representable
matroid of rank at least three. In fact, Hirzebruch extended Melchior’s Theorem to the
setting of complex-representability.

Hirzebruch’s Theorem. In a complex-representable matroid of rank at least three, the
average number of points in a line is less than four.

Now, to prove Kelly’s Theorem, consider a simple rank-4 complex-representable matroid
M , and suppose to the contrary that M has no two-point line. Let e P EpMq. By
Hirzebruch’s Theorem, M{e has a three-point line, and consequently there is a plane in
M comprising three lines L1, L2 and L3 containing e in their intersection. From here, the
key to proving Kelly’s Theorem is to show that a rank-3 complex-representable matroid
comprising three co-punctual lines must have a two-point line. In his original proof, Kelly
argues that, for any field F, if an F-representable matroid has this structure, then either
there is a two-point line or F has positive characteristic. We essentially give the same
argument below, with the slight difference that we translate the three-point lines of the
matroid into additive dependencies in a group. This approach will be particularly helpful
when we consider finite fields.

Consider the rank-3 matroid N “ M |L1 YL2 YL3. Then N has no two-point line, since
it is a restriction of M to a flat. Now let tf1, f2, f3u be a line of N , where fi P Lizteu for
each i P t1, 2, 3u, and let R : EpNq Ñ C3 be a representation of N where Rpeq “ p1, 0, 0q,
Rpf2q “ p0, 1, 0q and Rpf3q “ p0, 0, 1q. By possibly performing some row- and column-
scalings, we may assume that Rpf1q “ p0, 1, 1q, and that the last non-zero entry of each
vector in this representation is equal to one. In particular, this means that, for an element
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f P Lizteu and i P t1, 2, 3u, the last two entries of Rpfq are given by p1, 1q, p1, 0q or p0, 1q,
respectively.

For each f P EpNq, let ρpfq P C be the first entry of Rpfq, and let Ai “ tρpfq : f P

Lizteuu for each i P t1, 2, 3u. The assumption that N has no two-point line then gives us
the following.

Claim 2.2. A1 “ A2 ` A3.

Proof. Let α P A1. Then Rpfq “ pα, 1, 1q for some f P L1zteu. Since N has no two-point
line, there is an element f 1 P L3zteu such that tf, f2, f

1u is a line. Since Rpf 1q “ pα1, 0, 1q

for some α1 P C, it follows that α “ 0`α1 P A2 `A3. Conversely, let α2 P A2 and α3 P A3,
and let e2 P L2zteu and e3 P L3zteu such that Rpe2q “ pα2, 1, 0q and Rpe3q “ pα3, 0, 1q.
Since N has no two point line, there exists e1 P pL1zteuqXclpte2, e3uq. But Rpe1q “ pα, 1, 1q

for some α P C, and α “ α2 ` α3.

Since ρpf2q “ ρpf3q “ 0 P A2 X A3, we conclude from our next lemma that A1 is an
additive subgroup of C. Since |A1| ě 2, this implies that |A1| is not finite, a contradiction.
Note that we call a group additive if its operation is denoted by ` and it is abelian.

Proposition 2.3. Let A,B and C be finite, non-empty subsets of an additive group Z,
where A “ B ` C. If 0 P B X C and |A| ď mint|B|, |C|u, then A is a subgroup of Z and
A “ B “ C.

Proof. Since 0 P B X C, we have that 0 P A and that B,C Ď A. Since |A| ď |B|, |C|, it
follows that A “ B “ C. Therefore A “ A ` A, which means that A is a subgroup of
Z.

To summarize, the proof of Kelly’s Theorem follows by lifting a three-point line to
a plane consisting of three co-punctual lines, and then using complex-representability to
force the existence of a two-point line in this matroid. Specifically, we showed that if such
a matroid had no two-point line, then it would have a collinear set corresponding to a
non-trivial additive subgroup of the complex numbers, contradicting the finiteness of the
matroid. Applying this very same argument to a matroid representable over a finite field
F, we do not obtain the same contradiction, but we can exploit the correspondence to an
additive subgroup in order to build up an affine geometry. In particular, by iteratively
lifting a line of bounded length, we can find a set of elements in our matroid corresponding
to a high-dimensional additive subgroup of a vector space over F. These elements will then
‘generate’ all of the points of an affine geometry. (We had originally based this argument
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on an application of Kneser’s Theorem from additive combinatorics [38], before realizing
that the more specialized Proposition 2.3 was sufficient.) The procedure is encapsulated
in the next lemma, whose statement—which is slightly more technical than necessary for
proving Theorem 2.1—is tailored for its later use in the inductive proof of the Unavoidable
Flats Theorem.

Lemma 2.4. Let p be prime and let t, k, ℓ be positive integers where 3 ď ℓ ď p ` 1. If M
is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid and F is a rank-k flat in M such that M{F has
an ℓ-point line, then either:

(i) there exists f P F and e P EpMqzF such that te, fu is a two-point line in M ;

(ii) there is a line in M which is skew to F and has at most ℓ ´ 1 points; or

(iii) M has an AGpk, pq-restriction contained in a point of M{F .

Proof. Assume that neither (i) nor (ii) holds. Let I “ te1, . . . , eku be a basis of F , and let
P1, P2 and P3 be points of M{F , where |P1| “ mint|P1|, |P2|, |P3|u. We will consider the
matroid N “ M |F YP1 YP2 YP3. Because (ii) does not hold and N{F forms a three-point
line, every line in N which is skew to F has exactly three points. Thus we can choose a
line tf1, f2, f3u of N where fi P Pi for each i P t1, 2, 3u. Since (i) does not hold, we can
choose elements gi P clptf1, eiuqztf1, eiu for each i P t1, . . . , ku.

Let F “ GFpptq. We will now choose an F-representation of N which translates the
collinearity of triples in P1 ˆ P2 ˆ P3 into additive dependencies in Fk`2. For each i P

t1, . . . , k`2u, let vi denote the ith standard basis vector in Fk`2; for a vector u P Fk`2 and
i P t1, . . . , k ` 2u, let ui P F denote the ith coordinate of u.

Claim 2.4.1. There is an F-representation R : EpNq Ñ Fk`2 of N such that

1. for all e P EpNq, Rpeqm “ 1, where m is largest element in the support of Rpeq;

2. for each i P t1, . . . , ku, Rpeiq “ vi;

3. Rpf2q “ vk`1, Rpf3q “ vk`2, and Rpf1q “ vk`1 ` vk`2; and

4. for each i P t1, . . . , ku, Rpgiq “ Rpeiq ` Rpf1q.

Proof of claim. Since I Y tf2, f3u is a basis of N , there is an F-representation R of N such
that Rpeiq “ vi for each i P t1, . . . , ku, Rpf2q “ vk`1, and Rpf3q “ vk`2. We consider
a matrix A whose set of columns is tRpeq : e P EpNqu. By scaling a row or column of

18



A, we obtain another F-representation of N . In particular, by column-scaling, we may
always assume that (1) holds. Since f1 P clMptf2, f3uq, supppRpf1qq “ tk ` 1, k ` 2u. By
scaling, we may assume that Rpf1q “ vk`1 ` vk`2. Now consider i P t1, . . . , ku. By (1),
Rpgiq “ Rpf1q ` αvi for some α P F. By possibly scaling the ith row of A and the column
Rpeiq, we may assume that α “ 1.

Let R be an F-representation of N as given by the claim. For each e P EpNq, let ρpeq

be the vector in Fk defined by the first k entries of Rpeq, and let Ai “ tρpeq : e P Piu for
each i P t1, 2, 3u. Note that, by condition (1) of the claim, the map ρ : Pi Ñ Fk is injective
for each i P t1, 2, 3u. In particular, this means that |A1| ď |A2|, |A3|. Because every line
in N which is skew to F has exactly three points, it follows by the very same argument
as in the proof of Claim 2.2, that A1 “ A2 ` A3. Since ρpf2q “ ρpf3q “ 0 P A2 X A3, it
follows by Proposition 2.3 that A1 is an additive subgroup of Fk. Since A1 contains the k
standard basis vectors ρpg1q, . . . , ρpgkq, we have that GFppqk Ď A1. It follows that M |P1

has an AGpk, pq-restriction.

In the proof of Theorem 2.1, we consider a high-rank GFppq-representable matroid with
no AGpk, pq-restriction, and apply Lemma 2.4 iteratively so as to find smaller and smaller
lines. In this way, we ultimately end up with the desired two-point line. In Chapter 3, we
will generalize Lemma 2.4 in order to similarly find independent flats of any fixed rank.
This argument as described, however, does have a glaring issue: namely, we apply the
induction to a minor M{F , where F is a rank-k flat of our matroid; so what do we do if
M{F has an AGpk, pq-restriction? As we will see in the next section, we can get around
this issue using Ramsey theory.

2.2 Ramsey theory

The proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem relies heavily on Ramsey theorems for finite
affine and projective geometries. For affine geometries, we have the following classic and
well-known result [29, 51].

Affine Ramsey Theorem. For any prime-power q and positive integers k, t, ℓ, there is a
number N “ ARqpk, t, ℓq such that, for any ℓ-colouring of the rank-t flats of G – AGpN, qq,
there is a monochromatic rank-k flat.

Formally, the conclusion of this theorem says that there is a rank-k flat F of G such
that every rank-t flat of G|F has the same colour. In the proof of the Unavoidable Flats
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Theorem, we will use the Affine Ramsey Theorem to deduce that a bounded lift of an
affine geometry of huge rank contains an affine geometry of large rank, thereby answering
the question at the end of Section 2.1. We state this formally in our next lemma, which
was already proved in a stronger form by Geelen and Nelson [27, Lemma 5.2]. Note that,
for a representation A of a matroid M and a subset X Ď EpMq, we denote by A|X the
submatrix of A comprising the columns of A corresponding to the elements of X.

Lemma 2.5. For any prime-power q and positive integers m and k, if J is an m-element in-
dependent set in a GFpqq-representable matroid M and M{J has an AGpN, q1q-restriction,
where GFpq1q is a subfield of GFpqq and N ě ARq1pk, 1, qmq, then M has an AGpk ´ 1, q1q-
restriction.

Proof. We may assume that M{J – AGpN, q1q. Thus M has a GFpqq-representation of
the form

ˆ

I B
0 A

˙

,

where I denotes the pmˆmq-identity matrix, and A is a representation of AGpN, q1q whose
first row is the all-ones vector. Consider the qm-colouring of the points of M{J where each
point is coloured by its associated column in B. By the Affine Ramsey Theorem, M{J
has a monochromatic rank-k flat F . Because the first row of A is the all-ones vector, and
the columns of B|F are all the same, we see that A|F is a representation of M |F . Thus
M |F – AGpk ´ 1, q1q.

Lemmas 2.4 and 2.5 together imply that a matroid with huge rank representable over
a given prime field either has a two-point line or an affine geometry as a restriction.

Lemma 2.6. For any prime p and positive integers k, t, where 2 ď t ď p ` 1, there is a
number Nppk, tq such that, if M is a GFppq-representable matroid with rpMq ě Nppk, tq,
then M has either an AGpk, pq-restriction or a line with at most t points.

Proof. For all k, set Nppk, p ` 1q “ 2. Now let 2 ď t ď p, and assume that Nppk, t ` 1q

exists for all k. Let M be a GFppq-representable matroid with

rpMq ě k ` NppARppk, 1, pkq, t ` 1q.

Let F be a rank-k flat in M . By induction, M{F has either a pt ` 1q-point line or an
AGpARppk, 1, pkq, pq-restriction. In the former case, the result follows by Lemma 2.4. In
the latter case, the result follows by Lemma 2.5.
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Lemma 2.6 gets us very close to proving Theorem 2.1. In particular, it allows us to
assume that our GFppq-representable matroid M contains a spanning affine geometry. In
order to find the unavoidable flats in this case, we use a Ramsey theorem for finite projective
geometries. The following was originally proved by Graham, Leeb and Rothschild [28].

Projective Ramsey Theorem. For any prime-power q and positive integers k, t, ℓ, there
is a number N “ PRqpk, t, ℓq such that, for any ℓ-colouring of the rank-t flats of G –

PGpN, qq, there is a monochromatic rank-k flat.

By taking rpMq ě NppPRppk, 1, 2q, 2q, the proof of Theorem 2.1 is completed by Lemma
2.6 and the following.

Lemma 2.7. For any prime-power q and positive integer k, if M is a simple GFpqq-
representable matroid with an AGpN, qq-restriction, where N ě PRqpk, 1, 2q, then M has
a rank-k flat F such that either M |F – AGpk ´ 1, qq or M |F – PGpk ´ 1, qq.

Proof. We may assume that rpMq “ N`1, that is, M has a spanning AGpN, qq-restriction.
Let X Ď EpMq such that M |X – AGpN, qq, and choose G – PGpN, qq such that M is a
restriction of G. Then EpGqzX is a hyperplane in G, and so GzX – PGpN´1, qq. Consider
the 2-colouring of the points of GzX based on membership inM : by the Projective Ramsey
Theorem, there is a rank-k flat F of GzX such that either F Ď EpMq or F Ď EpGqzEpMq.
Now fix an element e P X, and consider that flat H “ clGpF Y teuq X EpMq of M . In the
former case, M |H – PGpk, qq, and in the latter, M |H – AGpk, qq, as desired.

Although we have not yet proved the Unavoidable Flats Theorem, we note as an aside
that, by combining it with the Projective and Affine Ramsey Theorems, we can easily
derive Corollary 1.1, our Ramsey theorem for matroids representable over a given finite
field. In fact, we can prove a stronger theorem on colouring the flats of any given rank
using any given number of colours.

Theorem 2.8. For any finite field F and positive integers k, t, ℓ, if M is an F-representable
matroid of sufficiently high rank, then for any ℓ-colouring of the rank-t flats of M , there is
a monochromatic rank-k flat.

Proof. By the Unavoidable Flats Theorem, we may assume that M is either a free matroid
or a projective or affine geometry over a subfield of F. In the former case, the result follows
by Ramsey’s theorem for hypergraphs. Otherwise, the result follows by the Projective or
Affine Ramsey Theorem.
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When dealing with matroids representable over a non-prime finite field, we will require
another powerful tool from geometric Ramsey theory, which essentially says that, if a
matroid representable over a given finite field has huge rank and is dense, then it contains
a large affine geometry. This was originally proved by Furstenberg and Katznelson [22],
generalizing a similar theorem of Brown and Buhler [9] concerning the existence of collinear
triples. It also follows as a natural consequence of the Density Hales-Jewett Theorem, which
was also first proved by Furstenberg and Katznelson [23].

Geometric Density Hales-Jewett Theorem. For any prime-power q, ϵ ą 0 and posi-
tive integer k, there is a number DHJqpϵ, kq such that, if M is a simple GFpqq-representable
matroid with rpMq ě DHJqpϵ, kq and |EpMq| ě ϵqrpMq, then M has an AGpk, qq-restriction.

As explained in Chapter 1, the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem follows in
two steps, the first of which involves showing that the matroid M contains either a large
independent flat or affine geometry, thereby reducing the proof to the case that M has a
spanning affine geometry (over the base field). This will follow by an argument similar to
the proof of Theorem 2.1; the key difference is that, if M itself is not representable over
the base field, then we cannot directly apply Lemma 2.7 to find the unavoidable flats, as
we did above. Instead, we will exploit the structure of the spanning affine geometry and
apply the Ramsey theorems introduced in this section in order to impose more and more
structure on M , until we can find the unavoidable flats. This (very broadly) describes the
second step of the proof. In this context, the Density Hales-Jewett Theorem together with
Lemma 2.7 will allow us to make the very important assumption that M is sparse.
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Chapter 3

The Unavoidable Flats Theorem

In this chapter, we prove the Unavoidable Flats Theorem. In the first section, we generalize
the proof technique for Theorem 2.1 to show that, in a matroid of huge rank representable
over a given finite field, there is a high-rank affine geometry or independent flat. This
reduces the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem to the case that the matroid has a
spanning projective geometry. This case is handled in Section 3.2. In Section 3.3, we
combine the results to ultimately prove the theorem.

3.1 Matroids without an independent flat

The first step in the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem is to show the following, our
main result for this section.

Theorem 3.1. For a prime p and integers k,m, t P N, there is a number N1 “ N1pp
t, k,mq

such that, if M is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with rpMq ě N1, then M contains
either a rank-m independent flat or an AGpk ´ 1, pq-restriction.

The proof of Theorem 3.1 is similar to the proof of Lemma 2.6, where we showed
that, for any prime p, a GFppq-representable matroid with sufficiently high rank and no
AGpk, pq-restriction has a two-point line. Using Lemma 2.4, we proved this by iteratively
lifting lines of bounded size in order to find smaller ones. The first step in the proof of
Theorem 3.1 is to generalize Lemma 2.4, so that we can do a similar lifting argument
with flats of any given rank. In order to do this, however, it turns out that there is some
additional information that we will need to account for, namely the connectivity of the
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flat which we are lifting. (A matroid is connected if, for any pair of distinct elements of its
groundset, there is a circuit containing both of them.) This was not an issue in the proof
of Lemma 2.6, since every line with at least three points is connected. For this reason, we
start by adapting Lemma 2.4 in a way that specifically handles the lifting of circuits.

Lemma 3.2. For p prime and positive integers t, k,m where m ě 2, let M be a simple
GFpptq-representable matroid with a rank-k flat F such that sipM{F q – Um,m`1. Then
either

(i) there exists f P F and e P EpMqzF such that te, fu is a two-point line in M ;

(ii) there exists a rank-m independent flat in M skew to F ; or

(iii) M has an AGpk, pq-restriction contained in a point of M{F .

Proof. We proceed by induction on m ě 2. The base case m “ 2 follows by Lemma 2.4.
Now suppose that m ě 3, and assume that neither (i) nor (ii) holds. Let F1, . . . , Fm`1 be
the points of M{F . Since piiq does not hold, there is a circuit tf1, . . . , fm`1u of M where
fi P Fi for each i P t1, . . . ,m ` 1u. Let M 1 “ M{fm`1zFm`1. Then sipM 1{F q – Um´1,m. If
there exists f P F and e P EpM 1qzF such that te, fu is a line in M 1, then te, fu is a line
in M . If there is a rank-pm ´ 1q independent flat J of M 1 which is skew to F in M 1, then
J Y tfm`1u is a rank-m independent flat in M which is skew to F . Hence, by induction,
M 1 has an AGpk, pq-restriction contained in a point of M 1{F . We may assume that this
restriction is contained in F1; that is, there exists A Ď F1 such that M 1|A – AGpk, pq.
Since M |F1 “ pM{fm`1q|F1, we have M |A – AGpk, pq, as desired.

Now we can generalize the lifting argument to flats of any rank.

Lemma 3.3. For p prime and positive integers t, k,m, n, where n ą m ě 2, if M is a
GFpptq-representable matroid of rank at least m ` k such that every rank-m flat of M has
at least n points, then either

(1) M has an AGpk, pq-restriction,

(2) there is a rank-k flat F in M such that every rank-m flat in M{F has at least n ` 1
points, or

(3) M has a rank-m flat H such that M |H is not connected.

24



Proof. Let M 1 be a GFpptq-representable matroid with rpM 1q ě m ` k such that every
rank-m flat in M 1 has at least n points. We may assume that M 1 is simple. Let F be a
rank-k flat in M 1; we may assume that there is a rank-m flat G in M 1{F with at most n
points. By hypothesis, pM 1{F q|G has exactly n points. Moreover, we may assume that
pM 1{F q|G is connected.

Let M be the restriction of M 1 to the flat F Y G. So M is a rank-pm ` kq matroid
where every rank-m flat has at least n points, and M{F is a connected rank-m matroid
with exactly n points. We will show that M has an AGpk, pq-restriction.

Claim 3.3.1. For every f P F and e P EpMqzF , | clMpte, fuq| ě 3.

Proof of claim. Let f P F and let e P EpMqzF . Suppose to the contrary that te, fu is a
line in M . Let H be a rank-m flat in M which is skew to F , such that e P H. Because
|H| ě n, M |H – sipM{F q (and so M |H has exactly n points). Let N “ M | clMptfu YHq,
and note that sipN{fq – M |H.

First we show that there exists an element h P H such that such that | clMptf, huq| ě 3.
Suppose otherwise. Then, because sipN{fq – M |H, f is a coloop in N . Since N |H is
connected, there exists a rank-pm ´ 1q flat H 1 in N |H such that |H 1| ď |H| ´ 2. But then
| clMptfu Y H 1q| ď n ´ 1, a contradiction. Thus there exists a line L2 in N containing f
and at least two other elements g1 and g2.

Now let G be a hyperplane of N with e, g1 P G and f R G. Then N |G – sipN{fq, and
so there is a circuit C of N |G containing e and g1 (since this matroid is connected). Let
h P Czte, g1u, and let X “ Czte, g1, hu. Then X Y th, g2, fu is independent in N , and so
we can choose a hyperplane G1 of N with f R G1 and X Y th, g2u Ď G1. Since |G1| “ n, G1

must intersect the line te, fu, that is, e P G1. But X Y te, h, g2u is independent in N and
a circuit in M{f . So f is spanned by X Y te, h, g2u in N , a contradiction.

Let C “ tf1, . . . , fℓ`1u, where ℓ ě 2, be a circuit in M{F . For each i P t1, . . . , ℓ`1u, let
Fi be the point ofM{F containing fi, and letN be the restriction ofM to FYF1Y¨ ¨ ¨YFℓ`1.
So sipN{F q – Uℓ,ℓ`1.

Claim 3.3.2. For any rank-ℓ flat J of N , if J is skew to F , then J is a circuit.

Proof of claim. Suppose to the contrary that J is an independent flat of N . Since J is
skew to F , |J X Fi| ď 1 for each i P t1, . . . , ℓ ` 1u. Without loss of generality, we may
assume that J “ te1, . . . , eℓu, where ei P Fi for each i P t1, . . . , ℓu. So clMpJq X Fℓ`1 “ H.
Let I be a basis of M{F containing J , and let H “ clMpIq. Since |H| ě n and H is skew to
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F in M , there exists an element eℓ`1 P H X Fℓ`1. Since M |H “ pM{F q|H, eℓ`1 P clMpJq,
a contradiction.

By Lemma 3.2, N has an AGpk, pq-restriction.

Lemma 3.3 translates to the following extremal theorem, from which we will easily
derive Theorem 3.1.

Lemma 3.4. Let k, t ě 1 and n ě m ě 1 be integers and let p be prime. There is a
number N2 “ N2pp

t, k, n,mq such that, if M is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with
rpMq ě N2, then M has either an AGpk´ 1, pq-restriction or a rank-m flat which is either
disconnected or has at most n points.

Proof. Let q “ pt. Let m be any positive integer, and observe that, if n ě
qm´1
q´1

, then the

number N2 exists for all k ě 1. (Just take N2 “ m.) Now let n ă
qm´1
q´1

, and assume that

N2pq, k, n`1,mq exists for all k ě 1. Let M be a simple GFpqq-representable matroid with

rpMq ě k ` m ` N2pq,ARqpk, 1, q
k
q ` 1, n ` 1,mq.

We may assume that every rank-m flat in M is connected and has at least n ` 1 points.
Furthermore, by Lemma 3.3, we may assume that there is a rank-k flat F in M such that
every rank-m flat in M{F has at least n ` 2 points. Since every rank-m flat in M{F is
connected, it follows by induction that M{F has an AGpARqpk, 1, q

kq, pq-restriction. Thus,
by Lemma 2.5, M has an AGpk ´ 1, pq-restriction.

Now we finish the proof.

Proof of Theorem 3.1. For k P N, we recursively define

N1pp
t, k,mq :“ N2pp

t, k, 2N1pp
t, k,m ´ 1q, 2N1pp

t, k,m ´ 1qq,

where N1pp
t, k, 1q “ 1. Now let m ě 1 and assume rpMq ě N1pp

t, k,mq. The result follows
if m “ 1, because every point in a simple matroid forms a rank-1 independent flat. For
m ě 2, we may assume by Lemma 3.4 that M has a rank-2N1pp

t, k,m ´ 1q flat F such
that M |F is not connected. Let N be a smallest component of M |F . By induction, we
may assume that M |F zEpNq has a rank-pm ´ 1q independent flat I. But then I Y teu is
a rank-m independent flat for any e P EpNq.

26



3.2 Matroids with a spanning projective geometry

With Theorem 3.1, we have reduced the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem to the
case that our matroid contains a spanning affine geometry over the base field. Our main
theorem for this section allows us to handle a matroid with this structure inductively. In
particular, we show that a GFpqq-representable matroid of huge rank with a spanning affine
geometry contains either one of the desired unavoidable flats or a high-rank flat which is
representable over a proper subfield of GFpqq.

As we will show in Section 3.3 using a contraction argument, it suffices to consider
a matroid containing a spanning projective (rather than affine) geometry. Therefore we
prove the following.

Theorem 3.5. For p prime and k, t P N, there is a number N2 “ N2pp
t, kq such that, if M

is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with a PGprpMq ´ 1, pq-restriction and rpMq ě

N2, then M has a rank-k flat F such that either M |F – AGpk´1, ptq, M |F – PGpk´1, ptq,
or M |F is representable over a proper subfield of GFpptq.

The proof of this result relies heavily on the Ramsey theorems presented in Section
2.2. The idea is as follows. Let G0 denote the spanning projective geometry in M , and
recall that every element in M is spanned by a flat of G0 of rank at most t. We start
by colouring each flat in G0 of rank at most t according to the number of elements in M
for which it is the minimal spanning flat in G0. By repeated application of the Projective
Ramsey Theorem, we may assume that, for each i P t1, . . . , tu, the rank-i flats of G0 have
the same colour. If each rank-t flat of G0 is the minimal spanning flat for an element of
M , then M is dense, in which case the result follows by the Density Hales-Jewett Theorem
and Lemma 2.7. Therefore we may assume that every element of M is spanned by a flat
of G0 with rank strictly less than t. In this case, we will show that M has a rank-k flat
which is representable over a proper subfield of GFpptq.

The idea will be to choose i P t1, . . . , t ´ 1u as large as possible such that every rank-i
flat of G0 is the minimal spanning flat of some element of M , and then choose k skew
rank-i flats F1, . . . , Fk of G0 and elements e1, . . . , ek of M minimally spanned by each of
them. Then we show that the flat F “ clMpte1, . . . , ekuq is representable over a proper
subfield of GFpptq. Because M is GFpptq-representable, we may view M as a restriction of
a projective geometry G1 – PGprpMq ´ 1, ptq. Having chosen the flat F , we may assume
that M contains every element of G1 spanned by a rank-i flat of G0. The following lemma
will then complete the proof.
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Lemma 3.6. For p prime and i, t, k P N, where i ă t ď k ´ 2, let G1 – PGpik ´ 1, ptq, let
G0 – PGpik ´ 1, pq be a restriction of G1, and let M be the matroid obtained from G1 by
deleting every element not spanned by a rank-i flat of G0. Let F1, . . . , Fk be a collection of
rank-i flats of G0 with rpF1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Fkq “ ik. For each j P t1, . . . , ku, let ej be an element
of M whose minimal spanning flat in G0 is Fj. If F “ clMpte1, . . . , ekuq, then M |F is a
projective geometry over a proper subfield of GFpptq.

To prove Lemma 3.6, we will show that M |F is modular, that is, for all flats H1, H2 of
M |F , rpH1q ` rpH2q “ rpH1 Y H2q ` rpH1 X H2q. Then we apply the standard fact that
a connected modular matroid is a projective geometry [48, Proposition 6.9.1], as well as
the fact that any finite projective geometry of rank k ě 4 is isomorphic to PGpk ´ 1, qq for
some prime-power q [48, Theorem 6.1.2]. Using an easy counting argument, we then show
that M |F fl PGpk ´ 1, ptq, which will complete the proof.

The following proposition will be helpful in finding a modular flat. Recall, from Ox-
ley [48], that [pA,Bq “ rpAq ` rpBq ´ rpA Y Bq.

Proposition 3.7. If F1 and F2 are flats in a simple matroid M with rpF1XF2q ă [pF1, F2q,
then there is a flat H Ď F1, disjoint from F2, with [pH,F2q “ 1.

Proof. Choose a flat K Ď F1 of M which is skew to F2 and such that rpKq`rpF2q “ rpF1Y

F2q. Then F1zK is spanned by F2 in M{K, and rM{KpF1zKq “ [MpF1, F2q ą rMpF1XF2q.
Thus we can choose an element e P F1zK which is not spanned by F1 X F2 in M{K. The
result follows for H “ clMpK Y teuq.

Now we are ready to prove the lemma.

Proof of Lemma 3.6. Let r “ ik. If i “ 1, then M “ G0 and the result follows; so let
2 ď i ď t ´ 1. By modularity of G0, for all flats F0 and H0 of G0, clMpF0 X H0q “

clMpF0q X clMpH0q, and similarly clG1pF0 X H0q “ clG1pF0q X clG1pH0q. We use these facts
implicitly throughout the proof.

Claim 3.7.1. Each flat H of M |F is not spanned by any flat of G0 of rank less than irpHq.

Proof of claim. First we show that F is not spanned by any flat of G0 of rank less than r.
Indeed, suppose to the contrary that there is a flat F0 of G0 such that F Ď clMpF0q and F0

does not span G0. Then for some j P t1, . . . , ku, Fj Ę F0. But then, since Fj is the minimal
spanning flat for ej in G0, we have that ej R clMpFj X F0q. But ej P clMpFjq X clMpF0q, a
contradiction.
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Now let H be a flat of M |F , and suppose to the contrary that there is a flat H0 of G0

such that H0 spans H in M and rpH0q ă irpHq. Let I be a basis of H, and let B be a
basis of F containing I. Since each element of BzI is spanned by a set in G0 with rank at
most i, F is spanned by a set in G0 of rank at most

i|BzI| ` rpH0q “ iprpF q ´ rpHqq ` rpH0q ă irpF q “ r,

a contradiction.

By Claim 3.7.1 and hypothesis, for every element e P F , the minimal spanning flat in
G0 of e has rank exactly i; fix a basis Be of this flat. A consequence of Claim 3.7.1 is that
G0 is related to every flat of M |F in this manner.

Claim 3.7.2. Each flat H of M |F is spanned by a unique rank-irpHq flat of G0.

Proof of claim. Since each element of a basis of H is spanned by a rank-i flat of G0,
there exists a flat H0 of G0 with H Ď clMpH0q and rpH0q ď irpHq. By Claim 3.7.1,
rpH0q “ irpHq. Suppose to the contrary that there is another rank-irpHq flat H 1

0 of G0

which spans H. Then H Ď clMpH0 X H 1
0q and rpH0 X H 1

0q ă irpHq, contrary to Claim
3.7.1.

The next step of the proof is to use the correspondence established in Claim 3.7.2,
together with the modularity of the projective geometry G0, to show that M |F is modular.
In order to do this, we must show that minimal spanning flats are well-behaved under taking
intersections.

Claim 3.7.3. For flats H1, H2 of M |F , if H 1
i is the minimum spanning flat of Hi in G0

for i P t1, 2u, then

rpH 1
1 X H 1

2q “ iprpH1q ` rpH2q ´ rpH1 Y H2qq.

Proof of claim. Let H 1 denote the minimal spanning flat of H1 Y H2 in G0. We first show
that H 1 “ clG0pH 1

1 YH 1
2q. Indeed, let B1 be a basis of H1, and let B be a basis of H1 YH2

containing B1. By Claim 3.7.1,
Ť

ePB Be is a basis of H 1, and
Ť

ePB1
Be is a basis for H 1

1.
Thus H 1

1 Ď H 1; and similarly H 1
2 Ď H 1. Therefore clG0pH 1

1 Y H 1
2q Ď H 1. By Claims 3.7.1

and 3.7.2,

irpH1 Y H2q ď rpH 1
1 Y H 1

2q ď rpH 1
q “ irpH1 Y H2q,
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and so clG0pH 1
1 Y H 1

2q “ H 1. Now by modularity of G0, we have

iprpH1q ` rpH2qq “ rpH 1
1q ` rpH 1

2q “ irpH1 Y H2q ` rpH 1
1 X H 1

2q,

as desired.

The next two claims establish the modularity of M |F .

Claim 3.7.4. For flats H1, H2 of M |F , if [pH1, H2q “ 1, then H1 X H2 ‰ H.

Proof of claim. Let H 1
1, H

1
2 respectively be the minimum spanning flats of H1, H2 in G0.

By Claim 3.7.3, we have that rpH 1
1 X H 1

2q “ i. Also, since clG1pH 1
1 X H 1

2q “ clG1pH 1
1q X

clG1pH 1
2q, we have that clG1pH1q X clG1pH2q Ď clG1pH 1

1 X H 1
2q X clG1pF q. By hypothesis,

clG1pH1q X clG1pH2q is a point in G1, say tgu. Thus g P clG1pH 1
1 X H 1

2q. In particular, this
means that g is spanned by a rank-i flat of G0, and so g P EpMq. Thus g P H1 X H2.

Claim 3.7.5. For flats H1, H2 of M |F , [pH1, H2q “ rpH1 X H2q.

Proof of claim. Suppose that rpH1 XH2q ă [pH1, H2q. By Proposition 3.7, there are flats
E1 Ď H1 and E2 Ď H2 such that [pE1, E2q “ 1 and rpE1 X E2q “ 0. But this contradicts
Claim 3.7.4.

By Claim 3.7.5, the matroid M |F is modular. Recall that each connected component
of a modular matroid is either a point or a projective geometry. We claim that M |F is
connected. Indeed, let e, f P F , and let He and Hf denote their minimal spanning flats
in G0. By Claim 3.7.1, He and Hf are skew, and H “ clG0pHe Y Hf q is the minimal
spanning flat in G0 for clMpte, fuq. Since G0|H – PGp2i ´ 1, pq, there is a rank-i flat Hg

in G0|H such that He, Hf and Hg are pairwise-skew, and Hg is the minimal spanning flat
in G0 for an element g P clG1pte, fuqzte, fu. By assumption, g P F . It follows that M |F is
connected, and in particular, M |F is a rank-k projective geometry. Since k ě t ` 2 ě 4,
M – PGpk ´ 1, qq for some prime-power q. But since M |F is GFpptq-representable, GFpqq

is a subfield of GFpptq. It remains to show that M |F fl PGpk ´ 1, ptq.

Recall that, for e, f P H distinct, Be and Bf are skew. (Otherwise clpte, fuq is spanned
by a flat of G0 of rank less than 2i, contrary to Claim 3.7.1.) It follows that |EpG0q| ą |F |.
Now if M |F – PGpk ´ 1, ptq, then we have

pptqk ´ 1

pt ´ 1
“ |F | ă |EpG0q| “

pik ´ 1

p ´ 1
,

which in turn implies that pk ă pt, contrary to our choice of k. Thus M |F is a projective
geometry over a proper subfield of GFpptq.
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We are now ready to prove Theorem 3.5.

Proof of Theorem 3.5. We may assume that k ě t`2 (which we will need to invoke Lemma
3.6). Let q “ pt, let N “ PRqpk, 1, 2q, and let

m “ maxtDHJqpp2tp2t
2

q
´1, Nq, tku.

Finally, let M2 “ PRppm, 2, qtq, and recursively define Mi “ PRppMi´1, i, q
tq for each

i P t3, . . . , tu. We will show that N2 “ Mt works.

Let M be a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with a restriction G0 – PGprpMq ´

1, pq and rank rpMq ě Mt. Recall that every element e of M is spanned by a flat of G0

of rank at most t, and that there is a unique such flat of minimum rank, which we call
the minimum spanning flat of e. For each i P t2, . . . , tu and each rank-i flat F of G0, let
ϕipF q be the number of elements in M for which F is the minimal spanning flat. Then, for
each i P t2, . . . , tu, ϕi is a qt-colouring of the rank-i flats of G0. By repeated application
of the Projective Ramsey Theorem, there is a rank-m flat F0 of G0 such that, for each
i P t2, . . . , tu, every rank-i flat of G0|F0 has the same colour under ϕi.

Let G1
0 “ G0|F0 and M 1 “ M | clMpF0q. We may assume that M 1 ‰ G1

0. Choose
i P t2, . . . , tu as large as possible such that ϕi ı 0.

Case 1. i ă t.

By choice of i, every element of M 1 is spanned by a rank-i flat of G1
0, and every rank-i

flat of G1
0 is the minimal spanning flat of some element of M 1. Since rpG1

0q ě tk, there
is a collection F1, . . . , Fk of rank-i flats of G1

0 such that rpF1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Fkq “ ik. For each
j P t1, . . . , ku, choose an element ej of M

1 for which Fj is the minimal spanning flat in G0,
and let F “ clMpte1, . . . , ekuq. By Lemma 3.6, M |F is representable over a proper subfield
of GFpptq.

Case 2. i “ t.

In this case, the number of elements of M 1 is at least the number of rank-t flats of G1
0,

which equals the Gaussian coefficient
`

m
t

˘

p
(see [48, p. 162]). Therefore

|EpM 1
q| ě

ˆ

m

t

˙

p

ą
1

2tp2t2
pmt

“
1

2tp2t2
qrpM 1q.

Since rpM 1q ě DHJqpp2tp2t
2
q´1, Nq, it follows by the Density Hales-Jewett Theorem that

M 1 has an AGpN, qq-restriction. The result now follows by Lemma 2.7.
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3.3 Putting the pieces together

We now finish the proof of the Unavoidable Flats Theorem by combining the main results
from the previous two sections, both of which we restate here for ease of reference.

Theorem (Theorem 3.1). For a prime p and integers k,m, t P N, there is a number N1 “

N1pp
t, k,mq such that, if M is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with rpMq ě N1,

then M contains either a rank-m independent flat or an AGpk ´ 1, pq-restriction.

Theorem (Theorem 3.5). For p prime and k, t P N, there is a number N2 “ N2ppt, kq such
that, if M is a simple GFpptq-representable matroid with a PGprpMq ´ 1, pq-restriction
and rpMq ě N2, then M has a rank-k flat F such that either M |F – AGpk ´ 1, ptq,
M |F – PGpk ´ 1, ptq, or M |F is representable over a proper subfield of GFpptq.

The Unavoidable Flats Theorem follows by applying Theorem 3.1 to pass to a high-rank
matroid with a spanning affine geometry restriction, and then applying Theorem 3.5 and
induction. The only problem is that the latter requires that the matroid has a spanning
projective geometry as a restriction. We get around this issue by contracting an element
in the affine restriction and then lifting after applying induction.

Unavoidable Flats Theorem. For every prime-power q and positive integer k, there is
a number Nqpkq such that, if M is a simple GFpqq-representable matroid with rank at least
Nqpkq, then M has a rank-k flat F such that either F is independent in M , or M |F is
isomorphic to a projective or affine geometry over a subfield of GFpqq.

Proof. We proceed by induction on t ě 1, where q “ pt for some prime p. For the base
case t “ 1, let M be a simple GFppq-representable matroid with rpMq ě N1pp,N ` 1, kq,
where N “ PRppk, 1, 2q. By Theorem 3.1, we may assume that M has an AGpN, pq-
restriction. By Lemma 2.7, M has a rank-k flat F such that either M |F – AGpk ´ 1, pq

or M |F – PGpk ´ 1, pq, as desired.

Now let t ě 2, and assume that the number Npipκq exists for all i P t1, . . . , tu and
κ P N. Let k be any positive integer, and define m “ PRqpk, 1, 2q,

ℓ “ maxtDHJqpq
´2,mq, Npt´1pkqu,

and n “ Npt´1pℓq. Let M be a simple GFpqq-representable matroid of rank at least
N1pq,N2pq, nq ` 1, kq. By Theorem 3.1, we may assume that, for some S Ď EpMq,
M |S – AGpN2pq, nq, pq. Let M 1 “ M | clpSq and let e P S. Then sippM 1|Sq{eq –

PGpN2pq, nq ´ 1, pq. Therefore, by Theorem 3.5 and induction, M 1{e has a rank-ℓ flat
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F such that sippM 1{eq|F q is either a free matroid or a projective or affine geometry over
a subfield of GFpqq. In the former case, we can lift to obtain a rank-ℓ independent flat in
M 1, and so we may assume that sippM 1{eq|F q is a projective or affine geometry.

Case 1. sippM 1{eq|F q is a projective or affine geometry over a proper subfield of GFpqq.

Let N “ M | clMpF Y teuq, and let H be a hyperplane of N which does not contain e.
Then pN{eq|H “ N |H, and so N |H is representable over a proper subfield of GFpqq. Since
rpHq “ ℓ, it follows by induction that N |H contains a rank-k flat H 1 such that either H 1

is independent, or N |H 1 “ M |H 1 is an affine or projective geometry over a proper subfield
of GFpqq.

Case 2. sippM 1{eq|F q is isomorphic to either PGpℓ ´ 1, qq or AGpℓ ´ 1, qq.

Again, let N “ M | clMpF Y teuq, and observe that |EpNq| ě qℓ´1 “ q´2qrpNq. By the
Density Hales-Jewett Theorem, N has an AGpm, qq-restriction. By Lemma 2.7, N has a
rank-k flat F such that either N |F – AGpk ´ 1, qq or N |F – PGpk ´ 1, qq. This completes
the proof.
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Chapter 4

Incidence Geometry and Counting
Hyperplanes

In this chapter, we provide an introduction to the theory of counting hyperplanes in real-
representable matroids. This will play a fundamental role in the proofs of the Average
Hyperplane-Size Theorem, the Average Plane-Size Theorem and the Average Flat-Size
Theorem. We begin in low dimensions, with a classic theorem of József Beck on approxi-
mating the number of lines. As a simple demonstration of our general proof technique, we
show how to derive Melchior’s Theorem (with a weaker bound on the average) from Beck’s
Theorem. We also provide a nice proof of Beck’s Theorem due to Szekély [53], with the
aim of providing the reader with an introduction to the surrounding theory of incidence
geometry. For further reading on this subject, we refer the reader to an excellent survey
by Dvir [17], which was a helpful resource for the writing of this section. In the second
section, we present two generalizations of Beck’s theorem, due to Lund and Do, to higher
dimensions, both of which will play important roles in our proofs.

Throughout this chapter (and the remainder of the thesis), we may find it handy to
use the standard asymptotic notation Op¨q and Ωp¨q to denote upper and lower bounds up
to a (hidden) positive multiplicative constant. If the latter depends on some parameter,
say k, then we will use a subscripted Okp¨q or Ωkp¨q.

4.1 Beck’s Theorem

The first step in proving the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem (as well as the Average
Plane-Size Theorem) is to obtain a good approximation on the number of hyperplanes in
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a real-representable matroid. We do this by generalizing a classic theorem in incidence
geometry, Beck’s theorem on counting spanned lines.

Theorem 4.1 (Beck’s Theorem, [4]). If M is a simple rank-3 real-representable matroid
on n elements, and L is a largest line of M , then the number of lines in M is at least
Ωpnpn ´ |L|qq.

It is easily verified that, in the matroid M above, the number of lines is at most
npn ´ |L|q, and so the bound in Beck’s Theorem is best-possible up to a multiplicative
constant.

Beck’s Theorem was generalized to higher dimensions by Lund [41], who gave a sim-
ilar approximation on the number of flats of any given rank. In Chapter 6, we prove a
strengthening Lund’s theorem; the details are discussed in the next section. For now, we
illustrate the role such approximations play in the proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size
Theorem by showing how to derive its “base case” from Beck’s Theorem. In other words,
we use Beck’s Theorem to give a new proof of Melchior’s Theorem (with a weaker bound
on the average). The reasoning is very simple: because Beck’s Theorem provides a good
approximation on the number of lines, it suffices to show that we can similarly approximate
the aggregate size of the lines.

Proposition 4.2. If M is a simple rank-3 matroid on n elements, and L is a largest line
of M , then

ÿ

HPLpMq

|H| ď 3npn ´ |L|q,

where LpMq denotes the collection of lines of M .

Proof. Let L1 “ LpMqztLu, and consider a line H P L1. Since H intersects L in at most
one element, there are at least |H| ´ 1 pairs pe, fq P H ˆ pHzLq where e ‰ f . Because any
pair of distinct elements spans a unique line in M , it follows that

1

2

ÿ

HPL1

|H| ď
ÿ

HPL1

p|H| ´ 1q ď npn ´ |L|q.

The result now follows because |L| ď n and n ´ |L| ě 1.

It follows immediately from Beck’s Theorem and Proposition 4.2 that, in any real-
representable matroid of rank at least three, the average size of a line is at most an absolute

35



constant. The proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem will follow in the very same
manner, namely by combining a suitable generalization of Beck’s Theorem with a similar
generalization of Proposition 4.2. Note that the latter does not require M to be real-
representable.

The remainder of this section comprises a proof of Beck’s Theorem. This will have no
technical bearing on anything else in the thesis, and is included only for enrichment and
context, in light of the fundamental role Beck’s Theorem plays in our proofs.

Beck’s original proof of his theorem appeared around the same time as a paper of
Szemerédi and Trotter [54] which proved an even stronger theorem on point-line incidences.
We provide a short and elegant proof, due to Szekély [53], of Szemerédi and Trotter’s
theorem, and then derive Beck’s Theorem from the latter using the standard argument from
Beck’s original paper. (Beck had in fact proved a slightly weaker version of Szemerédi and
Trotter’s result in [4].) The Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem has two well-known formulations,
one of which is a sharp upper bound on the number of incidences between finitely many
points and lines in the plane. We will use the other formulation, a bound on the number
of lines having large intersection with a given finite set of points in the plane.

Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem. For a set P of n points in the real plane and any integer
k ě 2, we have

|Lk| ď O
´n2

k3
`

n

k

¯

,

where Lk denotes the collection of lines containing at least k points from P .

Most proofs of the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem, including the original, are based on a
geometric technique known as cell partitioning, in which the plane is cut up into finitely
many open sets, and then point-line incidences are counted in each of these sets. Szekély’s
proof is entirely different, and is based on the theory of crossing numbers. Recall that
the crossing number crpGq of a graph G is the smallest number κ for which there exists
a drawing of G in the plane with at most κ crossings. (In particular, a graph is planar if
and only if its crossing number is zero.) For a drawing D of a graph, we will denote its
number of crossings by κpDq. Szekély’s proof of the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem is based
on a well-known lower bound on the crossing number originally proved independently by
Ajtai, Chvátal, Newborn and Szemerédi [2] and by Leighton [39].

The Crossing Number Inequality says that, for a sufficiently dense graph G “ pV,Eq,
crpGq ě Ωp|E|3{|V |2q. To prove this, we start with the fact that if G is any graph, then
crpGq ě |E| ´ 3|V |. This is an immediate consequence of Euler’s Formula, and not very
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helpful on its own. To derive the Crossing Number Inequality, we apply this weak bound
to a random induced subgraph of G, and then tease out a stronger bound using the first
moment method; this proof is originally due to Chazelle, Sharir and Welzl (see [1]).

Crossing Number Inequality ([2], [39]). For any graph G “ pV,Eq, if |E| ě 4|V |, then
crpGq ě |E|3{64|V |2.

Proof. Let p “ 4|V |{|E| (so p P r0, 1sq, and choose each vertex v P V to be in the set
V 1 independently with probability p. Let G1 “ pV 1, E 1q denote the resulting random
induced subgraph of G. Let X be the random variable on this probability space defined
by XpG1q “ |E 1| ´ 3|V 1|, and similarly define Y by Y pG1q “ κpG1q. By Euler’s Formula,
EpY q ě EpXq.

Claim 4.2.1. EpXq “ p2|E| ´ 3p|V |, and EpY q ď p4crpGq.

Proof of claim. For each e P E and v P V , let Xe and Xv be the natural indicator random
variables for e and v on the above probability space. Then EpXeq “ p2 and EpXvq “ p.
The first assertion now follows by linearity of expectation.

To prove the second assertion, fix a drawing D of G with κpDq “ crpGq, and define
the same probability space on the induced subgraphs of D. Let Z be the random variable
on this space defined by ZpD1q “ κpD1q, and observe that EpZq ě EpY q. Now for each
crossing in D, the probability that it exists in the random induced subgraph D1 of D is p4.
Hence by linearity of expectation, EpZq “ p4crpGq.

Now by the claim, we have that p4crpGq ě p2|E| ´ 3p|V |. The result follows.

We can now elegantly derive the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem; this proof is due to
Szekély [53].

Proof of the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem. Define a pair of distinct points in P to be adja-
cent if and only if they lie on a common line in Lk and no other point of P is in the line
segment adjoining them; let G “ pP,Eq be the resulting graph. Then |E| ě pk ´ 1q|Lk|.
Thus, if |E| ă 4n, then |Lk| ď Opn

k
q. So we may assume that |E| ě 4n. Hence, by the

Crossing Number Inequality, we have that

crpGq ě
|E|3

64n2
ě

pk ´ 1q3|Lk|3

64n2
.

On the other hand, because any two distinct lines in Lk intersect in at most one point,
crpGq ď |Lk|2. The result follows.
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Now we derive Beck’s Theorem from the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem. To do this,
we will prove an intermediate result, which is also referred to as “Beck’s Theorem” in
the literature. The two theorems are equivalent up to the specification of multiplicative
constants.

Theorem 4.3 (Beck, [4]). There exist ϵ, γ P p0, 1q such that the following holds. For any
rank-3 real-representable matroid M on n points, either

(i) there is a line in M of size at least ϵn, or

(ii) M has at least γn2 lines.

Proof. We may assume that M is simple. The idea is to show that, for some constant
C ą 0 (which we will choose later), if M has maximum line-size at most n

C
, then there are

Ωpn2q pairs of points spanning a line of size at most C. We then conclude that there are
ΩCpn2q lines in M .

Let P be a set of n points in the real plane which forms a representation of M , and let
L be the collection of lines in the plane spanned by pairs of points in P . For each integer
j ě 1, let Lj “ tL P L : 2j ď |LXP | ă 2j`1u, and let Pj be the collection of pairs of points
in P which span a line in Lj. Then |Pj| ď Op|Lj|2

2jq. Hence by the Szemerédi-Trotter
Theorem,

|Pj| ď Op2´jn2
` 2jnq (4.1)

for each j ě 1.

For some C ą 0 to be chosen later, let Ps be the collection of pairs of points in P which
span a line containing fewer than C points of P , and let Pm be the collection of pairs which
span a line containing at least C and fewer than n{C points of P . By (4.1), we have that

|Pm| ď n2O
´

ÿ

j

2´j
`

2j

n

¯

,

where j is taken over all integers logpCq ď j ď logpn{Cq. The latter coefficient tends to
0 as C Ñ 8. Hence, by taking C ą 0 sufficiently large, we have that |Pm| ď n2{100.
Consequently, if every line in M has size at most n{C, then |Ps| ě n2{8, in which case the
number of lines in M is at least n2{8C2.

Beck’s Theorem is an easy consequence of Theorem 4.3.
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Proof of Beck’s Theorem. In this proof, let ϵ and γ be as in Theorem 4.3. By Theorem
4.3, we may assume that |L| ě ϵn. (We may also assume that n is large compared to 1

ϵ
.)

Now choose a subset Z Ď EpMqzL of size rϵpn´ |L|qs. By counting the lines of M spanned
by a point in L and a point in Z, we see that

|LpMq| ě |L||Z| ´

ˆ

|Z|

2

˙

ě ϵpn ´ |L|q

´

ϵn ´
1

2
rϵpn ´ |L|qs

¯

ě Ωϵpnpn ´ |L|qq,

as desired.

Before moving on to the next section, we make note of a strengthening of Theorem 4.3,
which is also readily seen to be equivalent to Beck’s Theorem.

Theorem 4.4 (Beck, [4]). For all ϵ ą 0, there exists γ2pϵq ą 0 such that, if M is a rank-3
real-representable matroid on n points, then either

(i) M has a line of size at least p1 ´ ϵqn, or

(ii) M has at least γ2pϵqn
2 lines.

In the next section, we will see a generalization, due to Do [15], of Theorem 4.4 to
higher dimensions, which will play an important role in our proofs. We use the subscripted
“γ2” in Theorem 4.4 so that its notation coincides with that of Do’s theorem.

4.2 Counting hyperplanes

In this section, we present some generalizations of Beck’s Theorem to higher dimensions.
The original theorem of this kind is a generalization of Theorem 4.3, also proved by Beck
in [4].

Theorem 4.5 (Beck’s Theorem for Hyperplanes). For each positive integer k ě 2, there
exist αk, βk ą 0 such that, if M is a rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid on n points,
then either

(i) M has a hyperplane of size at least αkn, or
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(ii) M has at least βkn
k hyperplanes.

Beck’s Theorem for Hyperplanes is best-possible in the sense that Theorem 4.4 does
not generalize in the same way. To this end, Lund proved in [42] that, for any k ě 2
and ϵ P p0, 1

2
q, a rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid on n points either has Ωϵpn

kq

hyperplanes or a hyperplane of size at least ϵn. However, this bound on ϵ is best-possible,
as can be seen by considering the direct sum of two lines of size n

2
for an arbitrary even

number n. In light of this we see that, in order to get a good approximation on the number
of hyperplanes in a real-representable matroid of rank at least four, we need to take more
into consideration than just the size of a largest hyperplane.

As was discovered independently by Lund [41] and Do [15], it turns out that the solution
is to instead consider largest degenerate sets. Recall, from Section 1.2, that a set X in a
matroid M is called k-degenerate if there is a collection pF1, . . . , Ftq of flats of M , each of
rank at least two, such that X Ď F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Ft and

řt
i“1prMpFiq ´ 1q ď k ´ 1. Using this

notion, Do generalized Theorem 4.4 as follows.

Theorem 4.6 (Do’s Theorem, [15]). For every ϵ ą 0 and integer k ě 2, there exists
γkpϵq ą 0 such that, if M is a real-representable matroid on n points, then either

(i) M has a k-degenerate set of size at least p1 ´ ϵqn, or

(ii) the number of rank-k flats in M is at least γkpϵqnk.

Do’s Theorem plays a crucial role in the proofs of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem
and the Average Plane-Size Theorem. It will allow us to assume, in various instances,
that the matroid under consideration has a huge degenerate set (otherwise we get a good
approximation on the number of hyperplanes). Following an idea of Lund [41], our approach
will be to keep track of a largest i-degenerate set for every possible i. For an integer k ě 2
and a matroid M , a k-stratification of M is a sequence pX2, . . . , Xkq of subsets of its ground
set such that, for each i P t2, . . . , ku, Xi is i-degenerate and Xi´1 Ď Xi. (In this context, X1

denotes the empty set, and Xk`1 denotes the ground set of M .) If, for each i P t2, . . . , ku,
Xi is a largest i-degenerate subset of Xi`1, then the k-stratification is called optimal. Lund
proved the following generalization of Beck’s Theorem.

Theorem 4.7 (Lund’s Theorem, [41]). For each integer k ě 2, there exists an integer
ck ě 0 such that, if M is a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid on n elements,
pX2, . . . , Xkq is an optimal k-stratification of M , and n ´ |Xk| ą ck, then

|HpMq| ě Ωk

´

n
k

ź

i“2

pn ´ |Xi|q

¯

,
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where HpMq is the collection of hyperplanes of M .

We note that the above is a slight (and equivalent, up to the multiplicative constant)
variation of Lund’s original formulation of this result, see [10, 41] or Theorem 6.4.

Lund’s Theorem gives a good approximation on the number of flats of any given rank.
Indeed, we will prove in Chapter 6 that, for any simple matroid M on n elements and
integer k ě 2, if M is not k-degenerate and pX2, . . . , Xkq is an optimal k-stratification of
M , then

ÿ

HPHpMq

p|H| ´ kq ď Ok

´

n
k

ź

i“2

pn ´ |Xi|q

¯

. (4.2)

Just like Proposition 4.2, (4.2) will hold regardless of the representability of M . Combining
(4.2) with the bound in Lund’s Theorem bounds the average size of a rank-k flat by a
constant depending only on k. Of course, in order to apply Lund’s Theorem for a given
k ě 2, the matroid M must have more than ck points outside of a largest k-degenerate
set. As we saw in Section 1.2, for k ě 5, there are rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroids
which are not k-degenerate but have arbitrarily large average hyperplane-size. In light of
(4.2), this means that the constant ck is necessarily positive for k ě 5. In proving the
Average Plane-Size Theorem, we will show that c3 “ 0. More generally, in proving the
Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, we will show that ck ď bkpk ´ 2q for all k ě 2.

The theorems of Beck, Do and Lund given in this section, as well as the generalizations
of Lund’s Theorem which we prove in Chapter 6, follow by inductive arguments which
are, after the invokation of Beck’s Theorem in the base case, entirely matroidal. Because
the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem holds for the classes of complex-representable matroids
[55, 56] and orientable matroids [53], these higher-dimensional results also extend to these
settings, as do the Average Plane-, Hyperplane- and Flat-Size Theorems. This is explained
in slightly more detail in [11].
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Chapter 5

Motzkin’s Problem in Higher
Dimensions

In order to formulate Part II of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, we defined the
following generalization of Motzkin’s Problem to higher dimensions. For a positive integer
k, given a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid M and a 2-colouring pR,Bq of
M satisfying

(C1) rMpBq ě 2;

(C2) for every hyperplane H of M , H X R ‰ H; and

(C3) for every line L of M |B, there is a rank-pk ´ 1q flat F of M skew to L such that
F X R “ H,

what is the maximum possible size of B in terms of |R| and k? We denote the solution to
this problem by bkptq, where t is the number of red elements. (So b2ptq is the solution to
Motzkin’s Problem.) Recall that, if for given k, t ě 1, there does not exist such pM,R,Bq

satisfying (C1), (C2) and (C3), then we set bkptq “ 0.

Using the numbers bkptq, the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem gives a best-possible
lower bound on the size of a k-degenerate set in a rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid
with large average hyperplane-size. The purpose of this brief chapter is to show that
this problem is well-defined and to give some preliminary results on the asymptotics of
bkptq, culminating in the proof of Theorem 1.4, which says that bkptq ě Ωpktq and bkptq ď

Okptq. It remains open to determine the precise asymptotic dependence of bkptq on k.
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Before proving Theorem 1.4, we show that our general lower bound is not best-possible by
demonstrating that bkp3q ě Ωpk2q.

Proposition 5.1. For each integer k ě 2, we have bkp3q ě
`

k`2
2

˘

´ 2.

Proof. We start by defining the standard representation of the rank-pk`1q complete graphic
matroid. Let G be the complete graph on k`2 vertices with vertex set t1, 2, . . . , k`2u. For
each edge ij P EpGq with i ă j, let eij denote the vector x P Rk`1 such that, if j ă k ` 2,
then xi “ 1, xj “ ´1 and xk “ 0 for all k ‰ i, j; and if j “ k ` 2, then xi “ 1 and xk “ 0
for all k ‰ i. Note that the vectors eij form a representation of the graphic matroid MG

of G. Now let e “ p1, 1,´1,´1, 0, . . . , 0q P Rk`1, and let M be the matroid represented by
the set of vectors teij : i, j P EpGqu Y teu. We consider the 2-colouring pR,Bq of M where
R “ te12, e34, eu.

The fact that rMpBq ě 2 is immediate. To verify that pR,Bq satisfies properties (C2)
and (C3), we use the fact that, for ℓ ě 0, any rank-pk`1´ℓq flat ofMG is naturally identified
with a unique partition of V pGq into ℓ ` 1 (non-empty) parts, where the elements of the
flat are precisely the edges of G both of whose endpoints belong to the same part of the
partition. Indeed, for (C2), consider a hyperplane H of M with e12, e34 R H. Then there
is a partition pV1, V2q of V pGq neither side of which contains the edges 12 or 34. Without
loss of generality, we may assume that k ` 2 P V2, and so the span of H in Rk`1 is defined
by the equation

ř

iPV1
xi “ 0. Hence e P H.

For (C3), consider a line L of M |B. Note that, for some i P t1, 2u and j P t3, 4u,
eij R L; we may assume that e13 R L. Now in the graph G, L is represented either by
a pair of non-incident blue edges, a blue triangle, or a pair of incident blue edges which
together form a triangle with one of the red edges 12 or 34. In any case, there is a partition
P “ pV1, V2, V3q of V pGq such that 1, 3 P V1, 2 P V2 and 4 P V3, and such that no edge of
L has both its endpoints in one part of the partition. Then the rank-pk ´ 1q flat F of M
defined by P is skew to L. Moreover, for some j P t2, 3u (depending on which part of P
contains k`2) every vector x P Rk`1 spanned by F satisfies

ř

iPVj
xi “ 0, and so e R F .

Our next construction will prove the general lower bound bkptq ě Ωpktq. The construc-
tion is based on the fact, as shown by Jamison and Hill [36], that for any t ě 3, there is a
set S of at most t ` 1 points in the plane whose spanned lines define exactly t directions.
The idea is to take k “blue” copies of such an arrangement S (in projective space), all of
which share a common line at infinity. For each direction determined by S, we place a
corresponding red point on the line at infinity. This will define a 2-colouring of a simple
real-representable matroid which satisfies the desired conditions.
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Proposition 5.2. For integers k, t ě 3, we have bkptq ě pk ´ 1qt.

Proof. Let S be a set of at most t ` 1 points in R2 which determines exactly t directions.
We use projective coordinates to define a bicoloured configuration in k-dimensional real
projective space consisting of k´1 blue copies of S together with a red set of collinear points
at infinity corresponding to the directions defined by S. Specifically, for i P t1, . . . , k ´ 1u,
let

Bi “ tp1, a, b, x2, . . . , xk´1q : pa, bq P Su,

where xj “ 1 if j “ i and xj “ 0 otherwise. Let B “
Ťk´1

i“1 Bi and let

R “ tp0, a ´ a1, b ´ b1, 0, . . . , 0q : pa, bq, pa1, b1
q P S, pa, bq ‰ pa1, b1

qu.

Now we show that the 2-colouring pR,Bq of the matroidM represented by the points RYB
satisfies (C1), (C2) and (C3).

For (C2), consider a hyperplane H of M , and suppose to the contrary that H XR “ H.
By the pigeonhole principle, rMpH X Biq ě 2 for some i P t1, . . . , k ´ 1u. But then, by
definition of R and S, we have H X R ‰ H, a contradiction. For (C3), consider a line
L of M |B. Let L1 be the image of the projection of L onto the first three coordinates.
Since S is not collinear, there is a point pa, bq P SzL1. Now let F be the set of points in B
which, under the above coordinatization, have a and b as their second and third coordinates
respectively. By construction, F is skew to both L and R.

It is easy to see that b2p2q “ 0, since at least three red points are needed to hit the
three lines spanned by three non-collinear blue points. Now we show that bkp2q “ 0 for all
k. The proof of this fact does not depend in any way on the representability of M .

Proposition 5.3. For k ě 2, let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q matroid. If pR,Bq is a
2-colouring of M satisfying (C1), (C2) and (C3), then |R| ě 3.

Proof. Suppose to the contrary that R “ tr1, r2u. Assume first that r1 and r2 are in
different connected components of M , and let pX1, X2q be a separation of M with r1 P X1

and r2 P X2. By (C1) and (C3), rpBq “ rpMq, which means that |X1|, |X2| ě 2. We
claim that |X1|, |X2| ě 3. Indeed, suppose that X1 “ tr1, eu for some e P B. Choose
f P B X X2, and let F be a monochromatic-blue rank-pk ´ 1q flat in M skew to te, fu.
Since rpF XX2q ď rpX2q ´1 “ k´2, we have r1 P F , a contradiction. Thus |X1|, |X2| ě 3.
Now let e, f P X1 X B, and let F be a monochromatic-blue rank-pk ´ 1q flat in M skew to
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te, fu. Then r2 is in neither of the hyperplanes clpF Y teuq and clpF Y tfuq, and r1 is in at
most one of them. This contradicts (C2).

Now assume that r1 and r2 are in the same connected component of M , and let C be
a circuit containing both of them. Let I be a basis of M |B containing Cztr1, r2u, and let
C1 and C2 be the fundamental circuits of I Y tr1u and I Y tr2u respectively. By choice of
I, there exists e P C1 X C2. But then r1, r2 R clpIzteuq, contrary to (C2).

We finish this chapter by showing that bkptq ď Okptq, thereby completing the proof of
Theorem 1.4. Our proof relies on the following operation: given a line L in a matroid M ,
the principal truncation of L in M , which we denote by M ˜ L, is the matroid obtained
by freely adding a new element to M inside L and then contracting this new element. For
our purposes, the key property of M ˜ L is that its hyperplanes containing (the point)
L are precisely the hyperplanes of M containing L, and its hyperplanes avoiding L are
precisely the rank-prpMq ´ 2q flats of M which are skew to L. In Chapter 6, we will define
principal truncation for higher-rank flats, which will play a fundamental role in the proof
of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem.

We will also use two classic theorems from discrete geometry, one of which is Beck’s
Theorem for Hyperplanes. The other is a weak version of a well-known conjecture of Dirac
[14], which was first proved by Beck [4] and Szemerédi and Trotter [54].

Weak Dirac Theorem. There is a number cd ą 0 such that, if M is a simple real-
representable matroid on n elements and rpMq ě 3, then there is an element of M incident
to at least cdn lines.

Our proof that bkptq ď Okptq proceeds as follows. We consider a 2-colouring pR,Bq

of a rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid M satisfying (C1), (C2) and (C3), and show
that |B| ď Okp|R|q by induction on k ě 2. Using the Weak Dirac Theorem, we start by
contracting a blue element incident to Ωp|B|q lines in M . Then we colour the resulting
matroid in the natural way, where the red points correspond to lines containing a red
element. This colouring satisfies (C1) and (C2), so if it satisfies (C3), then we win by
induction. If it does not, then we can principally truncate a line to obtain a matroid which
(with the natural resulting colouring) again satisfies (C1) and (C2). Using part (ii) of the
following lemma, we can repeat this process until we obtain a bicoloured truncated matroid
satisfying (C3).

Lemma 5.4. For k ě 2, let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q matroid and let L be a line of M .
Let pR,Bq be a 2-colouring of M such that every hyperplane of M contains a red element.
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(i) If there is a monochromatic blue rank-pk ´ 1q flat skew to L, then |L| ď |R|.

(ii) If every rank-pk ´ 1q flat skew to L contains a red element, then every hyperplane in
M ˜ L contains a red element.

Proof. For (1), observe that if there is a rank-pk ´ 1q flat F skew to L with F X R “ H,
then for all e P L, clMpF Y teuq X R ‰ H, and so |L| ď |R|. For (2), observe that the set
of hyperplanes of M ˜ L consists precisely of the hyperplanes of M containing L and the
rank-pk ´ 1q flats of M skew to L.

There is one problem with the argument described above. Namely, in order to derive
the desired bound on |B| after applying induction, we need the number of blue points in
the truncated matroid to be Ωp|B|q. We ensure this by initially bounding the size of each
flat in M by Op|B|q. This will bound the number of blue points in each truncated line as
needed.

Theorem 5.5. For any positive integer k, we have bkptq ď Okptq.

Proof. We proceed by induction on k ě 1. By definition, b1ptq “ 0 for all t ě 1. Now
let k ě 2 and assume that, for all i P t1, . . . , k ´ 1u, there is a constant Ci ě 0 such that
biptq ď Cit for all t ě 1. Let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid, and
let pR,Bq be a 2-colouring of M satisfying (C1), (C2) and (C3). Let t “ |R|.

Using the constants cd from the Weak Dirac Theorem and αi and βi from Theorem
4.5, we define δk “ p1{4kqcd, and for each i P t1, . . . , k ´ 1u, we recursively define δi´1 “

p1{2qαi´1δi. We may assume that |B| ě maxt 2t

cdβi´1δ
i´1
i

: 2 ď i ď ku, where we set γ1 “ 1.

Claim 5.5.1. For each i P t2, . . . , ku, every rank-i flat of M |B has size at most δi|B|.

Proof of claim. Suppose otherwise, and choose i P t2, . . . , ku as small as possible such that
there exists a rank-i flat F of M |B with |F | ě δi|B|. By Lemma 5.4, every line of M |B
has size at most t ă δ2|B|, and so i ě 3. By choice of i, every hyperplane of M |F has
size at most δi´1|B| ă αi´1|F |. Hence, by Theorem 4.5, there are at least βi´1δ

i´1
i |B|i´1

hyperplanes in M |F .

By (C3), there is a monochromatic-blue rank-pk ` 1 ´ iq flat P in M which is skew to
F . To see this, take a line L of M |F and a monochromatic-blue rank-pk ´ 1q flat F 1 skew
to L. Then let P “ clMpIq, where I is a maximal independent subset of F 1zF in M{F .
Now pM{P q|F “ M |F , and every hyperplane of M{P contains a red element. Since each
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red element is spanned by at most |B|i´2 hyperplanes of M |F in M{P , we have that there
are at least

βi´1δ
i´1
i |B|

i´1
´ t|B|

i´2
“

´

βi´1δ
i´1
i ´

t

|B|

¯

|B|
i´1

ą 0

hyperplanes in M{P containing no red element, a contradiction.

By the Weak Dirac Theorem, there exists e P B incident to at least cd|B| lines in M |B.
Let M 1 be a simplification of M{e, and let pR1, B1q be a 2-colouring of M 1 where f P R1

if and only if clMpte, fuq X R ‰ H. Then pR1, B1q satisfies (C1) and (C2). Also |R1| ď t
and |B1| ě cd|B| ´ t ě 1

2
cd|B|. Henceforth, we refer to the elements of R1 as red and the

elements of B1 as blue.

We have the following as an immediate consequence of Claim 5.5.1.

Claim 5.5.2. For 1 ď i ď k ´ 1, if F is a rank-i flat of M 1|B1, then |F | ď
2δi
cd

|B1|.

By repeated application of Lemma 5.4, there is a matroid M2, obtained from M 1 by
principally truncating ℓ ď k ´ 2 lines in turn, such that every hyperplane of M2 contains
a red element, and, for every line of M2 containing two monochromatic-blue points, there
is a monochromatic-blue rank-prpM2q ´ 2q flat of M2 skew to it. Let B2 be the set of all
blue elements which are not contained in a non-trivial parallel class of M2. (Equivalently,
B2 is the set of blue elements not contained in one of the lines which were truncated to
obtain M2.) For each line which was principally truncated to obtain M2, its set of blue
elements is a flat of M 1|B1 of rank at most k ´ 1. Therefore, by Claim 5.5.2,

|B2
| ě |B1

| ´
2ℓδk
cd

|B1
| ě

1

2
|B1

| ě
cd
4

|B|.

By induction, |B2| ď Ck´ℓt. The result follows.
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Chapter 6

Average Hyperplane- and Flat-Size

In this chapter we prove the Average Plane-Size Theorem, the Average Flat-Size Theorem
and the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem. Broadly speaking, the proof of each of these
theorems follows the same steps as the proof of Melchior’s Theorem from Section 4.1.
Namely, we start with a good approximation (within a multiplicative error) on the number
of hyperplanes (or flats of a given rank) given by some generalization of Beck’s Theorem,
and then derive a similar approximation on the aggregate hyperplane-size.

We start by proving the Average Plane-Size Theorem, which says that the average
plane-size in a real-representable matroid of rank at least four is at most an absolute con-
stant, provided that it is not a direct sum of lines. Although this result is a corollary of the
Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, its proof serves as a good warm-up for the proof of the
latter, which is similar but considerably more technical. After that, in Section 2, we derive
a general upper bound on the aggregate hyperplane-size in a matroid. Combining this with
Lund’s Theorem, we prove the Average Flat-Size Theorem. In Section 3, we introduce the
operation of principal truncation in full generality, and prove some relevant lemmas which
will play important roles in the proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem. Finally,
in Section 4, we complete the proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem.

Throughout this section, note that LpMq, PpMq and HpMq will denote the collections
of lines, planes and hyperplanes, respectively, of a matroid M . For a positive integer k,
FkpMq will denote the collection of rank-k flats of M .
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6.1 Proof of the Average Plane-Size Theorem

We begin by proving a generalization of Beck’s Theorem (Theorem 4.1) to planes. As
discussed in Section 4.2, our approximation will be based on the consideration of a largest
3-degenerate set in our matroid. Recall that, in a matroid M , a set X Ď EpMq is 3-
degenerate if it has rank at most three or is contained in the union of two lines; if X3 is
a largest 3-degenerate set in M , and X2 is a largest line in M |X3, then pX2, X3q is called
an optimal 3-stratification of M . Lund’s Theorem (Theorem 4.7) says that there exists
a constant c3 ě 0 such that, if M is a simple real-representable matroid on n elements,
and pX2, X3q is an optimal 3-stratification of M , then |PpMq| ě Ωpnpn´ |X2|qpn´ |X3|qq,
provided that n´ |X3| ą c3. We will strengthen this by proving that c3 “ 0. This theorem
was originally proved in joint work with Rutger Campbell and Jim Geelen [10]; the proof
we give here is a variation on the proof from [10]. It is essentially a simple case of the proof
of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem.

Our proof employs a classic theorem of De Bruijn and Erdős [13], which says that, in
any matroid of rank at least three, the number of lines is at least the number of points.

Theorem 6.1. There exists ρ3 ą 0 such that, if M is a simple real-representable matroid
on n elements, and pX2, X3q is an optimal 3-stratification of M , then

|PpMq| ě ρ3npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q.

Proof. We may assume that M is not 3-degenerate. Also, if |X3| ă 1
2
n, then by Theorem

4.6, |PpMq| ě γ3p
1
2
qn3. So we may further assume that |X3| ě 1

2
n.

Case 1. |X2| ă 1
4
n.

In this case, X3 is a plane; otherwise it is a union of skew lines, one of which is larger
than 1

4
n, contrary to our choice of X2. By Theorem 4.4,

|LpM |X3q| ě γ2p1{2q|X3|
2

ě
1

4
γ2p1{2qn2.

Now for e P EpMqzX3, let Pe denote the collection of planes spanned by e and a line of
M |X3. For each f P EpMqzpX3 Y teuq, f is contained in at most n planes in Pe. Hence

ÿ

PPPe

|P zX3| ď |Pe| ` npn ´ |X3|q ď 2n2.
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Since |Pe| ě 1
4
γ2p

1
2
qn2, it follows by Markov’s Inequality that, for at least half of the planes

P P Pe, |P zX3| ď 16{γ2p
1
2
q. Letting P 1

e denote this subcollection, we have that

1

8
γ2p1{2qn2

pn ´ |X3|q ď
ÿ

ePEpMqzX3

ÿ

PPP 1
e

1 ď
16

γ2p
1
2
q
|PpMq|,

as desired.

Case 2. |X2| ě 1
4
n.

Let N “ pM ˜ X2qzX2. Because M is not 3-degenerate, rpNq ě 3. By choice of X3,
X3zX2 is a largest line in N . Thus by Theorem 4.1, there are at least β2pn´|X2|qpn´|X3|q

lines in N , where β2 ą 0 is some absolute constant. Since at most 1
2
|EpNq| lines of N span

the point X2 in M ˜ X2, it follows by the De Bruijn-Erdős Theorem that at least half of
the lines of N are skew to the point X2 in M ˜ X2. Let L˜ denote this collection of lines,
and note that every line in L˜ is a line in M which is skew to X2. By Proposition 4.2, the
average size of a line in L˜ is at most 6

β2
. By Markov’s Inequality, there is a subcollection

L1
˜ of L˜ such that |L1

˜| ě 1
2
|L˜|, and every line in L1

˜ has at most 12
β2

points.

For L P L1
˜, let PL be the collection of planes in M spanned by L and an element of

X2, and observe that

ÿ

PPPL

|P | ď |X2||L| ` n ď

´12

β2

` 1
¯

n.

Since |PL| “ |X2| ě 1
4
n, it follows by Markov’s Inequality that there is a subcollection P 1

L

of PL such that |P 1
L| ě 1

2
|PL| and |P | ď 8p 12

β2
` 1q for all P P P 1

L. Now each plane in P 1
L

contains at most 64p 12
β2

` 1q2 lines from L1
˜. Hence

1

32
β2npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q ď

1

8
n|L1

˜| ď
ÿ

LPL1
˜

ÿ

PPP 1
L

1 ď 64
´12

β2

` 1
¯2

|PpMq|,

as desired.

The proof of the Average Plane-Size Theorem is now completed by the following.

Theorem 6.2. Let M be a simple matroid on n elements, and let pX2, X3q be an optimal
3-stratification of M . If M is not 3-degenerate, then

ÿ

PPPpMq

|P | ď 5npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q.
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Proof. We partition PpMq into three collections based on how each plane intersects X3,
and show that the desired bound holds for each collection. Let P1 be the collection of
planes P of M such that rpP X X2q ď 1 and rpP X X3q ď 2. For P P P1, every maximal
independent subset of P has an ordering pe, f, gq such that f R X2 and g R X3. By basis
exchange, P has at least |P | ´2 ě 1

3
|P | maximal independent subsets. Because any rank-3

independent set in M spans a unique plane, it follows that

1

3

ÿ

PPP1

|P | ď
ÿ

PPP1

p|P | ´ 2q ď npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q. (6.1)

Now let P2 be the collection of planes P of M such that rpP X X2q “ 2. Because every
element of EpMqzX2 is contained in exactly one plane of P2, we have that

ÿ

PPP2

|P | ď |X2|pn ´ |X2|q ` n ď 2npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q. (6.2)

Finally, let P3 be the collection of planes P ofM such that rpPXX2q ď 1 and rpPXX3q “ 3.
If X3 is a plane, then P3 “ tX3u, in which case

ř

PPP3
|P | ď n. Now assume that X3 is

the union of two skew lines, X2 and X3zX2. Then for P P P3, it must be the case that
rpP XX2q “ 1, and so P3 consists precisely of the planes of M spanned by the line X3zX2

and a point in X2. Consequently,
ÿ

PPP3

|P | ď |X2||X3zX2| ` n ď 2npn ´ |X2|qpn ´ |X3|q. (6.3)

The result now follows by combining (6.1), (6.2) and (6.3).

In the next section, we generalize Theorem 6.2 to hyperplanes of any rank. In Sec-
tion 6.4, we will generalize Theorem 6.1, which will complete the proof of the Average
Hyperplane-Size Theorem. The proofs of both of these more general results are general-
izations of the proofs of Theorems 6.1 and 6.2.

6.2 Proof of the Average Flat-Size Theorem

The main purpose of this section is to generalize Theorem 6.2 to flats of any given rank.
This will essentially get us ‘half way’ through the proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size
Theorem. We also prove the Average Flat-Size Theorem in this section, which will turn
out to be a fairly easy consequence of our bound and Lund’s Theorem.
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Recall from Section 4.2 that, for an integer k ě 2 and a matroid M , a k-stratification
is a sequence pX2, . . . , Xkq, where, for each i P t2, . . . , ku, Xi Ď EpMq is i-degenerate in
M (see Section 1.2) and Xi´1 Ď Xi. Here X1 denotes the empty set and Xk`1 “ EpMq.
We call a k-stratification pX2, . . . , Xkq optimal if, for each i P t2, . . . , ku, Xi is a largest
i-degenerate subset of Xi`1.

Theorem 6.3. For an integer k ě 2, let M be a simple matroid on n ě 1 elements, and
let pX2, . . . , Xkq be an optimal k-stratification of M . If d P t1, . . . , ku is as large as possible
such that M is not d-degenerate, then

ÿ

FPFk

p|F | ´ kq ď 2kpk´1q

d
ź

i“1

pn ´ |Xi|q.

Proof. Let H0 denote the collection of rank-k flats F of M such that rpF X Xiq ă i for
each i P t2, . . . , ku. It is relatively easy to show that the desired bound holds for flats in
H0.

Claim 6.3.1.
ř

FPH0
p|F | ´ kq ď

śd
i“1pn ´ |Xi|q.

Proof of claim. If d ă k, then H0 “ H, so we may assume that d “ k. Now for F P H0

and for every maximal independent subset I of F , there is an ordering px1, . . . , xkq of the
elements of I such that xi R Xi for all i P t1, . . . , ku. Moreover, by basis exchange, there
are at least |F | ´ k maximal independent subsets of F . The claim now follows because
each rank-k independent set in M spans a unique flat.

Now we partition FkzH0 into 2kpk´1q ´ 1 subcollections, and show that the aggregate
size of the flats in each subscollection can be bounded just as in Claim 6.3.1. This will
complete the proof.

For i P t2, . . . , ku, let Pi be a collection of flats, each of rank at least two, such that
Xi “

Ť

P PPi
P , and

ř

PPPi
prpPiq ´ 1q ď i ´ 1. Recall that, by the pigeonhole principle, if

F is a rank-k flat with rpF X Xiq ě i, then P Ď F for some P P Pi. Therefore, letting
W denote the collection of sets formed by taking unions of non-empty subcollections of
P2 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Pk, we have that every flat in FkzH0 contains a set in W . For each W P W ,
let HW denote the collection of flats F P Fk such that W Ď F and F does not contain
any larger set in W . Note that, because |Pi| ď k ´ 1 for each i P t2, . . . , ku, we have that
|W | ď 2kpk´1q ´ 1.

For each i P t1, . . . , ku, let Ii denote the collection of i-element independent sets I such
that rpI X Xjq ă j for every j P t2, . . . , ku.
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Claim 6.3.2. Let W P W and F P HW . Then for every maximal independent subset I of
F zW in M{W and every e P clMpW q, we have I Y teu P Ik´rpW q`1.

Proof of claim. Since I and clMpW q are skew in M , I Y teu is independent in M . Now
suppose to the contrary that rMppI Y teuq X Xjq ě j for some j P t2, . . . , ku. Then
P Ď clMpI Y teuq for some P P Pj. However, since rMpP q ě 2 and I is skew to W , P Ę W .
Hence W Y P is contained in F but properly contains W , a contradiction.

Claim 6.3.3. For each W P W,
ř

FPHW
p|F | ´ kq ď

śd
i“1pn ´ |Xi|q.

Proof of claim. If rpW q ě 1, then |HW | ď 1, and so
ř

FPHW
p|F | ´ kq ď n. So we may

assume that rpW q ă k. For each F P HW , let IF denote the collection of independent sets
of the form I Y teu, where e P clMpW q and I is a maximal independent subset of F zW in
M{W . By basis exchange, we have that

|IF | ě | clMpW q|p|F | ´ | clMpW q| ´ prMpF q ´ rMpW qqq ě |F | ´ k.

Now for distinct F, F 1 P HW , IF X IF 1 “ H and, by Claim 6.3.2, IF Ď Ik´rpW q`1. Since
k ´ rpW q ` 1 ď d, we now have that

ÿ

FPHW

p|F | ´ kq ď
ÿ

FPHW

|IF | ď |Id| ď

d
ź

i“1

pn ´ |Xi|q,

as desired.

The result now follows by Claims 6.3.1 and 6.3.3.

The formulation of Lund’s Theorem given in Section 4.2 is actually a slight variation
on Lund’s original theorem from [41], which considers a largest i-degenerate set in M
for each i rather than a k-stratification (where there is an assumption of containment
for the degenerate sets). As shown below, the two statements are equivalent up to the
specification of a multiplicative constant. The formulation from Section 4.2 is given for the
sake of straightforward comparison with our results. However, for the proof of the Average
Flat-Size Theorem, we require Lund’s original formulation.

Theorem 6.4 (Lund’s Theorem, [41]). For each integer k ě 2, there exists ρk ą 0 and an
integer ck ě 0 such that, if M is a simple real-representable matroid on n elements with
n ´ gk ą ck, then

|FkpMq| ě ρkn
k

ź

i“2

pn ´ giq,

where, for each i P t2, . . . , ku, gi is the size of a largest i-degenerate set in M .
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The following, which was originally proved in [10], shows that the two versions of Lund’s
Theorem are equivalent.

Proposition 6.5. Let M be a simple matroid on n elements, and let pX2, . . . , Xkq be an
optimal k-stratification of M . Then for each i P t2, . . . , ku, n ´ |Xi| ď pk ` 1 ´ iqpn ´ giq.

Proof. For i “ k, the result follows immediately. Now let i P t2, . . . , k ´ 1u and assume
that n ´ |Xi`1| ď pk ´ iqpn ´ gi`1q. Let Z be a largest i-degenerate set in M . Then

|Xi| ě |Z X Xi`1| ě |Z| ´ pn ´ |Xi`1|q ě gi ´ pk ´ iqpn ´ gi`1q.

Hence

n ´ |Xi| ď n ´ gi ` pk ´ iqpn ´ gi`1q ď pk ´ i ` 1qpn ´ giq,

as desired.

Now we are ready to prove the Average Flat-Size Theorem, which we re-state here for
convenience.

Average Flat-Size Theorem. For any integer r ě 1, the average flat-size in a rank-r
real-representable matroid is at most a constant depending only on r.

Proof. Let M be a rank-r real-representable matroid on n elements; we may assume that
r ě 3 and that M is simple. Choose t P t2, . . . , r ´ 1u as large as possible such that
n´ gt ą ct. (Recall that c2 “ 0 by Beck’s Theorem, and so this choice is well-defined.) By
Theorem 6.4, we have

|FpMq| ě |FtpMq| ě ρtn
t

ź

i“2

pn ´ giq. (6.4)

Now let d P tt, . . . , r ´ 1u be as large as possible such that M is not d-degenerate. Since
n ´ gi ď ci for each i P tt ` 1, . . . , du, it follows from (6.4) that

|FpMq| ě
ρt

ct`1 . . . cd
n

d
ź

i“2

pn ´ giq. (6.5)

On the other hand, it follows by Theorem 6.3 and Proposition 6.5 that, for each k P

t2, . . . , r ´ 1u,

ÿ

FPFk

|F | ď bkn
d

ź

i“2

pn ´ giq ` k|Fk|,
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for some constant bk ą 0 depending only on k. Hence

ÿ

FPFpMq

|F | ď

´

2 `

r´1
ÿ

j“2

bj

¯

n
d

ź

i“2

pn ´ giq ` r2|FpMq|. (6.6)

The result now follows from (6.5) and (6.6).

6.3 Principal truncation

One of the important steps in the proof of the Average Plane-Size Theorem was to reduce to
a rank-3 matroid by principally truncating a line. In the proof of the Average Hyperplane-
Size Theorem, we will principally truncate a flat of rank at least two; this is a standard
operation in matroid theory which we define below. Given an optimal 3-stratification
pX2, X3q of a matroid M of rank at least four, it is relatively easy to see that X3zX2 is
a largest line in pM ˜ X2qzX2. (This was an important observation in the proof of the
Average Plane-Size Theorem.) In this section, we will prove several helpful lemmas on
principal truncation, the most important of which tells us an optimal k-stratification in a
principally truncated matroid of rank k ` 1.

Let M be a matroid and let F be a set in M of rank at least two. The principal
truncation of F in M is the matroid with N ground set EpNq “ EpMq and rank function

rNpXq “

#

rMpXq ´ 1 if F Ď clMpXq

rMpXq otherwise.

Equivalently, N is the matroid obtained from M by freely extending in clMpF q by a new
element and then contracting this element. Note that if M is a simple matroid, then so is
N , unless rMpF q “ 2, in which case clMpF q is a point in N , and Nz clMpF q is simple. For
any 1 ď k ď rMpF q ´ 1, this operation may be reiterated k times; we refer to this as the
k-fold principal truncation of F in M . The prMpF q ´ 1q-fold principal truncation of F in
M is called the complete principal truncation of F in M , which we denote by M ˜ F .

We begin by laying out some standard properties of principal truncation which will
be particularly helpful to us. We will prove these properties in full, although they are
well-known consequences of the fact that principal truncation is a quotient operation on a
matroid, see [48, Section 7.3].

Proposition 6.6. Let M be a matroid, and let F Ď EpMq with 2 ď rMpF q ď rpMq ´ 2.
Let N be the 1-fold principal truncation of F in M .
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(1) For X Ď EpMq, if F Ę clNpXq, then F Ę clMpXq. Consequently, if F Ę clM˜F pXq,
then F Ę clMpXq.

(2) If H is a flat in N , then H is a flat in M . Consequently, if H is a flat in M ˜ F ,
then H is a flat in M .

(3) If H is a flat in M ˜F which does not contain F , then H is a rank-rM˜F pHq flat in
M which is skew to F .

(4) If H is a hyperplane in M which does not contain F , then there exists X Ď H such
that X is a hyperplane in M ˜ F (which is disjoint from F ).

Proof. For (1), suppose that F Ę clNpXq. Then

rMpX Y F q ´ 1 “ rNpX Y F q ě rNpXq ` 1 ě rMpXq,

as desired.

For (2), suppose to the contrary that there exists e P clMpHqzH. If F Ď clMpHq, then

rNpH Y teuq “ rMpH Y teuq ´ 1 “ rMpHq ´ 1 “ rNpHq,

a contradiction. On the other hand, if F Ę clMpHq, then

rNpH Y teuq ´ 1 “ rNpHq “ rMpHq “ rMpH Y teuq,

again a contradiction.

For (3), it suffices to prove that if H is a flat in N which is skew to F , then H is
a flat in M which is skew to F . (The result then follows immediately by induction on
rMpF q.) Indeed, let H be a flat in N which is skew to F . By (2), H is a flat in M . By
(1), F Ę clMpHq, and so rMpHq “ rNpHq. Hence

rMpX Y F q ´ 1 “ rNpX Y F q “ rNpXq ` rNpF q “ rMpXq ` rMpF q ´ 1,

and so H and F are skew in M .

For (4), take a flat X Ď H in M which is skew to F and has rank rpMq ´ rMpF q.

The reason principal truncation is the right operation to use in our proof is that, subject
to mild assumptions, it behaves very nicely with respect to an optimal stratification. The
main lemma of this section will allow us to obtain an optimal stratification in our truncated
matroid that preserves much of the relevant data from the original. We first prove a
slightly weaker result. For an optimal k-stratification pX2, . . . , Xkq of a matroid M and
i P t2, . . . , ku, we call pXi, . . . , Xkq an optimal partial k-stratification of M .
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Proposition 6.7. For k ě 4, let M be a simple rank-pk`1q matroid, and let pX2, . . . , Xkq

be an optimal k-stratification of M . For i P t3, . . . , k ´ 1u, if Xi is a rank-i flat in M , and
|Xi´1| ă 1

k
|Xi|, then pXi, . . . , Xkq is an optimal partial pk ´ 1q-stratification of the rank-1

principal truncation of Xi in M .

Proof. Let N denote the 1-fold principal truncation of Xi in M . Clearly Xi is a rank-pi´1q

flat in N , and so it is pi´1q-degenerate in N . Now let ℓ P ti`1, . . . , ku, and let pF1, . . . , Ftq

be a collection of flats of M , each having rank at least two, such that Xℓ “ F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Ft

and
řt

j“1prMpFjq ´ 1q ď ℓ ´ 1. Choose j P t1, . . . , tu such that |Xi X Fj| is as large as

possible. Since t ď k and Xi Ď Xℓ, |Xi X Fj| ě 1
k
|Xi|. If Xi Ę Fj, then Xi X Fj is an

pi ´ 1q-degenerate set, contrary to the choice of Xi´1. Thus Xi Ď Fj. It follows that Xℓ is
pℓ ´ 1q-degenerate in N .

It remains to show that, for each ℓ P ti, . . . , ku, Xℓ is a largest pℓ ´ 1q-degenerate
subset of Xℓ`1 in N . (Here Xk`1 “ EpNq.) Indeed, for ℓ P ti, . . . , ku, suppose to the
contrary that there exists Y Ď Xℓ`1 such that |Y | ą |Xℓ| and Y is pℓ ´ 1q-degenerate in
N . Let pF1, . . . , Ftq be a collection of flats of N , each with rank at least two, such that
Y “ F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ YFt and

řt
j“1prNpFjq ´ 1q ď ℓ´ 2. Recall that we may assume that the flats

F1, . . . , Ft are pairwise-skew in N , and so at most one of them contains Xi. If Xi Ď Fj for
some j P t1, . . . , tu, then, by Proposition 6.6(1), Y is ℓ-degenerate in M ; otherwise Y is
pℓ ´ 1q-degenerate in M , in either case a contradiction to the choice of Xℓ.

Now we are ready to prove our main lemma on principal truncation.

Lemma 6.8. For k ě 2, let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q matroid, and let pX2, . . . , Xkq be
an optimal k-stratification of M . For i P t2, . . . , k ´ 1u, if Xi is a rank-i flat in M , and
|Xi´1| ` 1 ă 1

k
|Xi|, then pXi`1zXi, . . . , XkzXiq is an optimal pk ` 1 ´ iq-stratification of

pM ˜ XiqzXi.

Proof. We first prove the result for i “ 2, and then proceed by induction. Let ℓ P t3, . . . , ku,
and let pF1, . . . , Ftq be a collection of flats of M , each having rank at least two, such that
Xℓ “ F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Ft and

řt
j“1prMpFjq ´ 1q ď ℓ ´ 1. If X2 Ę Fj for all j P t1, . . . , tu, then

X2 ď t ă k, a contradiction. It follows that, for all ℓ P t3, . . . , ku, Xℓ is an pℓ´1q-degenerate
set in M ˜ X2. Thus pX3zX2, . . . , XkzX2q is a pk ´ 1q-stratification of pM ˜ X2qzX2; it
remains to show that it is optimal. Indeed, let ℓ P t3, . . . , ku, and suppose to the contrary
that there exists Y Ď Xℓ`1zX2 such that |Y | ą |XℓzX2| and Y is pℓ ´ 1q-degenerate in
M ˜X2. Then, by Proposition 6.6(1), Y YX2 is ℓ-degenerate in M , a contradiction. This
completes the proof for i “ 2.
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Now suppose that i P t3, . . . , k ´ 1u, and let N be the 1-fold principal truncation of
Xi in M . Then Xi is a rank-pi ´ 1q flat in N , and, by Proposition 6.7, pXi, . . . , Xkq is an
optimal partial pk ´ 1q-stratification of N . Let Z be a largest pi ´ 2q-degenerate set in N
contained in Xi. Since Xi is a rank-i flat in M and Z Ď Xi, Z is an pi ´ 2q-degenerate
set in M , and so |Xi| ą kp|Z| ` 1q. By induction, pXi`1zXi, . . . , XkzXiq is an optimal
pk ` 1 ´ iq-stratification of pN ˜ XiqzXi “ pM ˜ XiqzXi.

6.4 Bounding average hyperplane-size

In this section, we finish the proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem, which we
re-state here in full for convenience.

Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem. For k ě 2, if M is a rank-pk`1q real-representable
matroid, then either

(i) the average size of a hyperplane of M is at most a constant Ck depending only on k,
or

(ii) there is a collection L1, . . . , Lt, where t ď k ´ 1, of lines of M such that each hy-
perplane of M contains one of them. Moreover, by freely adding new elements to M
inside any of these lines, every hyperplane in the resulting matroid still contains one
of them.

Additionally, if the average hyperplane-size in M is greater than Ck, then for some j P

t1, . . . , k ´ 1u, M has a pj ` 1q-degenerate restriction containing all but at most bk´jpjq of
its points.

The main technical lemma of this section is an approximation on the number of hy-
perplanes in a real-representable matroid which, when combined with Theorem 6.3, gives
the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem. This approximation is in fact a strengthening of
Lund’s Theorem (Theorem 4.7), but it has a rather technical formulation to facilitate its
inductive proof. To state the result, we require a special notion of degeneracy for bicoloured
matroids. For a sequence of sets pF1, . . . , Ftq in a matroid M , we let M ˜ F1 ˜ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˜ Ft

denote the matroid obtained by completely principally truncating F1 in M , then com-
pletely principally truncating F2 in M ˜ F1, and so on. For k ě 2 and ℓ ě 0, let M be a
simple rank-pk ` 1q matroid, and let pR,Bq be a 2-colouring of M with |R| “ ℓ. We say
that pM,R,Bq is pk, ℓq-degenerate if either B is k-degenerate, or there exists a sequence
pF1, . . . , Ftq of disjoint subsets of B such that
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(D1) t ď k ´ 2;

(D2) 2 ď rMpF1q ď k ´ 1, and, for each j P t2, . . . , tu, 2 ď rMj
pFjq ď rpMjq ´ 2, where

Mj “ M ˜ F1 ˜ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˜ Fj´1; and

(D3) every hyperplane inM˜F1˜¨ ¨ ¨˜Ft has non-empty intersection with RYF1Y¨ ¨ ¨YFt.

Our technical lemma is as follows.

Theorem 6.9. For integers k ě 2 and ℓ ě 0, there exist nkpℓq ě 0 and ρkpℓq ą 0 such that
the following holds. Let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid, let pR,Bq

be a 2-colouring of M where |R| “ ℓ, and let pX2, . . . , Xkq be an optimal k-stratification
of M |B. If |B| ě nkpℓq and pM,R,Bq is not pk, ℓq-degenerate, then there are at least
ρkpℓq|B|

śk
i“2p|B| ´ |Xi|q monochromatic-blue hyperplanes in M .

Before proving Theorem 6.9, we show that it indeed implies the Average Hyperplane-
Size Theorem. To prove the second part of the theorem, we will need the following lemma.

Lemma 6.10. For k ě 2, let M be a simple rank-pk ` 1q real-representable matroid, and
let pR,Bq be a 2-colouring of M . If every hyperplane of M contains a red element, then
there exists j P t0, 1, . . . , k ´ 1u such that M |B has a pj ` 1q-degenerate restriction with at
least |B| ´ bk´jp|R|q elements.

Proof. We proceed by induction on k ě 2. For k “ 2, the result follows with j “ 1 if B is
collinear; otherwise, the result follows with j “ 0. Now let k ě 3. Suppose first that for
every line L of M |B, there is a rank-pk ´ 1q flat F skew to L that contains no red points.
In this case, we have |B| ď bkp|R|q by definition, and so the result follows with j “ 0. Thus
we may assume that there is a line L of M |B such that every rank-pk ´ 1q flat F skew to
L contains a red point. Let N be a simplification of the principal truncation of L in M
such that the element corresponding to L is coloured red if and only if L X R ‰ H. Let
pR1, B1q be the resulting 2-colouring of N . By Lemma 5.4, every hyperplane of N contains
a red element. By induction, there exists j P t0, 1, . . . , k ´ 2u such that X Ď B1 such that
N |X is pj ` 1q-degenerate and |X| ě |B1| ´ bk´1´jp|R1|q. Now X Y L is pj ` 2q-degenerate
in M . The result now follows because |B1| ` |LzX| ě |B|.

We apply Lemma 6.10 to a matroid obtained fromM by a series of principal truncations,
where we colour the truncated points red. The truncated points together with the blue
degenerate set will then form the desired degenerate set in M . In order to prove this, we
need the following rank formula, whose easy inductive proof is omitted.
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Proposition 6.11. For k ě 2, let M be a rank-pk ` 1q matroid, and let pF1, . . . , Ftq be a
sequence of subsets of M satisfying (D2). Let M1 “ M , and let Mj “ M ˜F1 ˜ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˜Fj´1

for each j P t2, . . . , t ` 1u. For any flat H of Mt`1,

rMpHq “ rMt`1pHq `
ÿ

iPI
prMi

pFiq ´ 1q,

where I “ ti P t1, . . . , tu : Fi Ď Hu.

Now we are ready to derive the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem from Theorem 6.9.

Proof of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem. Let Ck “ maxt2kpk´1q{ρkp0q ` k, nkp0qu,
where nk and ρk are as in Theorem 6.9. We may assume that M is simple and not k-
degenerate, and that |EpMq| ě nkp0q. Now let R “ H and B “ EpMq. By Theorems 6.3
and 6.9, we may assume that pM,R,Bq is not pk, 0q-degenerate, for otherwise the average
hyperplane-size is at most Ck. So there is a sequence pF1, . . . , Ftq of disjoint subsets of
EpMq satisfying (D1), (D2) and (D3). For each i P t1, . . . , tu, take Si Ď Fi with rMpSiq “ 2
and define Li “ clMpSiq. Let Mt`1 “ M ˜ F1 ˜ ¨ ¨ ¨ ˜ Ft. Then every hyperplane of Mt`1

contains Fi for some i P t1, . . . , tu. By Proposition 6.6(4), every hyperplane of M contains
one of the sets F1, . . . , Ft. This proves the first part of the theorem.

Let P “ tclMt`1pFiq : i P t1, . . . , tuu be the collection of truncated points in Mt`1.
(Note that, for i ‰ j, it is possible that clMt`1pFiq “ clMt`1pFjq.) Let N be a simplification
of Mt`1, and let R be the set of elements of N contained in a point in P . Let B “

EpNqzR. (Note also that B “ EpMqzR.) Then pR,Bq is a 2-colouring of N such that every
hyperplane contains a red element. By Lemma 6.10, there exists h P t0, 1, . . . , rpNq ´ 2u

such that N |B has an ph ` 1q-degenerate set X such that |X| ě |B| ´ brpNq´1´hp|R|q. Let
pG1, . . . , Gsq be a collection of pairwise-skew flats of N |B, each having rank at least two,
such that X Ď G1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Gs and

řs
i“1prNpGiq ´ 1q ď h. Now let j “ rpMq ` h ´ rpNq,

and observe that bk´jp|R|q ď bk´jpjq, since |R| ď rpMq ´ rpNq ď j. Therefore the set
X Y p

Ť

PPP P q has size at least |EpMq| ´ bk´jpjq. It remains to show that this set is
pj ` 1q-degenerate in M .

Because the sets G1, . . . , Gs are pairwise-skew in Mt`1, any point of P is spanned by
at most one of them in Mt`1. Let P 1 be the collection of points in P not spanned by any
of G1, . . . , Gs in Mt`1. Now by Proposition 6.11,

ÿ

PPP 1

prMpP q ´ 1q `

s
ÿ

i“1

prMpclMt`1pGiqq ´ 1q “

t
ÿ

i“1

prMi
pFiq ´ 1q `

s
ÿ

j“1

prNpGjq ´ 1q ď j,

as required. This proves the second part of the theorem.
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Now we finish the proof.

Proof of Theorem 6.9. We proceed by induction on k ě 2. For the base case, assume that
|B| ě maxt4ℓ, ℓγ2p

1
4
q´1u. Suppose first that |X2| ă 3

4
|B|. In this case, there are at least

γ2p
1
4
q|B|2 lines in M |B. Since each red element is spanned by at most 1

2
|B| lines of M |B,

there are at most 1
2
ℓ|B| lines of M |B which span a red element in M . Hence the number

of monochromatic-blue lines in M is at least pγ2p1
4
q ´ ℓ

2|B|
q|B|2 ě 1

2
γ2p

1
4
q|B|2. Thus we may

assume that |X2| ě 3
4
|B|. For each e P BzX2, there are at least |X2| ´ p|B| ´ |X2| ` ℓq

(monochromatic-blue) lines in M which contain only e and an element of X2. Hence the
number of monochromatic-blue lines in M is at least

p2|X2| ´ |B| ´ ℓqp|B| ´ |X2|q ě p
1

2
|B| ´ ℓqp|B| ´ |X2|q

ě
1

4
|B|p|B| ´ |X2|q,

as required.

Now let k ě 3 and ℓ ě 0. Let Hb be the collection of monochromatic-blue hyperplanes
of M . Suppose first that |Xk| ă 1

2
|B|. In this case, M |B has at least γkp1

2
q|B|k hyperplanes

by Theorem 4.6. Since each element of R is spanned by at most |B|k´1 hyperplanes ofM |B,
we have that

|Hb
| ě

´

γkp1{2q ´
ℓ

|B|

¯

|B|
k

ě
1

2
γkp1{2q|B|

k,

provided that |B| is sufficiently large as a function of k and ℓ.

Now assume that |Xk| ě 1
2
|B|. Choose i P t2, . . . , ku as small as possible such that

|Xi| ě |B|p2kq´p1`2pk´iqq and |Xi´1| ă |B|p2kq´p1`2pk´i`1qq. (Recall that X1 denotes the
empty set.)

Claim 6.11.1. Xi is a rank-i flat in M |B.

Proof of claim. Suppose otherwise. SinceXi is i-degenerate, there is a collection pF1, . . . , Ftq,
where t ě 2, of pairwise-skew flats in M , each with rank at least two, such that Xi “

F1 Y ¨ ¨ ¨ Y Ft, and
řt

j“1prMpFjq ´ 1q ď i ´ 1. Then there exists j P t1, . . . , tu such that

|Fj| ě
|Xi|

t
ě

|Xi|

k
ą |Xi´1|. But, since t ě 2, rMpFjq ď i ´ 1, that is, Fj is an pi ´ 1q-

degenerate set, contrary to the choice of Xi´1.
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By Claim 6.11.1 and Theorem 4.6, we have that

|Fi´1pM |Xiq| ě γi´1p1 ´ p2kq
´2

q|Xi|
i´1

ě C1|B|
i´1 (6.7)

for some constant C1 ą 0 depending only on k.

Claim 6.11.2. If i “ k, then |Hb| ě
C2

1

128
|B|k´1p|B| ´ |Xk|q.

Proof of claim. Let e P BzXk, and let Fe denote the collection of hyperplanes in Hb

spanned by e and a hyperplane of M |Xk. Since each element of R is spanned by at most
|B|k´2 hyperplanes of M |Xk in M{e, we have

|Fe| ě C1|B|
k´1

´ ℓ|B|
k´2

ě
C1

2
|B|

k´1, (6.8)

provided that |B| is sufficiently large as a function of k and ℓ. Similarly, since each element
of BzXk is spanned by at most |B|k´2 hyperplanes of M |Xk in M{e, we have that

ÿ

FPFe

|F zXk| ď |B|
k´2

p|B| ´ |Xk|q ` |B|
k´1

ď 2|B|
k´1. (6.9)

Let F 1
e be the collection of flats F P Fe such that |F zXk| ď 8

C1
. Combining (6.8) and (6.9)

and applying Markov’s Inequality, we have that |F 1
e| ě C1

4
|B|k´1. Hence

C1

4
|B|

k´1
p|B| ´ |Xk|q ď

ÿ

ePEpMqzXk

ÿ

FPF 1
e

1 ď
8

C1

|Hb
|,

as desired.

By Claim 6.11.2, we may assume that i ă k. Let M 1 be a simplification of M ˜ Xi,
and let xi denote the element of EpM 1q X Xi. Let pR1, B1q be the 2-colouring of M 1 given
by R1 “ pRzXiq Y txiu and B1 “ BzXi, and let ℓ1 “ |R1|. Then ℓ1 ď ℓ` 1, and pM 1, R1, B1q

is not pk ´ i ` 1, ℓ1q-degenerate. Furthermore, by Lemma 6.8, pXi`1zXi, . . . , XkzXiq is an
optimal pk ` 1 ´ iq-stratification of M 1|B1.

It remains to consider two cases.

Case 1. |B| ´ |Xi| ă nk´i`1pℓ1q.

Since pM,R,Bq is not pk, ℓq-degenerate, there is a hyperplane H of M 1 disjoint from
R1. By Proposition 6.6(3), H is a monochromatic-blue rank-pk ´ i ` 1q flat in M which is
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skew to Xi. Since M |Xi “ pM{Hq|Xi, it follows by (6.7) that M{H has at least C1|B|i´1

hyperplanes. Now, because each element of R is spanned by at most |B|i´2 hyperplanes of
M |Xi in M{H, we have that

|Hb
| ě C1|B|

i´1
´ ℓ|B|

i´2
ě

C1

2
|B|

i´1,

provided that |B| is sufficiently large as a function of k and ℓ. The result now follows
because |B| ´ |Xj| ă nk`1´ipℓ

1q for each j P ti, . . . , ku.

Case 2. |B| ´ |Xi| ě nk´i`1pℓ1q.

By induction, M 1 has ρk´i`1pℓ
1q

śk
j“ip|B|´|Xj|q hyperplanes which are disjoint from R1.

Let H˜ denote this collection of hyperplanes. By Proposition 6.6(3), each hyperplane in
H˜ is a monochromatic-blue rank-pk´i`1q flat inM which is skew toXi. By Theorem 6.3,
the average size of a hyperplane in H˜ at most C2, where C2 ą 0 is a constant depending
only on k. Therefore, letting H1

˜ “ tH P H˜ : |H| ď 2C2u, we have by Markov’s Inequality
that |H1

˜| ě 1
2
|H˜|.

For H P H1
˜, let FH denote the collection of monochromatic-blue hyperplanes of M

spanned by H and a hyperplane of M |Xi. Now M |Xi “ pM{Hq|Xi, and each element of
R is spanned by at most |B|i´2 hyperplanes of M |Xi in M{H. Hence, by (6.7),

|FH | ě C1|B|
i´1

´ ℓ|B|
i´2

ě
C1

2
|B|

i´1, (6.10)

provided that |B| is sufficiently large as a function of k and ℓ. Now observe that

1

|FH |

ÿ

FPFH

|F zXi| ď
1

|FH |
p|B|

i´1
` |FH ||H|q ď

2

C1

` 2C2.

Let F 1
H “ tF P FH : |F zXi| ď 4{C1 ` 4C2u. By Markov’s Inequality and (6.10), |F 1

H | ě
C1

4
|B|i´1. Now, because every flat of H˜ is skew to Xi in M , each hyperplane in F 1

H

contains at most p4{C1 ` 4C2q
k`1´i flats in H˜. Therefore

C1

8
|B|

i´1
|H˜| ď

C1

4
|B|

i´1
|H1

˜| ď
ÿ

HPH1
˜

ÿ

FPF 1
H

1 ď

´ 4

C1

` 4C2

¯k`1´i

|Hb
|.

The result now follows, because |H˜| ě ρk´i`1pℓ
1q

śk
j“ip|B| ´ |Xj|q.
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Chapter 7

Directions for Future Research

We close the thesis with a short chapter highlighting some open problems and conjectures,
all of which were originally posed either by Jim Geelen or jointly with him. We begin with
some natural and ‘easy-to-state’ problems related to the literature referenced in Chapter 1,
particularly the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem and Hansen’s Theorem. After that, we advertise
some conjectures from [10] on average hyperplane- and flat-size in real- and complex-
representable matroids. We then finish with some speculation on how to generalize the
results of this thesis.

Hansen’s Theorem is the prototypical Sylvester-Gallai-type theorem for higher-rank
flats. As noted in Chapter 1, Hansen’s original theorem (which is stronger than the one
we formulated) says that every real-representable matroid M has an ordinary hyperplane,
that is, a hyperplane comprising a point and a rank-prpMq ´2q flat. While this is arguably
the correct way to generalize the Sylvester-Gallai Theorem to higher dimensions, it is
more natural to think about independent flats. Hansen’s Theorem, as stated in Chapter
1, gives a tight upper bound on the rank of a real-representable matroid with no rank-k
independent flat. We believe that it should be possible to strengthen this into a more precise
characterization. At this point, we do not have a conjecture for such a characterization,
so we will just pose it as an open problem to come up with one. We will only discuss the
problem for planes, since this is the natural starting point.

Hansen’s Theorem tells us that a real-representable matroid with no three-point plane
has rank at most four. It was first observed by Motzkin [44] that there exist rank-4 real
representable matroids with no three-point plane, namelyMpK5q and the direct sum of two
lines with at least three points each. Further examples, including some infinite families,
were given by Bonnice and Kelly [7] and Hansen [33]. Our first open problem is to come
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up with some kind of characterization of these rank-4 matroids.

Problem 7.1. Characterize the real-representable matroids with no three-point plane.

The same general question extends to the complex-representable matroids, where even
less seems to be known. Kelly’s Theorem says that every complex-representable matroid
with no two-point line has rank at most three, but there seems to be no characterization
of these matroids beyond this.

Problem 7.2. Characterize the complex-representable matroids with no two-point line.

Another natural problem is to extend Hansen’s Theorem beyond real-representability.
It is already conjectured (see [6, Sect. 6.5]) that every orientable matroid has an ordinary
hyperplane. In [26], we showed that, for k ě 2, every rank-3pk ´ 1q orientable matroid has
an ordinary rank-k flat. In the case of complex-representability, Dvir, Saraf and Wigderson
[19] proved that, if a complex-representable matroid has rank at least Ωpkq, then it has
an ordinary rank-k flat. In [26], we proved this with a multiplicative constant of four, and
also conjectured the following.

Conjecture 7.3. For k ě 2, if M is a rank-pk ` 2q complex-representable matroid, then
M has a rank-k ordinary flat.

Turning our attention to the results of this thesis, perhaps the most natural question
that arises is: what are the best-possible bounds on the average hyperplane-size or the
average flat-size in a real-representable matroid of a given rank? Melchior’s Theorem gives
a sharp upper bound of three on the average line-size. We generalized Melchior’s Theorem
to real-representable matroids of arbitrary rank r ě 3 by proving the existence of constants
fr, hr ą 0 (depending only on r) such that the average flat-size is at most fr and, subject
to some necessary structural considerations, the average hyperplane-size is at most hr.
However, the bounds arising from our proofs are probably far from best-possible.

Although we only discussed real-representable matroids in this thesis, the Average Flat-
Size and Average Hyperplane-Size theorems generalize to complex-representable matroids
[10, 11]. This is essentially because the Szemerédi-Trotter Theorem holds for this class [55,
56]. We now highlight some conjectures of Geelen (also given in [10]) on the bounds on these
averages. Broadly speaking, Geelen’s conjectures say that, for average flat- and hyperplane-
size in complex-representable matroids, the worst-case behaviour is exhibited by Dowling
Geometries, which are a special class of matroids defined by finite abelian groups (see
[16]). In particular, for any integer r ě 3, the class of rank-r Dowling Geometries defined
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by the finite cyclic groups Zt gives a family of rank-r complex-representable matroids whose
average hyperplane- and flat-sizes tend to

`

r
2

˘

as t goes to infinity. The proof of this, as
well as the definition of Dowling Geometries, is available in the appendix of [10].

Before stating the conjectures for matroids of arbitrary rank, we discuss the special
cases of lines and planes. Recall that Hirzebruch’s Theorem (see Section 2.1) says that
the average line-size in a complex-representable matroid is less than four. Peter Nelson
(personal communication) asked whether this bound is in fact best-possible. The best con-
struction we know of in this regard is the dual configuration of Wiman’s line arrangement
in PGp2,Cq. This matroid has 45 points and average line-size roughly 3.58. Like what we
witness with lines, we believe that the average plane-size in real- and complex-representable
matroids should also be very small. Note that, in the following conjectures, onp1q denotes
a function which tends to zero as n tends to infinity.

Conjecture 7.4 (Geelen). Let M be a simple complex-representable matroid on n ele-
ments.

1. If rpMq ě 3, then the average line-size in M is at most 3 ` onp1q.

2. If rpMq ě 4 and M is not the direct sum of two lines, then the average plane-size of
M is at most 6 ` onp1q.

In light of the discussion above, we also have the following general conjecture on average
flat-size. When dealing with matroids of arbitrary (but fixed) rank r, the function onp1q

again denotes some function which tends to zero as n tends to infinity, although it may
depend on r.

Conjecture 7.5 (Geelen). For any integer r ě 3, if M is a simple rank-r complex-
representable matroid on n elements, then the average flat-size in M is at most

`

r
2

˘

`onp1q.

In light of the Average Hyperplane-Size Theorem (which appeared about a year after
[10]), we will append to Geelen’s conjectures the same bound for hyperplanes.

Conjecture 7.6. For an integer r ě 3, let M be a simple rank-r complex-representable
matroid on n elements, and let Xr´1 be a largest pr´1q-degenerate set in M . If n´ |Xr´1|

is at least some constant depending only on r, then the average hyperplane-size in M is at
most

`

r
2

˘

` onp1q.

There is one further conjecture from [10] of a different nature, concerning the average
size of flats of a given rank in a general matroid. Essentially, the question is whether a
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given bound on the average line-size implies a bound on the average size of flats of higher
rank. We will focus our discussion on lines and planes, since this is the simplest case and
we do not know the answer.

Conjecture 7.7. For every number C2 ą 0, there exists C3 ą 0 such that the following
holds. If M is a matroid with average line-size at most C2 and rpMq ě 6, then the average
size of a plane in M is at most C3.

The rank bound of six in this conjecture is necessary; a looser version would only require
that the rank of M is sufficiently high. Refuting an earlier version of the conjecture, Ben
Lund (personal communication) demonstrated that the bound of six is best-possible by
constructing rank-5 matroids which are the direct sum of a projective plane of order p
and an n-point line. By taking n sufficiently large in this construction (relative to p), the
average plane-size is at least p but the average line-size is less than three.

In light of Conjecture 7.7, we believe that a converse must surely hold, and also ought
to have a relatively simple proof. So far, we have not found it.

Conjecture 7.8 ([10]). For every number C3 ą 0, there exists C2 ą 0 such that the
following holds. If M is a matroid of rank at least four with average plane-size at most C3,
then M has average line-size at most C2.

The remaining conjectures that we pose are generalizations or extensions of the results
of this thesis. The Unavoidable Flats Theorem as well as our theorems on average flat-
and hyperplane-size do not generalize to all matroids. The following conjectures are based
on the belief that the unavoidability of independent flats and the absolute-boundedness
on the average size of flats of a given rank are only obstructed by the existence of low-
rank dependencies. Indeed, for matroids representable over a given finite field, this is
demonstrated by the Unavoidable Flats Theorem, as noted explicitly in Corollary 1.2. We
conjecture that this generalizes to all matroids.

Conjecture 7.9 (Geelen). For any positive integer k, there exists a number Ck such that,
if M is a simple matroid with girth at least five and rpMq ě Ck, then M has a rank-k
independent flat.

Note that Conjecture 7.9, if true, would imply a Ramsey theorem for matroids of girth at
least five. It is not possible to generalize our Ramsey theorem (Corollary 1.1) for matroids
representable over a given finite field to matroids in general, because the Ramsey numbers
for finite projective geometries are known to grow with the size of the underlying field.
However, Geelen conjectured the following general Ramsey theorem which is stronger than
the one implied by Conjecture 7.9.
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Conjecture 7.10 (Geelen). For any positive integers k, ℓ, there is a number Npk, ℓq such
that, if M is a matroid with maximum line-size at most ℓ and rpMq ě Npk, ℓq, then for
any two-colouring of the points of M , there is a monochromatic rank-k flat.

We also pose a similar conjecture for the average size of flats of given rank.

Conjecture 7.11. For any positive integer k, there exists a number Ck such that, if M is
a matroid with girth at least five and rpMq ě Ck, then the average size of a rank-k flat in
M is at most a constant depending only on k.

Our proof techniques for the Unavoidable Flats Theorem and our average theorems
have no bearing on Conjectures 7.9, 7.10 and 7.11, and we have no idea how to prove these
conjectures at this point in time. Given that all of our results so far deal with matroids
representable over finite fields and fields of characteristic zero, considering matroids repre-
sentable over an infinite field of non-zero characteristic seems like a sensible next step. In
this context, we believe that the unavoidability of independent flats is obstructed only by
the presence of large affine geometries.

Conjecture 7.12 (Geelen). For p prime and any positive integer k, if M is a simple
matroid of sufficiently high rank representable over a field of characteristic p, then M has
either a rank-k independent flat or an AGpk, pq-restriction.

We also believe that something similar should be true for averages.

Conjecture 7.13 (Geelen). For p prime and any positive integer k, there is a constant
Bk,p ą 0 such that, if M is a matroid of sufficiently high rank representable over a field of
characteristic p, then either the average size of a rank-k flat in M is at most Bk,p, or M
has an AGpk, pq-restriction.
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[21] Paul Erdős and George Purdy. Some combinatorial problems in the plane. J. Combin.
Theory Ser. A, 25:205–210, 1978.

[22] H Furstenberg and Y Katznelson. ipr-sets, szemerédi’s theorem, and ramsey theory.
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[35] Mario Huicochea, Jesús Leaños, and Luis Manuel Rivera. A note on the minimum
number of red lines needed to pierce the intersections of blue lines. Computational
Geometry, 104:101863, 2022.

71



[36] Robert Jamison and Dale Hill. A catalogue of sporadic slope-critical configurations.
In Proceedings of the Fourteenth Southeastern Conference on Combinatorics, Graph
Theory and Computing (Boca Raton, Fla., 1983), Congr. Numer, volume 40, pages
101–125, 1983.

[37] Leroy M Kelly. A resolution of the sylvester-gallai problem of j.-p. serre. Discrete &
Computational Geometry, 1:101–104, 1986.

[38] Martin Kneser. Abschätzung der asymptotischen dichte von summenmengen. Math-
ematische Zeitschrift, 58(1):459–484, 1953.

[39] Frank Thomson Leighton. New lower bound techniques for vlsi. In Proceedings of the
22nd Annual Symposium on Foundations of Computer Science, pages 1–12, 1981.
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