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Abstract

Brylawski’s tensor product formula expresses the Tutte polynomial of the tensor
product of two graphs or matroids in terms of Tutte polynomials arising from the
tensor factors. Analogous tensor product formulas are known for the Bollobás–
Riordan and transition polynomials of graphs embedded in surfaces. We show
that these formulas are instances of a more general result for multimatroids by
giving a tensor product formula for the multimatroid transition polynomial and
showing that Brylawski’s formula and its topological analogues arise from it.
Along the way we provide formulas for the transition polynomial of the two-sum
and star product of multimatroids.
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1 Introduction

Let G and H be graphs, G loopless and bridgeless, and H with a distinguished edge e
that is neither a loop nor a bridge. The tensor product G⊗e H is formed by, for each
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edge of G, identifying that edge with e in a copy of H then deleting the edge formed
by the identification. So each edge of G is replaced with a copy of H \ e. Brylawski’s
tensor product formula [1] expresses the Tutte polynomial of G⊗eH in terms of Tutte
polynomials coming from G and H:

T (G⊗e H;x, y) = αn(G)βr(G)T
(
G; T (H \ e;x,y)

β , T (H / e;x,y)
α

)
,

where α and β are polynomials in Z[x, y] uniquely defined by the system of linear
equations

(x− 1)α+ β = T (H \ e;x, y),
α+ (y − 1)β = T (H / e;x, y).

Brylawski’s formula has been extended to graphs embedded in surfaces in two different
ways: in [2] where a tensor product formula for the Bollobás–Riordan polynomial was
given, and in [3] which gave a tensor product formula for the topological transition
polynomial.

In the classical case, Brylawski proved the tensor product formula for the Tutte
polynomial in the more general setting of matroids rather than just graphs (as is
stated in Corollary 29 below). All of the structure required for the result for graphs
resides in the cycle matroids of the graphs. Here we address the problem of finding the
correct framework for the tensor product formulas for graphs embedded in surfaces.
A reader familiar with topological analogues of the Tutte polynomial might expect
this framework to be given by delta-matroids. Delta-matroids [4] form a generalisa-
tion of matroids where bases may have different cardinalities, see [5, 6] for further
background. However, we shall see that the natural setting is in fact Bouchet’s tight
multimatroids [7, 8], which form a generalisation of delta-matroids where one may have
an arbitrary (but finite) number of minor edge operations, instead of only deletion
and contraction.

In this paper we introduce tensor products of tight multimatroids. This operation
is compatible with the graph, matroid and embedded graph tensor products. Our
main result is a generalisation of Brylawski’s formula to the transition polynomial of
multimatroids, given here as Theorem 16. From this we deduce tensor product formulas
for delta-matroids, including the recovery of Brylawski’s result for matroids. We also
deduce an extension of Ellis-Monaghan and Moffatt’s tensor product formula [3] for
the topological transition polynomial by relaxing the restriction on the type of edges
that the tensor product acts on.

This paper is structured as follows. Section 2 provides an overview of multima-
troids. Section 3 discusses the two-sum operation for multimatroids and introduces
the tensor product. In Section 4, we describe related constructions including Bouchet’s
isotropic systems [9]. Section 5 contains our main result, Theorem 16, giving a version
of Brylawski’s formula for the multimatroid transition polynomial. Along the way, we
give a formula for the multimatroid transition polynomial of the two-sum of multi-
matroids in Theorem 14 and of the star product of multimatroids in Theorem 15. In
Section 6 we apply our main result to deduce tensor product formulas for delta-matroid
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and matroid polynomials. Finally, in Section 7 we review a connection between graphs
embedded in surfaces and tight 3-matroids and deduce a tensor product formula for
the topological transition polynomial. To aid the digestion of our results, we provide
plenty of examples and we do not assume any familiarity with multimatroids.

2 Multimatroids

Multimatroids were introduced by Bouchet in [7] as a simultaneous generalization of
delta-matroids and isotropic systems which he had earlier introduced in [4] and [9],
respectively. They are defined on what he called a carrier, a pair (U,Ω) where U is
a finite set, called the ground set, and Ω is a partition of U into (non-empty) blocks
called skew classes. If each skew class has size q, then (U,Ω) is a q-carrier.

It is helpful to think of the skew classes, rather than the elements of U , as play-
ing a role analogous to the elements of a matroid, and the elements of each skew
class representing different ‘states’ that the skew class might play. As an illustration,
in Section 7 we consider multimatroids arising from ribbon graphs (or, equivalently,
graphs in surfaces). There each edge of the ribbon graph corresponds to a skew class,
and each skew class consists of three elements that can be thought of corresponding
to an edge being either present, absent, or present but given a “half-twist”. We shall
adopt notation that reflects this understanding.
Notation 1. For each skew class e, the members of the skew class are named by deco-
rating the symbol e. For example, for a skew class e we might write e = {e1, e2, . . . , eq}
or e = { •

e, e, ê}. (See Example 3 for this convention in practice.)
For a carrier (U,Ω), a pair of distinct elements belonging to the same skew class is

called a skew pair. A subtransversal of Ω is a subset of U meeting each skew class at
most once. The set of subtransversals of Ω is denoted by S(Ω). A transversal T of Ω
is a subtransversal of Ω with |T | = |Ω|, that is, a set containing precisely one element
from each skew class. The set of transversals of Ω is denoted by T (Ω). We say that
a subtransversal S is a near-transversal if |S| = |Ω| − 1, that is, it meets all but one
skew class. The set of near-transversals of Ω is denoted by N (Ω).

A multimatroid is a triple Z = (U,Ω, rZ) so that (U,Ω) is a carrier and rZ is a
rank function rZ : S(Ω) → Z≥0 satisfying the two axioms below.
(R1) For each transversal T of Ω, the pair comprising T and the restriction of rZ to

subsets of T forms a matroid.
(R2) For each subtransversal S of Ω and skew pair {ei, ej} from a skew class disjoint

from S, we have

rZ(S ∪ {ei}) + rZ(S ∪ {ej})− 2rZ(S) ≥ 1.

We generally omit the subscript Z from rZ whenever the context is clear. Axiom (R1)
implies the following: r(∅) = 0; for A ∈ S(Ω) and ei ∈ U such that A ∪ {ei} ∈ S(Ω),
r(A) ≤ r(A ∪ {ei}) ≤ r(A) + 1; and for A, B ∈ S(Ω) such that A ∪ B ∈ S(Ω),
r(A ∪B) + r(A ∩B) ≤ r(A) + r(B).

It is convenient to extend the concepts we have defined for carriers to multima-
troids. For example, by a transversal of a multimatroid we mean a transversal of its
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underlying carrier, and we use T (Z) to denote the set of transversals of a multimatroid
Z, and N (Z) the set of near-transversals. Furthermore, the ground set of a multima-
troid is the ground set of its carrier. We sometimes use U(Z) to denote the ground
set of a multimatroid Z. We say that a multimatroid is a q-matroid if its carrier is a
q-carrier (i.e., each skew class has exactly q members). (The special case of 2-matroids
was introduced earlier than general multimatroids in [4] under the name symmetric
matroids.)

An element ei of a multimatroid (U,Ω, r) is singular if r({ei}) = 0. A skew class
is singular if it contains a singular element. A multimatroid is non-degenerate if every
skew class has size at least two. If S is a subtransversal of Z, then we define its nullity
nZ(S) by nZ(S) = |S|−rZ(S), again omitting the subscript when the context is clear.

Let Z = (U,Ω, r), let ei be in U , and suppose that ei is in the skew class e.
Then, following [10], the elementary minor of Z by ei, denoted by Z | ei, is the triple
(U ′,Ω′, r′) with U ′ = U − e, Ω′ = Ω−{e} and for all S in S(Ω′), r′(S) = r(S∪{ei})−
r({ei}). It is straightforward to show that Z | ei is a multimatroid.

An independent set of Z is a subtransversal S with n(S) = 0. Subtransversals that
are not independent are dependent. A basis is a maximal independent subtransversal,
and we let B(Z) denote the set of all bases of Z. For any subtransversal S, we have
r(S) = maxB∈B(Z) |B ∩ S|, and consequently multimatroids are uniquely determined
by their carrier and collection of bases. By [7, Proposition 5.5], the bases of a non-
degenerate multimatroid Z are transversals of Z.

We are particularly interested in tight multimatroids. These were introduced by
Bouchet in [8] and they include the 3-matroids of ribbon graphs (as discussed in
Section 7).
Definition 2. A multimatroid Z is tight if it is non-degenerate and for every near-
transversal S, there is a unique element, which we shall denote by θZ(S), in the skew
class disjoint from S such that r(S∪{θZ(S)}) = r(S). We omit the subscript Z, when
the context is clear.

Note that the uniqueness condition is not included in Bouchet’s definition of tight
multimatroids, however uniqueness follows easily from (R2). Moreover, as shown in
[8, Proposition 4.1], if a multimatroid is tight, then so are all its elementary minors.

An isomorphism between two multimatroids is a bijection respecting the partition
into skew classes and preserving rank. If Z1 and Z2 are isomorphic, we write Z1

∼= Z2.
Notice that tightness is preserved under isomorphism and that every isomorphism
maps singular elements to singular elements.
Example 3. Let (U, {a, b, c}) be the 3-carrier with skew classes a = { •

a, a, â}, b =

{
•

b, b, b̂}, and c = { •
c, c, ĉ}. We implicitly assume in this and all other examples that

differently named elements are distinct.
An example of a 3-matroid Z over this carrier has the following sixteen bases:

{ •
a, b, c}, {â,

•

b, c}, { •
a, b̂,

•
c}, {â, b̂, •

c},
{a,

•

b, c}, {â,
•

b,
•
c}, { •

a,
•

b, ĉ}, {â, b̂, ĉ},
{ •
a,

•

b,
•
c}, { •

a, b̂, c}, { •
a, b, ĉ}, {â, b, ĉ},

{â, b, c}, {a, b̂, c}, {a,
•

b, ĉ}, {a, b̂, ĉ}.
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Of the remaining eleven transversals, all of which are dependent, {a, b, •
c} has rank

one and the rest have rank two. This multimatroid can be shown to be tight, and, for
example, θ({ •

a, b}) = •
c.

Note that in our examples, the naming convention we have adopted for the elements
of a skew class gives a partition of the ground set of the multimatroid into transversals
determined by the type of decoration. We stress that, in general, the elements of a
multimatroid do not have a natural partition into transversals. Nevertheless, as we
shall see in Sections 6 and 7, the elements of a multimatroid coming from a delta-
matroid or from a ribbon graph may be naturally partitioned into transversals, and
this motivates our choice of notation.

For use later, we give a second, similar example.
Example 4. Let (U, {a, f, g}) be the 3-carrier with skew classes a = { •

a, a, â}, f =

{
•

f, f , f̂}, and g = { •
g, g, ĝ}. An example of a 3-matroid Z over this carrier has the

following sixteen bases:

{ •
a,

•

f,
•
g}, { •

a,
•

f, ĝ}, { •
a, f, g}, { •

a, f, ĝ},
{ •
a, f̂ ,

•
g}, { •

a, f̂ , g}, {a,
•

f, g}, {a,
•

f, ĝ},
{a, f, •

g}, {a, f, ĝ}, {a, f̂ , •
g}, {a, f̂ , g},

{â,
•

f,
•
g}, {â,

•

f, g}, {â, f , •
g}, {â, f , g}.

3 Tensor products and two-sums

The two-sum of multimatroids was introduced in [11]. The idea behind it is as follows.
We say that multimatroids Z1 and Z2 align at a non-singular skew class e if the
intersection of their ground sets is e, and e is a non-singular skew class of both Z1

and Z2. Suppose Z1 and Z2 are tight multimatroids that align at a non-singular skew
class e. Suppose also that I1 and I2 are independent near-transversals of Z1 and Z2,
respectively, both avoiding e. Then I1 ∪ I2 is a basis of the two-sum Z1 ⊕2 Z2 along e
if and only if θZ1

(I1) ̸= θZ2
(I2). The idea of constructing a tensor product of Z and

Z ′ is then to two-sum a copy of Z ′ along each skew class of Z.
Formally the two-sum is defined as follows.

Definition 5. Let Z1 := (U1,Ω1, r1) and Z2 := (U2,Ω2, r2) be tight multimatroids
that align at a non-singular skew class e. Then the multimatroid Z = (U,Ω, r) is the
two-sum along e, denoted by Z1 ⊕2 Z2, if U = (U1 ∪ U2) − e, Ω = (Ω1 ∪ Ω2) − {e}
and a transversal B of Ω is a basis if and only if B ∩ U1 and B ∩ U2 are independent
near-transversals of Z1 and Z2, respectively, with θZ1

(B ∩ U1) ̸= θZ2
(B ∩ U2).

It is straightforward to show that Z is genuinely a multimatroid [11].
Example 6. Suppose that Z1 is the multimatroid in Example 3, and Z2 that in
Example 4. We consider Z1 ⊕2 Z2. The set of independent near-transversals T1

of Z1 with θZ1
(T1) =

•
a is X •

a := {{
•

b, c}, {b̂, ĉ}}; where θZ1
(T1) = a is Xa :=

{{
•

b,
•
c}, {b, c}, {b, ĉ}{b̂, •

c}}; and where θZ1
(T1) = â is Xâ := {{

•

b, ĉ}, {b̂, c}}. The set

of independent near-transversals T2 of Z2 with θZ2
(T2) =

•
a is Y •

a := {{
•

f, g}, {f, •
g}};

where θZ2
(T2) = a is Ya := {{

•

f,
•
g}, {f, g}}; and where θZ2

(T2) = â is Yâ :=

{{
•

f, ĝ}, {f, ĝ}, {f̂ , •
g}, {f̂ , g}}. Then Z1 ⊕2 Z2 has skew classes b := {

•

b, b, b̂}, c :=
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{ •
c, c, ĉ}, f := {

•

f, f , f̂}, and g := { •
g, g, ĝ}. Its bases consist of all sets of the form x∪ y

where x ∈ X •
a and y ∈ Ya∪Yâ, or x ∈ Xa and y ∈ Y •

a∪Yâ, or x ∈ Xâ and y ∈ Y •
a∪Ya.

The next two results are from [11]. The proofs are straightforward.
Proposition 7. Let Z1 := (U1,Ω1, r1) and Z2 := (U2,Ω2, r2) be tight multimatroids
that align at a non-singular skew class e. Suppose that T1 is a near-transversal of Z1

avoiding e, and T2 is a near-transversal of Z2 avoiding e. Then

rZ1⊕2Z2
(T1 ∪ T2) =

{
rZ1(T1) + rZ2(T2) if θZ1(T1) ̸= θZ2(T2),

rZ1(T1) + rZ2(T2)− 1 if θZ1(T1) = θZ2(T2).

Proposition 8. Let Z1 := (U1,Ω1, r1) and Z2 := (U2,Ω2, r2) be tight multimatroids
that align at a non-singular skew class. Then their two-sum Z1 ⊕2 Z2 is also tight.

The two-sum operation is clearly commutative. The previous proposition sug-
gests the possibility of forming the two-sum of two multimatroids and then forming
a two-sum of the resulting multimatroid with a third multimatroid. The following
associativity property also holds [11]. Again its proof is straightforward.
Proposition 9. Let Z1, Z2, Z3 be tight multimatroids with the carrier of Zi being
(Ui,Ωi) for i = 1, 2, 3. Suppose that e and f are distinct non-singular skew classes of
Z2, that e is a non-singular skew class of Z1, that f is a non-singular skew class of
Z3, and that U1 ∩ U2 = e, U2 ∩ U3 = f and U1 ∩ U3 = ∅. Then(

Z1 ⊕2 Z2

)
⊕2 Z3 = Z1 ⊕2

(
Z2 ⊕2 Z3

)
.

Proposition 9 allows us to carry out multiple two-sum operations in any order.
More precisely, we say a finite collection Z of tight multimatroids is graphable if it
satisfies both the following conditions.

• No element belongs to the ground set of three or more members of Z.
• For every two distinct members Z1 and Z2 of Z, either the ground sets of Z1 and
Z2 are disjoint or Z1 and Z2 align at a non-singular skew class.

If Z is graphable then we may form its graph as follows. Its vertices are the members
of Z and distinct vertices Z1 and Z2 are joined by an edge if the ground sets of Z1

and Z2 intersect. Whenever we consider the graph of a collection of multimatroids, we
assume implicitly that the collection is graphable. Suppose that G, the graph of Z, is a
tree. Then Proposition 9 ensures that we can carry out all the two-sums corresponding
to the edges of G in any order without affecting the result. We denote the resulting
multimatroid by

⊕
2 Z.

We focus on a special case. Suppose that Z1 is a tight multimatroid with carrier
(U1,Ω1) in which every skew class is non-singular, and that Z = {Ze : e ∈ Ω1} is
a collection of tight multimatroids indexed by the skew classes of Z1 such that, for
each e, Z1 and Ze align at the non-singular skew class e. Suppose that the graph of
Z ∪ {Z1} is a star with central vertex Z1. Then we say that

⊕
2(Z ∪ {Z1}) is the star

product of Z1 and Z.
We will be particularly interested in the following case of the star product. Suppose

that Z1 and Z = {Ze : e ∈ Ω1} are as described above. Now suppose that Z2 is
a tight multimatroid with a non-singular skew class a so that for each e ∈ Ω1, the
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multimatroid Ze is isomorphic to Z2 via an isomorphism ϕe with ϕe(e) = a. Finally,
let Φ = {ϕe : e ∈ Ω1}. Then we say that the star product of Z1 and Z is the tensor
product of Z1 and Z2 via Φ, which we denote by Z1 ⊗Φ Z2.
Remark 10. The carrier of Z1 ⊗Φ Z2 is determined by Φ. Moreover Z1 ⊗Φ Z2 is
determined up to isomorphism by Z1, Z2 and the collection of maps {ϕe | e : e ∈ Ω1},
where ϕe | e denotes the restriction of ϕe to the skew class e.

But, as we shall see in the following example, two tensor products of Z1 and Z2

are not necessarily isomorphic, which is why we incorporate Φ into the notation. This
ambiguity arises because the elements of a skew class of a multimatroid are generally
neither ordered nor otherwise distinguished by, for example, a partition of the ground
set of a multimatroid into transversals. So, there is no canonical choice for a bijection
between a skew class e of Z1 and the distinguished skew class a of Z2.

As we shall see in Theorems 26 and 36, when we apply our results to the
multimatroids coming from delta-matroids (including matroids) and ribbon graphs,
respectively, there is a natural way to distinguish elements of each skew class and there
are canonical bijections between each skew class of Z1 and the skew class a of Z2.

Note that by repeated application of Proposition 8, a tensor product of tight
multimatroids is tight. We now give a small example of a tensor product of two
2-matroids.
Example 11. Let Z1 be the tight 2-matroid whose skew classes are e1 := { •

e1, e1} and
e2 := { •

e2, e2}, and whose bases are { •
e1, e2} and {e1,

•
e2}. For i = 1, 2, let Zei be the

tight 2-matroid whose skew classes are ei := { •
ei, ei}, bi := {

•

bi, bi}, and ci := { •
ci, ci},

and whose bases are { •
ei, bi, ci}, {ei,

•

bi, ci}, and {ei, bi,
•
ci}. Now let Z2 be the tight

2-matroid whose skew classes are a := { •
a, a}, b := {

•

b, b}, and c := { •
c, c} and whose

bases are { •
a, b, c}, {a,

•

b, c}, and {a, b, •
c}. For i = 1, 2, let ϕei : U(Zei) → U(Z2) be

given by

ϕei(
•
ei) :=

•
a, ϕei(ei) := a, ϕei(

•

bi) :=
•

b, ϕei(bi) := b, ϕei(
•
ci) :=

•
c, ϕei(ci) := c.

Then for i = 1, 2, ϕei is an isomorphism. Let Φ := {ϕe1 , ϕe2}.
The tensor product Z1 ⊗Φ Z2 is the 2-matroid with skew classes {

•

b1, b1},
{ •
c1, c1}, {

•

b2, b2}, {
•
c2, c2}, and bases {b1, c1,

•

b2, c2}, {b1, c1, b2,
•
c2}, {

•

b1, c1, b2, c2}, and
{b1,

•
c1, b2, c2}.
Suppose we interchange the roles of

•
e2 and e2 in Ze2 , so that its bases become

{e2, b2, c2}, {
•
e2,

•

b2, c2}, {
•
e2, b2,

•
c2}. In order that ϕe2 is still an isomorphism between

Ze2 and Z2, we need to amend ϕe2 so that ϕe2(
•
e2) := a and ϕe2(e2) :=

•
a. The result-

ing tensor product Z1 ⊗Φ Z2 has bases {b1, c1, b2, c2}, {
•

b1, c1,
•

b2, c2}, {
•

b1, c1, b2,
•
c2},

{b1,
•
c1,

•

b2, c2}, and {b1,
•
c1, b2,

•
c2}. As the number of bases has changed, we observe

that different choices for Φ may yield non-isomorphic multimatroids.

4 Related constructions

This section adds additional context and connects our work with analogous construc-
tions on several related combinatorial structures. Our aim is to enable those with
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a passing familiarity with some of these structures to see the relationships between
them, rather than give precise details. We assume some background knowledge of
delta-matroids and isotropic systems: this section may be skipped as the rest of the
paper does not depend on its content.

The tensor product of graphs G and H (with a distinguished edge e) may be
described in terms of two-sums. It is formed by taking the two-sum of G with an iso-
morphic copy of H along every edge of G, so that each two-sum is along an isomorphic
copy of e. This formulation extends easily to matroids [1] and using the notion of the
two-sum for multimatroids from [11] extends in an analogous way to delta-matroids
and multimatroids.

As mentioned in the introduction, multimatroids were introduced by Bouchet [7],
partly in an attempt to simultaneously reconcile and generalize his earlier combinato-
rial structures, namely delta-matroids [4] and isotropic systems [9]. The definition of
the two-sum construction for delta-matroids and multimatroids in [11] was inspired
by the matroid two-sum construction [12]. Indeed, the construction for even delta-
matroids is exactly the same as that for matroids specified by their bases. In this
section we compare this construction with the very closely related composition oper-
ation for isotropic systems due to Bouchet [13] (but only later given the name
composition [14]) and more general work by Cunningham and Edmonds [15] which
developed a general theory of splits in combinatorial structures.

Binary matroids form an extremely important subclass of matroids. By appropri-
ately modifying the definition of representability, one can define the class of binary
delta-matroids [16, 17]. Every matroid (when specified by its bases) can be thought of
as a delta-matroid and the concepts of representability are consistent in the sense that
a matroid is binary if and only if it is binary when considered as a delta-matroid. A
consequence of the definition of representability is that a normal binary delta-matroid,
that is, one in which the empty set is feasible, is determined by its feasible sets of
size at most two. Thus (as with binary matroids) every binary delta-matroid is deter-
mined by specifying one feasible set F and the collection of those feasible sets F ′ with
|F △F ′| ≤ 2. So, up to twisting, a binary delta-matroid may be described by a graph,
known as its fundamental graph. Note that this graph describes ‘feasible set exchanges’
and is not related to the delta-matroid in the way that the cycle matroid of a graph
is related to that graph.

If, rather than starting with a binary matroid defined in terms of its bases, instead
one starts with its circuit space, and seeks to generalize this concept, then one is led
in a highly non-trivial way to Bouchet’s isotropic systems [9], which, very roughly,
incorporate both the circuit and cocircuit spaces of a binary matroid in a subtle way.
Bouchet proved that there is a collection of graphs [18] associated with each isotropic
system, with two graphs belonging to the same such collection if and only if they are
locally equivalent. (Two graphs are locally equivalent if one can be obtained from the
other by a sequence of operations each of which involves complementing the edges
between all neighbours of some vertex.) Up to isomorphism, an isotropic system is
determined by any one of these graphs. The equivalence of binary delta-matroids and
isotropic systems follows from this. More recent combinatorial constructions due to
Traldi [19] and Brijder and Traldi [20], namely isotropic matroids and tight binary
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3-matroids, respectively, are also equivalent to isotropic systems and binary delta-
matroids. The relationships between these different constructions are discussed in [20].

Cunningham and Edmonds [15] construct a general theory of what they call
splits. Roughly speaking, this involves decomposing a combinatorial structure into two
smaller structures with a minimal but non-trivial intersection. They show that pro-
viding the collection of possible splits obeys various properties shared by two-sums in
graphs, then one can neatly characterize all the possible decompositions obtained by
successively forming a split. They give specific specializations to graphs and the col-
lection of circuits of a matroid coming from two-sums. Cunningham [21] describes a
join operation on pairs of graphs or digraphs having a common vertex and considers
the corresponding splits. This falls within the general framework of [15].

In [13], Bouchet introduced the connectivity function of an isotropic system, which
is analogous to the connectivity function of a matroid [12]. Partitions of the ground
set of an isotropic system I with connectivity one correspond to the splits from [21] in
each fundamental graph of I, something which Bouchet exploited to prove an analogue
of Tutte’s ‘Wheels and Whirls Theorem’ for isotropic systems. Bouchet defines the
composition I of two isotropic systems I1 and I2 to be such that any fundamental
graph of I is the join of the corresponding fundamental graphs of I1 and I2. The
composition operation was developed further in [14].

By considering the effect of the composition operation on the collection of feasible
sets of the associated normal binary delta-matroids, one obtains a notion of composi-
tion for delta-matroids [22]. For normal binary delta-matroids, the consistency of the
definitions of composition in terms of fundamental graphs and feasible sets is explained
by Lemma 4.4 of [23]. The identity proved there also follows from the proof of Proposi-
tion 2.3 of [24]. However, the notion of composition does not extend to multimatroids
in a canonical way. Moreover it is not consistent with the existing notion of the two-
sum in ribbon graphs [2, 25], nor with that in matroids. Indeed, the composition of
two matroids (considered as delta-matroids) would not be a matroid. Thus the defini-
tion of the two-sum for delta-matroids given in Section 6 is not exactly Cunningham
and Bouchet’s composition operation, although for even delta-matroids the difference
is only slight: it follows immediately from the definitions in terms of feasible sets that
if D1 and D2 are two even delta-matroids with a common element e, then the compo-
sition of D1 and D2 is D1⊕2 (D2 ∗{e}), where ∗ denotes the twist operation discussed
in Section 6.

Traldi has obtained an expression for the weighted interlace polynomial of the com-
position of two graphs [26]. The weighted interlace polynomial of a graph G coincides
with the weighted transition polynomial of the normal binary delta-matroid described
by G. Thus Theorem 25 generalizes Traldi’s result with the proviso that the definitions
of composition and 2-sum do not exactly coincide, as we have explained in this section.

5 The transition polynomial

This section contains our main results: expressions for the transition polynomial of a
two-sum and a star product, and an extension of Brylawski’s tensor product formula
to tight multimatroids. The weighted transition polynomial of a multimatroid Z =
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(U,Ω, r), introduced in [27], is

Q(Z; {xu}u∈U , t) :=
∑

T∈T (Z)

tn(T )xT ,

where xT =
∏

u∈T xu. We often abbreviate {xu}u∈U to x, when U is clear from the
context, and sometimes just write Q(Z) for Q(Z;x, t) = Q(Z; {xu}u∈U , t).

Notice that if U = ∅, then T (Ω) = {∅}, so Q(Z;x, t) = 1. Here we treat the xu

as formal variables, giving a polynomial in Z[t, {xu}u∈U ]. However they can be, and
often are, treated as parameters.
Example 12. Let Z be the multimatroid in Example 3. Then the transition poly-
nomial Q(Z;x, t) has 27 summands. Sixteen of these come from the bases and give
the t0 terms, the transversal {a, b, •

c} gives the only t2 term, and the remaining eleven
transversals give the t1 terms. So the transition polynomial takes the form

(x •
axbxc + xax •

b
xc + · · ·+ xaxb̂xĉ) + t(x •

ax •
b
xc + · · ·+ xaxbxĉ) + t2(xaxbx •

c).

In practice, it is common to consider some substitution or specialisation of the variables
xT . For example, taking, for each e, x •

e = u, xe = v, xê = 0 gives a polynomial

Q(Z; (u, v, 0), t) = (u3 + 2uv2) + t(3u2v + v3) + t2uv2,

that is related to the Tutte polynomial of a delta-matroid or ribbon graph, as described
in Sections 6 and 7, respectively.

To describe a substitution or specialisation of the variables we often abuse nota-
tion slightly and write expressions such as Q(Z; {xu = yu}u∈U , t) meaning that each
variable xu is set to yu or Q(Z;x, t | xei = yei , i = 1, . . . , q) by which we mean that for
i = 1, . . . , q, the variable xei should be set to yei . All the other variables are unaffected.
When we do this, yei may be a polynomial in t and variables indexed by elements
of another multimatroid. Clearly such a substitution changes the polynomial ring to
which Q(Z) belongs.

We first give an expression for the transition polynomial of a two-sum, Z1 ⊕2 Z2,
showing that it may be obtained from Q(Z1) by setting the variables indexed by
the elements of the skew class along which the two-sum is formed to appropriate
polynomials in t and variables indexed by some of the elements of Z2.

We need the following result which is one case of Theorem 6 from [27].
Proposition 13 ([27, Theorem 6]). Let Z := (U,Ω, r) be a multimatroid and let e be
a non-singular skew class of Ω. We have

Q(Z;x, t) =
∑
u∈e

xuQ(Z |u;x′, t),

where x′ is obtained from x by removing the entries indexed by the elements of e.
The two-sum formula is given by the following theorem.
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Theorem 14. Let Z1 and Z2 be tight multimatroids that align at a non-singular skew
class e := {e1, . . . , eq}. Let U := U(Z1 ⊕2 Z2) and U ′

2 := U(Z2)− e. Then

Q(Z1 ⊕2 Z2; {xu}u∈U , t) = Q(Z1; {xu}u∈U(Z1), t | xei = yei , i = 1, . . . , q),

where {yu}u∈e is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[t, {xu}u∈U ′

2
].

Q(Z2 | e1; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = tye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ yeq ,

Q(Z2 | e2; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = ye1 + tye2 + · · ·+ yeq ,

...

Q(Z2 | eq; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = ye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ tyeq .

Proof. Let N1 and N2 denote the sets of near-transversals missing e of Z1 and Z2,
respectively. For i = 1, . . . , q, let

yei =
∑

S2∈N2

θ(S2)=ei

xS2
tn(S2).

Thus

Q(Z2; {xu}u∈U(Z2), t) =

q∑
i=1

yei(xe1 + · · ·+ xei−1
+ txei + xei+1

+ · · ·+ xeq ).

By considering the monomials of Q(Z2) containing xei and using Proposition 13, we
deduce that for i = 1, . . . , q,

Q(Z2 | ei; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = ye1 + · · ·+ yei−1 + tyei + yei+1 + · · ·+ yeq .

This gives a system of q simultaneous equations in Z[t, {xu}u∈U ′
2
] for ye1 , . . . , yeq . By

construction, these have a solution and because the matrix of the coefficients of the
simultaneous equations has non-vanishing determinant, the solution is unique. There-
fore ye1 , . . . , yeq may be recovered from Q(Z2 | e1), . . . , Q(Z2 | eq), (and consequently
from Q(Z2)).

We have

Q(Z1 ⊕2 Z2) =
∑

S1∈N1

∑
S2∈N2

xS1
xS2

tn(S1∪S2)

=
∑

S1∈N1

q∑
i=1

∑
S2∈N2

θ(S2)=ei

xS1
xS2

tn(S1∪S2)
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=
∑

S1∈N1

xS1t
n(S1)

( ∑
1≤i≤q

ei ̸=θ(S1)

∑
S2∈N2

θ(S2)=ei

xS2t
n(S2) +

∑
S2∈N2

θ(S2)=θ(S1)

xS2t
n(S2)+1

)

=
∑

S1∈N1

xS1t
n(S1)

( ∑
1≤i≤q

ei ̸=θ(S1)

yei + yθ(S1)t
)

= Q(Z1; {xu}u∈U(Z1), t | xei = yei , i = 1, . . . , q),

as required.

We now use Theorem 14 to obtain an expression for the star product of tight
multimatroids.
Theorem 15. Suppose that Z1 is a tight multimatroid with carrier (U1,Ω1). Assume
that each skew class e of Z1 is non-singular and has the form e = {e1, . . . , eqe}, where
qe = |e|. Now suppose that Z = {Ze : e ∈ Ω1} is a collection of tight multimatroids
indexed by the skew classes of Z1 such that, for each e, Z1 and Ze align at the non-
singular skew class e, and that the graph of Z ∪ {Z1} is a star with central vertex Z1.
Let Z ′ denote the star product of Z1 and Z and let U := U(Z ′). Then

Q(Z ′; {xu}u∈U , t) = Q(Z1; {xei = yei}e∈Ω1, 1≤i≤qe),

where for each e ∈ Ω1, {yu}u∈e is the unique solution to the following system of linear
equations in the ring Z[t, {xu}u∈U(Ze)−e].

Q(Ze | e1; {xu}u∈U(Ze)−e, t) = tye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ yeqe ,

Q(Ze | e2; {xu}u∈U(Ze)−e, t) = ye1 + tye2 + · · ·+ yeqe ,

...

Q(Ze | eqe ; {xu}u∈U(Ze)−e, t) = ye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ tyeqe .

Proof. The theorem follows from Theorem 14 and Proposition 9. Forming the star
product of Z1 and Z requires |Ω1| two-sums, which by Proposition 9 may be performed
in any order. For k = 0, . . . , |Ω1|, let Zk denote the multimatroid formed after k of
these two-sums. Then Z0 = Z1, Z

|Ω1| = Z ′ and for k = 1, . . . , |Ω1|, Zk = Zk−1 ⊕2 Ze

for some e in Ω1. Fix k and suppose that Zk = Zk−1 ⊕2 Ze. By Theorem 14, Q(Zk)
may be obtained from Q(Zk−1) by making an appropriate substitution, depending on
Q(Ze), for the variables of Q(Zk−1) indexed by elements of e and these new variables
are unchanged thereafter. Moreover, by Theorem 14, the correct substitution for xei ,
i = 1, . . . , qe, is the one given in the theorem statement. The result follows by an easy
induction on k.

Using Theorem 15 we obtain an expression for the tensor product of two multi-
matroids. Suppose that ϕ is an isomorphism between multimatroids Z1 and Z2. It is
useful to abuse notation and also use ϕ : Z[t, {xu}u∈U(Z1)] → Z[t, {xu}u∈U(Z2)] for the
ring isomorphism with ϕ(xu) = xϕ(u) and ϕ(t) = t.
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Theorem 16. Let q ≥ 2 and suppose that Z1 is a tight q-matroid with set Ω1 of
skew classes. Assume that each skew class e in Ω1 is non-singular and has the form
e = {e1, . . . , eq}. Now suppose that Z = {Ze : e ∈ Ω1} is a collection of tight multi-
matroids indexed by Ω1 having pairwise disjoint ground sets so that for each e in Ω1,
Z1 and Ze align at the non-singular skew class e. Finally suppose that Z2 is a tight
multimatroid with a non-singular skew class a := {a1, . . . , aq} so that for each e ∈ Ω1,
the multimatroid Ze is isomorphic to Z2 via an isomorphism ϕe with ϕe(e) = a, let
Φ := {ϕe : e ∈ Ω1} and let U ′

2 = U(Z2)− a. Then

Q(Z1 ⊗Φ Z2) = Q(Z1; {xei = ϕ−1
e (yϕe(ei))}e∈Ω1,1≤i≤q, t),

where {yu}u∈a is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[t, {xu}u∈U ′

2
].

Q(Z2 | a1; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = tya1

+ ya2
+ · · ·+ yaq

,

Q(Z2 | a2; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = ya1

+ tya2
+ · · ·+ yaq

,

...

Q(Z2 | aq; {xu}u∈U ′
2
, t) = ya1

+ ya2
+ · · ·+ tyaq

.

Proof. First note that the conditions on the carriers of Z1 and the multimatroids in
Z ensure that the graph of {Z1} ∪ Z is a star with central vertex Z1. Thus the star
product of Z1 and Z is well defined and is isomorphic to Z1 ⊗Φ Z2.

Using Theorem 15, it is enough to show that for each e in Ω1 and i = 1, . . . , q, we
have ϕ−1

e (yϕe(ei)) = yei , where {yu}u∈e is the unique solution to the following system
of linear equations.

Q(Ze | e1;x, t) = tye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ yeq ,

Q(Ze | e2;x, t) = ye1 + tye2 + · · ·+ yeq ,

...

Q(Ze | eq;x, t) = ye1 + ye2 + · · ·+ tyeq .

Fix e in Ω. Then, as ϕe is an isomorphism, we need to show that for i = 1, . . . , q, we
have yϕe(ei) = ϕe(yei). For i = 1, . . . , q we have

Q(Z2 |ϕe(ei)) = yϕe(e1) + · · ·+ yϕe(ei−1) + tyϕe(ei) + yϕe(ei+1) + · · ·+ yϕe(eq).

On the other hand,

ϕe(ye1) + · · ·+ ϕe(yei−1
) + tϕe(yei) + ϕe(yei+1

) + · · ·+ ϕe(yeq )

= ϕe(ye1 + · · ·+ yei−1
+ tyei + yei+1

+ · · ·+ yeq )

= ϕe(Q(Ze | ei)).
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As the restriction of ϕe to U(Z2)−e is an isomorphism from Ze|ei to Z2|ϕ(ei), we have
ϕe(Q(Ze | ei)) = Q(Z2 |ϕe(ei)). Thus (yϕe(e1), . . . , yϕe(eq)) and (ϕe(ye1), . . . , ϕe(yeq ))
satisfy the same set of simultaneous equations which are known to have a unique
solution by Theorem 15. This completes the proof.

Example 17. Let Z1, Z2 and Φ be as described at the beginning of Example 11. Then

Q(Z1;x, t) = tx •
e1
x •
e2

+ x •
e1
xe2 + xe1x •

e2
+ txe1xe2 ,

Q(Z2 |
•
a;x, t) = t2x •

b
x •
c + tx •

b
xc + txbx •

c + xbxc,

Q(Z2 | a;x, t) = tx •
b
x •
c + x •

b
xc + xbx •

c + txbxc.

We obtain y •
a and ya as the unique solution to

t2x •
b
x •
c + tx •

b
xc + txbx •

c + xbxc = ty •
a + ya,

tx •
b
x •
c + x •

b
xc + xbx •

c + txbxc = y •
a + tya.

Thus

y •
a = tx •

b
x •
c + x •

b
xc + xbx •

c,

ya = xbxc.

For i = 1, 2 we have ϕei(
•
ei) =

•
a and ϕei(ei) = a. So the substitution from

Theorem 16 is given by

x •
e1

= ϕ−1
e1 (y •

a) = tx •
b1
x •
c1

+ x •
b1
xc1 + xb1

x •
c1
,

xe1 = ϕ−1
e1 (ya) = xb1

xc1 ,

x •
e2

= ϕ−1
e2 (y •

a) = tx •
b2
x •
c2

+ x •
b2
xc2 + xb2

x •
c2
,

xe2 = ϕ−1
e2 (ya) = xb2

xc2 .

So we get

Q(Z1 ⊗Φ Z2)

= t(tx •
b1
x •
c1

+ x •
b1
xc1 + xb1

x •
c1
)(tx •

b2
x •
c2

+ x •
b2
xc2 + xb2

x •
c2
)

+ (tx •
b1
x •
c1

+ x •
b1
xc1 + xb1

x •
c1
)xb2

xc2 + xb1
xc1(tx •

b2
x •
c2

+ x •
b2
xc2 + xb2

x •
c2
)

+ txb1
xc1xb2

xc2

= t3x •
b1
x •
c1
x •
b2
x •
c2

+ t2x •
b1
x •
c1
x •
b2
xc2 + t2x •

b1
x •
c1
xb2

x •
c2

+ tx •
b1
x •
c1
xb2

xc2

+ t2x •
b1
xc1x •

b2
x •
c2

+ tx •
b1
xc1x •

b2
xc2 + tx •

b1
xc1xb2

x •
c2

+ x •
b1
xc1xb2

xc2

+ t2xb1
x •
c1
x •
b2
x •
c2

+ txb1
x •
c1
x •
b2
xc2 + txb1

x •
c1
xb2

x •
c2

+ xb1
x •
c1
xb2

xc2

+ txb1
xc1x •

b2
x •
c2

+ xb1
xc1x •

b2
xc2 + xb1

xc1xb2
x •
c2

+ txb1
xc1xb2

xc2 .
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6 Delta-matroids

In this section we exploit connections between multimatroids and delta-matroids to
obtain Brylawski-type formulas for the tensor product of delta-matroids. Theorem 26
gives the tensor product formula for the weighted transition polynomial for vf-safe
delta-matroids; Theorem 27 gives the corresponding formula for even delta-matroids.
We conclude the section by rewriting the latter formula in terms of Tutte polynomials
of delta-matroids, deriving Brylawski’s original formula for matroids as a consequence.

Delta-matroids and equivalent structures were introduced in the mid 1980s by
several authors [4, 28, 29], but principally studied by Bouchet. A delta-matroid is a
pair (E,F) where E is a finite set called the ground set and F is a non-empty collection
of subsets of E satisfying the symmetric exchange axiom: for all triples (X,Y, u) with
X and Y in F and u ∈ X△Y (where △ denotes symmetric difference of sets), there is
an element v ∈ X△Y (perhaps u itself) such that X△{u, v} is in F . The elements of
F are called feasible sets. If D is a delta-matroid with ground set E, we sometimes say
that D is a delta-matroid on E. A coloop of a delta-matroid is an element belonging
to every feasible set; a loop is an element belonging to no feasible set. Delta-matroids
D1 := (E1,F1) and D2 := (E2,F2) are isomorphic if there is a bijection µ : E1 → E2

that preserves feasible sets.
Let D := (E,F) be a delta-matroid with element e. Suppose first that e is not a

coloop of D. Then we define D \ e, the deletion of e, to be the pair

(E − {e}, {F ∈ F : e /∈ F}).

Now suppose that e is not a loop of D. Then we define D/e, the contraction of e, to
be the pair

(E − {e}, {F − {e} : F ∈ F and e ∈ F}).
If e is either a coloop or a loop of D, then one of D \ e and D/e is defined. In this
case, we define whichever of D \ e and D/e is so far undefined by setting D \ e = D/e.
It is easy to check that both D \ e and D/e are delta-matroids.

Let D := (E,F) be a delta-matroid. For a subset A of E, the twist of D by A,
denoted by D ∗ A, is given by (E, {X △ A : X ∈ F}). It is straightforward to show
that D ∗A is indeed a delta-matroid.

Given an element e in E, following [30], we define the loop complement of D by e,
which we denote by D + e, to be the pair (E,F ′), where

F ′ =: F △ {X ∪ {e} : X ∈ F , e /∈ X}.

Thus a set A not containing e is in F ′ if and only it is in F , and a set A containing
e is in F ′ if and only if precisely one of A and A − {e} is in F . If e1, e2 ∈ E, then
(D + e1) + e2 = (D + e2) + e1, and so for a subset A of E we can unambiguously
define the loop complement D + A of D by A, by forming the loop complement
with respect to each element of A in turn. The set of delta-matroids is not closed
under loop complementation. A delta-matroid is said to be vf-safe if the application of
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every sequence of twists and loop complements results in a delta-matroid. Any delta-
matroid that may be obtained from a delta-matroid D by a sequence of twists and
loop complementations is said to be a twisted dual of D.

It was been shown in [30] that the operations of twisting ∗ e and loop complemen-
tation + e with respect to an element e are involutions and can be used to define an
action of the symmetric group S3 on the set of vf-safe delta-matroids. The relevance
of this for us is that there is a third involution, + e ∗ e + e = ∗ e + e ∗ e, which we
denote by ∗ e. For a vf-safe delta-matroid D with element e, we use D ∗ e to denote
the delta-matroid D + e ∗ e+ e.

Bouchet established the relationship between 2-matroids and delta-matroids in [4].
Describing and using this relationship places a strain on the notation, so to aid the
exposition, we say that a multimatroid with carrier (U,Ω) is indexed by a finite set E
if Ω = {ωe : e ∈ E}.
Remark 18. Clearly a multimatroid with carrier (U,Ω) is always indexed by Ω.
Nevertheless, we choose to use some other set E as the indexing set as we will use
it for the ground set of a delta-matroid associated with the multimatroid and, for
clarity, we prefer that the elements of the delta-matroid are not sets of elements of
the associated multimatroid. This choice becomes even more compelling in Section 7,
where we construct a multimatroid from a ribbon graph. Here, the skew classes are
indexed by a set E of discs in a surface and these discs cannot be taken to be the skew
classes, which are finite sets. Thus a bijection between the skew classes and discs will
always be needed.

Now suppose that we have a 2-matroid with carrier (U,Ω) indexed by E. Fix a
transversal T of Ω. For a subtransversal S of Ω, we let

T (S) = {e ∈ E : T ∩ ωe = S ∩ ωe}.

Theorem 19 (Bouchet [4]). Let Z := (U,Ω, r) be a 2-matroid indexed by E and let T
be a transversal of Ω. Let F := {T (B) : B ∈ B(Z)}. Then (E,F) is a delta-matroid.

We denote the delta-matroid described in the theorem by D(Z, T ). The process is
reversible and every 2-matroid may be constructed from a delta-matroid by reversing
the process. Given a delta-matroid D := (E,F), let E1 and E2 denote two disjoint
copies of E. Now let µ1 and µ2 be bijections from E to E1 and E2, respectively. Then we
obtain a 2-matroid fromD indexed by E with carrier (E1∪E2, {ωe : e ∈ E}), so that for
all e we have ωe = {µ1(e), µ2(e)}, and collection of bases {µ1(F )∪µ2(E−F ) : F ∈ F}.
Given a delta-matroid D := (E,F) we use Z[2](D,µ1, µ2) to denote this 2-matroid.
We have D = D(Z[2](D,µ1, µ2), µ1(E)).

To simplify notation when constructing a 2-matroid from a delta-matroid D :=
(E,F), we will always take E1 :=

•

E := { •
e : e ∈ E} and E2 := E := {e : e ∈ E},

µ1(e) =
•
e and µ2(e) = e, and we write Z[2](D) := Z[2](D,µ1, µ2).

For a delta-matroid D with element e,

Z[2](D / e) = Z[2](D) | •
e, and Z[2](D \ e) = Z[2](D) | e.
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Although this was surely known to Bouchet, we cannot find an explicit statement in
his work. However, details may be found in [27, Lemma 19].

If the cardinalities of the feasible sets in a delta-matroid all have the same parity,
then the delta-matroid is even. In [8] it was shown that D is an even delta-matroid if
and only if Z[2](D) is tight.

More recently, in [27] Brijder and Hoogeboom established the relationship between
tight 3-matroids and vf-safe delta-matroids. Following Bouchet [7], given a multi-
matroid Z := (U,Ω, r) and a subset A of its elements, we define Z[A] to be the
multimatroid (A,Ω′, r′) so that

Ω′ = {e ∩A : e ∈ Ω, e ∩A ̸= ∅}

and r′ is the restriction of r to subtransversals of (A,Ω′). Clearly, if Z is a
3-matroid and T is a transversal of Z, then Z[U(Z)− T ] is a 2-matroid. Brijder and
Hoogeboom [27] proved the following analogue of Theorem 19.
Theorem 20 (Brijder and Hoogeboom [27]). Let Z := (U,Ω, r) be a tight 3-matroid
indexed by E and let T1 and T2 be disjoint transversals of Ω. Let F := {T1(B) : B ∈
B(Z[T1 ∪ T2])}. Then (E,F) is a vf-safe delta-matroid.

We denote the delta-matroid described in the theorem by D(Z, T1, T2). Again, as
shown by Brijder and Hoogeboom [27], the process is reversible. Given a vf-safe delta-
matroid D := (E,F), we obtain its corresponding (indexed) tight 3-matroid Z[3](D)

as follows. Let U =
•

E∪E∪ Ê and Ω = {{ •
e, e, ê} : e ∈ E}. It is not difficult to see that

the tightness condition implies that for every delta-matroid D on E, there is at most
one tight 3-matroid Z with carrier (U,Ω) such that Z[

•

E ∪E] = Z[2](D). By giving an
explicit construction Brijder and Hoogeboom showed in [27] that Z exists if and only
if D is vf-safe. When D is vf-safe, we take Z[3](D) to be this Z. Beyond the fact that
a transversal T of Z[2](D) is a basis of Z[3](D) if and only if it is a basis of Z[2](D),

the precise form of B(Z[3](D)) will not concern us. Thus Z[2](D) = Z[3](D)[
•

E ∪E], so

D = D(Z[3](D)[
•

E ∪ E],
•

E) = D(Z[3](D),
•

E,E).

Up to isomorphism, every tight 3-matroid arises from a vf-safe delta-matroid in this
way.
Example 21. Let D be the delta-matroid on {a, b, c} with collection of feasible sets

{{a}, {b}, {a, b, c}}. Then its 2-matroid Z[2](D) has skew classes { •
a, a}, {

•

b, b} and

{ •
c, c}. Its bases are { •

a, b, c}, {a,
•

b, c} and { •
a,

•

b,
•
c}. The 3-matroid Z[3](D) is the 3-

matroid Z from Example 3.
It has also been shown by Brijder and Hoogeboom in [27, Lemma 19] that for a

vf-safe delta-matroid D := (E,F) with element e,

Z[3](D / e) = Z[3](D) | •
e, Z[3](D \ e) = Z[3](D) | e, Z[3](D+e / e) = Z[3](D) | ê. (1)
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Notice that ifD1 andD2 are isomorphic delta-matroids, then Z[2](D1) and Z[2](D2)
are isomorphic, as are Z[3](D1) and Z[3](D2) when D1 and D2 are vf-safe. Any iso-

morphism ϕ : E(D1) → E(D2) leads to an isomorphism ϕ[2] of Z[2](D1) and Z[2](D2)

with ϕ[2](
•
e) =

•

(ϕ(e)) and ϕ[2](e) = ϕ(e). Similarly, when D1 and D2 are vf-safe we get

an isomorphism ϕ[3] of Z[3](D1) and Z[3](D2) with ϕ[3](
•
e) =

•

(ϕ(e)), ϕ[3](e) = ϕ(e) and

ϕ[3]( ê ) = ϕ̂(e).
But the converses of these assertions are false. For example, if D0 := ({a}, {∅}),

D1 := ({a}, {{a}}) and D2 := ({a}, {{a}, ∅}), then Z[2](D0) ∼= Z[2](D1) and
Z[3](D0) ∼= Z[3](D1) ∼= Z[3](D2), but D0, D1 and D2 are pairwise non-isomorphic.

Observe that both ϕ[2] and ϕ[3] are decoration-preserving in the sense they map
an element with a particular decoration to one with the same decoration. As a result,
the expression in Theorem 26 for the transition polynomial of the tensor product of
two vf-safe delta-matroids is slightly simpler than the corresponding expression for
the tensor product of two 3-matroids.
Proposition 22 (Bouchet [10], Brijder and Hoogeboom [27]). Let D1 and D2 be delta-
matroids. Then Z[2](D1) ∼= Z[2](D2) if and only if D2 is isomorphic to a twist of D1

and, when D1 and D2 are vf-safe, Z[3](D1) ∼= Z[3](D2) if and only if D2 is isomorphic
to a twisted dual of D1

The fact that isomorphism of delta-matroids is a finer notion than isomorphism
of the corresponding multimatroid will be of relevance to the definition of the tensor
product in what follows. Notice that if D1 and D2 are isomorphic then D1 is even if
and only if D2 is even, and D1 is vf-safe if and only if D2 is vf-safe.

To define the two-sum of two delta-matroids, we need the concept of a singular
element in a delta-matroid. An element e of a delta-matroid D is singular if e is a
coloop, e is a loop or e has the property that for every feasible set F of D, the set
F △e is also feasible. A singular element of an even delta-matroid is either a coloop or
a loop, and e is a singular element of an even delta-matroid D if and only if { •

e, e} is a
singular skew class of Z[2](D). It may also be shown that e is a singular element of a
vf-safe delta-matroid D if and only if { •

e, e, ê} is a singular skew class of Z[3](D). (This
is shown in Lemma 19 of [27], although the statement of the result there uses a slightly
different definition of minor from what we have used here. See also Remark 20 of [27].)
Note that any isomorphism of delta-matroids D1 and D2 maps singular elements of
D1 to singular elements of D2 and vice versa.

We are now ready to give the two-sum operation for delta-matroids, as defined
in [11]. First, we deal with even delta-matroids. LetD1 := (E1,F1) andD2 := (E2,F2)
be two even delta-matroids with E1 ∩ E2 = {e}, where e is non-singular in both D1

and D2. Then, D1⊕2D2 has ground set (E1 ∪E2)−{e} and collection of feasible sets

{(F1 ∪ F2)− {e} : F1 ∈ F1, F2 ∈ F2, F1 △ F2 = {e}}.

Note that [11]
Z[2](D1 ⊕2 D2) = Z[2](D1)⊕2 Z[2](D2).

Consequently the two-sum of even delta-matroids is even.
Next, we deal with vf-safe delta-matroids. Let D be a delta-matroid with element

e. For a feasible set F of D, we say that its e-type is: e-positive if e ∈ F and F − {e}
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is not feasible; e-negative if e /∈ F and F ∪ {e} is not feasible; e-mixed if F △ {e} is
feasible. Let D1 := (E1,F1) and D2 := (E2,F2) be two vf-safe delta-matroids with
E1∩E2 = {e}, where e is non-singular in both D1 and D2. Then, D1⊕2D2 has ground
set (E1 ∪ E2)− {e} and collection of feasible sets

{(F1 ∪ F2)− {e} : F1 ∈ F1, F2 ∈ F2, the e-types of F1 and F2 are different}.

Again, note that [11]

Z[3](D1 ⊕2 D2) = Z[3](D1)⊕2 Z[3](D2). (2)

Consequently the two-sum of vf-safe delta-matroids is vf-safe.
If both D1 and D2 are both even and vf-safe, then we have given two apparently

different definitions of the two-sum, but even delta-matroids have no e-mixed feasible
sets and so the definitions coincide.

We can develop the two-sum of a delta-matroid in a similar way to the two-sum of
a multimatroid, prove an analogue of Proposition 9 and define the graph of a collection
of delta-matroids. If D is a collection of delta-matroids whose graph is a tree, then
we can again carry out the two-sums corresponding to the edges of the tree in any
order without affecting the result. We denote the resulting delta-matroid by

⊕
2 D.

We can also define a star product, but we skip straight to the definition of the tensor
product, dealing first with the even case. Let D1 be an even delta-matroid on E1 in
which every element is non-singular. Let D := {De : e ∈ E1} be a family of even delta-
matroids indexed by E1, having pairwise disjoint ground sets with E1 ∩E(De) = {e}
for every e in E1. Now let D2 be an even delta-matroid with a non-singular element a
and for each e in E1 let ϕe be an isomorphism from De to D2 so that ϕe(e) = a. Let
Φ := {ϕe : e ∈ E1}. Then we say that

⊕
2({D1}∪D) is a tensor product of D1 and D2

along a and denote it by D1 ⊗Φ D2. In contrast with the situation for multimatroids,
a tensor product of D1 and D2 is determined up to isomorphism by D1, D2 and a,
so we often just denote it by D1 ⊗a D2. When D1 and D2 are both vf-safe, then we
get the definition of tensor product by replacing the word ‘even’ with ‘vf-safe’ in the
above definition. When both D1 and D2 are both even and both vf-safe, it follows
from the fact that the two definitions of the two-sum for such delta-matroids coincide
that the two definitions for the tensor product coincide.

The tensor products of delta-matroids and their associated multimatroids are
related as follows.
Proposition 23. Let D1 be an even delta-matroid on E1 in which every element is
non-singular. Let D := {De : e ∈ E1} be a family of even delta-matroids indexed by
E1, having pairwise disjoint ground sets with E1 ∩ E(De) = {e} for every e in E1.
Now let D2 be an even delta-matroid with a non-singular element a and for each e in
E1 let ϕe be an isomorphism from De to D2 so that ϕe(e) = a. Let Φ := {ϕe : e ∈ E1}.
Finally, let Φ[2] := {ϕ[2]

e : e ∈ E1}. Then,

Z[2](D1 ⊗Φ D2) = Z[2](D1)⊗Φ[2] Z[2](D2).
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Proposition 24. Let D1 be a vf-safe delta-matroid on E1 in which every element is
non-singular. Let D := {De : e ∈ E1} be a family of vf-safe delta-matroids indexed by
E1, having pairwise disjoint ground sets with E1 ∩ E(De) = {e} for every e in E1.
Now let D2 be a vf-safe delta-matroid with a non-singular element a and for each e in
E1 let ϕe be an isomorphism from De to D2 so that ϕe(e) = a. Let Φ := {ϕe : e ∈ E1}.
Finally, let Φ[3] := {ϕ[3]

e : e ∈ E1}. Then,

Z[3](D1 ⊗Φ D2) = Z[3](D1)⊗Φ[3] Z[3](D2).

For a delta-matroid D and subset X of its elements, define

dD(X) := min
F∈F

|F △X|.

When D is clear from context, we omit the subscript.
Let D be a vf-safe delta-matroid on E, u = {ue}e∈E , v = {ve}e∈E , w = {we}e∈E

be indexed families of formal variables, and t be another formal variable. Then,
from [27], the multivariate transition polynomial Q(D; (u,v,w), t) can be defined as

Q(D; (u,v,w), t) :=
∑

(Λ,M,N)∈P3(E)

( ∏
e∈Λ

ue

)( ∏
e∈M

ve

)( ∏
e∈N

we

)
tdD ∗N (Λ),

where P3(E) denotes the set of ordered partitions of E into three blocks. (The blocks
may be empty.)

Using [27, Lemma 18] it may be shown, for a vf-safe delta-matroid D and parti-

tion (Λ,M,N) ∈ P3, that dD ∗N (Λ) = nZ[3](D)(
•

Λ ∪ M ∪ N̂). So we can obtain the
multivariate transition polynomial Q(D; (u,v,w), t) as an instance of the weighted
transition polynomial Q(Z;x, t) as follows:

Q(D; (u,v,w), t) = Q(Z[3](D); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t). (3)

Suppose that ϕ is an isomorphism between delta-matroids D1 and D2. It is again
convenient to use ϕ : Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E(D1)] → Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E(D2)] for the ring
isomorphism with ϕ(ue) = uϕ(e), ϕ(ve) = vϕ(e), ϕ(we) = wϕ(e), and ϕ(t) = t.
Theorem 25. Let D1 and D2 be vf-safe delta-matroids on E1 and E2, respectively,
with E1 ∩ E2 = {a}, such that a is non-singular in both D1 and D2. Let E := (E1 ∪
E2)− {a} and E′

2 := E2 − {a}. Then

Q(D1 ⊕2 D2; {ue, ve, we}e∈E , t) = Q(D1; {ue, ve, we}e∈E1 , t | ua =
•
y, va = y, wa = ŷ),

where (
•
y, y, ŷ) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the

ring Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E′
2
].

Q(D2 / e; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′
2
, t) = t

•
y + y + ŷ,

Q(D2 \ e; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′
2
, t) =

•
y + ty + ŷ,
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Q(D2 + e / e; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′
2
, t) =

•
y + y + tŷ.

Proof. Let D := D1 ⊕2 D2. By Equation (3),

Q(D; (u,v,w), t) = Q(Z[3](D); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t).

By Equation (2), Z[3](D) = Z[3](D1)⊕2 Z[3](D2). So, by Theorem 14, we have

Q(Z[3](D); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t)

= Q(Z[3](D1); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E1−{a}, x •

a =
•
y, xa = y, xâ = ŷ, t),

where (
•
y, y, ŷ) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the

ring Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E′
2
].

Q(Z[3](D2) |
•
a; {x •

e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′
2
, t) =t

•
y + y + ŷ,

Q(Z[3](D2) | a; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′

2
, t) =

•
y + ty + ŷ, (4)

Q(Z[3](D2) | â; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′

2
, t) =

•
y + y + tŷ.

By applying Equation (3) once more, we see that

Q(Z[3](D1); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E1−{a}, x •

a =
•
y, xa = y, xâ = ŷ, t),

= Q(D1; {ue, ve, we}e∈E1
, t | ua =

•
y, va = y, wa = ŷ).

Finally by Equations (1), (3) and (4), we observe that

Q(Z[3](D2) |
•
a; {x •

e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′
2
, t) = Q(D2 / a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′

2
, t),

Q(Z[3](D2) | a; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′

2
, t) = Q(D2 \ a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′

2
, t),

Q(Z[3](D2) | â; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′

2
, t) = Q(D2 + a / a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′

2
, t),

so
•
y, y and ŷ are as described in the theorem statement.

Theorem 26. Let D1 be a vf-safe delta-matroid on E1 in which every element is
non-singular. Let D2 be a vf-safe delta-matroid with non-singular element a and let
E′ := E(D2)−{a}. Suppose that D1⊗ΦD2 is a tensor product along a with Φ = {ϕe :
e ∈ E1}. Then

Q(D1 ⊗Φ D2; (u,v,w), t) = Q(D1; {ue = ϕ−1
e (p), ve = ϕ−1

e (q), we = ϕ−1
e (r)}e∈E1

, t),

where (p, q, r) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ ].

Q(D2 / a; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t) =tp+ q + r,

Q(D2 \ a; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t) =p+ tq + r,

Q(D2 + a / a; {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t) =p+ q + tr.
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Proof. Let D := D1 ⊗Φ D2 and E := E(D). By Equation (3),

Q(D; (u,v,w), t) = Q(Z[3](D); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t).

By Proposition 24, Z[3](D) = Z[3](D1) ⊗Φ[3] Z[3](D2). Recall that Φ[3] is a family of
decoration-preserving maps between the isomorphic copies of Z[3](D2) and Z[3](D2)
itself. So, by Theorem 16, we have

Q(Z[3](D); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t)

= Q(Z[3](D1); {x •
e = ϕ−1

e (p), xe = ϕ−1
e (q), x •

e = ϕ−1
e (r)}e∈E1

, t)

where (p, q, r) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ ].

Q(Z[3](D2) |
•
a; {x •

e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) =tp+ q + r,

Q(Z[3](D2) | a; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) =p+ tq + r, (5)

Q(Z[3](D2) | â; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) =p+ q + tr.

By applying Equation (3) once more, we see that

Q(Z[3](D1); {x •
e = ϕ−1

e (p), xe = ϕ−1
e (q), xê = ϕ−1

e (r)}e∈E1
, t)

= Q(D1; {ue = ϕ−1
e (p), ve = ϕ−1

e (q), we = ϕ−1
e (r)}e∈E1

, t).

Finally by Equations (1), (3) and (5), we observe that

Q(Z[3](D2) |
•
a; {x •

e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) = Q(D2 / a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t),

Q(Z[3](D2) | a; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) = Q(D2 \ a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t),

Q(Z[3](D2) | â; {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E′ , t) = Q(D2 + a / a; ({ue, ve, we}e∈E′ , t),

so p, q and r are as described in the theorem statement.

A similar analysis gives a tensor product formula for the transition polynomial of
Brijder and Hoogeboom from [27]. Let D := (E,F) be a delta-matroid, and w, x, t be
formal variables. Then the transition polynomial Q(D;w, x, t) for delta-matroids is

Q(D;w, x, t) :=
∑
A⊆E

w|E−A|x|A|td(A).

(In [27] this polynomial was denoted by Qw,x,0(D; t).)
It can be shown that for every delta-matroid D and transversal T of Z[2](D), we

have dD(T ∩
•

E) = nZ[2](D)(T ). (See Lemma 18 of [27] and the comments below it.)
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Consequently it follows that

Q(D;w, x, t) = Q(Z[2](D); {x •
e = x, xe = w}e∈E , t). (6)

Theorem 27. Let D1 be an even delta-matroid having no non-singular elements and
let D2 be an even delta-matroid with non-singular element e. Then

Q(D1 ⊗e D2;w, x, t) = Q(D1; p, q, t),

where (p, q) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[t, w, x].

Q(D2 / e;w, x, t) = tp+ q,

Q(D2 \ e;w, x, t) = p+ tq.

A proof of this result can be obtained following the method used for the proof of
Theorem 26. As such we omit its proof. The key points are that Equation (6) and
Proposition 23 are used in place of Equation (3) and Proposition 24.

Matroids are precisely delta-matroids in which all feasible sets have the same car-
dinality. In this situation the feasible sets are exactly the bases of the matroid. For a
matroid M on E, we use r(M) to denote its rank and n(M) to denote its nullity, that
is, |E|−r(M). We use r(M) to denote the rank of a matroid M . (It will always be clear
whether r or n is referring to the rank or nullity of a matroid or of a multimatroid, so
the double use of r and n should cause no confusion.)

For an arbitrary delta-matroid D := (E,F), let Fmax and Fmin denote the set of
feasible sets in F with maximum and minimum cardinality, respectively. As in [31],
Dmax := (E,Fmax) and Dmin := (E,Fmin) are both matroids. By considering the
ranks of these matroids we can define a function σ on delta-matroids by setting

σ(D) := 1
2 (r(Dmin) + r(Dmax)). (7)

For a subset A of E, we set σD(A) := σ(D\Ac), where Ac := E − A. We omit the
subscript when D is clear from context. Using Proposition 5.39 of [5] we can deduce
that

σD(A) = 1
2 (|A| − dD(A) + r(Dmin)). (8)

(Note that the parameter ρD(A) appearing in [5] equals |E|−dD(A) in our notation.)
The Tutte polynomial, R(D;x, y), of a delta-matroidD := (E,F), introduced in [5],

is
R(D;x, y) :=

∑
A⊆E

(x− 1)σ(E)−σ(A)(y − 1)|A|−σ(A).

By using Equation (7) to expand the exponents, and the definition of dD(E) for
the prefactor, it follows that

R(D;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x

r(Dmax)−|E|√
y
−r(Dmin)Q(D;

√
x,

√
y,
√
xy).
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Theorem 28. Let D1 be an even delta-matroid on E1 having no non-singular elements
and let D2 be an even delta-matroid on E2 with non-singular element e. Let D denote
their tensor product D1 ⊗e D2, and let E := E(D). Then

R(D;x+ 1, y + 1) = q|E1|
(

p
q
√
xy

)σ(D1)√
x
2σ(D)−|E|√

xy
r((D1)min)−r(Dmin)

·R
(
D1;

q
√
xy

p + 1,
p
√
xy

q + 1
)
,

where p and q are the unique solutions to the following set of equations in the ring
Z[x, y].

R(D2 / e;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x

r((D2 / e)max)−|E2|+1√
y
−r((D2 / e)min)(p

√
xy + q),

R(D2 \ e;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x

r((D2 \ e)max)−|E2|+1√
y
−r((D2 \ e)min)(p+ q

√
xy).

Proof. Using Equation (6) to express R(D;x+1, y+1) in terms of Q(D;
√
x,

√
y,
√
xy),

then applying Theorem 27 gives

R(D;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x

r(Dmax)−|E|√
y
−r(Dmin)Q(D1; q, p,

√
xy),

where p and q are the unique solutions to the system of linear equations

Q(D2 / e;
√
x,

√
y,
√
xy) = p

√
xy + q,

Q(D2 \ e;
√
x,

√
y,
√
xy) = p+ q

√
xy.

We apply Equation (6) to this system of linear equations to obtain those in the
theorem. Using Equation (8), we can rewrite Q(D1; q, p,

√
xy) as follows

Q(D1; q, p,
√
xy) =

∑
A⊆E1

q|E1|−|A|p|A|√xy
dD1

(A)

= q|E1|
∑

A⊆E1

(
p
q

)|A|√
xy

|A|+r((D1)min)−2σD1
(A)

= q|E1|√xy
r((D1)min)

∑
A⊆E1

(p
√
xy

q

)|A|−σD1
(A)( q

√
xy

p

)−σD1
(A)

= q|E1|
(

p
q
√
xy

)σ(D1)√
xy

r((D1)min)R(D1;
q
√
xy

p + 1,
p
√
xy

q + 1).

Hence, the result follows.

Brylawski’s original result for the tensor product of the Tutte polynomial of
matroids may be obtained as a corollary of Theorem 28. The Tutte polynomial,
T (M ;x, y), of a matroid M on E is defined as

T (M ;x, y) :=
∑
A⊆E

(x− 1)r(E)−r(M \Ac)(y − 1)|A|−r(M \Ac).
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If M is a matroid on E and A ⊆ E, then σ(A) = r(M \Ac) and so T (M ;x, y) =
R(M ;x, y). Hence, we obtain the following corollary of Theorem 28.
Corollary 29. Let M1 be a loopless, coloopless matroid on E1 and let M2 be a matroid
on E2 with element e which is neither a loop nor a coloop. Then

T (M1 ⊗e M2;x, y) = αn(M1)βr(M1)T (M1;T (M2 \ e;x, y)/β, T (M2 / e;x, y)/α),

where (α, β) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the
ring Z[x, y].

T (M2 \ e;x, y) = (x− 1)α+ β,

T (M2 / e;x, y) = α+ (y − 1)β.

Proof. This theorem follows from applying Theorem 28 to the matroid M1 ⊗e M2.
Write M := M1 ⊗e M2 and let E := E(M). We use the observation that for every
matroid N , r(Nmax) = r(Nmin) = r(N) and σ(A) = r(N \Ac), and that when e is
non-singular, r(M2 \ e) = r(M2) and r(M2 / e) = r(M2)− 1, to obtain

T (M ;x+ 1, y + 1) = q|E1|(pq )
r(M1)

√
x

−|E|√x
y

r(M)

T (M1;
q
√
xy

p + 1,
p
√
xy

q + 1),

where (p, q) is the unique solution to the following linear equations in the ring Z[x, y].

T (M2 / e;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x
1−|E2|

√
x
y

r(M2)−1

(p
√
xy + q),

T (M2 \ e;x+ 1, y + 1) =
√
x
1−|E2|

√
x
y

r(M2)

(p+ q
√
xy).

It is straightforward to check that r(M) = r(M1) + |E1|(r(M2) − 1). So by letting

α = q
√
x

1−|E2|
√

x
y

r(M2)−1
and β = p

√
x

1−|E2|
√

x
y

r(M2)
we obtain the result.

7 Ribbon graphs

The topological transition polynomial, introduced in [32], is a multivariate polynomial
of ribbon graphs (or equivalently, of graphs embedded in surfaces). It contains both
the 2-variable version of Bollobás and Riordan’s ribbon graph polynomial [33, 34] and
the Penrose polynomial [35, 36] as specialisations, and is intimately related to Jaeger’s
transition polynomial [37] and the generalised transition polynomial of [38]. Jaeger’s
transition polynomial was formulated in terms of circuit partitions of 4-regular graphs.
For the connections between 4-regular graphs and ribbon graphs, see [39] and the
many references therein.

A ribbon graph G = (V,E) is a surface with boundary, represented as the union
of two sets of discs — a set V of vertices and a set E of edges — such that: (1) the
vertices and edges intersect at disjoint line segments; (2) each such line segment lies
on the boundary of precisely one vertex and precisely one edge; and (3) every edge
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a

b

c

(a) A ribbon graph G.

a a

b b

c
c

(b) G as an arrow presentation.

(c) Gτ(a) \ c. (d) Gτ(a) \ b.

Fig. 1: Ribbon graphs.

contains exactly two such line segments. Two ribbon graphs are isomorphic if there is
a homeomorphism from one to the other that sends vertices to vertices and edges to
edges. The homeomorphism should be orientation preserving when the ribbon graphs
are orientable. As every ribbon graph G can be regarded as a surface with boundary,
it has some number of boundary components, which we shall denote by b(G). The
boundary components will be particularly important in what follows. We let k(G)
denote the number of connected components of G, and e(G) its number of edges. At
times we use E(G) to denote the edge set of G. Some examples of ribbon graphs can
be found in Figure 1. The ribbon graphs in Figures 1a and 1c each have one boundary
component, while that in Figure 1d has two. Additional background on ribbon graphs
can be found in [40, 41].

Let G := (V,E) be a ribbon graph and e ∈ E. Then G \ e denotes the ribbon graph
obtained from G by deleting the edge e. For A ⊆ E, G \A is the result of deleting
each edge in A (in any order). Edges can also be contracted. If u and v are vertices
incident to e (it is possible that u = v here), consider the boundary component(s) of
e ∪ {u, v} as curves on G. For each resulting curve, attach a disc (which will form a
vertex of G / e) by identifying its boundary component with the curve. Delete e, u and
v from the resulting complex, to get the ribbon graph G / e.

The partial Petrial with respect to an edge of a ribbon graph e, introduced in [32]
and denoted here by Gτ(e), is, informally, the result of detaching one end of the edge
e from a vertex, giving the edge a half-twist, and reattaching it in the same place.
Formally, it is obtained by detaching an end of e from its incident vertex v creating
arcs [a, b] on v, and [a′, b′] on e (so that G is recovered by identifying [a, b] with [a′, b′]),
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then reattaching the end by identifying the arcs antipodally (so that [a, b] is identified
with [b′, a′]). For A ⊆ E(G), the partial Petrial Gτ(A) is the result of forming the
partial Petrial with respect to every element in A (in any order). There is a natural
correspondence between the edges of G and Gτ(A), and so we can and will assume
that they have the same edge set. Again, examples can be found in Figure 1.

Let G := (V,E) be a ribbon graph, u = {ue}e∈E , v = {ve}e∈E , w = {we}e∈E

be indexed families of indeterminates, and t be another indeterminate. Then the
topological transition polynomial, Q(G; (u,v,w), t), can be defined as

Q(G; (u,v,w), t) :=
∑

(Λ,M,N)∈P3(E)

( ∏
e∈Λ

ue

)( ∏
e∈M

ve

)( ∏
e∈N

we

)
tb(G

τ(N) \M),

where P3(E) denotes the set of ordered partitions of E into three blocks (blocks may
be empty), and where b(Gτ(N) \M) denotes the number of boundary components of
Gτ(N) \M . Additional background on the topological transition polynomial can be
found in, for example, [42].
Example 30. If G is a plane 2-cycle (i.e., the ribbon graph that is a cycle of length
two and has genus 0) with edges a and b then

Q(G; (u,v,w), t)

= uaubt
2 + uavbt+ uawbt+ vaubt+ vavbt

2 + vawbt+ waubt+ wavbt+ wawbt
2.

Following [43, Section 5], a tight 3-matroid Z(G) with carrier (U,Ω) can be
obtained from a ribbon graph G := (V,E). For this let U := { •

e, e, ê : e ∈ E}, the skew
classes be Ω = {{ •

e, e, ê} : e ∈ E}, and the set of bases of Z(G) be

{{
•

λ : λ ∈ Λ} ∪ {µ : µ ∈ M} ∪ {ν̂ : ν ∈ N} :

(Λ,M,N) ∈ P3(E) and b(Gτ(N) \M) = k(G)}.

Following our notational conventions, we denote the skew class { •
e, e, ê} by e.

Example 31. Consider the ribbon graphs G and H shown in Figure 3a. Then the
3-matroid of G is given in Example 3, and the 3-matroid of H is given in Example 4.

We need to recognise which edges of G give rise to singular skew classes of Z(G).
For this we need some additional ribbon graph terminology. An edge e of a ribbon
graph G is a bridge if k(G \ e) > k(G). It is a loop if it is incident to exactly one vertex.
A loop e is orientable if e together with its incident vertex forms an annulus, and is
nonorientable if it forms a Möbius band. A loop e is said to be interlaced with a cycle
C if when travelling around the boundary of the vertex incident to e we see edges in
the cyclic order e c1 e c2 where c1 and c2 are edges of C. A loop is trivial if it is not
interlaced with any cycle. Observe that a bridge necessarily intersects one boundary
component of G, and a trivial orientable loop must meet two boundary components.
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It was shown in [43] that for a ribbon graph G with an edge e, a skew class
e = { •

e, e, ê} of Z(G) is singular if and only if the edge e is either a bridge or trivial
loop in G. It was also shown there that for each edge e of G,

Z(G / e) = Z(G) | •
e, Z(G \ e) = Z(G) | e, Z(Gτ(e) / e) = Z(G) | ê. (9)

As also shown in [43], transition polynomials for multimatroids and ribbon graphs
agree up to a factor of tk(G). We have

Q(G; (u,v,w), t) = tk(G) ·Q(Z(G);x, t), (10)

when ue = x •
e, ve = xe, and we = xê for each edge e of G.

In order to efficiently describe two-sums of ribbon graphs we consider arrow pre-
sentations. An arrow presentation G consists of a set of circles (i.e., closed 1-manifolds)
and a set of labels. For each label there are exactly two arrows lying along one or more
of the circles. All arrows are disjoint. The set of labels is called the edge set and its
elements are edges.

Arrow presentations describe ribbon graphs as follows: if G is a ribbon graph, for
each edge e, arbitrarily orient the boundary of that edge, place an e-labelled arrow
on the arcs where e intersects a vertex, pointing in the direction given by the edge’s
boundary orientation. Taking the boundaries of the vertices together with the labelled
arrows gives an arrow presentation. On the other hand, given an arrow presentation,
obtain a ribbon graph by identifying each circle with the boundary of a vertex disk.
Then, for each label e, take a disc with an orientation of its boundary and identify
an arc on its boundary with an e-labelled arrow such that the direction of each arrow
agrees with the orientation. Thus, in an arrow presentation, each circle corresponds to
a vertex of a ribbon graph, and each pair of e-labelled arrows corresponds to an edge.

Let G and H be arrow presentations that have an edge a in common but no other
edges in common. Furthermore, suppose in each arrow presentation that one of the
a-labelled arrows is distinguished. Then the two-sum G⊕2H is the arrow presentation
constructed by splicing the arrow presentations as indicated in Figure 2. For this,
add arcs from: the tail of the distinguished a-labelled arrow in G to the head of the
distinguished a-labelled arrow in H; the head of the distinguished a-labelled arrow in G
to the tail of the distinguished a-labelled arrow in H; the tail of the non-distinguished
a-labelled arrow in G to the head of the non-distinguished a-labelled arrow in H;
and the head of the non-distinguished a-labelled arrow in G to the tail of the non-
distinguished a-labelled arrow in H. Then delete all four a-labelled arrows as well as
the arcs of the circles of the arrow presentation that they lie on (excluding the end
points of these arcs).

To define the two-sums of ribbon graphs we suppose that G and H are ribbon
graphs, with an edge a in common, but otherwise disjoint. Further suppose that in
each of G and H that the edge a has a local orientation (i.e., a notion of clockwise
for that edge) and is directed (i.e., has a head and a tail). Convert G and H to arrow
presentations reading off the directions of the a-labelled arrows so that that they agree
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a

a∗

a

a∗

G H
(a) Two arrow presentations shown
locally at a-labelled arrows.

G⊕2 H

(b) Their two-sum.

Fig. 2: A two-sum of arrow presentations. Distinguished arrows are marked with a ∗.

with the local edge orientations. Distinguish the arrow that arose from the head of
a in each ribbon graph. Form the two-sum of the arrow presentations, then convert
back to ribbon graphs.
Example 32. Figures 3a and 3b shows two ribbon graphs G and H and their arrow
presentations. Their two sum is shown as an arrow presentation in Figure 3c and as a
ribbon graph in Figure 3d. Let H′ be the same as H but with the edge named a now
named c. Then G⊕2 H′ (formed with respect to c) is shown as an arrow presentation
in Figure 3e and as a ribbon graph in Figure 3d.

As shown in [44] the two-sum operation for ribbon graphs and for multimatroids
are compatible operations.
Theorem 33. Let G and H be ribbon graphs, with a common edge a that is locally
oriented and directed in both G and H, and no other edges in common. Further, suppose
that in both G and H, a is neither a bridge nor a trivial loop. Then

Z(G⊕2 H) = Z(G)⊕2 Z(H).

We note that while the particular ribbon graph G⊕2 H constructed as a two-sum
depends upon the choices of local orientation and direction on the common edge, the
3-matroid Z(G⊕2 H) does not.

We can use two-sums to define tensor products. Let G be a ribbon graph with no
bridges or trivial loops in which every edge has a local orientation and is directed.
Let H = {He : e ∈ E(G)} be a family of pairwise disjoint ribbon graphs indexed
by the edges of G, so that for each edge e of G, the ribbon graphs G and He have
the edge e in common but are otherwise disjoint. Moreover, suppose that in He, e
has a local orientation and is directed. Further, suppose that H is a ribbon graph
with a distinguished edge a that is neither a bridge nor a trivial loop and has a local
orientation and is directed, and that for each edge e of G, there is an isomorphism
ϕe : Ge → H with ϕe(e) = a, preserving the local orientation and the direction of
e. Let Φ = {ϕe : e ∈ E(G)}. Then the tensor product G ⊗Φ H is the ribbon graph
obtained by successively forming the two-sum of G and each He.
Example 34. Take G and H as in Figure 3a. Now let Ha, Hb and Hc be isomorphic
copies of H, with edge sets {a, fa, ga}, {b, fb, gb} and {c, fc, gc} respectively. For each
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c

a

f

g

G H
(a) Two ribbon graphs. For two-
sums and tensors, the edges are ori-
ented anticlockwise (not shown on
the figure).

a

b

c

a

f

g

a∗
b∗

c∗

a∗

f

g

G H
(b) The ribbon graphs as arrow pre-
sentations.

b

c

f

g

b∗

c∗

f

g

(c) G⊕2 H.

b

c

f

g

(d) G⊕2 H.

a

b

f

g

a∗
b∗

f

g

(e) G⊕2 H′.

b a

f
g

(f) G⊕2 H′.

fa

gafb

gb

fc

gc

(g) G⊗Φ H.

Fig. 3: Forming two-sums and tensor products of ribbon graphs.
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edge e of G, let ϕe : He → H be the isomorphism with ϕe(e) = a, ϕe(fe) = f and
ϕe(ge) = g, and let Φ = {ϕe, ϕf , ϕg}. Then G⊗Φ H is shown in Figure 3g.

Analogously with the situation in delta-matroids, every isomorphism ϕ of a ribbon

graph leads to an isomorphism ϕ[3] of its 3-matroid, with ϕ[3](
•
e) =

•

(ϕ(e)), ϕ[3](e) =

ϕ(e) and ϕ[3]( ê ) = ϕ̂(e). As a corollary of Theorem 33 we have the following.

Corollary 35. Let G, H and Φ be as above and let Φ[3] := {ϕ[3]
e : e ∈ E(G)}. Then

Z(G⊗Φ H) = Z(G)⊗Φ[3] Z(H).

We can now obtain an expression for the transition polynomial of the tensor
product of two ribbon graphs.
Theorem 36. Let G, H and Φ be as above and let E′ := E(H)− {a}. Then

Q(G⊗Φ H; (u,v,w), t)

= te(G)(k(H)−1)Q(G; {ue = ϕ−1
e (

•
y), ve = ϕ−1

e (y), we = ϕ−1
e (ŷ)}e∈E′ , t),

where (
•
y, y, ŷ) is the unique solution to the following system of linear equations in the

ring Z[t, {ue, ve, we}e∈E′ ].

Q(H / a; (u,v,w), t) = tk(H)(t
•
y + y + ŷ),

Q(H \ a; (u,v,w), t) = tk(H)(
•
y + ty + ŷ),

Q(Hτ(a) / a; (u,v,w), t) = tk(H)(
•
y + y + tŷ).

Proof. The proof is similar to the proof of Theorem 26, with the minor additional
complication of dealing with the prefactor, so we just outline how this affects the
proof. Let E := E(G⊗Φ H). We have k(G⊗Φ H) = k(G) + e(G)(k(H)− 1). So in the
first step we apply Equation (10) to get

Q(G⊗Φ H; (u,v,w), t)

= tk(G)+e(G)(k(H)−1)Q(Z(G⊗Φ H); {x •
e = ue, xe = ve, xê = we}e∈E , t).

We then apply Corollary 35 to express this is in terms of Q(Z(G) ⊗Φ Z(H)), before
applying Theorem 16, and then Equation (10) once again to return to ribbon graphs.
In the last step we lose a factor of tk(G) from the prefactor.

The system of linear equations arises from those of Theorem 16, by again using
Equation (10) to express them in terms of ribbon graphs, then applying Equations (9).
The rewriting also uses the fact that k(H) = k(H / e) = k(H \ e) = k(Hτ(e) / e), which
follows because e is neither a bridge nor a trivial loop.

Note that by taking G and H to be connected, e to be a non-loop edge, and each
variable in u, v, and w to be identical we recover exactly Theorem 6.1 of [3]. Our
proof here shows that the requirement for e to be a non-loop edge in that theorem
can be weakened.
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As in [3, Section 6], Theorem 36 can be specialised to give a tensor product formula
for the Tutte polynomial of a ribbon graph, which is also known as the ribbon graph
polynomial or the 2-variable Bollobás–Riordan (an extension of the formula to the
full 3-variable Bollobás–Riordan polynomial can be found in [25]). Alternatively, this
tensor product formula can be deduced from Theorem 26 by considering the delta-
matroid D(G) of G, following the construction in [5, Section 4] and making use of [5,
Theorems 6.4 and 6.6] to relate the ribbon graph and delta-matroid Tutte polynomials.
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