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Abstract. This paper investigates the regularity of Lipschitz solutions u to the general two-dimensional
equation div(G(Du)) = 0 with highly degenerate ellipticity. Just assuming strict monotonicity of the
field G and heavily relying on the differential inclusions point of view, we establish a pointwise gradient
localization theorem and we show that the singular set of nondifferentiability points of u is H1-negligible.
As a consequence, we derive new sharp partial C1 regularity results under the assumption that G is
degenerate only on curves. This is done by exploiting the hyperbolic structure of the equation along
these curves, where the loss of regularity is compensated using tools from the theories of Hamilton-Jacobi
equations and scalar conservation laws. Our analysis recovers and extends all the previously known results,
where the degeneracy set was required to be zero-dimensional.

1. Introduction

The focus of this paper is the regularity of two dimensional Lipschitz solutions to the elliptic equation:
div(G(Du)) = 0 in D′(B1). (1.1)

To motivate the following discussion, let us consider, for the moment, its variational counterpart:
div(Df(Du)) = 0 in D′(B1), (1.2)

which is the Euler-Lagrange equation satisfied by minima of the functionalˆ
B1

f(Du) dx. (1.3)

It is classical that solutions u to (1.2) are smooth provided f is convex, C2(R2), and
Λ−1 id ≤ D2f(ξ) ≤ Λ id, in the sense of quadratic forms. (1.4)

In higher dimensions, this is due to the celebrated theorems of De Giorgi-Nash-Moser [16, 45, 48], while
in two dimensions it has been known since the work of Morrey [44]. In fact, in two dimensions, we will
see below that one may assume only one of the bounds in (1.4) and still infer C1 regularity of Lipschitz
solutions to (1.2), provided f is strictly convex. In the context of the more general equation (1.1), strict
convexity of f ∈ C1(R2) should be replaced by strict monotonicity of G ∈ C0(R2,R2):

(G(b) −G(a), b− a) ≥ σ(|b− a|), ∀a, b ∈ R2, (1.5)
where

σ : [0,+∞) → [0,+∞) is a strictly increasing, convex function. (1.6)
In the following, for brevity we will often say that G fulfills (1.5) to say that G fulfills (1.5) for σ fulfilling
(1.6). This discussion motivates the following question, which is the starting point of this paper. Assume
G ∈ C0(R2,R2) and strictly monotone:

are Lipschitz solutions to (1.1) C1, or at least partially regular? (Q)
One motivation for this question is that many important and natural energies, such as the p-Laplacian, do
not enjoy the strong ellipticity property (1.4) and their regularity theory is more complicated, even in two
dimensions. See [42] for an extensive review of problems where (1.4) fails for |ξ| → 0 and |ξ| → ∞. Cases
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where (1.4) fails in a more general fashion are much less understood, but have seen a lot of progress in
recent years, starting with the work of D. De Silva and O. Savin [20]. In order to review the literature, we
introduce some (loosely defined) notation. We let D+ and D− be the sets in BLip(u) where the symmetric
part of (DG)−1, respectively of DG, has a zero eigenvalue, see (1.16) for the formal definition. In the
variational case (1.2), D+ and D− should be thought as the sets of points in BLip(u) at which D2f has an
infinite eigenvalue and a zero eigenvalue, respectively. Then, the answer to (Q) is yes, provided:

• D+ ∩ D− is empty or D− is finite, [20];
• D+ ∩ D− is finite, [35];
• G is δ-monotone, see [2, Chapter 16.4.1]. In this case, u needs not be Lipschitz;
• Du lies in a curve and it solves (1.1)-(1.5) for σ(t) ∼ t4, [37].

Partial regularity is also obtained in [20] for an obstacle problem involving minimizers of (1.3) under the
constraint that Du lies in a convex polygon, with a degeneracy set D+ ∩ D− that may contain the polygon’s
boundary. Further, an example given in [35, Theorem 1.5] shows that, under the mere assumption (1.5),
Lipschitz solutions of (1.1) may have point singularities, hence one cannot expect better in general than
partial regularity in (Q).

Having asked that u ∈ Lip(B1), (Q) becomes a question about controlling the oscillations in the gradient
of Du. Of course, a similar question could be asked about concentration effects, namely starting from a
W 1,p(B1) function. Some results in this direction, and valid in all dimensions, can be found in [14, 15] and
references therein. Notice, however, that in the unbounded gradient case, further and careful assumptions
need to be placed on u, f or G, as counterexamples to regularity of very weak solutions to elliptic equations
show, see [9, 30]. Besides, in two dimensions the Lipschitz property of u can be inferred naturally in many
situations, compare [24, §12.4] and [8], valid in all dimensions. Another direction in which to extend this
analysis is, of course, higher dimensions, see [40, 41, 43]. In that case, however, the picture is much less
clear than in two dimensions: to the best of our knowledge, in that context even partial regularity for u
solving (1.2) for f strictly convex, smooth, and fulfilling only the upper bound in (1.4) is unknown.

As said, the aim of this work is to answer Question (Q). Let us give a rough idea of our main results,
deferring a more precise description to §1.2-1.3-1.4 below. The starting point is to write, formally, (1.1) as

⟨DGs(Du), D2u⟩ = 0.
Then, if Du(x) /∈ D+ ∩D−, we can expect some sort of ellipticity in a neighborhood of x, while all ellipticity
is lost if Du(x) ∈ D+ ∩ D−. However, if D+ ∩ D− has a sufficiently nice structure, we can interpret

Du ∈ D+ ∩ D− (1.7)
as an additional equation, coupled with (1.1). Our results show (partial) C1 regularity under, for instance,
the assumption that D+ ∩ D− is a finite union of curves. In that case, (1.7) coupled with (1.1) becomes a
hyperbolic problem: to study it, we rely on the theories of viscosity solutions to Hamilton-Jacobi equations
and entropy solutions of scalar conservation laws. It is important to note that our results recover and extend
all the results contained in the previous list where, essentially, D+ ∩ D− had to be taken of dimension zero.

To implement the strategy outlined above, the crucial point is to obtain a good localization property of
the gradient of a solution of (1.1), Theorem A. This property, inspired by the beautiful separation argument
of [22], tells us that oscillations of the gradient are small in L∞ in any small enough neighborhood of a
differentiability point (where oscillations would a priori be small only in Lp for p < ∞). Through Theorem
A, we are able to efficiently split B1 into regular and singular points, based on the Lipschitz blow-ups of u.
Our next result, Theorem B, shows that the singular set is H1-negligible. Next, in Theorem C, we show
that one can associate to a solution to (1.1) a measure that represents the determinant of its Hessian. It
is worth noticing that Theorems A-B-C hold purely under assumptions (1.1)-(1.5), hence they may be of
independent interest. Next, we exploit Theorems A-B to analyze the inclusion (1.7) coupled with (1.1), and
obtain partial C1 regularity together with a precise description of the singular set in Theorem D (which
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extends [37] to general σ). Finally, we combine Theorems A-B-C-D with the very recent [34] to deduce
partial C1 regularity for solutions to the general equation (1.1), Theorem E.

In the course of the paper, it will be convenient to take into account three equivalent viewpoints: other
than (1.1), it is better sometimes to look at solutions to differential inclusions, and sometimes at solutions
to nonlinear Beltrami equations. While we defer the explanation of the latter to §2.2, where we will also
thoroughly explain the interplay among the three, let us focus on the theory of differential inclusions in
two dimensions in the next section. This will be useful to introduce our results in §1.2-1.3-1.4.

1.1. The differential inclusions point of view. Given a solution u ∈ Lip(B1) to (1.1), it is rather easy
to construct a solution w = (u, v) ∈ Lip(B1,R2) to

Dw ∈ K a.e. in B1, (1.8)
where K ⊂ R2×2 fulfills

σ(|X − Y |) ≤ det(X − Y ), ∀X,Y ∈ K, (1.9)
as soon as G fulfills the monotonicity condition (1.5)-(1.6). The converse also holds: given a solution
w = (u, v) to (1.8) with K enjoying property (1.9), then u solves (1.1) for G satisfying (1.5)-(1.6). The
details of this translation is the content of Proposition 2.2 below.

In the theory of differential inclusions, ellipticity can be defined as in [54, §5], where a compact set K
is called elliptic if it fulfills (1.9), it is a manifold and its tangent space at every point has no rank-one
connections. Recall that A,B ∈ Rn×m are rank one-connected if rank(A−B) = 1. For consistency with the
usual terminology in the world of PDEs, in this paper we refer to this requirement as uniform ellipticity. For
example, the aforementioned p-Laplacian is an elliptic equation which does not admit elliptic linearizations
at all points (hence is not uniformly elliptic) if p ̸= 2. Hence, we give a weaker definition of ellipticity than
[54], that a priori includes and extends the one carried by the PDE (1.1), where G fulfills (1.5)-(1.6). While
this is just a matter of terminology, it is crucial to underline the difference between our meaning of the
word elliptic and the one of [54]: the fact that our elliptic sets may not admit elliptic tangent spaces at all
points is the crux of the matter in Question (Q). In simple terms, our notion of ellipticity is equivalent to
approximate rigidity of K:
Definition. A compact set K ⊂ Rn×m is called elliptic if, given any equi-Lipschitz sequence (uk)k on B1,

d(Duk,K) → 0 in D′(B1) =⇒ (uk)k is W 1,1
loc strongly precompact. (1.10)

Remark. Equivalently, K is elliptic if it only supports trivial homogeneous gradient Young measures. For a
thorough introduction on Young measures, see for example [46].

The primary examples of elliptic sets are precisely those with property (1.9), compare [54, Theorem 1]:
Theorem 1.1. If K ⊂ R2×2 is a compact set fulfilling (1.9), then K is elliptic.

Showing that a set in Rn×m is elliptic is, in general, very hard. In many situations, for instance in some
convex integration schemes [47, 52], it is actually sufficient to show that the set is not elliptic by finding
special subsets of matrices inside K: common choices of such special sets are rank-one connections and TN
configurations, see [53, Definition 1]. If K ⊂ R2×2, we have a much clearer picture. In particular, from the
deep works [22, 53] we have the following very simple way of deciding whether a given set in R2×2 is elliptic.
Theorem 1.2. Let K ⊂ R2×2 be a compact set. Then K is elliptic if and only if K does not contain
rank-one connections and T4 configurations.

This result sheds a much clearer light on the notion of ellipticity for (1.8), since it provides an algorithmic
way of checking it. We can then reformulate question (Q) in the language of differential inclusions:

Let K be compact and elliptic. Are solutions to (1.8) C1, or at least partially regular? (Q:DI)
A deep fact is that Question (Q:DI) can be completely reduced to its, a priori, simpler counterpart

Question (Q). This is done in two steps:
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Theorem 1.3 ([32]). Let K ⊂ R2×2 be a compact elliptic set. Then, the gradient of any solution w ∈
Lip(B1,R2) to (1.8) has connected essential range.

Here, if Ω ⊂ Rm is an open set, for a map f ∈ L1(Ω,RN ) we denote by [f ](Ω′) its essential range in
Ω′ ⊂ Ω, namely the smallest closed set with the property that

f(x) ∈ [f ](Ω′) for a.e. x ∈ Ω′. (1.11)
We will write [f ] for [f ](Ω) (and call it simply the essential range of f) and we also set:

[f ](x0) .= [f ]
(⋂
r>0

Br(x0)
)
. (1.12)

We will add a few words on the essential range of the gradient of a map and its relation with Clarke’s
generalized differential in §2.1.1.

Remark 1.4. The statement of [32, Theorem 1] is more general than Theorem 1.3. It asserts that, for
any w ∈ Lip(B1,R2), the rank-one convex hull [Dw]rc is connected. This implies Theorem 1.3 because
[Dw]rc = [Dw] if [Dw] ⊂ K for an elliptic set K. Indeed, the ellipticity assumption ensures that the
quasiconvex hull of [Dw], [Dw]qc, which fulfills [Dw] ⊂ [Dw]rc ⊂ [Dw]qc, is equal to [Dw], see [46, §4.4].

To show how to reduce Question (Q:DI) to Question (Q) we need a second, and last, ingredient:

Lemma ([54]). Let K ⊂ R2×2 be a compact, connected set without rank-one connections. Then there exists
c ∈ R such that cdet(X − Y ) > 0, ∀X,Y ∈ K,X ̸= Y .

In other words, up to a global multiplication by a matrix with determinant −1, a compact, connected,
elliptic set fulfills (1.9). This, combined with Theorem 1.3, allows us to say that, if w is a Lipschitz solution
to (1.8) for an elliptic set K, then actually (up to passing to a connected component and up to a global
change of sign of determinants) we can assume that K fulfills (1.9), hence there is no real difference between
questions (Q) and (Q:DI). This represents a weak converse to Theorem 1.1.

As we see from the above results, the theory of 2 × 2 elliptic differential inclusions is extremely rich,
and this wealth of results and techniques will be essential in our paper. Conversely, our results, especially
Theorems A-B-C, represent a step towards a complete understanding of Question (Q:DI).

1.2. General results. Our first main theorem asserts that local W 1,∞ bounds are stable with respect to
local L∞ convergence for equi-Lipschitz solutions of (1.8).

Theorem A. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9), (wj)j ⊂ Lip(B1,R2) be equi-Lipschitz solutions to (1.8), xj ∈ B1,
and assume wj converges locally uniformly in B1 to w∞, xj → x0 ∈ B1. Then we have

lim sup
j

diam([Dwj ](xj)) ≤ 2 diam([Dw∞](x0)) ,

where the essential range at a point is defined in (1.12).

It is particularly interesting to apply this result to sequences wj obtained from rescalings of a single
solution w. To that end, it is convenient to set some notation. Given a Lipschitz map w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) and
any point x0 ∈ B1, we can consider the rescalings

wr,x0(h) .= w(x0 + rh) − w(x0)
r

. (1.13)

As w is Lipschitz, this sequence is precompact in C0(B), for any ball B ⊂ R2. Therefore, we can introduce
the set B(w)(x0) of blow-ups of w at x0 to be the collection of maps obtained as locally uniform limits of
any subsequence extracted from wr,x0 . By Rademacher’s theorem w is differentiable at a.e. x0 ∈ B1. For
any such x0, B(w)(x0) = {LDw(x0)}. In general we observe that, for K compact and fulfilling (1.9),

any map w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) still solves (1.8), (1.14)
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due to the strong W 1,1
loc convergence of the gradients of rescalings provided by Theorem 1.1.

We may apply Theorem A to a sequence of rescalings as in (1.13) of a given solution w, and xj = x0 for
all j. In that case we infer, in particular, that if some blowup w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) is linear, say w∞(h) = Ah,
then diam([Dw∞](x0)) = 0, and just by using the definitions, see (1.12), we obtain that

∀ε > 0,∃δ > 0 : |Dw(x) −A| ≤ ε, for a.e. x ∈ Bδ(x0). (1.15)
We can then say that Dw localizes near the matrix A in sufficiently small neighborhoods of x0. Furthermore,
(1.15) implies that w∞ is the only element of B(w)(x0). Using Theorem A, we see that to obtain the
localization property (1.15) we do not need w∞ to be linear in R2, but we only need it to be differentiable
at 0, with differential A. Indeed, since Dw∞ ∈ K a.e. in R2, compare (1.14), then we can employ Theorem
A on w∞ itself to deduce that (1.15) holds for w∞, which in turn implies that (1.15) holds for w. These
considerations allow us to define the regular and the singular set of w. To keep the definitions as general as
possible, we assume Ω ⊂ R2 is open and w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) solves Dw ∈ K a.e. in Ω, for K fulfilling (1.9).

Definition 1.5. We let
Reg(w) .= {x ∈ Ω : B(w)(x) contains a map which is differentiable at 0} and Sing(w) .= Ω \ Reg(w).

The above discussion shows that, thanks to Theorem A, x ∈ Reg(w) if and only if B(w)(x) consists of a
single linear map, that is, w is differentiable at x. If Reg(w) contains an open ball B, then we infer that w
is C1 on B, see Lemma 2.1, whence the name regular points. We cannot show that Reg(w) is open in this
generality, and we will need to restrict ourselves to cases where K has more structure. Nonetheless, our
second result still holds for any elliptic inclusion set K, and concerns the size of Sing(w). We denote by
Hα the α-dimensional Hausdorff measure.

Theorem B. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9) and w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solve (1.8). Then H1(Sing(w)) = 0.

Finally, we will show another remarkable property of solutions to general elliptic differential inclusions.
Recall that the Hessian determinant of a smooth function u of two variables can be written as det(D2u) =
div div(Du⊥ ⊗Du⊥), see (5.1), and the latter expression makes sense as a distribution if u is merely H1.

Theorem C. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9) and w = (u, v) ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solve (1.8). Then, det(D2u) is a
non-positive measure µ. Moreover, if w∞ = (u∞, v∞) ∈ B(w)(x0), then det(D2u∞) = µ({x0})δ0.

Similar properties hold for infinity harmonic functions [33, Theorem 1.5]. Let us add a few words
on Theorem C. Ideally, one could hope to deduce from it that w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) is linear at points where
µ({x0}) = 0 and that w∞ is one-homogeneous at points where µ({x0}) ̸= 0. This would tell us that Sing(w)
is actually countable, since a finite measure can have at most countably many atoms. The reason for this
hope is that the equation det(D2u) = 0 in an open set Ω implies a very rigid structure of Du: essentially,
that Du is constant along segments connecting the boundary. This, in turn, yields that Du is constant if u is
defined in R2. Such rigidity property has been shown assuming u ∈ C2 [26], u ∈ W 2,∞ [31, §2.6], u ∈ W 2,2

[49] and u in the class MA [29]. In all of these cases, Du is (at least weakly) differentiable. Here, however,
the only way we can interpret the distribution det(D2u) is in the very weak sense, see the distribution
D(u, u) in (5.1). The equation D(u, u) = 0 is extremely flexible, even if u ∈ C1,α for α > 0, see [6, 7, 38].
In a sense, a function u which satisfies D(u, u) = 0 and also (1.1) for a strictly monotone G, lies in a realm
between the known rigidity and flexibility statements. The fact that some rigidity can be expected can be
seen in Proposition 7.5, where Theorem C will be instrumental to exclude some types of blowups.

1.3. Regularity for inclusions in elliptic curves. Assume now that K = Γ ⊂ R2×2 satisfies (1.9) and
is a C1 curve, that is, a connected, compact C1 submanifold of R2×2 of dimension one, which may have
a nonempty boundary. Hence it is given by Γ = γ(I) for some I = [a, b] or R/LZ and γ ∈ C1(I,R2×2) a
homeomorphism onto Γ with |γ′| > 0 on I. As previously mentioned, the next Theorem generalizes the
main result of [37], where the same conclusion was obtained under the assumption that (1.9) is satisfied
with σ(t) = ct4 for some c > 0.
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Theorem D. Let Ω ⊂ R2 be open. If w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) satisfies Dw ∈ Γ a.e. in Ω, then Sing(w) is locally
finite. If Ω is convex, then Sing(w) contains at most two points. Moreover, Sing(w) is empty if one of the
following sufficient conditions is satisfied.

• Γ is simply connected, that is, I = [a, b];
• Γ is not fully degenerate, that is, it admits a tangent line generated by a rank-2 matrix;
• there exists a ∈ S1 such that the projection aΓ ⊂ R2 is the boundary of a strictly convex open set.

In fact, under the last assumption, the conclusion holds even if Γ is not assumed C1, see Corollary 6.3.
We also show that the map Dw is locally constant along characteristic lines outside its singular set, see
Proposition 6.9, and that the singularities have a rigid structure, see Proposition 6.18.

1.4. Regularity for solutions to degenerate equations. Following [20, 35], for a strictly monotone
G ∈ C0(R2,R2) we define its degeneracy set D .= D− ∩ D+ which can be interpreted as the set of points
where the symmetric parts of DG and (DG)−1 both have zero eigenvalues. More precisely, the sets D± are:

D− = D−(G) =
⋂
λ>0

{
X ∈ R2 : lim inf

H→0

(G(X +H) −G(X), H)
|H|2

≤ λ

}
,

D+ = D+(G) =
⋂
λ>0

{
X ∈ R2 : lim inf

H→0

(G(X +H) −G(X), H)
|G(X +H) −G(X)|2 ≤ λ

}
.

(1.16)

They correspond to the smallest closed sets outside which G is locally elliptic from below or above:
X ∈ Dc

− ⇐⇒ ∃λ, δ > 0 : (G(X2) −G(X1), X2 −X1) ≥ λ|X2 −X1|2 ∀X1, X2 ∈ Bδ(X) ,
X ∈ Dc

+ ⇐⇒ ∃λ, δ > 0 : (G(X2) −G(X1), X2 −X1) ≥ λ|G(X2) −G(X1)|2 ∀X1, X2 ∈ Bδ(X) .

The latter is also equivalent to G(X) ∈ Dc
−(G−1), justifying its interpretation as local ellipticity from

above. In [34], it is shown that blow-up limits of solutions to (1.1) are either affine or take values into D.
Combining this remarkable fact with the previous Theorems, we obtain a new partial regularity result
under structural assumptions on the connected components of D.

Theorem E. Assume that each connected component of D = D− ∩ D+ has image through the graph map

R2 ∋ x 7→
(

x
G(x)

)
∈ R2×2 ,

contained in a C1 curve. If all but a finite number of these components are
either simply connected or boundaries of strictly convex open sets, (1.17)

then any Lipschitz solution u of (1.1) is C1 outside a locally finite singular set. Moreover, that singular set
is empty if all components satisfy (1.17).

This result is sharp, namely solutions can indeed develop singularities, as shown in [35, Theorem 1.5].
Note that Theorem E applies to the field G constructed in [35, Theorem 1.5], for which D is the first-row
projection of a smooth curve, hence all solutions of (1.1) have a discrete singular set. It is also interesting
to apply Theorem E in the variational case G = Df with f strictly convex and radial, that is, f(x) = g(|x|)
for some increasing and strictly convex C1 function g : [0,∞) → [0,∞) such that g(0) = g′(0) = 0. Then
we have X ∈ D if and only if |X| ∈ Dg, where

Dg =
⋂
λ>0

{
r ≥ 0: lim inf

h→0

g′(|r + h|) − g′(r)
h

≤ λ
}

∩
⋂
λ>0

{
r ≥ 0: lim sup

h→0

g′(|r + h|) − g′(r)
h

≥ 1
λ

}
.

If we assume that Dg is totally disconnected, then all connected components of D are (possibly degenerate)
circles, whose image through the graph map is either the zero matrix or a C1 curve, and we deduce that
any Lipschitz minimizer of (1.3) is C1.
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Structure of the paper. In §2 we will introduce the notation, and recall some well-known facts about
the essential range that we will need in the sequel. Importantly, we will also explain how to translate
elliptic equations into differential inclusions and nonlinear Beltrami systems, and viceversa. Next, §3-4-5-6-7
contain the proofs of Theorems A-B-C-D-E, respectively. Some sections are lengthier than others: in that
case we will explain the structure of the section at the start of it.

Acknowledgments. XL is supported by the ANR project ANR-22-CE40-0006.

2. Preliminaries

Let us first recall the notation and some results we will use in the course of our paper.

2.1. General notation and some elementary facts.

Topology. Let E ⊂ Rn be any set. Then, E denotes its closure, ∂E its topological boundary, Ec its
complement in Rn and diam(E) its diameter. For two sets A,B, we denote by d(A,B) the distance between
them. Moreover, A ⋐ B means that A ⊂ B. The open ball of radius r centered at X in Rn or in Rn×m is
denoted by Br(X). If X = 0, we will simply write Br. Finally, given a Lipschitz function f : E ⊂ Rm → Rn,
we write Lip(f) for its Lipschitz constant.

Measure theory. |E| denotes the Lebesgue measure of a measurable set E ⊂ Rn. We write 1E for the
indicator function of E, namely 1E(x) = 1 if x ∈ E and 1E(x) = 0 otherwise. In the case of super-level sets
of a function u : F ⊂ Rn → R (and analogously for sub-level sets and for preimages of intervals) we will use
expressions such as 1{u>α} to denote the function that, at x ∈ F , returns 1 if u(x) > α and 0 otherwise.
Let |E| < +∞, then

ffl
E
f(x)dx denotes the average of f over E. In most cases we will consider only Lp

spaces with respect to the Lebesgue measure. If we need to say that Φ ∈ Lp with respect to another finite
measure, we will write Lp(Ω, X;µ), the space of Lp functions with respect to the measure µ on Ω and with
values in the set X.

Linear Algebra. We use the notation ei for the vectors of the canonical basis of R2, e1 = (1, 0) and
e2 = (0, 1). For a matrix A ∈ Rn×m, we denote by LA the linear map associated to A, LA(x) .= Ax. The
image of LA is the range of A, ranA. det(A), AT and |A| denote the determinant, the transpose and the
Euclidean norm of the matrix A, respectively. The (standard) scalar product between matrices is denoted
by ⟨A,B⟩, while for vectors a, b we use (a, b) or, if confusion may arise, a · b. The cofactor matrix is

cof(A) .=
(

d −c
−b a

)
, if A =

(
a b
c d

)
, so that cofT (A)A = A cofT (A) = det(A) id . (2.1)

Complex derivatives. It will be convenient to use complex notation to represent matrices A ∈ R2×2. Let A
be as in (2.1). Its conformal and anti-conformal parts are defined, respectively, as follows:

[A]H
.= 1

2[(a+ d) + i(c− b)] and [A]H
.= 1

2[(a− d) + i(c+ b)]

In particular, we have the fundamental identity:
Az = [A]Hz + [A]Hz, ∀z ∈ R2, (2.2)

where the product on the left-hand side is the classical one between a matrix and a vector and the one on
the right-hand side is the complex multiplication. We have the following relations:

det(A) = |[A]H|2 − |[A]H|2, |A|2 = 2|[A]H|2 + 2|[A]H|2. (2.3)
As a short-hand notation, we will write expressions such as:

A = (a, b), (2.4)
which mean that a is the conformal part of A and b is the anti-conformal part of A.
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Finally, if Ω ⊂ C is an open set and f : Ω → C, whenever its differential makes sense we can set

∂zf = fz
.= [Df ]H = 1

2[(∂1f1 + ∂2f2) + i(∂1f2 − ∂2f1)],

∂z̄f = fz
.= [Df ]H = 1

2[(∂1f1 − ∂2f2) + i(∂1f2 + ∂2f1)].
(2.5)

2.1.1. Essential range and generalized differentials. As defined in (1.11), given any w ∈ Lip(Ω,Rn), Ω ⊂ Rm
open, we let [Dw] be its essential range over Ω, defined as the smallest closed set K ′ such that Dw(x) ∈ K ′

for a.e. x ∈ Ω. It is immediate to see that if E ⊂ Ω is the set of Lebesgue points for Dw, then,

[Dw] = {Dw(x) ∈ Rn×m : x ∈ E}.

This, together with (1.12), is closely related to the set of reachable gradients of w, see for instance [5,
Definition 3.1.10], which is typically defined by considering the set E of differentiability points of w. In the
case we are interested in, namely for solutions w to (1.8), there is no difference between the two sets: if K
fulfills (1.9) and w solves (1.8), then x0 is a differentiabilty point for w if and only if x0 is a Lebesgue point
for Dw. Finally, let us show a simple but crucial property of the set Reg(w), which justifies its name.

Lemma 2.1. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9). Let w solve (1.8) and let Reg(w) be as in Definition 1.5. If
Reg(w) contains a ball B, then w ∈ C1(B,R2).

Proof. By Theorem A and the discussion preceding Definition 1.5, for all x0 ∈ Reg(w) we have [Dw](x0) =
{A(x0)}, for some A(x0) ∈ R2×2. But then the blow-ups at x0, wr,x0 , actually converge in W 1,∞

loc to
LA(x0), as can be seen by using (1.12). We infer that w is differentiable everywhere in B. Then, continuity
follows, again, from (1.12), as [Dw](x0) = {A(x0)} implies that for all ε > 0, there exists r > 0 such that
[Dw](Br(x0)) ⊂ Bε(A(x0)) = Bε(Dw(x0)). □

2.2. Three equivalent viewpoints. We have the following equivalence:

Proposition 2.2. Let u ∈ Lip(B1) be a solution to (1.1), where G is defined on F ⊇ [Du]. Then, there
exists v ∈ Lip(B1) such that w .= (u, v) solves

Dw ∈ K =
{(

x y
−G2(x, y) G1(x, y)

)
: (x, y) ∈ F

}
, a.e. in B1.

Moreover, G satisfies (1.5) for all (x, y) ∈ F ⊇ [Du] with a function σ if and only if K fulfills (1.9) with the
same σ. Conversely, if w = (u, v) ∈ Lip(B1,R2) satisfies (1.8) and K fulfills (1.9), then there exists a field
G ∈ C0(π1(K),R2) fulfilling (1.5) such that u solves (1.1). Here, π1 is the projection onto the first row.

Proof. To show the first statement we simply use (1.1) and the convexity of B1 to find v ∈ Lip(B1) such
that Dv = −JG(Du) a.e. in B1. The rest of the properties are straightforward. Here and in what follows,

J
.=
(

0 1
−1 0

)
. (2.6)

For the converse statement, we notice that inequality (1.9) reads as
(JX2 − JY2, X1 − Y1) ≥ σ(|X − Y |), ∀X,Y ∈ K, (2.7)

if Xi, Yi are the i-th row of X and Y respectively. We thus see that the map Z ∈ K 7→ Z1 ∈ R2 is injective.
Therefore, it must be invertible when the target is restricted to π1(K). Let I(Z1) be such inverse, and
define also G̃(Z1) .= π2(I(Z1)). Finally, set G(x, y) .= JG̃(x, y), for all (x, y) ∈ π1(K). By definition,

G(Du) = JG̃(Du) = JDv,

so that u solves (1.1). From (2.7), (1.5) also follows, and the proof is concluded. □

In the same spirit, as observed in [55, Theorem 3.2], we have:



HYPERBOLIC REGULARIZATION EFFECTS FOR DEGENERATE ELLIPTIC EQUATIONS 9

Proposition 2.3. Let w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) be a solution to

∂z̄w = h(∂zw) a.e. in B1, (2.8)

for h : F ⊇ [∂zw] → C. Using notation (2.4), if K .= {(a, h(a)) : a ∈ F}, then w solves (1.8) for such K.
Moreover, if h is strictly contractive, in the sense that there exists

an increasing function σ̃ : [0,∞) → [0, 1] (2.9)

such that
|h(a) − h(b)| ≤ (1 − σ̃(|a− b|))|a− b|, ∀a, b ∈ F , (2.10)

then K fulfills (1.9) for some function σ with properties (1.6). Conversely, let w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solve (1.8),
and assume K is a compact set fulfilling (1.9). Then, there exists a strictly contractive h : [K]H → C such
that w solves (2.8). We denoted by [K]H

.= {[X]H : X ∈ K}.

Proof. The fact that w solves (1.8) for K given by the graph of h is immediate. Now (1.9) follows from
(2.9)-(2.10) by direct computations that exploit (2.3). The converse statement is less direct, but it follows
from the same arguments as the previous proposition: we rewrite the ellipticity (1.9) using (2.3) as

σ(|X − Y |) +
∣∣[X]H − [Y ]H

∣∣2 ≤
∣∣[X]H − [Y ]H

∣∣2 ∀X,Y ∈ K .

Then, this inequality implies that the projection map g : K → C, X 7→ [X]H is injective and that the map
h : [K]H → C, z 7→ [g−1(z)]H, is strictly contractive. □

The last viewpoint we introduced in Proposition 2.3, the one of nonlinear Beltrami systems, is another
rather useful one, see [2, 22] and references therein. We exploit it now to show how all of our problems
(1.1)-(1.8) and (2.8) can be extended in a suitable way so that, for instance, instead of working with G
defined on [Du] in (1.1) we can work with G ∈ C0(R2,R2) fulfilling some special properties at infinity.
Thanks to Propositions 2.2-2.3, it is enough to present this extension for nonlinear Beltrami systems.

Lemma 2.4. Let F ⊂ C be compact and h : F → C be a strictly contractive mapping, that is, h satisfies
(2.9)-(2.10). Then h admits a strictly contractive extension H : C → C, for a possibly different σ̃ than h
still fulfilling (2.9). Moreover, H can be chosen to be constant outside a large ball.

Proof. The existence of a contractive extension H1 of h follows from [13, Theorem 3.1]. Then it suffices to
set H = H1 ◦ Φ, where Φ: C → C is 1-Lipschitz, is the identity on BR for some R > 0 such that F ⊂ BR,
and has compact support. To obtain such a map Φ, one can set for instance Φ(z) = χ(|z|)z with

χ(r) =


1 for 0 ≤ r ≤ R ,

1 − ln r
R for R < r < eR ,

0 for R ≥ eR .

The differential of Φ at z = reiθ is symmetric with eigenvalues χ(r) ∈ [0, 1] and χ(r) + rχ′(r) ∈ [−1, 1]. It
has therefore operator norm at most 1, hence Φ is 1-Lipschitz. □

3. Theorem A: elliptic Curves and separation

3.1. Setup and reduction. This section is devoted to the proof of Theorem A. To show it, we need to
make a few simplifications. Firstly, we reduce it to the following, cleaner, upper semicontinuity property:

Theorem 3.1. Let K ⊂ R2×2 be compact and fulfill (1.9), (wj)j ⊂ Lip(B1,R2) be equi-Lipschitz solutions
to (1.8), xj ∈ B1, and assume wj converges locally uniformly in B1 to w∞, xj → x0 ∈ B1. Then,

lim sup
j

diam([∂zwj ](xj)) ≤ diam([∂zw∞](x0)).
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To pass from Theorem 3.1 to Theorem A, we can simply exploit Proposition 2.3 and write K as the
graph of a 1-Lipschitz map h. Hence it suffices to show Theorem 3.1. Lemma 2.4 tells us that we can,
without loss of generality, assume that h is defined in C and:

|h(a) − h(b)| ≤ (1 − σ̃(|a− b|))|a− b|, for all a, b ∈ C, (3.1)
∥h∥L∞(C,C) < +∞, (3.2)

for some σ̃ fulfilling (2.9). Now the property of solving (1.8) for a Lipschitz map w is equivalent to solving
wz̄ = h(wz) a.e. in C. (3.3)

Notice that, by Theorem 1.1, w∞ also solves (1.8)-(3.3). From now on we will consider K to be the graph of
h. Furthermore, by considering Wj(x) .= wj(x+ xj) −wj(xj) and W∞(x) = w∞(x+ x0) −w∞(x0) instead
of wj and w∞, we can assume in addition that

xj = x0 = 0 and wj(0) = w∞(0) = 0, ∀j ∈ N. (3.4)
By rescaling the domain, we can then still assume these maps are defined in B1.

Finally, we reduce the proof of Theorem 3.1 to the following:
Theorem 3.2. Let wj , w∞ be as in Theorem 3.1. Let C ⊂ R2 be an open, bounded convex set with
[∂zw∞](Br) ⊂ C for some r > 0. Then, given a ∈ (C)c, there exist δ and J depending on r and a such that

[∂zwj ](Bδ) ⊂ Bcd(a,C)
2

(a), ∀j ≥ J.

Lemma 3.3. Under the simplifications (3.4), Theorem 3.2 implies Theorem 3.1.

Proof. Let C ′ ⋐ C ′′ ⊂ R2 be open convex sets containing [∂zw∞](0) with diam(C ′′) ≤ diam([∂zw∞](0))+α,
α > 0 to be chosen. Let L = 1 + supj{∥Dwj∥L∞}. We can cover the compact set (C ′′)c ∩BL with finitely
many balls taken from the open cover given by the balls B d(a,C′)

2
(a), centered at a ∈ (C ′′)c ∩BL. Let ai be

the centers of these balls, for i = 1, . . . , N . By (1.12), we find r > 0 such that [∂zw∞](Br) ⊂ C ′. Hence, by
Theorem 3.2 for each i we find δi and Ji for which

[∂zwj ](Bδi
) ⊂ Bcd(ai,C′)

2
(ai), ∀j ≥ Ji.

Let δ = mini δi > 0 and J = maxi Ji < +∞. Then,

[∂zwj ](Bδ) ⊂
⋂
i

Bcd(ai,C′)
2

(ai) =
(⋃

B d(ai,C′)
2

(ai)
)c

⊂
(
(C ′′)c ∩BL

)c = C ′′ ∪ (BL)c, ∀j ≥ J.

We also have, for all j, [∂zwj ](0) ⊂ [∂zwj ](Bδ) ⊂ BL, and hence
diam([∂zwj ](0)) ≤ diam(C ′′) ≤ diam([∂zw∞](0)) + α, ∀j ≥ J.

The arbitrariness of α concludes the proof. □

We will show Theorem 3.2 in §3.3, and we start by collecting a few preliminary results.

3.2. Preliminary results.

3.2.1. Topological degree. In this section we recall some well-known results on the topological degree
deg(u,Ω, p). We refer the reader to [23] and references therein for the definition and a detailed introduction.
Proposition 3.4. Let Ω ⊂ Rn be an open, bounded and connected set and let u ∈ W 1,p(Ω,Rn) for p > n.
Then for all open sets U ⋐ Ω with |∂U | = 0:ˆ

U

v(u(x)) det(Du)(x)dx =
ˆ
Rn

v(y) deg(u, U, y)dy, ∀v ∈ L∞(Rn), (3.5)

and, if det(Du) > 0 a.e. in Ω, then
deg(u, U, y) = N(u, U, y), for a.e. y ∈ Rn, (3.6)
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where N(u, U, y) .= #{x ∈ U : u(x) = y}.
Proof. (3.5) is shown in [23, Theorem 5.31]. Through (3.5) and [23, Theorem 5.30], we also get (3.6).

□

Proposition 3.5. Let Ω ⊂ Rn be open and bounded, v ∈ C0(Ω,Rn), and let p ∈ Rn \ v(∂Ω). Then:
deg(v,Ω, p) = deg(u,Ω, p) if u ∈ C(Ω,Rn) and ∥u− v∥∞ < d(p, v(∂Ω)); (3.7)

Moreover, the degree is invariant under homotopies, namely
deg(H(·, t),Ω, p) = deg(H(·, 0),Ω, p), (3.8)

for every homotopy H ∈ C0(Ω × [0, 1],Rn) such that p /∈ H(∂Ω, t) for all t ∈ [0, 1].
Proof. This is classical and can be found e.g. in [23, Theorem 2.3]. □

Remark 3.6. The degree deg(u,Ω, p) is, in general, not defined if p ∈ u(∂Ω). Therefore, every time we write
expressions involving deg(u,Ω, p) and p ∈ B, for some set B, this will implicitly entail that u(∂Ω) ∩B = ∅.
3.2.2. Quasiregular mappings. We start by recalling the definition.
Definition 3.7. Let Ω ⊂ R2 be open. φ ∈ W 1,2(Ω,R2) is (K-)quasiregular if there exists K ≥ 1 such that

|Dφ|2(x) ≤ K det(Dφ(x)), for a.e. x ∈ Ω. (3.9)
Equivalently, f ∈ W 1,2

loc (Ω,R2) is quasiregular if and only if there exists κ ∈ [0, 1) such that
|fz|(z) ≤ κ|fz|(z) for a.e. z ∈ Ω. (3.10)

Remark 3.8. For instance, if we consider equation (2.8) for some k-Lipschitz map h for some 0 ≤ k < 1,
then the difference u = v − w of any two solutions v, w to (2.8) is quasiregular:

|uz̄|2 = |vz̄ − wz̄|2 = |h(vz) − h(wz)|2 ≤ k2|vz − wz|2 = k2|uz|2 .

Let us recall a few properties of quasiregular maps, referring the reader to [2, 3, 28] for more details.
Proposition 3.9. Let φ ∈ W 1,2(Ω,C) be quasiregular. Then:

(1) there exists p = p(K) > 2 such that φ ∈ W 1,p
loc (Ω,R2). In particular, φ is continuous;

(2) φ is either constant, or open and discrete;
(3) φ is either constant, or det(Dφ) > 0 a.e. in Ω;
(4) if U,W ⊂ R2 are open sets and N(φ,U, y) = 1 for a.e. y ∈ W , then φ is injective on U ∩ φ−1(W ).

Proof. (1) can be found in [3, Theorem 5.1] (see also [1] for the precise expression of p). (2)-(3) can be
found in [2, Corollary 5.5.2]. Let us show (4), following the same argument of [19, Lemma 4.3]. Observe
that φ is open by (2). Suppose by contradiction that there exist distinct x1, x2 ∈ U ∩ φ−1(W ) such that
φ(x1) = φ(x2) = y. Then, taking a sufficiently small r > 0 such that

Br(x1) ∩Br(x2) = ∅ (3.11)
and Br(xi) ⊂ U ∩ φ−1(W ) for all i, define the open set V = φ(Br(x1)) ∩ φ(Br(x2)) ⊂ W . Observe
that y ∈ V . Since V is open and nonempty, our assumption implies that we can find p ∈ V for which
N(φ,U, p) = 1. This yields a contradiction with the definition of V and (3.11). □

We state the stability result for quasiregular maps established in [32, Proposition 1]. In that reference,
the statement is shown in Rn, but we will only need it for planar maps. We derive from it Corollary 3.12,
which is essentially contained in [32, Proposition 2].
Proposition 3.10. Let u : Ω ⊂ R2 → R2 be a K-quasiregular mapping such that |Du(x)| ≥ ε a.e. in Ω. Let
G ⋐ Ω and assume that M .= supy∈R2 N(u,G, y) < +∞. Then there exist a constant δ = δ(ε,K,M) > 0
and for any x0 ∈ G a radius r(x0) > 0 such that for any Lipschitz mapping ϕ : Ω → R2 with ∥Dϕ∥∞ < δ,

min
|x−x0|=r

|ut(x) − ut(x0)| ≥ δr, for all r < r(x0), t ∈ [0, 1], if ut = u+ tϕ.
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Remark 3.11. There are several ways to see that the assumption M < +∞ in the previous proposition is
automatically satisfied. One can use, for instance, Stoilow Factorization [2, Theorem 5.5.1] or more purely
topological methods valid in all dimensions [51, Proposition 4.10(3)].

Corollary 3.12. Let R, ε > 0, u ∈ Lip(BR,R2) such that u(0) = 0, and Γ ⊂ R2×2 be a compact and
path-connected set of matrices such that

det(Du−A) ≥ ε a.e. in BR , ∀A ∈ Γ . (3.12)
Then there exists r0 = r0(u,Γ) ∈ (0, R) and δ = δ(ε,Γ) > 0 such that

A 7→ deg(u− LA, Br, y) is defined and constant on Γ for all r ∈ (0, r0) and y ∈ Bδr .

Proof. Fix Λ > 0 such that |Du| + |A| ≤ Λ for all A ∈ Γ and a.e. x ∈ BR. The finiteness of such Λ and
(3.12) imply that the map uA .= u−LA is a nonconstant quasiregular mapping in BR for all A ∈ Γ. Thanks
to Remark 3.11 we may apply Proposition 3.10 to uA at x0 = 0. Recalling that uA′(0) = 0 for all A′ ∈ K,
this yields the existence of rA = rA(u) ∈ (0, R) and δA = δA(ε,Λ) > 0 such that

d(0, uA
′
(∂Br)) > δAr ∀r ∈ (0, rA), ∀A′ ∈ BδA

(A) .

Covering Γ with a finite number of open balls BδA
(A), we infer the existence of r0 > 0 and δ > 0 such that

d(0, uA(∂Br)) > δr ∀r ∈ (0, r0), ∀A ∈ Γ .

Thus for all A ∈ Γ we have uA(∂Br) ∩ Bδr = ∅, hence the degree deg(uA, Br, y) is well-defined for all
y ∈ Bδr. Moreover it is independent of A ∈ Γ by path-connectedness of Γ and homotopy invariance of the
degree, see Proposition 3.5. □

3.2.3. Approximation of the problem. Let w be a solution to (3.3) and h satisfy (3.1)-(3.2). We want to
obtain w as limit of solutions to strongly elliptic problems.

Lemma 3.13. For every ε ∈ (0, 1), the nonlinear Beltrami system{
∂z̄w

ε = (1 − ε)h(∂zwε) in B1,

Re(wε) = Re(w) on ∂B1.
(3.13)

admits a unique solution wε ∈ W 1,2(B1,C) with wε2 of zero average. Furthermore, wε → w locally uniformly
and locally strongly in W 1,p for all p ∈ [1,∞).

Proof. The solvability of this system can be found in [22, Proposition 2], where it is shown that if
H : B1 × C → C is a measurable function satisfying H(z, 0) = 0 for a.e. z ∈ B1 and

|H(z, w1) −H(z, w2)| ≤ k|w1 − w2|, for a.e. z ∈ B1 and all w1, w2 ∈ C for some k < 1,
then for any σ ∈ L2(B1,C) there exists a W 1,2(B1,C) solution v (which is unique up to the addition of a
constant to the second component) of{

∂z̄v = H(z, ∂zv) + σ(z) in B1,

Re(v) = 0 on ∂B1.
(3.14)

To solve (3.13) we can just consider a solution vε to (3.14) with
Hε(z, ξ)

.= (1 − ε)(h(∂zw + ξ) − h(∂zw)) and σ(z) = −εh(∂zw).
and then set wε .= vε + w. We will now show the required estimates. We start by obtaining W 1,2 bounds
uniform in ε > 0. Using complex notation, see (2.3):ˆ

B1

|Dwε|2dx = 2
ˆ
B1

|wεz|2 + |wεz̄|2dx = 2
ˆ
B1

|wεz|2 − |wεz̄|2dx+ 4
ˆ
B1

|wεz̄|2dx.
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The last addendum is bounded, since our assumptions on h, see (3.2), and (3.13) imply that actually wεz̄ is
equibounded in L∞. It then suffices to estimate the first addendum using the boundary conditions:ˆ

B1

|wεz|2 − |wεz̄|2dx
(2.3)=

ˆ
B1

det(Dwε)dx =
ˆ
B1

det(Dψε)dx,

where ψε = (Re(w), wε2). Now by Young’s inequality, for any δ > 0 we find:ˆ
B1

det(Dψε)dx ≤ C(δ)
ˆ
B1

|Dw|2dx+ δ

ˆ
B1

|Dwε|2dx.

Combining all these estimates, we get a universal constant C such thatˆ
B1

|Dwε|2dx ≤ C

(
C(δ)

ˆ
B1

|Dw|2dx+ δ

ˆ
B1

|Dwε|2dx+ C(h)
)
.

By choosing δ small, we deduce the required uniform bound. Now we can use the boundedness of the
Beurling transform [2, Theorem 4.5.3] to obtain interior W 1,p bounds for all p ≥ 1, uniformly in ε > 0:
indeed, for any test function η ∈ C∞

c (B1), the derivative (ηwε)z̄ = ηz̄w
ε + (1 − ε)ηh(wεz) is uniformly

bounded in Lp since W 1,2(B1) ⊂ Lp(B1) and h ∈ L∞(C), and thus D(ηwε) is uniformly bounded in Lp.
We are only left to show the convergence of wε to w. Using the boundary conditions,

0 =
ˆ
B1

det(Dwε −Dw)dx =
ˆ
B1

|∂zwε − ∂zw|2 − |∂z̄wε − ∂z̄w|2dx

=
ˆ
B1

|∂zwε − ∂zw|2 − |(1 − ε)h(∂zwε) − h(∂zw)|2dx

Thanks to the uniform bounds shown above, this gives us for all ε > 0:ˆ
B1

|∂zwε − ∂zw|2 − |h(∂zwε) − h(∂zw)|2dx ≤ Cε.

From (3.1) and (2.9), this readily yields the convergence in measure of ∂zwε to ∂zw as ε → 0. In turn
(3.13) tells us that ∂z̄wε does the same and this concludes the proof. □

3.3. Proof of Theorem 3.2. We write K as the graph of h, as in (3.1)-(3.2)-(3.3). For simplicity, we let
g : R2 → K be defined as g(z) .= (z, h(z)), and U

.= g
(
(C)c

)
,

and we also let τ .= d(a,C)
2 . We also recall (3.4).

Step 1: degree of wj − LA for A ∈ U . We show the existence of J ∈ N, R ∈ (0, r) and α > 0 such that

deg(wj − LA, BR, y) = 1 , ∀y ∈ B2α , ∀A ∈ U , ∀j ≥ J . (3.15)

Recall from Remark 3.6 that this assertion implicitly entails (wj − LA)(∂BR) ∩B2α = ∅. Thanks to the
uniform convergence of wj to w∞ and Proposition 3.5, it suffices to show

deg(w∞ − LA, BR, y) = 1 , ∀y ∈ B3α , ∀A ∈ U . (3.16)

From (1.9) and the facts that Dw∞ ∈ K a.e., U ⊂ K and U ∩ [Dw∞](Br) = ∅, we see that
det(Dw∞ −A) ≥ ε a.e. in Br , ∀A ∈ U ,

where ε = σ(d(U, [Dw∞](Br))) > 0. Noting that the set U ∩ g(BM ) is compact and path-connected for
any M > 0 such that C ⊂ BM , we apply Corollary 3.12 and deduce the existence of R = R(M) ∈ (0, r),
δ = δ(M) > 0 such that

A 7→ deg(w∞ − LA, BR, y) is defined and constant on U ∩ g(BM ) , for all y ∈ Bδ .

To conclude the proof of (3.16), it suffices therefore to find M > 0 such that
deg(w∞ − LA, Bρ, y) = 1 ∀y ∈ Bρ , ∀ρ ∈ (0, r) , ∀A ∈ g(BcM ) , (3.17)
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apply this to ρ = R and choose 3α = min{δ,R}, for R, δ given by this choice of M . To establish (3.17), let
M ≥ 2∥h∥∞, z ∈ BcM , so that |z| ≥ M ≥ 2∥h∥∞, and A = g(z) = (z, h(z)). Recalling (2.3), we have

|z|2 ≤ |A|2 = |z|2 + |h(z)|2 ≤ 2|z|2 , 1
2 |z|2 ≤ det(A) = |z|2 − |h(z)|2 ≤ |z|2 .

This implies that A is invertible and |A−1| = (detA)−1|A| < 4/M , so M |x| < 8|Ax| for all x ∈ R2 \ {0}.
Hence we have LA(∂Bρ) ∩BMρ/8 = ∅ for all ρ > 0, and

deg(−LA, Bρ, y) = 1 , ∀y ∈ BMρ/8 .

Assume moreover M > 16 Lip(w∞). Then for 0 < ρ < r we have ∥w∞∥L∞(Bρ) < Mρ/16 and we can invoke
Proposition 3.5 to deduce

deg(w∞ − LA, Bρ, y) = 1 , ∀y ∈ BMρ/16 , ∀ρ ∈ (0, r) ,
which gives (3.17) if we impose in addition M ≥ 16.

Step 2: Jordan curves and the degree of the approximating maps. For t ∈ [0, 1] and j ∈ N we define

γ(t) .= τe2πit + a, Γ(t) .= g(γ(t)) , fj,t = wj − LΓ(t) . (3.18)
Since Γ(t) ∈ U for all t ∈ [0, 1], from (3.15) we infer

deg(fj,t, BR, y) = 1 for all y ∈ B2α , j ≥ J, t ∈ [0, 1] . (3.19)
Now we fix j ≥ J and let wεj be the family parametrized by ε ∈ (0, 1) provided by Lemma 3.13 applied to
w = wj . Then we define the maps

wj,ε,t
.= wεj − LΓε(t), Γε

.= (γ, (1 − ε)h(γ)) ,
which are quasiregular for all j ∈ N, ε ∈ (0, 1) and for all t ∈ [0, 1], compare Remark 3.8. For this fixed
j ≥ J , we see from Lemma 3.13 that wj,ε,t converges locally uniformly in B1 to fj,t as ε → 0, uniformly
with respect to t ∈ [0, 1]. Recall from Remark 3.6 that (3.19) contains the information fj,t(∂BR) ∩B2α = ∅.
Choosing ε0 = ε0(j) > 0 such that ∥wj,ε,t − fj,t∥L∞(BR) < α for all ε ∈ (0, ε0), by Proposition 3.5 we infer

1 (3.19)= deg(fj,t, BR, y) = deg(wj,ε,t, BR, y) for all t ∈ [0, 1] and y ∈ Bα. (3.20)
Further, recalling that fj,t(0) = 0 and Lip(fj,t) ≤ C, we may fix δ = δ(C,R) > 0 such that

B2δ ⊂ BR ∩ (fj,t)−1(Bα/2), ∀t ∈ [0, 1],∀j ∈ N ,

hence, for a possibly smaller ε0 = ε0(j),
B2δ ⊂ BR ∩ (wj,ε,t)−1(Bα), for all t ∈ [0, 1], 0 < ε ≤ ε0. (3.21)

We now claim that
wj,ε,t is injective on B2δ, for all t ∈ [0, 1], 0 < ε ≤ ε0. (3.22)

To see this, note first that wj,ε,t cannot be constant on BR by (3.20), so it has positive Jacobian a.e. in
BR by Proposition 3.9(3). Recalling also from Lemma 3.13 that wj,ε,t ∈ W 1,p(BR) for all p ≥ 1, we can
apply (3.6) and deduce that, for 0 < ε ≤ ε0 and t ∈ [0, 1]:

N(wj,ε,t, BR, y) = deg(wj,ε,t, BR, y) (3.20)= 1, for a.e. y ∈ Bα, (3.23)
Through Proposition 3.9(4), we infer that wj,ε,t is injective on w−1

j,ε,t(Bα) ∩ BR, hence on B2δ by (3.21),
thus proving (3.22).

Step 3: Separation and conclusion. We can finally conclude the argument. Fix for the moment j ≥ J ,
where J was found in Step 1. By (3.22), we can write:

wj,ε,t(x+ re1) ̸= wj,ε,t(x), ∀ε ≤ ε0, r < δ, x ∈ Bδ.
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The definitions yield

wεj (x+ re1) − wεj (x) ̸= rΓε(t)e1, ∀ε ≤ ε0, r < δ, x ∈ Bδ. (3.24)

Now we need to observe that t 7→ Γε(t)e1 is a Jordan curve. Hence, it divides R2 into two connected
components, the bounded one, ωε, and the unbounded one, R2 \ ωε. From (3.24), we deduce that

x 7→
wεj (x+ re1) − wεj (x)

r

does not intersect this Jordan curve. Hence, for fixed j ≥ J, ε < ε0, for all r < δ and for every x ∈ Bδ,

either
wεj (x+ re1) − wεj (x)

r
∈ ωε or

wεj (x+ re1) − wεj (x)
r

∈ R2 \ ωε. (3.25)

Let us characterize ωε. If we consider, for any ε ∈ [0, 1], the continuous map defined in complex notation by:

Φε(z) = ze1 + (1 − ε)h(z)ē1 = z + (1 − ε)h(z),

then Φε is injective from R2 to R2, thanks to (3.1). Thus, it is a homeomorphism onto its open image. The
image is also closed thanks to the boundedness of h (3.2), and hence Φε(R2) = R2, ∀ε ∈ [0, 1]. Noticing
that Φε(γ(t)) = Γε(t)e1 for all t ∈ [0, 1] by (2.2) and recalling (3.18), we deduce:

ωε = Φε(Bτ (a)). (3.26)

Letting ε → 0 in (3.25), since Φε converges uniformly to Φ0 on R2 we find that for all r < δ:

either wj(x+ re1) − wj(x)
r

∈ ω0 or wj(x+ re1) − wj(x)
r

∈ R2 \ ω0, for all x ∈ Bδ. (3.27)

If, by contradiction, the first alternative occurred for infinitely many j, then we would find

Dwj(x)e1 = Φ0(∂zw(x)) ∈ ω0 = Φ0(Bτ (a)), for a.e. x ∈ Bδ.

In turn, since Φ0 is a homeomorphism, we deduce that ∂zwj(x) ∈ Bτ (a), for a.e. x ∈ Bδ and infinitely
many j ≥ J . By Theorem 1.1, this would also imply that

∂zw∞(h) ∈ Bτ (a) ⊂ (C)c a.e. in Bδ, (3.28)

which is against our assumption [∂zw∞](Br) ⊂ C. Therefore, the second alternative in (3.27) must occur.
Following the same reasoning of the previous contradiction argument, this leads to

|∂zwj(x) − a| ≥ τ, for a.e. x ∈ Bδ,∀j ≥ J,

which is precisely the conclusion of Theorem 3.2. □

4. Theorem B: the size of non-differentiability points

In this section we give the proof of Theorem B, that we deduce from the following result valid in Rn.

Proposition 4.1. Let u ∈ Lip(B1), B1 ⊂ Rn, be a solution to (1.1), where G ∈ C0([Du],Rn) fulfills

(G(b) −G(a), b− a) ≥ σ(|b− a|) ∀a, b ∈ [Du] , (4.1)

for some σ as in (1.6). Then, Hn−1(S) = 0, where S is the set

S
.=
{
x ∈ B1 : lim inf

r→0

 
Br(x)

σ

(∣∣∣∣∣Du(y) −
 
Br(x)

Du(z)dz
∣∣∣∣∣
)
dy > 0

}
. (4.2)
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Proof. As the statement is local, we can assume that u is defined in B2. We start with a preliminary
estimate. Let |h| < 1

2 and φ be a smooth cut-off function of B 3
2

inside B2. Then, (1.1) implies:
ˆ
B2

(G(Du(x+ h)) −G(Du(x)), D[φ(x)(u(x+ h) − u(x))])dx = 0.

Routine calculations and (4.1) then yieldˆ
B 3

2

σ(|Du(x+ h) −Du(x)|)dx ≤
ˆ
B2

φσ(|Du(x+ h) −Du(x)|)dx

≤
ˆ
B2

|Dφ||u(x+ h) − u(x)||G(Du(x+ h)) −G(Du(x))|dx

≤ C|h|
ˆ
B2

|Dφ||G(Du(x+ h)) −G(Du(x))|dx ≤ C|h|D(|h|),

(4.3)

for C = Lip(u) and

D(t) .= sup
h:|h|≤t

ˆ
B2

|Dφ||G(Du(x+ h)) −G(Du(x))|dx.

Observe that
lim
t→0

D(t) = 0. (4.4)

We now turn to our main goal, i.e. showing that Hn−1(S) = 0. We notice that

S ⊂
⋃
p≥1

⋃
m≥10

Sp,m =
⋃
p≥1

⋃
m≥10

⋂
0<r< 1

m

Ep,r, (4.5)

where

Ep,r
.=
{
x ∈ B1 :

 
Br(x)

σ

(∣∣∣∣∣Du(y) −
 
Br(x)

Du(z)dz
∣∣∣∣∣
)
dy ≥ 1

p

}
.

Let us recall that Hn−1(E) = limr→0 Hn−1
r (E), where, for r > 0,

Hn−1
r (E) .= inf

{ ∞∑
i=1

diam(Ci)n−1 : E ⊂
∞⋃
i=1

Ci,diam(Ci) ≤ r

}
see [21, Definition 2.1]. Our definition differs from that of [21, Definition 2.1] by a constant factor, which is
anyway irrelevant for what we need to show. We claim that:

lim
r→0

Hn−1
5r (Ep,r) = 0. (4.6)

If this holds, then Hn−1(S) = 0, since

Hn−1
5r (Sp,m) ≤ Hn−1

5r (Ep,r), for all r < 1
m
, (4.7)

and again by [21, Definition 2.1]:

0 (4.6)−(4.7)= lim
r→0

Hn−1
5r (Sp,m) = Hn−1(Sp,m).

The σ-subadditivity of Hn−1, [21, Theorem 2.1, Claim # 2], and (4.5) would then conclude the proof. We
are only left to show (4.6). To this aim, pick any x ∈ Ep,r. Then, monotonicity and convexity of σ imply:

1
p

≤
 
Br(x)

σ

(∣∣∣∣∣Du(y) −
 
Br(x)

Du(z)dz
∣∣∣∣∣
)
dy ≤

 
Br(x)

 
Br(x)

σ (|Du(y) −Du(z)|) dydz.
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Hence there exists c = c(n, p) > 0 such that for all a ∈ Br(x):

c(n, p) ≤
 
B2r(a)

 
B2r(a)

σ (|Du(y) −Du(z)|) dydz.

In the next lines, c(n, p) may decrease, but for the sake of brevity we will not denote it differently. Integrating
over every such a and changing variables, we see that:

rnc(n, p) ≤
ˆ
Br(x)

 
B2r

 
B2r

σ (|Du(y + a) −Du(z + a)|) dydzda (4.8)

As r is fixed and Ep,r ⊂ B1, we can cover Ep,r with finitely many balls Br(xi) centered at {xi}Ni=1 ⊂ Ep,r.
From Vitali’s Covering Theorem, [21, Theorem 1.24], we find a subset of centers xi1 , . . . , xiM such that

Ep,r ⊂
N⋃
i=1

Br(xi) ⊂
M⋃
j=1

B5r(xij ) and Br(xij ) ∩Br(xik ) = ∅ if j ̸= k. (4.9)

Let E .=
⋃M
j=1 Br(xij ). Summing (4.8) over this subset of centers, we obtain

Mrnc(n, p) ≤
ˆ
E

 
B2r

 
B2r

σ (|Du(y + a) −Du(z + a)|) dydzda (4.10)

For any y, z ∈ B2r, and since 10r ≤ 1, we getˆ
E

σ (|Du(y + a) −Du(z + a)|) da ≤
ˆ
B 11

10

σ (|Du(y + a) −Du(z + a)|) da.

Changing variables and renaming z − y
.= h, we finally obtain

ˆ
B 11

10

σ (|Du(y + a) −Du(z + a)|) da ≤
ˆ
B 3

2

σ (|Du(a+ h) −Du(a)|) da
(4.3)
≤ C|h|D(|h|) ≤ CrD(4r),

for a dimensional constant C. Combining this inequality with (4.10), we infer that

Mrn−1 ≤ C(n, p)D(4r). (4.11)

Therefore, from (4.9) and (4.11) we infer

Hn−1
5r (Ep,r) ≤

M∑
j=1

diam(B5r(xij ))n−1 = (10)n−1Mrn−1
(4.11)

≤ C(n, p)D(4r),

for a possibly larger constant C(n, p). This and (4.4) show (4.6) and conclude the proof. □

4.1. Proof of Theorem B. Let w solve (1.8). Writing w = (u, v), by Proposition 2.2 we can find a
monotone field G : [Du] → R2 fulfilling (4.1) such that u solves (1.1). To show Theorem B we prove that
Sc ⊂ Reg(w). Let then x0 ∈ Sc. This means that there exists a sequence rn → 0 such that

lim
n

 
Brn (x0)

σ

(∣∣∣∣∣Du(y) −
 
Brn (x0)

Du(z)dz
∣∣∣∣∣
)
dy = 0. (4.12)

We may assume, up to a non-relabeled subsequence, that
ffl
Brn (x0) Du → a ∈ R2. Up to considering another

non-relabeled subsequence, we can assume that wrn,x0 , recall (1.13), converges locally uniformly and, thanks
to Theorem 1.1, strongly in W 1,1

loc to w∞ = (u∞, v∞). Now the strong convergence and (4.12) imply that
Du∞ ≡ a on B1. From (1.9)-(1.6)-(1.14), we infer that Dw∞ ≡ A in B1, where A ∈ K is the only matrix
in K whose first row is a. Hence w∞ is differentiable at 0, and x0 ∈ Reg(w).
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5. Theorem C: Monge-Ampère measure associated to solutions of elliptic PDEs

This section is devoted to showing Theorem C. For u, v ∈ W 1,2(B1), we define the distribution

D(u, v) = −1
4 div(div(JDu⊗ JDv + JDv ⊗ JDu)), (5.1)

where J is defined in (2.6). Recalling (2.1), if u, v ∈ W 2,2, a direct computation shows that D(u, v) =
1
2 ⟨D2u, cof D2v⟩, so that D(u, u) = det(D2u). Theorem C follows from Theorem 5.1 and Corollary 5.2.

Theorem 5.1. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9), Ω ⊂ R2 be open, and let w = (u, v) ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) be a solution
to (1.8). Define the symmetric matrix of distributions

D(w) .=
(

D(u, u) D(u, v)
D(u, v) D(u, v)

)
. (5.2)

Then, for any φ ∈ C∞
c (Ω) with φ ≥ 0 everywhere,

D(w)(φ) ≤ 0 in the sense of quadratic forms.

Thus, D(w) is a locally finite measure on Ω with values in the set of nonpositive semidefinite symmetric
matrices, Sym−(2).

Proof. We can assume Ω = B1. We only need to show that the distribution D(u, u) is a non-positive
measure. Let us show how to conclude the proof assuming this claim. Consider w̃ = wA, for A ∈ R2×2 with
det(A) > 0. Then, Dw̃ ∈ K̃

.= ATK, which fulfills (1.9), and by the claim applied to w̃ we deduce that:

D(au+ bv, au+ bv) = a2D(u, u) + 2abD(u, v) + b2D(v, v) ≤ 0, ∀a, b ∈ R,

which would conclude the proof. Let us show the claim. By Proposition 2.2 we have that u is a Lipschitz
solution to (1.1) with G ∈ C0(R2,R2) satisfying (1.5). By [35, Lemma A.4], u is a strong H1 limit of
smooth functions uε solving

div(Gε(Duε)) = ⟨DGε(Duε), D2uε⟩ = 0 , (5.3)

where Gε are smooth fields satisfying (1.5) with σ(t) = cεt
2 for some cε > 0, hence DGε + (DGε)T ≥ 2cε.

This and (5.3) imply that D(uε, uε) = det(D2uε) ≤ 0 in D′(B1). By the strong H1 convergence provided
by [35, Lemma A.4], we deduce the same for D(u, u). □

Corollary 5.2. Let K ⊂ R2×2 fulfill (1.9), and let w = (u, v) ∈ Lip(B1,R2) be a solution to (1.8). Consider
the matrix-valued measure D(w) defined as in (5.2). Factorize it as a D(w) = Pµ, where µ is a finite,
positive measure on B1, and P ∈ L∞(B1,Sym−(2);µ). Then, for any w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0), recall (1.14),

D(w∞) = P (x0)µ({x0})δ0, (5.4)

i.e. D(w∞) = P (x0)µ({x0}) if µ({x0}) ̸= 0 and D(w∞) = 0 if µ({x0}) = 0.

Proof. Recalling (1.13), by definition w∞ = limn wx0,rn
, for a sequence rn → 0, where the convergence

is locally uniform and in W 1,p
loc for all p ∈ [1,∞) in R2, see Theorem 1.1. Take any φ ∈ C∞

c (R2) and set
φn(x) .= φ

(
x−x0
rn

)
. Notice that φn converges pointwise to 0 in {x0}c and to φ(0) at x0. On one hand:

lim
n

D(w)(φn) = D(w∞)(φ), (5.5)

because of D(w)(φn) = D(wx0,rn
)(φ) and the strong W 1,2 convergence of wx0,rn

to w∞. On the other hand:

D(w)(φn) =
ˆ
B1

φn(x)P (x)dµ(x),

so that dominated convergence and (5.5) conclude the proof. □
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6. Theorem D: Regularity of inclusions into curves

In this section we show Theorem D. The proof is quite long, so it is useful to split it into steps.
Throughout, we denote by Γ the C1 curve fulfilling (1.9) for which, as in Theorem D, w solves

Dw ∈ Γ a.e. in Ω. (6.1)

As some results depend on the global geometry of the domain, it is convenient to consider a general open,
connected, simply connected set Ω in (6.1). We let Γ = γ(I) for some I = [a, b] or R/LZ and γ ∈ C1(I,R2×2)
a homeomorphism onto Γ with |γ′| > 0 on I. The proof will be split into steps:

• First, in §6.1, we show that, for any a ∈ R2, φ .= (a,w) is a viscosity solution in the sense of [10] to
two Hamilton-Jacobi equations simultaneously: ±f(Dφ) = 0, where f depends only on Γ and a;

• next, in §6.2 we will reduce the proof to the case where rank(γ′(t)) = 1, for all t ∈ I;
• §6.3 considers a special case, the one where Γ is graphical, see the special form (6.5). The main

result of that subsection is that, for such curves, solutions to (6.1) are everywhere C1;
• In §6.4, we deduce as a consequence the partial regularity result for general curves Γ;
• The fifth and sixth step, contained in §6.5-6.6, are devoted to show that w is an entropy solution

to Dw ∈ Γ and to deduce from this the structure of the singular set, respectively.
Theorem D is then a direct consequence of Corollary 6.3, Lemma 6.4, Propositions 6.13-6.17 and Lemma 6.18.

6.1. Step 1: Viscosity properties. We wish to establish the following viscosity-type property.

Proposition 6.1. Assume K ⊂ R2×2 is compact and satisfies (1.9). Let w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) solve Dw ∈ K
a.e. and define, for any a ∈ R2, φ .= w · a. Then, φ is a strong viscosity solution of the differential inclusion
Dφ ∈ aK, i.e. if ζ ∈ C1(Ω) is such that φ− ζ has an extremum at x0 ∈ Ω, then Dζ(x0) ∈ aK ⊂ R2.

Let us first recall the following properties of probability measures on K.

Lemma 6.2. If K ⊂ R2×2 satisfies (1.9), then for any probability measure µ supported in K we have

A(µ) .=
ˆ

det(X) dµ(X) − det
(ˆ

Xdµ(X)
)

≥ ω
( ˆ ∣∣∣X −

ˆ
Y dµ(Y )

∣∣∣2 dµ(X)
)
, (6.2)

for some nondecreasing function ω : [0,∞) → [0,∞) such that ω(0) = 0 and ω(t) > 0 for all t > 0.

Proof. This proof is essentially contained in [54, Lemma 3]. Indeed we have:ˆˆ
det(X − Y ) dµ(X)dµ(Y ) =

ˆˆ (
det(X) + det(Y ) − ⟨X, cof(Y )⟩

)
dµ(X)dµ(Y )

= 2
ˆ

det(X) dµ(X) −
〈ˆ

X dµ(X), cof
(ˆ

Y dµ(Y )
)〉

= 2A(µ).

Thus A(µ) ≥ 0, with equality if and only if µ⊗ µ is supported on the diagonal, which is equivalent to µ
being a Dirac mass. Then one can take ω(t) to be the minimum of the weak-∗ continuous function A over
the weak-∗ compact set of probability measures µ on K such thatˆ

|X −
ˆ
Y dµ(Y )|2 dµ(X) ≥ t. □

Proof of Proposition 6.1. If a = 0 there is nothing to show. If a ̸= 0, then we can write a = e1Q, for some
Q ∈ R2×2 with det(Q) > 0. The map w̃ = wQ satisfies Dw̃ ∈ K̃ = QTK, and K̃ still satisfies (1.9), so it
suffices to prove Proposition 6.1 for a = e1. Letting, as usual w = (u, v), we then wish to show the property
for φ = u. Let us notice that, applying the previous observation with a = ±e1, it suffices to consider
the case where the extremum of u− ζ is a minimum. As a further simplification we can, without loss of
generality, assume that such minimum point is at x0 = 0, that u(0) = ζ(0), and that the minimum is strict.
Indeed, if the latter is not satisfied, then we can simply replace ζ by ζε(x) = ζ(x) + ε|x|2 for 0 < ε ≪ 1.
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Thanks to the previous reductions, we now fix ζ ∈ C1(B1) such that u− ζ has a strict minimum at 0,
and we let K1 = π1(K) ⊂ R2, as in Proposition 2.2. To show Dζ(x0) ∈ K1, we follow the strategy of [18,
§4.2]. For small δ > 0, we consider the open set Ωδ ⊂⊂ Ω given by the connected component of {u− ζ < δ}
which contains 0. Denote by νδ and µδ the following probability measures:

νδ = 1
|Ωδ|

1Ωδ
dx and µδ = (Dw)♯νδ .

Notice that νδ is a probability measure on Ω, while µδ, its pushforward through Dw, is a probability
measure on K. Since u− ζ − δ = 0 on ∂Ωδ, the divergence theorem and curl(Dv) = 0 imply, respectively:ˆ

∂1(u−ζ−δ) dνδ =
ˆ
∂2(u−ζ−δ) dνδ = 0 and

ˆ
∂2v∂1(u−ζ−δ) dνδ =

ˆ
∂1v∂2(u−ζ−δ) dνδ . (6.3)

From these two identities we readily infer that:

A(µδ)
(6.2)=

ˆ
det(Dw) dνδ − det

( ˆ
Dwdνδ

)
=
ˆ
∂2v
(
∂1ζ −

ˆ
∂1ζ dνδ

)
− ∂1v

(
∂2ζ −

ˆ
∂2ζ dνδ

)
dνδ .

Since ζ ∈ C1 and diam(Ωδ) → 0 as δ → 0, we deduce A(µδ) → 0 as δ → 0. Notice that the properties of ω
in (6.2) ensure that if ω(tk) → 0, then tk → 0 , for any sequence tk ≥ 0. Thus, A(µδ) → 0 and (6.2) imply:ˆ ∣∣∣Du(x) −

ˆ
Du(y) dνδ(y)

∣∣∣2 dνδ(x) −→ 0 as δ → 0 .

Since Du ∈ K1 a.e. and
´
Dζ dνδ =

´
Dudνδ by the first equation of (6.3), we infer

d
(ˆ

Dζ dνδ,K1

)
→ 0 .

As K1 is closed, Dζ ∈ C0(Ω,R2), limδ→0 diam(Ωδ) = 0 and 0 ∈ ∩δ>0Ωδ, we conclude that Dζ(0) ∈ K1. □

It is important to note that the viscosity property established in Proposition 6.1 is very strong: for
any continuous function f : R2 → R that vanishes on aK, the function φ = w · a is a viscosity solution of
f(Dφ) = 0, but also of −f(Dφ) = 0. If f is strictly convex, this already implies C1 regularity.

Corollary 6.3. Let K ⊂ R2×2 be a compact set fulfilling (1.9). Assume that there exists a ∈ S1 such that
aK ⊂ R2 is contained in the boundary of a strictly convex open set. Then any w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solving
(1.8) is C1 in B1.

Proof. A strictly convex open subset of R2 is the sublevel set of its gauge function with respect to any
interior point, see e.g. [4, Lemma 1.2], so aK is contained in the zero set of a strictly convex Lipschitz
function f : R2 → R. We assume without loss of generality that a = e1. According to Proposition 6.1, the
function φ = w1 is a viscosity solution of f(Dφ) = 0, and so is φ̃(x) = −φ(−x). By [5, Theorem 5.3.7] this
implies that both φ and φ̃ are locally semiconcave in the sense of [5, Definition 2.1.1], hence φ is both locally
semiconcave and locally semiconvex. We infer that φ is C1 by [5, Theorem 3.3.7], and finally that w is C1

since the differential inclusion Dw ∈ K gives Dw2 as a continuous function of Dw1, see Proposition 2.2. □

6.2. Step 2: Reduction to degenerate curves.

Lemma 6.4. If w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) satisfies (6.1), then either Dw is constant in B1 or Dw ∈ Γ∗ a.e., where
Γ∗ = γ(I∗) for some I∗ = [a∗, b∗] or R/LZ and det(γ′) = 0 on I∗.

Proof of Lemma 6.4. Thanks to the unique continuation result of [19], see [37, Proposition 3.1] and
Remark 6.5, Dw is either constant in Ω or takes values into the degenerate part Γd = γ({det(γ′) = 0}). We
can assume that we are in the latter case. According to Theorem 1.3, Dw takes values at almost every
point in one single connected component C of Γd. The required interval is then I∗

.= γ−1(C). □
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Remark 6.5. Note that [37, Proposition 3.1] is stated for C2 curves. The results of [37] are restricted to C2

curves for other reasons, but [37, Proposition 3.1] relies on [19], which does not require any smoothness, and
on [36], where the proof is written for smooth curves, but works for C1 curves modulo minor adaptations.

Thanks to Lemma 6.4 we assume from now on, in addition to (1.9), that K = Γ = γ(I) for some
I = [a, b] or R/LZ and γ ∈ C1(I,R2×2) is a homeomorphism onto Γ with

|γ′| > 0 and det(γ′) = 0 on I. (6.4)

6.3. Step 3: Degenerate graphical curves. In this subsection we assume that I = [a, b] and that Γ is a
graph over one of its four components. Without loss of generality, we assume that:

γ(t) =
(

−f(t) t
−q(t) η(t)

)
for t ∈ I , (6.5)

for some f, η, q ∈ C1(I) satisfying, thanks to Lemma 6.4, the degeneracy condition det(γ′) = q′ − η′f ′ = 0.
This, together with the ellipticity condition (1.9), implies that f cannot be affine on any open interval.

Proposition 6.6. If w : Ω → R2 satisfies Dw ∈ Γ a.e. in Ω, then w is C1, and Dw is constant along
characteristic lines directed by (1, f ′(∂2w1)), if w = (w1, w2).

Proof. Let h = w1. By Proposition 6.1 h is a viscosity solution in Ω of the Hamilton-Jacobi equation
∂1h+ f(∂2h) = 0. This implies that u = ∂2h is an entropy solution of the scalar conservation law

∂1u+ ∂2f(u) = 0 , (6.6)
see e.g. Lemma 6.7 below. In other words, all entropy productions of u are nonpositive distributions:

∂1A(u) + ∂2B(u) ≤ 0 , for all A,B ∈ C1(R) such that B′ = f ′A′.
Since w̃(x) = −w(−x) satisfies the same differential inclusion, the function ũ(x) = u(−x) also has this
property. As a consequence, all entropy productions of u are both nonpositive and nonnegative:

∂1A(u) + ∂2B(u) = 0 in D′(Ω) , for all A,B ∈ C1(R) such that B′ = f ′A′. (6.7)

Fixing any v ∈ R and continuous ρ with support in (0, 1) and
´ 1

0 ρ = 1, we use the previous equality with

Ak(t) =
ˆ t−v

−∞
kρ(ks) ds, Bk(t) =

ˆ t

−∞
f ′(s)A′

k(s) ds.

It is not hard to check that Ak(t) → 1{t>v} and Bk(t) → f ′(v)1{t>v} for all t ∈ R as k → ∞. By dominated
convergence, we deduce that the indicator function χv(x) .= 1{u(x)>v} solves the free transport equation

∂1χv + f ′(v)∂2χv = 0 in D′(Ω) , (6.8)
for all v ∈ R. This is the kinetic formulation [39] associated with the scalar conservation law (6.6), in
the case of zero entropy production. The fact that f cannot be affine on any open interval ensures that
for any v1 < v2 ∈ [a, b] one can find v1 < ṽ1 < ṽ2 < v2 such that (1, f ′(ṽ1)) and (1, f ′(ṽ2)) are linearly
independent in R2. This property, combined with the free transport equation, implies that u is continuous,
see e.g. [17, Proposition 6]. We sketch here the argument for the readers’ convenience: to prove e.g. upper
semicontinuity it suffices to show, for all v1 < v2, the existence of 0 < δ < 1 such that

u(x0) ≤ v1 =⇒ u ≤ v2 a.e. in Bδr(x0) ,
for any Lebesgue point x0 ∈ Ω with Br(x0) ⊂ Ω. (Upper semicontinuity follows thanks to the fact that δ is
independent of the Lebesgue point x0, see [17] for details, and lower semicontinuity is proved in the same
way.) To prove this implication, note that x0 is a Lebesgue point of χṽ1 with value χṽ1(x0) = 0. Using
(6.8) we deduce that all points in the line interval Ĩ = [xj + R(1, f ′(ṽ1))] ∩Br(x0) are Lebesgue points of
χṽ1 , with value 0. As ṽ2 > ṽ1, they are also Lebesgue points of χṽ2 with value 0, and using again (6.8)
we see that all points in the set [Ĩ + R(1, f ′(ṽ2))] ∩Br(x0) are Lebesgue points of χṽ2 with value 0. Since
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(1, f ′(ṽ1)) and (1, f ′(ṽ2)) are linearly independent, this set contains Bδr(x0) for some δ ∈ (0, 1) depending
on ṽ1, ṽ2 (hence only on v1, v2), and we conclude that u ≤ v2 a.e. in Bδr(x0).

The fact that u is constant along the characteristic lines directed by (1, f ′(u)) is also a consequence of
the free transport equation. In fact, any continuous weak solution of (6.6) has this property, see [11]. We
conclude that Dw = γ(u) is continuous and constant along characteristics, as wanted. □

Lemma 6.7. If f ∈ C1(R), Ω ⊂ R2 is open and h ∈ Lip(Ω) is a viscosity solution of

∂th+ f(∂xh) = 0 , (6.9)

then u = ∂xh is an entropy solution of ∂tu+ ∂x[f(u)] = 0 .

Proof. Let L = ∥∂xh∥L∞(Ω) and C = max[−L,L] |f ′| . To show that u is an entropy solution it suffices to do
so in a neighborhood of any (t0, x0) ∈ Ω. Pick T > 0 such that [t0 −T/2, t0 +T/2]× [x0 −CT, x0 +CT ] ⊂ Ω.
Translating the coordinates, we assume t0 − T/2 = 0 and x0 = 0. We choose a bounded, compactly
supported, L-Lipschitz function h̃0 : R → R such that h̃0(x) = h(0, x) for x ∈ [−CT,CT ], and we
consider the unique viscosity solution h̃ : [0, T ] × R → R of (6.9) in [0, T ] × R, see for instance [10,
Theorem VI.2]. Thanks to the local comparison principle [10, Theorem V.3] it coincides with h in the cone
C = {0 ≤ t ≤ T, |x| ≤ C(T − t)} . Moreover h̃ can be obtained as h̃ = lim h̃ε, in the sense of distributions,
of the vanishing viscosity approximation h̃ε solving

∂th̃ε + f(∂xh̃ε) = ε∂2
xxh̃ε in [0, T ] × R , and h̃ε(0, ·) = h̃0 in R . (6.10)

Thus the function ũε = ∂xh̃ε solves

∂tũε + ∂x[f(ũε)] = ε∂xxũε in [0, T ] × R , and ũε(0, ·) = ũ0 in R , (6.11)

with ũ0 = ∂xh̃0. Thanks to [12, § 6.3], we have ũε → ũ as distributions, where ũ is the unique entropy
solution such that ũ(0, ·) = ũ0. Moreover we also have ũε → ∂xh̃ as distributions, and since h̃ = h in C we
deduce that ũ = u in C, so u is an entropy solution in C, and therefore in a neighborhood of (t0, x0). □

Remark 6.8. Lemma 6.7 is surely well-known to experts, and is in fact an "if and only if" statement. For
brevity, we only recalled the argument to show the implication we used in the proof above.

6.4. Step 4: Partial regularity. We infer a regularity result under small pointwise oscillation. Recall
that we work, without loss of generality, with a curve Γ satisfying (6.4).

Proposition 6.9. Let Γ satisfy (1.9) and (6.4). Then, there exists ε = ε(Γ) > 0 such that, if w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2)
solves (6.1) and diam([Dw](Ω)) ≤ ε , then w ∈ C1(Ω,R2), and is constant along characteristic lines: for
any x /∈ Sing(w), the matrix Dw is constant on the connected component of (x + Rv) ∩ Ω containing x,
where v is any vector v ∈ ran(cof M)T for M ∈ TDw(x)Γ.

Proof. There exists ε > 0 such that, for any M ∈ Γ, the intersection Γ ∩Bε(M) is a graph over one of its 4
components. Therefore the small oscillation assumption diam([Dw](B1)) ≤ ε allows to assume that Γ is
such a graph. Possibly permuting coordinates in the domain and in the target, we may moreover assume
that Γ is a graph over its (1, 2) component as in (6.5). We can then apply Proposition 6.6 and deduce that
w = (w1, w2) is C1 in Ω, and constant along a segment directed by (1, f ′(∂2w1)) and containing x. A direct
calculation shows that, for γ as in (6.5) with q′ = f ′η′, the range of (cof γ′(t))T is the line spanned by
(1, f ′(t)), so this is consistent with the characteristic lines described in the statement of Proposition 6.9. □

Note that, since (6.4) holds, the characteristic direction v = Ψ(t) ∈ ran(cof γ′(t))T is uniquely determined
in the projective line RP1. One can also check that it depends continuously on t.

Lemma 6.10. There exists a unique continuous map Ψ: I → RP1 such that ran(cof γ′(t))T = RΨ(t) for
all t ∈ R. Moreover Ψ is not constant on any open interval.
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Proof. The continuity of Ψ is contained in [37, Lemma 5.1], we provide the proof for completeness. Without
loss of generality we assume that γ is an arc-length parametrization, that is, |γ′| = 1 on I. This, together
with the degeneracy det(γ′) = 0, implies that a = [γ′]H and b = [γ′]H̄ satisfy |a| = |b| = 1/2, compare (2.3).
As continuous maps from I to 1

2S
1, they can be written as 2a = eiα, 2b = eiβ , for some liftings α, β : I → R.

These liftings are continuous in the case I = [a, b], but may fail to be periodic in the non-simply-connected
case I = R/LZ, so that they may not be continuous maps from I to R. However, in this case they can still
be identified with continuous functions on R which satisfy α(t+L) = α(t) + 2kπ, β(t+L) = β(t) + 2ℓπ for
some k, ℓ ∈ Z. Direct calculation then shows that

cof γ′(t) = iei
α+β

2 ⊗ iei
β−α

2 ,

so ran(cof γ′)T = RΨ, where Ψ = iei
β−α

2 is continuous from I to S1 in the case I = [a, b], and identified with
a continuous map from R to S1 in the case I = R/LZ. In this latter case it satisfies Ψ(t+L) = ei(ℓ−k)πΨ(t),
so Ψ is continuous when seen as a map into RP1. Moreover, if Ψ is constantly equal to Ψ0 on an open
interval (s, t), then integrating γ′ over (s, t) we find that ran cof(γ(t) − γ(s))T ⊂ RΨ0, in contradiction
with the ellipticity assumption (1.9). □

Finally, Proposition 6.9 and our previous analysis imply the following partial regularity result.

Proposition 6.11. Let w solve (6.1). Then Sing(w) is closed, H1(Sing(w)) = 0 and w ∈ C1(Ω \ Sing(w)).

Proof. Thanks to Theorem A and Theorem B, it suffices to show that the set Reg(w) defined in Definition 1.5
is open. Let ε > 0 be as in Proposition 6.9. Thanks to Theorem A, if x ∈ Reg(w) then there exists
δ = δ(ε) > 0 such that diam([Dw](Bδ(x))) ≤ ε, so w is C1 in Bδ(x), hence Bδ(x) ⊂ Reg(w). □

6.5. Step 5: Entropy productions. In this section and the next one, the goal is to analyze the structure
of the solution w to Dw ∈ Γ a.e. around singular points, thus completing the proof of Theorem D. Recall
that we work under assumption (6.4) for Γ.

Heuristically, one can expect a rigid structure of w near singularities because of the local constancy of
Dw along characteristic lines outside Sing(w) combined with the fact that generic lines do not intersect the
H1-negligible singular set Sing(w), i.e. Propositions 6.9-6.11. One difficulty is that characteristic lines are
not generic since their direction depends on the value of Dw, so it is not at all obvious that their typical
behavior is not to intersect Sing(w). This difficulty can be overcome by taking inspiration from the kinetic
formulation (6.8) of the scalar conservation law (6.6) used in the proof of Proposition 6.6. There, the
kinetic variable v is decoupled from the value of the solution u(x), and for generic v the line x+ R(1, f ′(v))
will not intersect a H1-negligible set. Since the kinetic formulation (6.8) is related to the vanishing of
entropy productions it becomes natural to introduce similar tools here. We refer the reader to [50] for a
systematic treatment of the link between entropies and kinetic formulations of conservation laws.

The notion of entropy production for the differential inclusion into Γ = γ(I) has been used already in
[37]. It stems from the system of conservation laws div cof(Dw) = 0 satisfied by the map Dw : Ω → Γ. If
Dw is C1, an application of the chain rule provides a whole family of conservation laws div Σ(Dw) = 0, for
any vector field Σ ∈ C1(Γ,R2) whose tangential derivative ∂τΣ(γ(t)) ∈ R2 is orthogonal to the kernel of
cof γ′(t) for all t ∈ I. These vector fields Σ are called entropies and we denote their class by

EΓ =
{

Σ ∈ C1(Γ,R2) : ∂τΣ(A) ∈ (ker(cof M))⊥ = ran(cof M)T , ∀A ∈ Γ, M ∈ TAΓ \ {0}
}

=
{

Σ ∈ C1(Γ,R2) : (Σ ◦ γ)′(t) ∈ (ker(cof γ′(t)))⊥ = ran(cof γ′(t))T , ∀t ∈ I
}
.

If w is just a Lipschitz solution to Dw ∈ Γ a.e. then there is no direct reason for the entropy productions
div Σ(Dw) to vanish. The first step is to show that this actually happens, as for smooth solutions.

Proposition 6.12. If w ∈ Lip(Ω,R2) satisfies (6.1), then div Σ(Dw) = 0 in D′(Ω) for all Σ ∈ EΣ.
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Proof of Proposition 6.12. Recall from Proposition 6.11 that w is C1 outside a closed H1-negligible set
Sing(w). We fix Σ ∈ EΓ and start by showing that, for any x ∈ Ω \ Sing(w) there exists r > 0 such that
div Σ(Dw) = 0 in D′(Br(x)). Since Dw is continuous in Ω \ Sing(w), we may choose r > 0 such that
Dw(Br(x)) is contained in a portion Γ∗ = γ∗(I∗) ⊂ Γ where γ∗ can be written as in (6.5), without loss of
generality. With that notation, the kernel of cof γ′

∗(t) is spanned by the vector (−f ′(t), 1), and the condition
∂τΣ(γ) ⊥ ker cof(γ′) therefore implies ∂τΣ2(γ) = f ′∂τΣ1(γ) on I∗, that is, (Σ2 ◦ γ∗)′ = f ′(Σ1 ◦ γ∗)′ on I∗.
Now recall from the proof of Proposition 6.6 that u = ∂2w1 solves (6.7), namely

∂1A(u) + ∂2B(u) = 0 in Br(x) , for all A,B ∈ C1(R) such that B′ = f ′A′.
Applying this to A = Σ1 ◦ γ and B = Σ2 ◦ γ, and noting that Σ(Dw) = Σ(γ(u)), we get div Σ(Dw) = 0 in
Br(x). This is valid for any x ∈ Ω\Sing(w) and some r = r(x) > 0, hence div Σ(Dw) = 0 in D′(Ω\Sing(w)).
Since Σ(Dw) ∈ L∞(Ω) and H1(Sing(w)) = 0, [27, Theorem 4.1(b)] yields div Σ(Dw) = 0 in D′(Ω). □

Through this Proposition, we could in principle apply the strategy of [37, §7] to conclude the proof.
However, in [37] the curve Γ is assumed to have C2 regularity, and some nontrivial adaptations are required
to deal with our lower C1 regularity.

6.5.1. The case of a nonclosed curve. In the case of a nonclosed curve, I = [a, b], Proposition 6.12 implies
quite directly the continuity of Dw, the argument being essentially the same as the one of Proposition 6.6.

Proposition 6.13. Assume I = [a, b] and w solves (6.1). Then w is C1 in Ω.

Proof. Since I = [a, b], we can lift the map Ψ from Lemma 6.10 to a continuous map from I to S1, which we
still denote by Ψ. For any α ∈ [a, b], the map Σα : Γ → R2 given by Σα ◦ γ(t) .= Ψ(α)1{t>α} is a pointwise
limit Σα = lim Σj of entropies Σj ∈ EΓ. One can see this for instance by setting:

Σj = Σ̃j ◦ γ−1, with Σ̃j(t) =
ˆ t

a

ρj(s− α)Ψ(s) ds ,

where ρj(s) = jρ(sj) for some continuous nonnegative function ρ with support in (0, 1) and unit integral.
Let θ : Ω → I be such that Dw = γ(θ). By Proposition 6.12, we have div Σj(γ(θ)) = 0 in D′(Ω) for all
j ≥ 1 and therefore, by dominated convergence, div Σα(γ(θ)) = 0. This amounts to the kinetic formulation

Ψ(α) ·D(1{θ>α}) = 0 in D′(Ω) , for all α ∈ [a, b]. (6.12)
Recall from Lemma 6.10 that Ψ is not constant on any open interval. Thus, for any α1 < α2 ∈ [a, b], there
exist α1 < α̃1 < α̃2 < α2 such that Ψ(α̃1) and Ψ(α̃2) are linearly independent in R2. Combining this with
(6.12), we conclude that θ is continuous by [17, Proposition 6] (whose argument is recalled in the proof of
Proposition 6.6), and hence so is Dw = γ(θ). □

6.5.2. The case of a closed curve. We focus now on the case I = R/LZ. The first step is to observe, as in
[37], that the map v = Ψ(θ) : Ω → RP1, which indicates the direction of characteristics, is a zero-state of
the unoriented Aviles-Giga functional, as defined in [25].

Lemma 6.14. The map v satisfies

div Φ(v) = 0 ∀Φ ∈ C1(S1,R2) even such that d

dt
Φ(eit) · ieit = 0 ∀t ∈ R . (6.13)

Proof. Denote Ψ(t) = eiψ(t) with ψ ∈ C0(R) such that ψ(t+ L) = ψ(t) + kπ for some k ∈ Z. Define also

λ(eit) = eit · d
dt

Φ(eit) ,

so that λ ∈ C0(S1) is odd since Φ is even. If Γ is C2, then Ψ and ψ are C1, and we may simply apply
Proposition 6.12 to Σ = Φ ◦ Ψ ◦ γ−1, which satisfies

(Σ ◦ γ)′(t) = (Φ ◦ Ψ)′(t) = λ(eiψ(t))ψ′(t)eiψ(t) ,
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and belongs therefore to EΣ by definition of Ψ = eiψ. Given that Γ is merely C1, we cannot use this direct
calculation. It would be natural to argue by approximation, but it is not clear how to construct a sequence
of entropies Σj ∈ EΓ converging pointwise to Σ. We rely instead on the removability of Sing(w) as in
Proposition 6.12 and on the kinetic formulation obtained in Proposition 6.13 for nonclosed curves. Thus, as
in Proposition 6.12, it suffices to show that, for fixed x ∈ Ω \ Sing(w):

div Φ(v) = 0, in D′(Br(x)) for some r = r(x) > 0 . (6.14)

We choose r > 0 small enough that Dw(Br(x)) ⊂ γ([a, b]) for some a < b < a + L such that Ψ admits
a continuous lifting from [a, b] into the arc A = {eis : s1 < s < s2} for some s1 < s2 < s1 + π. We write
Ψ = eiψ on [a, b], with ψ ∈ C0([a, b]) such that s1 < ψ < s2. Then, by the proof of Proposition 6.13, the
function θ : Ω → [a, b] such that Dw = γ(θ) satisfies (6.12), namely

div
(
Ψ(α)1{θ>α}

)
= 0 in D′(Br(x)) , for all α ∈ [a, b].

Similarly, we get that Ψ(α)1{θ≤α} and Ψ(α)1{θ<α} are divergence-free in Br(x). Moreover, we can assume,
without loss of generality, that |{θ = a} ∪ {θ = b}| = 0. These observations lead to

div
(
ξ1{α<θ<β}

)
= 0 in D′(Br(x)) , for all ξ ∈ A and α, β ∈ {a, b} ∪ Ψ−1({ξ}), α < β. (6.15)

Given s ∈ (s1, s2) and ξ = eis, the open set {t : ψ(t) > s} ⊂ (a, b) is a countable union of intervals (αj , βj)
with αj < βj ∈ {a, b} ∪ Ψ−1({ξ}). By dominated convergence and (6.15) we infer

div
(
eis1{ψ(θ)>s}

)
= 0 in D′(Br(x)) , ∀s ∈ (s1, s2) . (6.16)

Moreover for s ∈ (s1, s2) we have

Φ(eis) = Φ(eis1) +
ˆ s2

s1

λ(eiτ )1{τ<s}e
iτ dτ ,

so we deduce, for any ζ ∈ C1
c (Br(x0)) using Fubini’s theorem,

⟨div Φ(v), ζ⟩ =
ˆ s2

s1

λ(eiτ )⟨div
(
eiτ1{ψ(θ)>τ}

)
, ζ⟩ dτ (6.16)= 0 ,

thus concluding the proof. □

Lemma 6.14 allows us to use [25, Theorem 6.5], which we recall for the reader’s convenience.

Theorem 6.15 ([25]). If v : Ω → RP1 satisfies (6.13), then it has the following properties.
(1) The map v is locally Lipschitz in Ω \ Sv for a locally finite set Sv ⊂ Ω.
(2) For x ∈ Ω \ Sv, v ≡ v(x) on the connected component of [x+ Rv(x)] ∩ (Ω \ Sv) containing x;
(3) if B .= Br(x0), B2r(x0) ⊂ Ω, and 2B ∩ Sv = {x0}, then either

(a) v(x) = V x0(x) .= x−x0
|x−x0| in B \ {x0};

(b) or there exists ξ ∈ S1 such that
• v(x) = V x0(x) in {x ∈ B : (x− x0, ξ) > 0};
• v is Lipschitz in {x ∈ B : (x− x0, ξ) < 0}.

Remark 6.16. Here and in what follows we implicitly identify a map v : Ω → RP1 = S1/{±1} with any
lifting ṽ : Ω → S1 such that v = {±ṽ}. In [25, Theorem 6.5], this result is stated for the map ṽ2 which
uniquely determines v and still satisfies (6.13). Theorem 6.15 is a direct translation of that statement,
taking into account the aforementioned implicit identification.

Proposition 6.17. Assume I = R/LZ and w solves (6.1), for Γ fulfilling (1.9). Then, the field v = Ψ(θ)
of characteristic lines is continuous in Ω \ Sv, where Sv is locally finite. Moreover, Sv = Sing(w).
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Proof. Lemma 6.14 and Theorem 6.15 imply that the field v of characteristic lines is continuous in Ω \ Sv,
where Sv is locally finite. Let us show that Sv = Sing(w). Clearly Sv ⊂ Sing(w), since v = Ψ ◦ γ−1(Dw)
and Ψ ◦ γ−1 is continuous by Lemma 6.10. To show the other inclusion we fix x0 ∈ Ω \ Sv and argue that
x0 must be a regular point of w. Since Dw = γ(θ) and v = Ψ(θ) we can write, for all δ > 0,

[Dw](Bδ(x0)) ⊂ γ(Ψ−1(Aδ)), where Aδ = v(Bδ(x0)).
By continuity of v at x0,

⋂
δ>0 Aδ = {v(x0)}, and hence [Dw](x0) ⊂ γ(Ψ−1({v(x0)})). By Theorem 1.3

and (1.9) we infer that [Dw](x0) is connected, so it is contained in a single connected component of
γ(Ψ−1({v(x0)})), which must be of the form γ(C) for a single connected component C of Ψ−1({v(x0)}) ⊂ I.
Thus C is an interval, and since Ψ is not constant on any open interval by Lemma 6.10, we get that C is a
singleton, thus diam([Dw](x0)) = 0. This yields x0 ∈ Reg(w) and concludes the proof. □

6.6. Step 6: Structure of the singular set. Elementary geometric considerations give a quite strong
constraint on the structure of the characteristic lines. To see this, let θ : Ω → I be such that Dw = γ(θ),
and let v = Ψ ◦ θ : Ω → RP1, where Ψ is the characteristic direction defined in Lemma 6.10. The map v is
continuous in Ω \ Sv and locally constant in its own direction.

Lemma 6.18. If Ω ⊂ R2 is convex and v : Ω → RP1 is continuous and locally constant in its own direction
in Ω \ Sv, for a locally finite set Sv of discontinuity points, then Sv contains at most two points, and for
any x0 ∈ Sv there exists ξ0 ∈ S1 such that v(x0 + x) = x/|x| for all x ∈ Ω − x0 with x · ξ0 > 0.

Proof. From Theorem 6.15, we know that there exist δ > 0 and ξ0 ∈ S1 such that

v(x) = V x0(x) = x− x0

|x− x0|
for all x ∈ Bδ(x0) with (x− x0) · ξ0 > 0 . (6.17)

The following crucial property is used to show (6.17) and we will make use of it in our proof as well: due to
the convexity of Ω, for any x ̸= y ∈ Ω \ Sv, if the characteristic lines x+Rv(x) and y+Rv(y) intersect at a
single point z ∈ Ω, then at least one of the segments [x, z] and [y, z] contains a singular point.

As a preliminary step in our proof, we claim that formula (6.17) is actually valid in the whole half-domain
Ωx0,ξ0

.= {x ∈ Ω: (x− x0) · ξ0 > 0} .

By convexity of Ω and local constancy of v in its own direction, this is equivalent to Ωx0,ξ0 ∩Sv = ∅. Assume,
by contradiction, that there exists x1 ∈ Ωx0,ξ0 ∩ Sv. We can choose x1 to be the closest element of Sv to x0,
and hence a neighborhood of [x0, x1] contains only x0, x1 as singular points. Employ again Theorem 6.15
at x1: there exist δ1 > 0 and ξ1 ∈ S1 such that Bδ1(x1) ∩ Sv = {x1} and v = V x1 in Bδ1(x1) ∩ Ωx1,ξ1 .
For small ε > 0 and any y ∈ Bε(x1) ∩ Ωx1,ξ1 such that y − x1 is not parallel to x1 − x0, the segment
[y, x0] contains no singular point, so v must be constant along it, that is, equal to (y − x0)/|y − x0|, in
contradiction with the form of v near x1. Hence our claim holds: (6.17) is valid in Ωx0,ξ0 .

Assume now that Sv contains at least two singular points x1 ̸= x2 ∈ Sv. Then there exist ξ1, ξ2 ∈ S1 such
that v = V xj in Ωxj ,ξj

for j = 1, 2. This implies in particular that the two sets Ωx1,ξ1 and Ωx2,ξ2 must be
disjoint. Consider, for j = 1, 2, the two lines Lj = xj + Rξ⊥

j which bound Ωxj ,ξj
. Assume by contradiction

that there exists a third, distinct singular point x3, and let ξ3 ∈ S1 be such that v = V x3 in Ωx3,ξ3 . Clearly,
this set must be disjoint from Ωxj ,ξj

, j = 1, 2. From this, we deduce immediately that x3 /∈ Lj . We notice
that if L1 = L2, then Ω = Ωx1,ξ1 ∪ Ωx2,ξ2 . In that case, since (L1 ∪ L2) ∩ Sv = {x1, x2}, Sv = {x1, x2}. We
can therefore assume that L1 ̸= L2, so that the open set lying between them is nonempty:

U = Ω \
(

Ωx1,ξ1 ∪ Ωx2,ξ2) ̸= ∅.
)
,

Necessarily x3 ∈ U ∩ Sv, and we can assume without loss of generality that x3 is the point in U ∩ Sv
closest to [x1, x2]. As Ωx3,ξ3 must be disjoint from Ωx1,ξ1 ∪ Ωx2,ξ2 , x3 does not belong to [x1, x2], hence
the open interval X .= [x1, x2] \ {x1, x2} does not contain any singular point (since x3 is a singular point
in U closest to that segment), and x1, x2 are the only singular points in a neighborhood of the segment



HYPERBOLIC REGULARIZATION EFFECTS FOR DEGENERATE ELLIPTIC EQUATIONS 27

[x1, x2]. Assume without loss of generality that [x1, x2] is horizontal, that x1 lies left of x2, and that x3 lies
above [x1, x2]. Hence the lines L1, L2 enclosing U are not horizontal. For x ∈ X, the line ℓx = x+ Rv(x)
cannot be horizontal: otherwise, the characteristic line from any point above and close enough to x is
nearly horizontal, its intersection with U is contained in the regular neighborhood of [x1, x2], and intersects
the characteristic lines L1 and L2 at regular points, which is impossible. Hence, each line ℓx, for x ∈ X,
intersects the horizontal line H passing through x3 at a point y(x). Since v is continuous along X, the
map x 7→ y(x) is continuous on X. As limx→xi,x∈X v(x) = ξ⊥

i , y(x) lies left/right of x3 on H for x ∈ X
sufficiently close to x1/x2. As a consequence, there exists x ∈ X such that y(x) = x3. This yields a
characteristic segment L̂ connecting x to x3. Set L3 = x3 + Rξ⊥

3 . Observe that x ∈ Ωx3,−ξ3 and that
L̂ ∩ L3 = {x3}, otherwise x ∈ Ωx3,ξ3 and thus either x1 or x2 belongs to Ωx3,ξ3 , a contradiction. Therefore,
L̂ ⊂ Ωx3,−ξ3 , and L̂ ∩ L3 = {x3}. This implies that all characteristic lines starting from z ∈ Ωx3,−ξ3 close
enough to x3 must stay in a sector delimited by L̂ and L3 = x3 + Rξ⊥

3 , and must therefore intersect x3.
Hence, v = V x3 in Br(x3) ∩ Ωx3,−ξ3 for some small r > 0 and the same holds for Ωx3,ξ3 by the first claim
of the proof. For the same reason, v = V x3 in Ω, in contradiction with the fact that {x1, x2} ⊂ Sv. Thus
such x3 could not exist, and we conclude the proof. □

Corollary 6.19. If v is as in Lemma 6.18 and Ω = R2, then there exist s = (s1, s2), t = (t1, t2),
s1 ∈ [−∞,+∞), t1 ∈ (−∞,+∞] with s1 ≤ t1, t2, s2 ∈ R, and Q ∈ SO(2) such that for x ̸= s, t

QT v(Qx) =


x−(s1,s2)

|x−(s1,s2)| if x1 < s1 ,

e2 if s1 ≤ x1 ≤ t1 ,
x−(t1,t2)

|x−(t1,t2)| if x > t1 .

(6.18)

Remark 6.20. Corollary 6.19 characterizes all possible entire configurations of characteristic lines with locally
finite singular set, as members of a 5-dimensional family. Special cases are the constants, corresponding to
t1 = −s1 = +∞, the single half-vortices, corresponding to (s1, t1) ∈ ({−∞} × R) ∪ (R × {+∞}), and the
single vortices, corresponding to (s1 − t1, s2 − t2) = (0, 0).
Proof of Corollary 6.19. We distinguish three cases depending on the cardinality of Sv.

If Sv = ∅ then the characteristic lines cannot intersect and must then all be parallel to a single direction
Qe2 for some Q ∈ SO(2), which corresponds to the case t1 = −s1 = +∞.

If Sv = {x0}, then there exists ξ0 ∈ S1 such that v = V x0 in Ωx0,ξ0 . Writing ξ0 = −Qe1 for some
Q ∈ SO(2) and replacing v by QT v ◦ Q we assume without loss of generality that ξ0 = −e1. Hence
v(x) = V x0(x) for x1 < s1

.= x0 · e1. Let s2 = x0 · e2, so that x0 = (s1, s2). The characteristic lines starting
from any x ∈ R2 with x1 > s1 can only intersect the characteristic vertical line {x1 = s1} at x = x0. So
they must either all be vertical, namely t1 = +∞, or all pass through x0, i.e. (t1, t2) = (s1, s2).

Assume finally that Sv = {x1, x2}. Let ξj ∈ S1 be such that v = V xj in Ωxj ,ξj
for j = 1, 2. Since these

two half-planes must be disjoint, their boundaries are parallel, hence ξ2 = −ξ1. Applying a rotation, we
assume without loss of generality that ξ2 = −ξ1 = e1. Then v(x) is as in (6.18) for x1 < s1 and x1 > t1,
where sk = x1 · ek and tk = x2 · ek for k = 1, 2. If s1 = t1 we are done. If s1 < t1, the characteristic lines
starting from any point x ∈ {s1 < x1 < t1} can intersect the vertical characteristic lines which form the
stripe’s boundary only at x1 or x2. But if such an intersection happens, then v must be a vortex in R2,
and Sv contains only one element. So they must all be vertical, and we conclude the proof. □

7. Solutions of degenerate equations

Let G : R2 → R2 a continuous and strictly monotone vector field and let u ∈ Lip(B1) be a solution of
(1.1). In [34] it is shown that, for x0 ∈ B1, any blow-up limit u∞ ∈ B(u)(x0) is either affine or satisfies

Du∞ ∈ D = D− ∩ D+ a.e.,
where D± are defined in (1.16). Recalling from Proposition 2.2 the correspondence between (1.1) and (1.8),
there is a direct reformulation in terms of differential inclusions.
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Theorem 7.1 ([34]). Let K ⊂ R2×2 satisfy (1.9), w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solve Dw ∈ K a.e. in B1, and x0 ∈ B1.
Any blow-up limit w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) is either affine or satisfies Dw∞ ∈ K∗ a.e., where

K∗ = K1
∗ ∩ K2

∗ , Kj
∗ =

⋂
λ>0

{
A ∈ K : lim inf

K∋B→A

det(A−B)
|Lj(A−B)|2 ≤ λ

}
, (7.1)

and Lj(M) denotes the j-th row of a matrix M , for j = 1, 2.

In this section, we combine this property of blow-up limits with Theorems A-B-C-D and structural
assumptions on the degenerate set D, or equivalently K∗, in order to deduce partial regularity properties of
(1.8), or equivalently (1.1), obtaining in particular Theorem E.

7.1. Regularity threshold. For any K ⊂ R2×2, let us introduce the nonnegative number

ε∗(K) .= sup
{
ε ≥ 0:

(
Dw ∈ K a.e. in B1 and diam([Dw]) ≤ ε

)
⇒ w ∈ C1(B1)

}
, (7.2)

which is the threshold for regularity of solutions of (1.8) with small gradient oscillations. With this notation,
the first statement in Proposition 6.9 can be reformulated as ε∗(Γ) > 0 for any compact connected C1

curve Γ satisfying (1.9). Moreover, Corollary 6.3 and Proposition 6.13 imply ε∗(Γ) = +∞ if there exists
a ∈ S1 such that the projection aΓ ⊂ R2 is the boundary of a strictly convex open set or if Γ is simply
connected. We can also reformulate partial regularity in terms of positivity of ε∗(K):

Lemma 7.2. Let K ⊂ R2×2 satisfy (1.9) and ε∗(K) > 0. For any Lipschitz solution w of (1.8), we have
that Sing(w) is closed, H1(Sing(w)) = 0 and w ∈ C1(Ω \ Sing(w)).

Proof. Thanks to Theorem A and Theorem B, it suffices to show that the set Reg(w) defined in Definition 1.5
is open. Let ε = ε∗(K)/2 > 0. By Theorem A, if x ∈ Reg(w) then there exists δ > 0 such that
diam([Dw](Bδ(x))) ≤ ε, so w is C1 in Bδ(x) by definition (7.2) of ε∗(K), hence Bδ(x) ⊂ Reg(w). □

Thanks to Theorem 7.1 and Theorem A, we can relate the regularity threshold ε∗ of K with the regularity
thresholds of the connected components of K∗.

Proposition 7.3. For any K ⊂ R2×2 satisfying (1.9), let K∗ as in (7.1). Then,

ε∗(K) ≥ inf
{
ε∗(C) : C connected component of K∗

}
.

Proof. If the infimum is zero, there is nothing to show. Assume therefore that it is positive, and fix
0 < ε < inf{ε∗(C)}. Let w : B1 → R2 satisfy Dw ∈ K a.e. and diam([Dw](B1)) ≤ ε. This pointwise
constraint is preserved under blow-up: for any x0 ∈ B1 and w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) we have diam([Dw∞])(B1) ≤ ε.
By Theorem 7.1, the blow-up limit w∞ is either affine or satisfies Dw∞ ∈ K∗ a.e., hence Dw∞ ∈ C a.e. for
some connected component C of K∗ by Theorem 1.3. By definition of ε∗(C) this implies w∞ ∈ C1(B1,R2),
hence x0 ∈ Reg(w) by Definition 1.5. Thus Reg(w) = B1 and ε∗(K) ≥ ε. □

Of course, Proposition 7.3 is only interesting if we know that the connected components of K∗ have a
positive regularity threshold (7.2). Thanks to Proposition 6.9, this is the case if we assume that

every connected component of K∗ is included in a C1 curve. (7.3)

Under this assumption, every connected component C of K∗ is either a point, or satisfies C ⊂ Γ = γ(I)
for some I = [a, b] or R/LZ and γ : I → Γ a C1 homeomorphism with |γ′| > 0. In the latter case, since C
is compact and connected and γ is a homeomorphism, we must in fact have C = γ(J) for some compact
interval J ⊂ I. So assumption (7.3) is actually equivalent to every connected component C of K∗ being
either a point or a compact C1 curve, which implies ε∗(C) > 0 by Proposition 6.9. In fact, we will see in
the next §7.2 that under assumption (7.3), the property ε∗(K) > 0 implies a much stronger conclusion
than that of Lemma 7.2.
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Remark 7.4. Condition (1.9) is not sufficient to ensure ε∗(K) > 0. Consider indeed, for any n ∈ N,

fn(z) .= zn

|z|n−1 , h(z) .= −1
3f3(z), w(z) .= f2(z). (7.4)

Direct computations yield

∂zfn(z) = n+ 1
2

zn−1

|z|n−1 and ∂z̄fn(z) = 1 − n

2
zn+1

|z|n+1 (7.5)

so that w solves (2.8) for h defined in (7.4). Through (7.5)-(2.3), we deduce that w is Lipschitz. Moreover,
for any v ∈ S1, (7.5) and (2.2) imply that

|Dh(z)v|2 =
∣∣∣∣23v − 1

3
z2

|z|2
v̄

∣∣∣∣2 = 5
9 − 4

9 Re
(
z2

|z|2
(v̄)2

)
≤ 1, with equality if and only if (v, z) = 0.

In particular, if a, b ∈ C are such that |h(b) − h(a)| = |b− a|, we see that
(b− a, a+ t(b− a)) = 0, for all t ∈ [0, 1] .

This can only happen if a = b, and hence we conclude that h fulfills (2.10). Since h is one-homogeneous, we
have that wα(z) .= αw(z) solves (2.8) for h as in (7.4) for all α ∈ R. Moreover Sing(wα) = {0}, regardless of
how small α is, showing that no ε-regularity theorem can hold for the PDE (2.8) for such h. In other words,
the regularity threshold (7.2) of the set K = {(a, h(a)) : |a| ≤ 1} is ε∗(K) = 0. The problem in this case is,
in fact, fully degenerate: for h as in (7.4), passing to the equivalent formulation in terms of a monotone
field G as in (1.1) (see Propositions 2.2-2.3), we find that D+ ∩ D− = R2, or equivalently K = K∗.

7.2. Characterization of blow-up limits. Since blow-up limits w∞ are entire solutions of Dw∞ ∈ C a.e.
for some connected component C of K∗, under assumption (7.3) we know by Theorem D that they are C1

away from at most two singular points. This statement is valid for any entire solution, but blow-up limits
have the additional property that their Hessian determinant vanishes away from the origin by Theorem C.
Using this, we establish that they have in fact at most one singularity.

Proposition 7.5. Assume (1.9) and (7.3). Let w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solve Dw ∈ K a.e., and x0 ∈ B1. Any
blow-up limit w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) can only be singular at 0 and Dw∞ is 0-homogenenous.

The proof of Proposition 7.5 uses the structure of characteristic lines established in Corollary 6.19,
combined with Theorem C and the following lemma.

Lemma 7.6. Let u ∈ C1(B1 \ {0}) be Lipschitz, 1-homogeneous, and satisfy D(u, u) = 0 in B1. If u
coincides with a linear function on B−

1 = B1 ∩ {x1 < 0}, then u is linear.

Proof. Write u(reiθ) = rf(θ) for some f ∈ C1(T), T = R/2πZ. Recalling (5.1), D(u, u) = 0 is equivalent toˆ
B1

(D2φJDu, JDu) dx = 0, ∀φ ∈ C2
c (B1) . (7.6)

Since JDu is divergence-free, this identity is preserved after substracting a linear function from u, so we
may without loss of generality assume that u = 0 on B−

1 , that is, f = 0 on [π/2, 3π/2]. Choosing radial
test functions φ(reiθ) = ψ(r) with ψ ∈ C2

c ([0, 1)) such that ψ′(0) = ψ′′(0) = 0 and ψ(0) = 1, (7.6) becomes

0 =
ˆ 1

0

ˆ
T

(
f ′(θ)2ψ′′(r) + f(θ)2ψ

′(r)
r

)
dθ rdr

=
ˆ
T
f ′(θ)2 dθ

ˆ 1

0
ψ′′(r) rdr +

ˆ
T
f(θ)2 dθ

ˆ 1

0
ψ′(r) dr =

ˆ
T
f ′(θ)2 dθ −

ˆ
T
f(θ)2 dθ .

As f ≡ 0 on [π/2, 3π/2], we see that f fulfills the equality case in Wirtinger’s inequality on [−π/2, π/2]
with Dirichlet conditions. We infer f(θ) = a1|θ|<π/2 cos θ for some a ∈ R, thus f = 0 since f is C1 on T. □
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Proof of Proposition 7.5. As argued above, by Theorem 7.1 and Theorem 1.3, under assumptions (1.9)-
(7.3), the blow-up limit w∞ is either linear or it satisfies Dw∞ ∈ Γ a.e. in R2, where Γ = γ(I) is a compact
connected C1 curve satisfying (1.9), as in § 6. We can assume we are in the latter case, as otherwise there is
nothing to show, and for the same reason we can assume that 0 ∈ Sing(w∞), since otherwise x0 ∈ Reg(w)
and w∞ is affine by Theorem A. Letting θ = γ−1(Dw∞) and Ψ as in Lemma 6.10, we have therefore that
the field of characteristic lines v = Ψ ◦ θ must be of the form (6.18). On any subset A ⊂ R2 \ Sing(w∞) on
which v is constant, say v = v0, Dw∞ must belong to Ψ−1({v0}), a totally disconnected set by Lemma
6.10, and therefore be constant. Combining this with the structure (6.18) of the map v, we deduce that
Dw∞ is either constant, or 0-homogeneous, or that it has two discontinuity points, 0 and y0 ̸= 0.

To prove Proposition 7.5 we just need to rule out the latter case. To do so, by Theorem A it suffices to
show that there exists a linear blow-up of w∞ at y0. Let W be any such blow-up. Due to the structure of the
characteristic lines of w∞ (6.18), we infer that DW is 0-homogeneous and constant in Pα

.= {(x, eiα) < 0}
for some eiα ∈ S1. Up to a rotation, we can assume without loss of generality that α = 0. Hence its first
component, u ∈ C1(R2 \ {0}), is 1-homogeneous and coincides with a linear function on P0. In addition,
since w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0), then y0 /∈ spt(D(w∞)) by Corollary 5.2, and hence for the same reason D(u, u) = 0
in R2. Combining this information with the structure of u we can infer from Lemma 7.6 that u is linear,
and hence y0 /∈ Sing(w∞), a contradiction. □

If we know in addition that the regularity threshold (7.2) of K is positive, Proposition 7.5 implies
discreteness of the singular set.
Corollary 7.7. Assume (1.9), (7.3), and ε∗(K) > 0. Then any Lipschitz solution w of (1.8) has a locally
finite singular set Sing(w).
Proof. Let x0 ∈ Sing(w) such that Bδ(x0) ⊂ Ω, and assume that x0 is not isolated. Then there exists
a sequence xj ∈ Sing(w) \ {x0} such that xj → x0. Let rj = |xj − x0| → 0 and consider the maps
wj

.= wrj ,x0 , see (1.13). They satisfy 0, yj ∈ Sing(wj) where yj = (xj − x0)/rj ∈ S1. Consider a (non
relabeled) subsequence such that wj → w∞ ∈ B(w)(x0) and yj → y∞ ∈ S1. By Theorem A and the
assumption ε∗(K) > 0 we have 0, y∞ ∈ Sing(w∞), in contradiction with Proposition 7.5. □

Combining Corollary 7.7 with Propositions 7.3 and 6.9, we deduce the following partial regularity result.
Corollary 7.8. Assume (1.9), (7.3), and that all but a finite number of connected components C of the
degenerate set K∗ satisfy ε∗(C) = +∞. Then any w ∈ Lip(B1,R2) solving (1.8) has a locally finite singular
set Sing(w).

Finally, recalling that Γ ⊂ R2×2 has ε∗(Γ) = +∞ if its first-row projection is the boundary of a strictly
convex open set, or if it is a compact and simply connected C1 curve Γ ⊂ R2×2 satisfying (1.9), we see that
Theorem E follows from Corollary 7.8 and Proposition 2.2.
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