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CRITERION FOR SL(2,Z)-MATRIX TO
BE CONJUGATE TO ITS INVERSE**
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Abstract

This paper gives a necessary and sufficient condition for a matrix in SL(2,Z) to be conjugate
to its inverse. This condition reduces the determination of the conjugation to solving some

indeterminate equation of second degree. It yields an algorithm to determine this conjugation
in finite steps based on the elementary number theory.
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§1. Main Results

Let R, Z, and N denote the sets of real, integral, and natural numbers respectively. Let
G be any given group. For any two matrices M and N ∈ SL(n,G), as usual M is conjugate
to N in SL(n,G) if M = P−1NP for some P ∈ SL(n,G), and we write M ≈ N in SL(n,G).
Recently L. Polterovich and Z. Rudnick proved the following interesting Theorem 2 of [5]:
A hyperbolic element h ∈ SL(2,Z) is stably mixing if and only if it is not conjugate to its
inverse in SL(2,Z), and mentioned that “No complete description of SL(2,Z)-matrices
which are conjugate to their inverse is known (cf. [1])”. The aim of this short note is to
give a necessary and sufficient condition for any matrix in SL(2,Z) to be conjugate to its
inverse in SL(2,Z) in Theorem 1.1 below. This condition reduces the determination of this
conjugation to solving some indeterminate equation of second degree. Then we give more
explicit criterions for matrices in SL(2,Z) which are conjugate to their own inverses based
on the elementary number theory in Corollaries 1.1 and 1.2, Theorem 3.1, and Corollary
3.1.

For any a1, · · · , an ∈ Z which are not all zero, as usual we denote their largest common
factor by (a1, · · · , an). Note that (a1, · · · , an) = |(a1, · · · , an)| ≥ 1. We let (0, · · · , 0) = 1.
Then for any a1, · · · , an ∈ Z and w ∈ {a1, · · · , an}, there is a unique number ϕa1,··· ,an(w) ∈
Z such that

w = ϕa1,··· ,an(w)(a1, · · · , an). (1.1)
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Then we have specially ϕa,b,0(0) = 0, and ϕ0,b,0(0) = sgn(b) for a and b ∈ Z, where sgn(b) =
±1 if ±b > 0, and sgn(0) = 0. The main result of this paper is:

Theorem 1.1. Given a matrix

M =

(
a b
c d

)
∈ SL(2,Z), (1.2)

let ϕM (w) = ϕa−d,b,c(w) for w ∈ {a − d, b, c}. Then M ≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z) if and only if
one of the following two cases happens :

⟨1⟩ b = c = 0,
⟨2⟩ b ̸= 0 and the following indeterminate equation of second degree

ϕM (b)x2 + ϕM (a− d)xy − ϕM (c)y2 = −ϕM (b) (1.3)

possesses at least an integer solution (x, y) satisfying

ϕM (a− d)x− ϕM (c)y ∈ ϕM (b)Z. (1.4)

Note that in (1.2), we call M the matrix formed by the vector (a, b, c, d).
Next for M ∈ SL(2,Z) formed by the vector (a, b, c, d), we give a more explicit criterion

to determine whether M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z). Let

A = ϕM (b), B = ϕM (a− d), C = −ϕM (c), (1.5)

D = B2 − 4AC = ϕM (d− a)2 + 4ϕM (b)ϕM (c). (1.6)

Then the equation (1.3) is equivalent to the following

(2Ax+By)2 −Dy2 = −4A2. (1.7)

Corollary 1.1. For M ∈ SL(2,Z) formed by a vector (a, b, c, d) with b ̸= 0, using the
above notations, one and only one of the following 3 cases must happen :

⟨1⟩ If D ≤ 0, then M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).
⟨2⟩ If D = p2 for some integer p > 0, then M ≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z) if and only if there

exist s and t ∈ Z such that

st = −4A2, (1.8)

s+ t and
s− t

p
∈ 2Z, (1.9)

p(s+ t)−B(s− t) ∈ 4ApZ. (1.10)

⟨3⟩ If D > 0 is not a square of any integer, then M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z) if and only if the
indeterminate equation

u2 −Dy2 = −4A2 (1.11)

possesses an integer solution (u, y) such that

u−By ∈ 2AZ. (1.12)

Remark 1.1. For the case ⟨3⟩, one can determine whether (1.11) possesses an integer
solution in finite steps following the method in Section 11.5 in L.-K. Hua’s celebrated book
[2].

Note that when |ϕM (b)| = 1, we have b ̸= 0 and (1.4) always holds. Thus Theorem 1.1
yields:

Corollary 1.2. Given a matrix M formed by a vector (a, b, c, d) with |ϕM (b)| = 1, then
M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z) if and only if the following indeterminate equation of second degree

x2 + sgn(b)ϕM (a− d)xy − sgn(b)ϕM (c)y2 = −1 (1.13)

possesses at least an integer solution (x, y).
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Above results are proved in Section 2. It is well known that symmetric SL(2,Z) matrices
are conjugate to their inverses. In Section 3, we exhibit two infinite families of asymmetric
SL(2,Z) matrices which are or are not conjugate to their inverses.

§2. Proofs

Proof of Theorem 1.1. Fix a matrix M ∈ SL(2,Z) formed by a vector (a, b, c, d) as in
(1.2). We need to solve for the matrix Q ∈ SL(2,R) formed by the vector q = (q1, q2, q3, q4)
from the nonlinear system in Q:

Q−1MQ =M−1.

Instead of doing so, we study the following equivalent linear system in Q:

MQM −Q = 0. (2.1)

Because ad− bc = detM = 1, the system (2.1) becomes

Kq = 0, (2.2)

where the coefficient matrix K is given by

K =


a2 − 1 ac ab bc
ab ad− 1 b2 bd
ac c2 ad− 1 cd
bc cd bd d2 − 1

 =


a2 − 1 ac ab bc
ab bc b2 bd
ac c2 bc cd
bc cd bd d2 − 1

 . (2.3)

Because

detK = 0, (2.4)

the system (2.2) is always solvable on the field R.
For the conjugation in SL(2,Z), we consider three cases.
Case 1. b ̸= 0.
In this case, by direct computation the solution space S of (2.2) is given by S = span{ξ, η}

with

ξ =
(
0,−c

b
, 1, 0

)T

, η =
(
− 1,

a− d

b
, 0, 1

)T

, (2.5)

where qT denotes the transpose of q. Then M ≈M−1 if and only if there exist α and β ∈ Z
such that

ψ ≡ αξT + βηT =
(
− β,−αc

b
+ β

a− d

b
, α, β

)
(2.6)

forms a matrix Ψ in SL(2,Z), i.e., ψ ∈ Z4 and detΨ = 1. That is,

c

b
α2 − a− d

b
αβ − β2 = 1, (2.7)

c

b
α− a− d

b
β ∈ Z. (2.8)

Then solving the system (2.7),(2.8) for α and β ∈ Z is equivalent to solving the indeterminate
equation (1.3) for x and y ∈ Z satisfying (1.4) by using the largest common factor (a−d, b, c).

Case 2. b = 0 and c ̸= 0.
In this case, there must hold a = d = 1 or a = d = −1. Thus K in ( 2.3) becomes

K =


0 ac 0 0
0 0 0 0
ac c2 0 ac
0 ac 0 0

 . (2.9)
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Then the solution space S of (2.2) is given by S = {α(0, 0, 1, 0)T +β(−1, 0, 0, 1)T |α, β ∈ R}.
Because the matrix Ψ formed by ψ = (−β, 0, α, β) satisfies detΨ = −β2 < 1, in this case
M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).

Case 3. b = c = 0.
In this case, there must hold a = d = 1 or a = d = −1. Then there holds M ≈M−1 =M

in SL(2,Z).
Thus Theorem 1.1 holds.
Proof of Corollary 1.1. Fix M by (1.2). We study each case separately.
⟨1⟩ Note that the equation (1.3) is equivalent to the equation (1.7). Then b ̸= 0 implies

that the right hand side of (1.7) is strictly negative, and D ≤ 0 implies that the left hand side
of (1.7) is non-negative. This contradiction proves that (1.7) possesses no integer solution,
and then (1.3) has no integer solutions. Thus ⟨1⟩ holds.

⟨2⟩ Rewrite the equivalent equation (1.7) of (1.3) into

(2Ax+By − py)(2Ax+By + py) = −4A2. (2.10)

Then this equation has integer solution (x, y) if and only if conditions (1.8)–(1.10) hold.
Thus ⟨2⟩ holds.

⟨3⟩ follows from the fact that (1.3) possesses an integer solution if and only if (1.11) and
(1.12) hold.

The proof is complete.

§3. Asymmetry and Conjugation to Inverses

To illustrate our above results, we give following examples.
Example 3.1 (Symmetric implies M ≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z)). Suppose M ∈ SL(2,Z)

formed by the vector (a, b, c, d)T via (1.2) is symmetric, i.e., b = c, then ϕM (b) = ϕM (c).
Then (1.3) has an integer solution (x, y) = (0, 1) satisfying (1.4). Thus as well-known
M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).

Example 3.2 (Asymmetric M ̸≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z)).

Example 3.2.1. The matrix M =

(
6 −5
5 −4

)
∈ SL(2,Z) is formed by the vector

(a, b, c, d) = (6,−5, 5,−4). Then ϕM (b) = −ϕM (c) = −1 and ϕM (a − d) = 2. Thus
D = 0. Then M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z) by ⟨1⟩ of Corollary 1.1.

Example 3.2.2. Note that the example M =

(
4 9
7 16

)
∈ SL(2,Z) formed by (a, b, c, d)

= (4, 9, 7, 16) given by [5] is asymmetric, and possesses (a−d, b, c) = 1, ϕM (b) = 9, ϕM (c) =
7, ϕM (a− d) = −12. Thus (1.3)–(1.4) become

9x2 − 12xy − 7y2 = −9, (3.1)

12x+ 9y ∈ 7Z. (3.2)

Let u = 3x− 2y. (3.1) becomes

u2 − 11y2 = −9. (3.3)

Consider the indeterminate equation in m:

m2 = 11 + 9h for 0 ≤ h ≤
[ (9/2)2

9

]
= 2. (3.4)

Then for h = 0, 1, 2, (3.4) possesses no integer solutions. By the study in §11.5 of [2], (3.3)
and then (3.1) has no integer solutions. Thus M ̸≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z) as claimed in [5] by a
different method.
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Example 3.2.3. By our Theorem 1.1, it is easy to construct infinitely many asymmetric

matrices M ̸≈ M−1 in SL(2,Z). For example, let M =

(
a 1

a2 − 1 a

)
∈ SL(2,Z) with

a ∈ N and a ≥ 2. Then c = a2 − 1 ≥ 3, (a − d, b, c) = (0, 1, c) = 1, ϕM (b) = 1, ϕM (c) = c,
ϕM (a− d) = 0. The equation (1.3) becomes

x2 − cy2 = −1. (3.5)

One can show that the continued fraction expansion of
√
c is

√
c =

√
a2 − 1 = ⟨a −

1, 1, 2a− 2⟩ (cf. Exercise 7 on p.359 of [4]) and thus it has period 2. Then by Theorem
1 of §7.6 of [4] or Theorem 7.25 of [3], the equation (3.5) possesses no integer solutions.
Thus by Corollary 1.2, we obtain M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).

Because of these examples, a natural question is whether every asymmetric matrix M ∈
SL(2,Z) is not conjugate to its inverse in SL(2,Z). Our following results answer this question
negatively. We write a|b for a, b ∈ Z if b = ac for some c ∈ Z. For M formed by a vector
(a, b, c, d) we denote

E ≡ ϕM (a− d)2

4
+ sgn(b)ϕM (c). (3.6)

Theorem 3.1. Given a matrix M formed by a vector (a, b, c, d) satisfying |ϕM (b)| = 1
and 2|ϕM (a− d), then M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z) if and only if either E = 1, or E > 0 is not a
square of any integer and the period m of the continued fraction

√
E = ⟨a0, · · · , an, an+1, · · · , an+m−1⟩

is odd.
Proof. Because |ϕM (b)| = 1, the condition (1.4) always holds, and the equation (1.3)

becomes

x2 + sgn(b)ϕM (a− d)xy − sgn(b)ϕM (c)y2 = −1. (3.7)

Because 2|ϕM (a − d), the indeterminate equation (3.7) is equivalent to the following inde-
terminate equation (

x+
sgn(b)ϕM (a− d)

2
y
)2

− Ey2 = −1. (3.8)

We continue our study in three cases.
Case 1. E ≤ 0.
In this case, (3.8) has no integer solution at all. Thus M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).
Case 2. E = p2 for some p ∈ N.
In this case, (3.8) becomes

u2 − (py)2 = −1, (3.9)

where u = x + sgn(b)ϕM (a−d)
2 y. This implies u = 0 and p2y2 = 1. Specially this implies

p2 = 1. Therefore M ̸≈M−1 in SL(2,Z) if E = p2 > 1.
When p2 = 1, (3.9) has solutions (u, y) = (0, 1) and (0,−1). From the definition of u, we

obtain x = u − sgn(b)ϕM (a−d)
2 y ∈ Z. Thus (3.8) has at least an integer solution (x, y). This

proves M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).
Case 3. E ∈ N \ {1} is not a square of any integer.
In this case, (3.8) becomes

u2 − Ey2 = −1, (3.10)

x = u− sgn(b)ϕM (a− d)

2
y. (3.11)
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Denote by m the period of the continued fraction
√
E = ⟨a0, · · · , an, an+1, · · · , an+m−1⟩.

Then by Theorem 1 of §7.6 of [4] or Theorem 7.25 of [3], the equation (3.10) possesses at
least an integer solution (x, y) if and only if m is odd.

The proof is thus complete.
Corollary 3.1. There exist infinitely many asymmetric matricesM ∈ SL(2,Z) satisfying

M ≈M−1 in SL(2,Z).
Proof. We construct infinitely many such matrices by Theorem 3.1 as follows.
Firstly, we choose an integer E > 4 such that E ̸= p2 for any integer p > 0 and that the

period m of the continued fraction representation of
√
E is odd. For example, we can take

E = 73 by the study in §7.6 of [4].
By Theorem 1 of §7.6 of [4] or Theorem 7.25 of [3], the indeterminate equation

u2 − Eb2 = 1 (3.12)

possesses infinitely many integer solutions (ui, bi) for i ∈ N. Define

Mi =

(
ui + 2bi bi
(E − 4)bi ui − 2bi

)
∈ SL(2,Z) (3.13)

for i ∈ N. Then detMi = u2i −4b2i − (E−4)b2i = u2i −Eb2i = 1, i.e., Mi ∈ SL(2,Z) for i ∈ N.
Secondly, fix any i ∈ N. (1.4) always holds in this case. (1.3) becomes

x2 + 4xy − (E − 4)y2 = −1. (3.14)

The x defined by (3.11) is always an integer. Thus (3.14) is equivalent to (3.10). Because

E is not a square of any integer and the continued fraction of
√
E possesses an odd period,

(3.10) possesses integer solutions by Theorem 1 of §7.6 of [4] or Theorem 7.25 of [3]. This
proves Mi ≈M−1

i in SL(2,Z).
In the above construction, there are infinitely many ways to choose mutually different

E’s and (ui, bi)’s. Thus the conclusion of Corollary 3.1 holds.
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