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We demonstrate that the Euclidean two-point function of an appropriately chosen probe operator can
detect the microstate of an asymptotically AdS black hole. This detection, which requires a tuned, state-
dependent choice of probe, is the result of a new gravitational saddle, which dominates over the usual
saddles. The gravitational result can be explicitly reproduced in the dual boundary CFT if we assume the
eigenstate thermalization hypothesis. We also discuss a binary search protocol to detect the black hole
microstate from a candidate list.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Classically, there is no measurement at asymptotic
infinity that detects the microstates that explain the
Bekenstein-Hawking entropy of black holes. Indeed, this
is why black hole spacetimes have classical horizons.
Quantum mechanically we might hope that there would
be some signal at infinity about the microstate, but any
detection of such a signal must require nonperturbatively
precise measurements or exponentially difficult computa-
tions [1–5].
In this work, we examine these issues in an explicit

construction via the Euclidean path integral of black hole
microstates, namely the shell microstates [6–8]. These
microstates have coarse-grained descriptions as shells of
dust propagating in the black hole interior and are created in
the dual field theory by the insertion of a heavy operator. The
results in [9,10] show that these states span the complete
Hilbert space of states of one- and two-boundary quantum
gravity. Naively, they are overcomplete but nonperturbative
effects in the gravitational path integral reduce the dimen-
sion of the space to precisely what we expect from the
Bekenstein-Hawking formula. These results have been ex-
tended to include quantum corrections to the entropy [11]

and out-of-equilibrium settings [12]. Thus the naive effec-
tive field theory Hilbert space of the gravitational theory has
enormouslymany null states, as expected, for example, from
the toymodel in [13].One consequencewithin theAdS/CFT
correspondence is that the encoding of the bulk effective
field theory of the black hole into the dual field theorywill be
nonisometric [14]. Thus, reconstruction or detection of the
microstate must be state dependent [15]. We will see this
explicitly in our setting.
Specifically, we identify Euclidean computables that are

sensitive to the shell microstates. If we have a microstate
jΨOi corresponding to the interior shell operatorO, then the
single-sided Euclidean two-point function hΨOj1L ⊗
ψðτ2Þψ†ðτ1ÞRjΨOi is sensitive to the choice of the probe
operator ψ. For suitably chosen Euclidean times τ1, τ2, this
two-point function has a huge spike if and only if the probe
operatorψ matches the interior shell operatorO, precisely as
anticipated in [16]. The key ingredient is a new gravitational
saddle—dubbed the annihilation saddle—wherein two
probe operators in the Euclidean past and future “annihilate”
the corresponding shell operators. This saddle is only
present when the shell and probe operators are not orthogo-
nal. For appropriately tuned probe insertion times, the
annihilation saddle dominates over the usual propagation
saddle inwhich the shell and probe operators do not interact.
We provide a detailed description of the propagation and
annihilation saddles in later sections and describe them
briefly here. The gravity calculation for the Euclidean two-
point function hΨOj1L ⊗ ψðτ2Þψ†ðτ1ÞRjΨOi is dominated
by a gravitational saddle that has a Euclidean boundary with
four operator insertions—two shell operatorsO;O† and two
probe operators ψ ;ψ†. In the gravitational saddle, these four
operator insertions are connected by two shell trajectories. If
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the interior shell operatorsO;O† are connected through one
shell trajectory and the probe operators ψ ;ψ† are connected
through the other, we have the propagation saddle. If O is
connected to ψ† and O† is connected to ψ , we have the
annihilation saddle. The sharp peak in the Euclidean two-
point function signals whether a black hole is in a given shell
microstate jΨOi or not. Given a finite list of candidate shell
operators fO1;…;ONg, we can then use a binary search to
detect which operator corresponds to the black hole
microstate.
In Sec. II, we use the gravitational path integral to

compute the Euclidean two-point function and demonstrate
the presence of the annihilation saddle for a suitable probe
operator. We demonstrate this explicitly in two settings—
the limit of large shell mass in arbitrary dimensions and for
any mass in the (2þ 1)-dimensional case. We also discuss
how to use a binary search protocol to detect the black hole
microstate from a given set of candidates. In Sec. III, we
reach the same conclusions from the boundary perspective
by assuming the eigenstate thermalization hypothesis. In
Sec. IV, we show that our results to robust to statistical
variance arising from ensemble averaging. We conclude by
discussing some directions for the future in Sec. V.

II. GRAVITY CALCULATION

We consider states in a theory of gravity with two
asymptotic AdS boundaries with topology Sd−1 ×R, where
R represents time. Quantum gravity with such boundary
conditions is equivalent to the physics of two copies of a
conformal field theory (CFT), labeled CFTL and CFTR,
living at the left and right boundaries and with Hamiltonians
HL ¼ HR ¼ H. We define the energy eigenbasis as

HLja; bi ¼ Eaja; bi; HRja; bi ¼ Ebja; bi: ð2:1Þ

Following [6,7], we prepare a ket state via the Euclidean
path integral—the shell operator O is inserted on a spatial
slice, and then we evolve this over a Euclidean time β̃L=2 to
the left and β̃R=2 to the right. The bra state is prepared
analogously, and we glue them together to evaluate
correlation functions. Note that the physical inverse tem-
peratures of the black hole, βL; βR, are distinct from the
Euclidean preparation times β̃L; β̃R. The physical inverse
temperature corresponds to the circumference of the full
Euclidean disk, whereas the preparation time corresponds
to a segment of this circumference between the shell
insertions as shown in Fig. 1(a). Hence, a fixed-temperature
microstate of a two-sided black hole with distinct inverse
temperatures βR and βL can be constructed using
appropriately chosen Euclidean preparation times β̃L=2
and β̃R=2 as

jΨOi ¼ jρβ̃L=2Oρβ̃R=2i ¼
1ffiffiffiffiffi
Z1

p
X
a;b

e−
1
2
ðβ̃LEaþβ̃REbÞOabja; bi;

ð2:2Þ

where the normalization is

Z1 ¼ TrðO†e−β̃LHOe−β̃RHÞ: ð2:3Þ

This is explicitly shown in Fig. 2. These fixed-
temperature states (2.2) are black hole microstates within
the canonical ensemble. The authors of [9,10] show that
these states form a basis and also analyze the micro-
canonical and single-sided microstates. See [17,18] for
discussion of the existence and stability of these and related
states.

FIG. 1. (a) The shell trajectory (red line) from the point of the operator insertion (red dot) on the right side of the Euclidean geometry,
where we can see that the condition imposed by (2.9) is realized. (b) The state preparation beginning with the Euclidean geometry to
prepare the two copies of the CFT up until the point of time-reflection symmetry, after which we continue to Lorentzian signature,
resulting in the eternal Schwarzschild-AdS black hole geometry.
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Let us describe the geometry associated with this state.
We prepare the state in Euclidean signature and continue to
Lorentzian signature at the τ ¼ 0 slice. On the Euclidean
boundary, we insert the operator O which creates a thin
spherical dust shell. The mass of the shell is taken to be
large, so the backreaction on the geometry is significant.
This shell divides the Euclidean manifold into two con-
nected components XR;L with geometries described by

ds2R;L ¼ fR;LðrÞdτ2R;L þ
dr2

fR;LðrÞ
þ r2dΩ2

d−1; ð2:4Þ

where

fR;LðrÞ ¼
8<
:

r2 − 8GMR;L; d ¼ 2;

r2 þ 1 − 16πGMR;L

ðd−1ÞVΩrd−2
; d > 2:

ð2:5Þ

Here, r is the Euclidean radial coordinate and τR;L are
Euclidean times with the periodicity being the inverse
temperature of the black hole βR;L.

1 We define the
black hole radii rR and rL as solutions to the equations
fRðrRÞ ¼ 0 and fLðrLÞ ¼ 0, respectively.
The trajectory of the shell is given by ðr; τR;LÞ ¼

ðRðTÞ; τR;LðTÞÞ, where T is the shell’s proper time which
parametrizes this trajectory. Since this shell serves as an
interface between the left and right black holes, its
trajectory should satisfy Israel’s junction conditions [19]:

�
dR
dT

�
2

þ VeffðRÞ ¼ 0; ð2:6Þ

where

VeffðRÞ¼−fRðRÞþ
�
MR−ML

m
−

4πGm
ðd−1ÞVΩRd−2

�
2

ð2:7Þ

is the effective potential and VΩ is just the volume of the
unit transverse sphere. The shell trajectory begins at the
boundary as shown in Fig. 1(a), where R ¼ r∞ and falls
inward toward the Euclidean horizon of the black hole.
Upon reaching a minimum radius R ¼ R� > rL; rR, it
bounces back toward the boundary at r∞, the bounce
naturally being at the point of time-reflection symmetry.
From the perspective of the right observer, the Euclidean
time that passes throughout this journey of the shell is
given by

ΔτðβR; βLÞ ¼ 2

Z
r∞

R�

dR
fRðRÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
fRðRÞ þ VeffðRÞ

−VeffðRÞ

s
: ð2:8Þ

Requiring that the backreaction of the shell gives the
correct asymptotic mass on both sides, we get the relation
between preparation times and inverse temperatures:

β̃L ¼ βL − ΔτðβL; βRÞ; β̃R ¼ βR − ΔτðβR; βLÞ: ð2:9Þ

Note that this is precisely the condition we get from
minimizing the action of the geometry. This construction
can easily be extended to the Lorentzian section, although
our work in this article will only focus on Euclidean
signature.
The normalization Z1 can be computed using the action

of the gravitational saddle, which is sketched in Fig. 2. The
Euclidean action corresponding to this saddle is a sum of
three terms—the action of the two disks and the action
associated with the shell:

IE ¼ β̃LFðβLÞ þ β̃RFðβRÞ þ IsðβR; βLÞ: ð2:10Þ

Here, FðβÞ is the renormalized free energy of the black hole
given by [20]

FðβÞ ¼ −
1

β
logZðβÞ ¼ VΩ

16πG
ð−rdβ þ rd−2β þ cdÞ; ð2:11Þ

where rβ is the black hole radius at inverse temperature β
and cd accounts for the Casimir energy of the CFT in even
dimensions [21]. Also, IsðβR; βLÞ is the renormalized
action associated with the shell:

IsðβR; βLÞ ¼
d

8πG
Vols;R þ d

8πG
Vols;L þm

d − 2

d − 1
L½γW �:
ð2:12Þ

Here we have expressed the action of the shell as the sum of
three terms—the volume as seen on the right side, the
volume as seen on the left side, and the term containing the
proper length of the shell’s trajectory L½γW �. Explicitly,
these expressions are

FIG. 2. The gravitational saddle corresponding to Z1 in (2.3).
This depicts the Euclidean disk geometries of the left and right
black holes being glued along the shell trajectory.

1We work in units where the AdS radius l ¼ 1.
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Vols;R ¼ 2VΩ

d

Z
r∞

R�

dR
fRðRÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
fRðRÞ þ VeffðRÞ

−VeffðRÞ

s
ðRd − rdRÞ;

ð2:13Þ

Vols;L ¼ 2VΩ

d

Z
r∞

R�

dR
fLðRÞ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
fLðRÞ þ VeffðRÞ

−VeffðRÞ

s
ðRd − rdLÞ;

ð2:14Þ

L½γW � ¼ 2

Z
r∞

R�

dRffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
−VeffðRÞ

p ; ð2:15Þ

where we will take the limit r∞ → ∞. We obtain the
normalization

Z1 ¼ e−IE ¼ exp ð−β̃LFðβLÞ − β̃RFðβRÞ − IsðβR; βLÞÞ:
ð2:16Þ

A. Detecting microstates

The states constructed above have bulk duals that
contribute to the semiclassical black hole Hilbert space
and thus are valid microstates. Indeed, they form a
complete basis, as shown in [9,10,22]. A natural question
to ask is whether or not these microstates can be detected by
asymptotic correlation functions. The reason to think this
might be possible is that, while the classical geometry
outside the horizon contains no trace of the shell behind it,
the quantum state does [6], so that there is a form of
“quantum hair.” In this section, we address this question by
computing the single-sided Euclidean two-point function2

hΨOj1L⊗ψðτ2Þψ†ðτ1ÞRjΨOi

¼ 1

Z1

TrðO†e−ðβ̃R=2ÞHψðτ2Þψ†ðτ1Þe−ðβ̃R=2ÞHOe−β̃LHÞ ð2:17Þ

and showing how this quantity depends on the relationship
between the interior shell operator O and the probe
operator ψ.
Consider an arbitrary probe of the form

ψ ¼ wOOþ
X
i

wiϕi; ð2:18Þ

where w� ∈ ½0; 1� represent weights for the operators and
fO;ϕig is some orthonormal basis of operators. (We have
absorbed phases in coefficients into the definitions of the
operators.) One way to construct such a basis is to begin
with a complete set of shell states and to then use a Gram-

Schmidt procedure to obtain an orthogonal set of states. We
can insist that O is a specific shell operator if we want, but
many of the ϕi operators will no longer be shell operators
but will rather be complicated linear combinations con-
structed from them. However, the details of these ϕi
operators are not important to us. All we require is that
an orthonormal basis exists with O being a basis element,
so any operator ψ can be decomposed into a component
along O and a component in its orthogonal complement.
We can assume that the probe operator is normalized, so

the weights satisfy w2
O þPi w

2
i ¼ 1. It follows that the

numerator of the two-point function in (2.17) can be
expressed as

T 1 ¼ w2
OTrðO†e−β̃RH=2Oðτ2ÞO†ðτ1Þe−β̃RH=2Oe−β̃LHÞ

þ
X
i

w2
iTrðO†e−β̃RH=2ϕiðτ2Þϕ†

i ðτ1Þe−β̃RH=2Oe−β̃LHÞ:

ð2:19Þ

We can evaluate these traces using gravitational saddle-
point analysis. For the second term in (2.19), the gravita-
tional saddle is shown in Fig. 3—we call this the propa-
gation saddle. For the first term in (2.19), there are two
possible saddles—the propagation saddle and another one
shown in Fig. 4, which we call the annihilation saddle. The
annihilation saddle allows us to detect the state, since it
exists if and only if the probe operator matches the interior
shell operator.
The Euclidean actions for each of these saddles can be

computed as in (2.10). The actions for the propagation and
the annihilation saddles, respectively, are

IP ¼ β̃LFðβ̂LÞ þ β̃CFðβ̂CÞ þ β̃RFðβ̂RÞ
þ Isðβ̂L; β̂CÞ þ Isðβ̂C; β̂RÞ; ð2:20Þ

IA ¼ β̃TFðβ̂TÞ þ β̃MFðβ̂MÞ þ β̃BFðβ̂BÞ
þ Isðβ̂T; β̂MÞ þ Isðβ̂M; β̂BÞ; ð2:21Þ

where the physical inverse temperatures β̂i’s appearing in
these equations must be computed by solving the corre-
sponding saddle-point equations. The equations for the
propagation saddle are

β̂L ¼ β̃L þ Δτðβ̂L; β̂CÞ;
β̂C ¼ β̃R − ðτ2 − τ1Þ þ Δτðβ̂C; β̂LÞ þ Δτðβ̂C; β̂RÞ;
β̂R ¼ τ2 − τ1 þ Δτðβ̂R; β̂CÞ ð2:22Þ

and for the annihilation saddle are

2A related computation that is not sensitive to the
black hole microstate is the thermal two-point function

1

Tre−β̃RH Trðe−β̃RHψðτ2Þψ†ðτ1ÞÞ.
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β̂T ¼ β̃R=2 − τ2 þ Δτðβ̂T; β̂MÞ;
β̂M ¼ β̃L þ τ2 − τ1 þ Δτðβ̂M; β̂TÞ þ Δτðβ̂M; β̂BÞ;
β̂B ¼ β̃R=2þ τ1 þ Δτðβ̂B; β̂MÞ: ð2:23Þ

Thus, we get the final result

T 1 ¼ T P
1 þ w2

OT
A
1 ; ð2:24Þ

where T P
1 ∼ e−IP and T A

1 ∼ e−IA are the contribution from
the propagation and annihilation saddles, respectively.

To detect the interior state, the annihilation saddle should
dominate over the propagation saddle. This can be achieved
by tuning τ1 and τ2. If β̃R=2þ τ1 or β̃R=2 − τ2 is made
sufficiently small, the respective free energies Fðβ̂TÞ or
Fðβ̂BÞ become large. By making either one or both of these
contributions large, we can always tune T A

1 to be signifi-
cantly larger than T P

1 . Below, we demonstrate explicitly in
two representative cases that the Euclidean correlators have
a large enough signal to detect the interior state. It is worth
mentioning that the Lorentzian correlators also receive a
small contribution from the annihilation saddle, but this
signal is small and noisy; see [23] for an analysis of the
Lorentzian setting.
Finally, consider also the case where the probe operator

ψ is light, so that it does not interact with the shell operator
O in an operator-dependent way. Because the probe is light,
there is negligible backreaction on the geometry and so the
operator never sees the black hole microstate—this is
depicted in Fig. 5. Detection of the black hole microstate
depends entirely on the existence of the annihilation saddle,
which is absent now as the first term in (2.19) does not
arise. Hence, we conclude that a light operator cannot
detect the black hole microstate.

FIG. 4. A sketch of the annihilation saddle. In this saddle, the
two probe operators in the Euclidean past and future “annihilate”
the corresponding interior shell operators. This saddle only exists
if the probe operator matches the interior shell operator, so it is
crucial for detectability.

FIG. 5. Insertion of a light operator which does not backreact
on the geometry cannot detect the black hole microstate. The
resulting gravitational saddle is identical to Fig. 2.

FIG. 3. A sketch of the propagation saddle. In this saddle, the interior shell and probe do not interact with each other, so this saddle
exists for any choice of the probe operator.
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B. Large mass limit

We first demonstrate that one can detect a particular
black hole microstate explicitly in the limit of large shell
rest mass, m → ∞. This is the limit in which the shell mass
significantly exceeds the asymptotic mass of the black hole.
Crucially, in this limit, the shell action (2.12) no longer
depends on the inverse temperatures of the Euclidean
geometries [6]:

IsðβR; βLÞ ≈ IsðmÞ ¼ 2m log R�; ð2:25Þ

where R� ∼Gm. Moreover, the Euclidean time elapsed by
the shell trajectory vanishes, ΔτðβR; βLÞ ≈ 0. Therefore,
using (2.9), it follows that β̃L ≈ βL and β̃R ≈ βR,
respectively.
We can now evaluate the saddle-point contributions to the

two-point function. Each contribution can be expressed as a
product of partition functions for the disks and shells
involved in each diagram. This simplification arises because
the shell action Is is independent of the disk parameters.
Therefore, the normalization factor simplifies to

Z1 ≈ Zðβ̃LÞZðβ̃RÞe−IsðmÞ; ð2:26Þ

where we have omitted subleading contributions, including
the one-loop corrections. For the annihilation and propaga-
tion saddles, the saddle-point equations are

β̂T¼ β̃R=2−τ2; β̂M¼ β̃Lþτ2−τ1; β̂B¼ β̃R=2þτ1:

ð2:27Þ

β̂C¼ β̃R−ðτ2−τ1Þ; β̂R¼ τ2−τ1; β̂L¼ β̃L: ð2:28Þ

Thus, these saddle-point contributions simplify to

T P
1 ≈ Zðβ̂LÞZðβ̂CÞZðβ̂RÞe−2IsðmÞ; ð2:29Þ

T A
1 ≈ Zðβ̂TÞZðβ̂MÞZðβ̂BÞe−2IsðmÞ: ð2:30Þ

The explicit answers for (dþ 1) dimensions are

logT P
1 ≈

VΩ

8G

��
2π

β̃L

�
d−1

−
�
2π

β̃L

�
d−3

þ
�

2π

β̃R þ τ1 − τ2

�
d−1

−
�

2π

β̃R þ τ1 − τ2

�
d−3

þ
�

2π

τ2 − τ1

�
d−1

−
�

2π

τ2 − τ1

�
d−3

þ 2πcdðβ̃L þ β̃RÞ
�
− 2IsðmÞ; ð2:31Þ

log T A
1 ≈

VΩ

8G

" 
2π

β̃R
2
− τ2

!
d−1

−

 
2π

β̃R
2
− τ2

!
d−3

þ
 

2π

β̃L þ τ2 − τ1

!
d−1

−
�

2π

β̃L þ τ2 − τ1

�
d−3

þ
 

2π
β̃R
2
þ τ1

!
d−1

−

 
2π

β̃R
2
þ τ1

!
d−3

þ 2πcdðβ̃L þ β̃RÞ
#
− 2IsðmÞ; ð2:32Þ

where the first term on the right side comes from the disk actions and the second term comes from the shell actions. For
detection, T A

1 should be significantly larger than T
P
1 . This can be achieved by tuning the Euclidean insertion times τ1 and τ2

for the probe operators. Note that the annihilation saddle contribution T A
1 has a divergence at τ2 ¼ −τ1 ¼ β̃R

2
, so we can

make it sufficiently larger than T P
1 by choosing τ1 and τ2 close to this divergence. Apart from the Hawking temperature, no

specific knowledge about the shell operator is needed for this tuning. As mentioned, this tuning does not work in the
Lorentzian correlators—the divergence in question can only be achieved in the Euclidean correlator.
More concretely, the explicit answers in the simplest case of (2þ 1) dimensions are

logT P
1 ≈

π2

4G

�
1

β̃R − ðτ2 − τ1Þ
þ 1

τ2 − τ1
þ 1

β̃L

�
þ 1

32G
ðβ̃L þ β̃RÞ þ 4m log Gm; ð2:33Þ

logT A
1 ≈

π2

4G

�
1

β̃R=2 − τ2
þ 1

β̃R=2þ τ1
þ 1

β̃L þ τ2 − τ1

�
þ 1

32G
ðβ̃L þ β̃RÞ þ 4m log Gm: ð2:34Þ

The switchover of dominance between these saddles occurs when the difference

log T P
1 − log T A

1 ≈
π2

4G

��
1

β̃R − ðτ2 − τ1Þ
þ 1

τ2 − τ1
þ 1

β̃L

�
−
�

1

β̃R=2 − τ2
þ 1

β̃R=2þ τ1
þ 1

β̃L þ τ2 − τ1

��
ð2:35Þ
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vanishes. When this difference is positive, the propagation
saddle dominates; otherwise, the annihilation saddle domi-
nates. Clearly, rescaling all parameters β̃R, β̃L, τ1, and τ2 by
the same factor does not affect the sign of this difference.
Thus, we can set β̃R ¼ 1 and then study the effects of
varying the other parameters.
Figure 6 shows the dominant saddle as a function of τ1

and τ2 at various values of β̃L. When β̃L is large, i.e.,
β̃L ≈ ðβ̃L þ τ2 − τ1Þ, the β̃L-dependent contributions to the
propagation and annihilation saddle are almost equal. Thus,
β̃L drops out of the difference in (2.35) and the switchover
of dominance is not sensitive to it. This feature can be seen
in Figs. 6(a) and 6(b), which are almost identical.
Physically, this makes sense because the left Euclidean
boundary is far from the interior shell, so it does not affect
the interaction between the shell and probe operators. Now
consider the other scenario where we make β̃L small. In this
limit, the propagation saddle dominates because interior
shell operators prefer to connect to each other rather than to
the probe operators as needed for the annihilation saddle.
Thus, it gets harder to detect the microstate and we need to
choose larger values for the Euclidean preparation times
ð−τ1Þ, τ2 for the annihilation saddle to dominate. This can
be seen in Figs. 6(b)–(d), where the annihilation saddle
dominates over a smaller region in parameter space as we
increase β̃L.

C. (2 + 1)-dimensional case for generic mass

We would like to understand if our general results in the
large mass limit extend to generic interior shell operators
that are sufficiently heavy to backreact on the geometry.
First, we need to solve for the saddle-point configuration at
arbitrary shell mass. Thus, we have to compute the inverse
temperatures of the Euclidean disks, i.e., β̂’s, by solving the
saddle-point equations in (2.22) and (2.23). This cannot be
done analytically because the shell propagation time Δτ
depends implicitly on the inverse temperatures. Hence, we
resort to numerical analysis, which is difficult in arbitrary

spacetime dimensions because the implicit β̂ dependence is
more complicated. Consequently, we work in (2þ 1)
dimensions, where we can write the shell propagation
time [6]

ΔτðβR; βLÞ ¼
βR
π
arcsin

�
rR
R�

�
: ð2:36Þ

Having determined the inverse temperatures, we can
compute the saddle actions and determine saddle domi-
nance depending on the rest mass of the shell. Recall from
(2.17) that we are acting with ψ†ðτ2Þψðτ1Þ—wewant ψðτ1Þ
to be inserted close to the shell operator in the
Euclidean past, and ψ†ðτ2Þ to be inserted close to the shell
operator in the Euclidean future. Therefore, we choose
τ2 ¼ −τ1 > 0—the annihilation saddle can be made to
dominate for this choice of parameters, as seen in the large
mass limit case using (2.35). We determine whether or not
we get annihilation saddle dominance for a given rest mass
of the interior shell, having taken a sufficiently large value
of τ2. The exchange of dominance of saddles in this setup is
depicted in Fig. 7, where we show the switchover times τ2
for different interior shell masses. Here we have fixed the
units of mass by setting G ¼ 1. Since we are concerned
with masses sufficiently heavy to backreact on the geom-
etry, we will ignore the lower shell mass values.
We observe that for sufficiently large τ2 the annihilation

saddle dominates. Additionally, there is an increase in
the switchover time τ2 as we increase the rest mass of the
interior shell, which plateaus to the switchover value in the
large mass limit. The physical intuition for the increase in
switchover time is that increasing the rest mass of the shell
causes it to be located deeper in the interior. The annihi-
lation channel is unfavorable when this happens, as the
interior shell and probe trajectories are increasingly sepa-
rated. Hence, at larger mass, we need a larger τ2 value for
the annihilation saddle to dominate. Further, similar to the
large mass limit case, we observe that fixing β̃L while
increasing β̃R similarly requires us to increase τ2 for

FIG. 6. The switchover of dominance between the annihilation and propagation saddle in the large mass limit m → ∞. We set β̃R ¼ 1

and vary β̃L to see which saddle dominates as a function of the Euclidean preparation times τ1 and τ2. The annihilation saddle dominates
in the blue region, whereas the propagation saddle dominates in the red region. The gray area with τ2 < τ1 is forbidden.
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annihilation saddle dominance. As explained earlier, at
smaller β̃L, the propagation saddle dominates because
interior shell operators prefer to connect to each other
rather than to the probe operators as needed for the
annihilation saddle. Thus, it gets harder to detect the
microstate, and we need a larger τ2 for the annihilation
saddle to dominate. Evidently, for a generic shell mass in
(2þ 1) dimensions, we can tune our parameters such that
the annihilation shell dominates, allowing us to detect the
interior shell or, equivalently, the shell microstate.

D. Detecting the microstate from a candidate list

We have demonstrated so far that the Euclidean two-
point function receives a large contribution from the
annihilation saddle if the probe operator is appropriately
chosen. A question one might ask is how an observer could
detect the black hole microstate by using the signal from the
annihilation saddle to identify the shell operator. We
address this issue by demonstrating how an observer can
detect a fixed-temperature black hole microstate given a
finite list of such candidate microstates. First, consider the
simplest case in which we are given a list of N such shell
states with corresponding operatorsOi for i∈ f1;…; Ng—
we are told that exactly one of them corresponds to the
black hole microstate and that there are no overlaps
between any of these N states. The other states are not
required to be shell states in this first instance. In this
scenario, one can perform a simple binary search to detect
the microstate.
We choose a probe operator given by a uniform linear

combination of the first bN=2c states:

ψ1 ¼
1ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffibN=2cp XbN=2c

i¼1

Oi: ð2:37Þ

We input this probe operator into our Euclidean two-point
function (2.17) with appropriately chosen Euclidean prepa-
ration times. If we detect a signal from the annihilation
saddle, indicating that one of the candidates matches the
interior shell operator, then we repeat this search protocol
on these first bN

2
c operators. Otherwise, we take the second

set of operators and do the same. Thus, we will find the
operator that matches the interior shell operator in
Oðlog2 NÞ steps. Note that at each step of this protocol,
we need to compute the Euclidean two-point function in the
shell microstate being detected.
Now, let us relax the constraint that other operators have

no overlap. It was shown in [6] that two arbitrary shell
states have an exponentially small overlap. These overlaps
will mean that we also get an exponentially small annihi-
lation saddle contribution from each of these operators.
Since these overlaps are exponentially suppressed, the
binary search protocol in Oðlog2 NÞ steps will still be
successful as long as N is parametrically smaller than eSBH .

III. BOUNDARY DETECTION VIA EIGENSTATE
THERMALIZATION HYPOTHESIS

In this section, we study black hole microstate detection
from the perspective of the dual boundary theory. Having
found the annihilation and propagation saddle in the bulk
AdS theory, a natural next question is if we can find the
corresponding saddles in the dual CFT. The current under-
standing is that the semiclassical gravitational path integral
computes some kind of coarse-grained average over an
underlying ensemble, although precisely what this ensem-
ble consists of is not yet settled [13,24–28]. In the
AdS/CFT correspondence, there is evidence that the coarse
graining in question occurs, at least for relatively simple
probe operators, because CFT states dual to heavy AdS

FIG. 7. The switchover of dominance between the annihilation and propagation saddle is shown as a function of insertion time
τ2 ¼ −τ1 and shell mass m. The blue regions indicate the dominance of the annihilation saddle, and the red regions indicate the
dominance of the propagation saddle. The black dashed line indicates the switchover value in the large mass limit, which we see the
switchover lines here asymptote to. We observe that detection is always possible for sufficiently large τ2 in the generic mass case.
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configurations should satisfy the eigenstate thermalization
hypothesis (ETH). ETH provides a coarse-grained statis-
tical description that takes a universal form [6,29–34]: the
expectation values of operators in the dual CFTare given by
a diagonal matrix comprised of the microcanonical expect-
ation values plus corrections that are exponentially sup-
pressed. This idea has been studied in great detail in
Jackiw-Teitelboim (JT) gravity [35–37]. The ETH ansatz
states that matrix elements of any operator in the energy
basis takes the form3 [39–41]

hajψ jbi ¼ ψ̄ðEaÞδab þ e−f
ψ ðEa;EbÞ=2Rψ

ab; ð3:1Þ

where ψ̄ðEaÞ is the average value of the operator in the
microcanonical energy band and fψ ðEa; EbÞ characterizes
the variance. Both of these functions are expected to be
smooth and depend on the details of the operator and the
system. Rab ∼N ð0; 1Þ is a complex Gaussian random
matrix that gives a statistical interpretation to the correc-
tions. This ETH ansatz has been extensively used to study
the ensemble averages that are computed by the gravita-
tional path integral [6,7,42–45].
Recall that the fixed-temperature black hole microstate is

given by

jΨi ¼ jρβ̃L=2Oρβ̃R=2i ¼
1ffiffiffiffiffi
Z1

p
X
a;b

e−
1
2
ðβ̃LEaþβ̃REbÞOabja; bi:

ð3:2Þ

Using (3.1) for the operator O, this state can be written as

jΨi ¼ 1ffiffiffiffiffi
Z1

p
X
a;b

e−
1
2
ðβ̃LEaþβ̃REb−fOðEa;EbÞÞRabja; bi; ð3:3Þ

where the normalization is given by

Z1 ¼ trðO†e−β̃LHOe−β̃RHÞ ≈
X
a;b

e−β̃LEa−β̃REb−fOðEa;EbÞ:

ð3:4Þ

Here we used the average value ŌðEÞ ¼ 0 which is
required for consistency with the gravitational calculations
[29]. Having prepared our states in this way, we can
construct the density matrix representation for our pure
state as

ρ ¼ jΨihΨj; ð3:5Þ

which enables us to define the reduced density matrices on
the left and right boundary CFTs by tracing out the
complementary subsystem as

ρR ¼ 1

Z1

e−
β̃R
2
HOe−β̃LHO†e−

β̃R
2
H: ð3:6Þ

We are now ready to compute the two-point functions for
the boundary CFTs. We will insert the probe operators on
the right, so the relevant two-point function is

hψðτ1Þψ†ðτ2ÞiρR
¼ trðψðτ1Þψ†ðτ2ÞρRÞ

¼ 1

Z1

trðeðτ1−β̃R=2ÞHψeðτ2−τ1ÞHψ†e−ðτ2þβ̃R=2ÞHOe−β̃LHO†Þ:

ð3:7Þ

Similar to the gravity computation, we define the
numerator as

T 1 ¼ trðeðτ1−β̃R=2ÞHψeðτ2−τ1ÞHψ†e−ðτ2þβ̃R=2ÞHOe−β̃LHO†Þ:
ð3:8Þ

We can evaluate these terms by taking the continuum
limit under which the energy difference between adjacent
states is taken to zero, so the sum over energy eigenstates in
the trace gets replaced by an integral

P
a →

R
dEaeSðEaÞ. In

this limit, the normalization in (3.4) becomes

Z1 ¼
Z

dEadEbeSðEaÞþSðEbÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEbÞ−fOðEa;EbÞ: ð3:9Þ

To evaluate these integrals, we use saddle-point analysis.
The saddle-point equations are

S0ðEaÞ ¼ β̃R þ ∂Ea
fOðEa; EbÞ;

S0ðEbÞ ¼ β̃L þ ∂Eb
fOðEa; EbÞ: ð3:10Þ

Note that these equations match with the gravitational
saddle-point equations in (2.9) if we identify fOðEa; EbÞ
appropriately. Explicitly, we have

fOðEa; EbÞ ¼
ΔτðβðEaÞ; βðEbÞÞ

βðEaÞ
SðEaÞ

þ ΔτðβðEbÞ; βðEaÞÞ
βðEbÞ

SðEbÞ

þ IsðβðEaÞ; βðEbÞÞ; ð3:11Þ

where the functional forms for Δτ and Is are given in (2.8)
and (2.12), respectively. The conformal dimension of a
CFTd boundary operator is related to the shell mass in the
bulk geometry via

Δ ¼ d
2
þ

ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi
m2 þ d2

4

r
: ð3:12Þ3See also [38] for another approach.
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The large mass limit on the gravity side corresponds to the
limit of large conformal dimension, andΔ ≈m in this limit.
The gravitational results can be recovered from these
expressions by choosing fO to match the corresponding
quantities computed on the bulk side. In the limit of large
conformal dimension, this expression simplifies to

fOðEa; EbÞ ≈ IsðmÞ ¼ 2ΔO logR�; ð3:13Þ

because the shell propagation times vanish, and the shell
action becomes independent of the inverse temperatures as
in (2.25). In the remainder of this section, we will be
agnostic to the particular functional form of the fO

function.
After choosing the appropriate fO function, the saddle-

point equations in (3.10) have the simultaneous solutions
Ea ¼ MR and Eb ¼ ML, corresponding to the masses of
the left and right black holes, respectively. Also, we can
identify the inverse temperatures of these black holes as

βL ¼ S0ðMLÞ; βR ¼ S0ðMRÞ: ð3:14Þ

This concludes the analysis for the normalization Z1.

A. Light operators

We first consider light probe operators. Recall that from
the bulk perspective, these light probes do not backreact on
the geometry, so the gravitational saddle is unchanged.
Thus, these probes should not allow us to detect the
microstate. In this subsection, we confirm this by perform-
ing an ETH calculation in the dual CFT.
Employing the ETH ansatz in (3.1),

Oab ¼ hajOjbi ≈ e−f
OðEa;EbÞ=2RO

ab;

ψab ¼ hajψ jbi ≈ ψ̄ðEaÞδab þ e−f
ψ ðEa;EbÞ=2Rψ

ab; ð3:15Þ

where for the operator corresponding to the black hole shell
microstate O, we assume ŌðEaÞ ¼ 0. This can be achieved
by redefining the operator with the average value subtracted
out. Note that this ŌðEaÞ ¼ 0 condition is imperative if we
want the ETH results to match the gravity results [6,29]. It
is also possible to choose ψ̄ðEaÞ ¼ 0, but we will keep it
arbitrary.
Since the operators ψ and O are uncorrelated, we can

assume that the random matrices Rψ and RO are indepen-
dent. Under this assumption, the numerator term becomes

T ψ
1 ¼

Z
dEadEdeSðEaÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEdÞ−fOðEa;EdÞjψ̄ðEaÞj2

þ
Z

dEadEbdEdeSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃Rþτ1−τ2ÞEa−ðτ2−τ1ÞEb−β̃LEd−fψ ðEa;EbÞ−fOðEa;EdÞ: ð3:16Þ

We now take the limit in which the probe operator is light, which means that its conformal dimension is Δψ ¼ dþ ϵ with ϵ
small. In this limit, we can use saddle-point analysis to obtain

T ψ
1 ≈ Z1 ×

�
jψ̄ðMRÞj2 þ

Z
dEbeSðEbÞ−ðτ2−τ1ÞðMR−EbÞ−fψ ðMR;EbÞ

�
: ð3:17Þ

This is because the light operator must not affect the saddle-point configuration. Thus, the Euclidean correlator evaluates to

hψðτ1Þψ†ðτ2ÞiρR ¼ jψ̄ðMRÞj2 þ
Z

dEbeSðEbÞ−ðτ2−τ1ÞðMR−EbÞ−fψ ðMR;EbÞ: ð3:18Þ

We can compare this result to the thermal two-point function

hψðτ1Þψ†ðτ2Þith ¼
T 0

Z0

¼ 1

Z0

trðeðτ1−τ2−β̃RÞHψeðτ2−τ1ÞHψ†Þ; ð3:19Þ

where the normalization is

Z0 ¼ trðe−β̃RHÞ: ð3:20Þ

Using a similar analysis as above, we obtain that for a light probe operator ψ

T 0 ¼
Z

dEaeSðEaÞe−βREa jψ̄ðEaÞj2 þ
Z

dEadEbeSðEaÞþSðEbÞe−ðβ̃Rþτ1−τ2ÞEa−ðτ2−τ1ÞEb−fψ ðEa;EbÞ ð3:21Þ
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and

Z0 ¼
Z

dEaeSðEaÞ−βREa : ð3:22Þ

Taking the probe operator to be light, it follows that

T 0≈Z0

�
jψ̄ðMRÞj2þ

Z
dEbeSðEbÞ−ðτ2−τ1ÞðMR−EbÞ−fψ ðMR;EbÞ

�
;

ð3:23Þ

so the thermal two-point function is

hψðτ1Þψ†ðτ2Þith ¼ jψ̄ðMRÞj2

þ
Z

dEbeSðEbÞ−ðτ2−τ1ÞðMR−EbÞ−fψ ðMR;EbÞ:

ð3:24Þ

This matches the result in (3.18). Evidently, it is impossible
to distinguish between the black hole microstate and the
thermal state by using the Euclidean two-point function for
a light probe.

B. Heavy operators

In this subsection, we consider the case of probe
operators with large conformal dimension corresponding
to massive shells that significantly backreact on the dual
bulk geometry. Thus, they should have a nontrivial impact
on the saddle point, unlike the previous case of light probe
operators.
First, we consider a heavy probe operator ψ ¼ ϕ that is

orthogonal toO, the interior shell operator that prepares the
black hole microstate (3.2). In this case, the ETH ansatz
takes the following form:

Oab ¼ hajOjbi ≈ e−f
OðEa;EbÞ=2RO

ab;

ϕab ¼ hajϕjbi ≈ e−f
ϕðEa;EbÞ=2Rϕ

ab; ð3:25Þ

where we assume ŌðEaÞ ¼ ϕiðEaÞ ¼ 0 as explained ear-
lier. Note that the orthogonality condition above concretely
means that the random matrices Rϕ and RO are completely
independent.
The numerator of the two-point function for this heavy

orthogonal probe is

T ϕ
1 ¼

Z
dEadEbdEdeSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEdÞþðτ2−τ1ÞðEa−EbÞ−fOðEa;EdÞe−fϕðEa;EbÞ: ð3:26Þ

As earlier, we can evaluate this using a saddle-point analysis. The saddle-point equations are

S0ðEaÞ ¼ β̃R þ τ1 − τ2 þ ∂Ea
fOðEa; EdÞ þ ∂Ea

fϕðEa; EbÞ;
S0ðEbÞ ¼ τ2 − τ1 þ ∂Eb

fϕðEa; EbÞ;
S0ðEdÞ ¼ β̃L þ ∂Ed

fOðEa; EdÞ: ð3:27Þ

These equations correspond to the propagation saddle in the gravitational analysis. Indeed, we exactly recover the
gravitational saddle-point equations in (2.22) after choosing fϕ and fO in (3.11).
Next, we take the probe operator to be the interior shell operator ψ ¼ O. Again, we compute the numerator of the two-

point function, which now has two copies each of RO and ðROÞ†. Since we can contract these in two different ways, the
numerator is given by a sum of two terms:

T O
1 ¼

Z
dEadEbdEdeSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEdÞþðτ2−τ1ÞðEa−EbÞ−fOðEa;EdÞe−fOðEa;EbÞ

þ
Z

dEadEbdEceSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEcÞe−β̃REa=2þβ̃LEbþβ̃REc=2þτ1ðEb−EaÞþτ2ðEc−EbÞe−fOðEb;EcÞ−fOðEa;EbÞ: ð3:28Þ

The first term corresponds to the propagation saddle because the saddle-point equations are identical to (3.27). The saddle-
point equations for the second term are

S0ðEaÞ ¼
1

2
β̃R þ τ1 þ ∂Ea

fOðEa; EbÞ;
S0ðEbÞ ¼ β̃L þ τ2 − τ1 þ ∂Eb

fOðEb; EcÞ þ ∂Eb
fOðEa; EbÞ;

S0ðEcÞ ¼
1

2
β̃R − τ2 þ ∂Ec

fOðEb; EcÞ: ð3:29Þ
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These equations correspond to the propagation saddle in
the gravitational analysis. As earlier, we recover the
gravitational saddle-point equations in (2.23) after choos-
ing fO appropriately.
Lastly, we can decompose an arbitrary probe as a linear

combination of orthonormal operators fO;ϕ1;ϕ2;…g as in
(2.18):

ψ ¼ wOOþ
X
i

wiϕi: ð3:30Þ

Substituting the ETH ansatz in (3.25) for each operator on
the right side, we have

ψab¼hajψ jbi
≈wOe−f

OðEa;EbÞ=2RO
abþ

X
i

wie−f
ϕi ðEa;EbÞ=2Rϕi

ab; ð3:31Þ

so the numerator term evaluates to

T 1 ¼ w2
O

Z
dEadEbdEdeSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEdÞþðτ2−τ1ÞðEa−EbÞ−fOðEa;EdÞe−fOðEa;EbÞ

þ w2
O

Z
dEadEbdEceSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEcÞe−β̃REa=2þβ̃LEbþβ̃REc=2þτ1ðEb−EaÞþτ2ðEc−EbÞe−fOðEb;EcÞ−fOðEa;EbÞ

þ
X
i

w2
i

Z
dEadEbdEdeSðEaÞþSðEbÞþSðEdÞe−ðβ̃REaþβ̃LEdÞþðτ2−τ1ÞðEa−EbÞ−fOðEa;EdÞe−fϕi ðEa;EbÞ: ð3:32Þ

Indeed, the first and third terms correspond to the propa-
gation saddle, which exists for all operators in the decom-
position in (3.30). The second term corresponds to the
annihilation saddle and only exists for the operator O. This
is the term that leads to detectability. From these results, we
can conclude that the ETH answers perfectly match the
gravitational path integral calculations.

IV. VARIANCE IN THE EUCLIDEAN
CORRELATOR FROM ENSEMBLE AVERAGING

This gravitational path integral is believed to compute an
average over an underlying ensemble, which we have
modeled in the dual CFT in terms of ETH. One natural

concern is that the results for a particular member
of the ensemble may be significantly different from the
average value, and the dominance of the annihilation
saddle could be overpowered by statistical fluctuations.
We can characterize these statistical effects in terms of the
variance of the numerator term σ2T 1

. In this section, we
show that the annihilation saddle can be made to dominate
over these statistical effects by tuning the parameters τ1
and τ2.
First, we compute the variance from the boundary

perspective by using ETH. The squared modulus of the
numerator term for an arbitrary probe operator, as in (3.30),
is given by

jT 1j2 ¼
X
a;b;c;d

X
a0;b0;c0;d0

e−ðβ̃R=2þτ1ÞðEaþEa0 Þ−ðτ2−τ1ÞðEbþEb0 Þ−ðβ̃R=2−τ2ÞðEcþEc0 Þ−β̃LðEdþEd0 Þ

×

�
wOOab þ

X
i

wiðϕiÞab
��

wOO�
cb þ

X
j

wjðϕjÞ�cb
�
OcdO�

ad

×

�
wOO�

a0b0 þ
X
i0
wi0 ðϕi0 Þ�a0b0

��
wOOc0b0 þ

X
j0
wj0 ðϕj0 Þc0b0

�
O�

c0d0Oa0d0 : ð4:1Þ

We can evaluate this expression in terms of the ETH ansatz in
(3.25) by performing the contractions between the random
matrices R and R†. The variance only receives contributions
from terms where we contract at least some of unprimed
indices with primed indices. This is because the terms where
the unprimed and primed indices are respectively contracted
within themselves cancel when we subtract out T 1 × T �

1.

We work in the limit of large conformal dimension to
simplify our computations, so we can use (3.13). As in the
previous section, we take the continuum limit for the
energy, such that the energy difference between adjacent
eigenstates is taken to zero, and then we evaluate the
integrals using saddle-point analysis. After an explicit
computation, we obtain the variance
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σ2T 1
≈ ½Zðβ̃R þ 2τ1ÞZðβ̃R − 2τ2ÞZð2τ2 − 2τ1ÞZð2β̃LÞ

þ Zð2β̃R − 2τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZðτ2 − τ1Þ2Zð2β̃LÞ þ Zð2β̃R − 2τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZð2τ2 − 2τ1ÞZðβ̃LÞ2
þ 2w2

OZð3β̃R=2 − 2τ2 þ τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2þ τ1ÞZð2β̃L þ τ2 − τ1ÞZðτ2 − τ1Þ
þ 2w2

OZð3β̃R=2 − τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2 − τ2ÞZð2β̃L þ τ2 − τ1ÞZðτ2 − τ1Þ
þ 2w2

OZð3β̃R=2 − 2τ2 þ τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2þ τ1ÞZðβ̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1ÞZðβ̃LÞ
þ 2w2

OZð3β̃R=2 − τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2 − τ2ÞZðβ̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1ÞZðβ̃LÞ
þ 2w2

OZð2β̃R − 2τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZðβ̃L þ τ2 − τ1ÞZðτ2 − τ1ÞZðβ̃LÞ
þ w2

OZðβ̃R þ 2τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2 − τ2Þ2Zð2β̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1Þ
þ w2

OZðβ̃R=2þ τ1Þ2Zðβ̃R − 2τ2ÞZð2β̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1Þ
þ w4

OZðβ̃R − τ2 þ τ1Þ2Zðβ̃L þ τ2 − τ1Þ2
þ 2w4

OZðβ̃R − τ2 þ τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2þ τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2 − τ2ÞZð2β̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1Þ
þ 2w2

OZð2β̃R − 2τ2 þ 2τ1ÞZð2β̃L þ 2τ2 − 2τ1Þ� × e−4IsðmÞ: ð4:2Þ

Note that each of these terms is in a one-to-one corre-
spondence with a diagram contributing to the gravitational
path integral. For instance, the diagrams corresponding to
the first two terms are shown in Fig. 8. Although we have
used the ETH analysis here, we could also have computed
the variance directly using the gravitational path integral
and drawing all relevant diagrams.
We can now compare the variance σ2T 1

to the annihilation
saddle contribution4 in (2.30)

T A
1 ¼w2

OZðβ̃R=2−τ2ÞZðβ̃Lþτ2−τ1ÞZðβ̃R=2þτ1Þe−2IsðmÞ:

ð4:3Þ
Recall that the annihilation contribution becomes large
when the probe operators are inserted close to the interior
shell operators, i.e., τ1 → −β̃R=2 and τ2 → β̃R=2. This
tuning was crucial to get the annihilation saddle to
dominate over the propagation saddle and achieve detect-
ability. One can check that in this limit, none of the terms in
(4.2) grows as rapidly as ðT A

1 Þ2. The intuition behind this
result is that the variance only receives contributions from
connected diagrams. These diagrams have the topology of

FIG. 8. Two diagrams that contribute to the variance σ2T 1
.

4We have included the factor of w2
O in this expression.
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either an annulus (Euler characteristic χE ¼ 0) or an
annulus with a handle (χE ¼ −2). However, ðT A

1 Þ2 is given
by two disconnected disks (χE ¼ 2), so it can be made to
dominate over the variance.
We can see this explicitly in the particular case of

τ1 ¼ −τ2. In the limit τ2 → β̃R=2, the dominant contribu-
tion to the variance is

σ2T 1
⊃ 2ðw2

O þ w4
OÞZðβ̃R − 2τ2Þ

× Zðβ̃R=2 − τ2Þ2Zð2β̃L þ 4τ2Þe−4IsðmÞ: ð4:4Þ

We can divide this by ðT A
1 Þ2 to obtain

σ2T 1

ðT A
1 Þ2

⊃
2þ 2w2

O

w2
O

Zðβ̃R − 2τ2ÞZð2β̃L þ 4τ2Þ
Zðβ̃R=2 − τ2Þ2Zðβ̃L þ 2τ2Þ2

: ð4:5Þ

Using (2.11), we can see that this term be made small if we
choose τ2 appropriately close to β̃R=2. Moreover, this is
precisely the tuning needed for the annihilation saddle
contribution to dominate over the propagation saddle
contribution. In conclusion, the statistical variance does
not affect black hole microstate detectability if the
Euclidean preparation times are chosen appropriately.

V. DISCUSSION

The results presented in this paper demonstrate that
Euclidean correlation functions computed at asymptotic
infinity can detect the microstate of a black hole in any
dimension through nonperturbative gravitational effects. In
the gravitational analysis, this detection is a consequence of
the annihilation saddle. This new saddle causes a large
spike in the Euclidean two-point function when the probe
operator matches the shell operator. We use this signal to
detect a fixed-temperature black hole microstate by iden-
tifying the shell operator in the black hole interior. In
particular, we show that for an observer with a finite
“candidate list” of possible shell operators, such black hole
microstate detection can be done by using a binary search
protocol. We also reproduce these results from the per-
spective of the boundary CFT by using the eigenstate
thermalization hypothesis. Our analysis in this work was
restricted to Euclidean quantities that are not directly
detected by asymptotic Lorentzian observers. Indeed, the
single-sided Lorentzian two-point function does not have

an exponentially large annihilation saddle contribution
because we can no longer tune the insertion times to be
close to a divergence. That said, previous work has argued
that complex states of gravity, including black hole micro-
states, could be identified in Lorentzian signature by
sufficiently precise asymptotic measurements of quantities
like the mass [1] or multipole moments [46] of the
spacetime. Likewise, see [23] for a recent analysis of
Lorentzian quantities that can identify the interior state
of a black hole.
In this paper we only dealt with the two-sided eternal

black hole in the canonical ensemble for AdS spacetimes. It
would be interesting to extend our analysis to asymptoti-
cally flat space, to single-sided black holes, and to fixed
energy states rather than the fixed-temperature ones that we
considered here. We have also not addressed what happens
if the spacetime is in a superposition of states, one of which
we seek to detect. In fact, because any sufficiently large set
of shell states provides a basis [6,9], we could regard any
given microstate as a superposition of a great many others.
In that case, the amplitude for any superposition component
will be exponentially small in the entropy. However, we
could take a black hole to be in, for example, an equal
superposition of two shell states and ask how to interpret a
measurement of the state from the point of view of a bulk
observer. Operationally this would presumably require a
description in terms of a collapse of the wave function
behind the horizon [47].
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