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Abstract

The first detection of gravitational waves in 2015 opened the door to gravitational wave physics, which has allowed

us to test gravity, astrophysics and cosmology with unprecedented precision. When emitted by a merging binary of

compact objects, such as black holes, gravitational waves propagate mostly unaltered through the cosmos. However,

if they encounter objects in their path that are massive/compact enough, those will act as cosmic lenses, affecting

their properties. Gravitational lensing offers a unique probe of both the large-scale structure of the Universe and the

fundamental properties of gravitational wave propagation. Depending on the properties of the wave, the lens, and the

overall physical setup, different lensing regimes arise, each leading to distinct phenomenology which require different

formalisms and techniques to describe.

This master’s thesis gives an overview of different lensing regimes and explores some of the least familiar ones. To

start, we go over the weak gravity approximation, where all the information regarding how the wave is amplified, as

well as time and phase shifted, is encapsulated in a diffraction integral. This integral can be solved in full, analytically,

giving us frequency dependent amplification functions. We test these amplification factors for real waveforms and

obtain heavy distortions and modulations in the waveform that lead to mismatches of order ∼ 0.3 and amplifications

up to order ∼ 14 in favorable setups. There is, in parallel, the option of solving this integral for short waves, which

yields the creation of discrete images with time delays and relative magnifications, which is rather familiar since it is

how electromagnetic radiation is lensed. In strong gravity, we focus on the case of a non-rotating black hole acting as a

lens, and start by going over the geometric optics regime which, similarly to light, consists of tracing the trajectory of a

massless particle in Schwarzschild metric. We find that, for simplistic active galactic nuclei disk models, gravitational

waves emitted by a stellar mass binary source located on the disk can loop around the black hole or get deflected by

angles of order ∼ 2π. On the other hand, in the wave optics regime, we solve, through the Regge-Wheeler equation,

the scattering of the wave off a black hole and are able to obtain frequency dependent amplification factors. These

amplification factors have an overall different behavior from the ones obtained under the weak gravity approximation

due to the structure of a black hole when compared to, for example, a point mass. We find that, although the physical

system yields small orders of magnitude in the amplification functions, the black hole causes visible and measurable

distortions in the wavefront, qualitatively different from the ones in weak gravity, such as polarization mixing and

absorption.

There is yet a lot of progress to be done in, for example, studying the effects of the spin of a black hole in the

amplification functions and geodesic deviations, and preforming more accurate population studies of binaries in the

vicinity of black holes acting as lenses (triple systems, active galactic nuclei disks). There is also much to be done within

the setup we analyze in strong gravity, such as considering different physical setups in order to find more prominent

lensing signatures, and, for example, applying them to extend current gravitational wave template banks in order to

identify these signals in current and future detections.
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Abbreviations and notation

GW Gravitational Wave

BH Black Hole

BBH Binary Black Hole

GR General Relativity

SMBH Super Massive Black Hole

PML Point Mass Lens

SPA Stationary Phase Approximation

LIGO Laser Interferometer Gravitational-wave Observatory

LISA Laser Interferometer Space Antenna

HST Hubble Space Telescope

AGN Active Galactic Nuclei

SNR Signal to Noise Ratio

RWZ Regge-Wheeler-Zerilli
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1 Introduction

The first detection of gravitational waves (GWs) in 2015 opened a new window into the cosmos and has allowed us to

test Gravity with unprecedented precision - [1]. They were, however, predicted by Einstein's General Relativity (GR) -

which is the current theory of gravity - long before they were first detected - [29].

When emitted by a source, usually a merging binary, they can be altered by objects in their path as they propagate

through the cosmos. These objects have to be large/massive enough to affect the properties of the wave. They are what

we call lenses, and they deflect the GW's trajectories, delay their arrival and occasionally produce multiple images1 ,

not unlike what has been observed for light waves. This means that a different "version" of the original GW reaches the

observer (detector) here on Earth.

Figure 1: Schematic representation of the lensing of GWs: the source (merging binary) emits a GW whose properties are

altered by the lens at the time they reach the observer (here represented by an interferometer).

Gravitational lensing has been thoroughly studied and even detected on several occasions for light waves [38]. The

theory, observations, and applications of gravitational lensing constitute one of the most rapidly growing branches of

extragalactic astrophysics . However, the prospect of detecting GW lensed signals with next generation ground based

(Advanced LIGO, VIRGO and KAGRA, Cosmic Explorer, Einstein Telescope) and space based detectors (LISA) has

recently garnered increasing interest in the field. It is predicted that these will routinely detected GW lensed signals [48],

allowing us to probe not only lens mass distribution across the universe, but also BBH population in general and properties

of the GWs themselves.

Furthermore, due to the nature of GWs as spin-2 fields as opposed to light (spin-1 fields), as well as their character-

istically lower wavelengths, very interesting phenomena is expected to happen, such as mixing of the two polarization

states [20, 3, 33] when in the presence of a strong gravitational field; interference and diffraction (wave optics) effects

[22]. Nevertheless, not unlike light, it can lead to the production of multiple images with different relative magnifications

and arrival times - see figures 2 and 3.

Depending on the scales of the problem, we find ourselves in different lensing regimes and the phenomena we expect

to observe differs. It is sometimes challenging to know where to draw the lines between all the different regimes; to know

which phenomena will be more prominent, and when or if it is valid to make certain approximations.

The goal of this thesis is to go over some of the already very established regimes in lensing and attempt to probe some

more unfamiliar scenarios, and hopefully, try to draw a bridge between them.

1By images we simply mean discrete peaks in flux intensity, both for light and GWs.

5



Figure 2: Multiple imaging of HE0435-1223 quasar observed with the HST (Hubble Space Telescope) - we observe the

same source 4 times in the shape of cross due to lensing from intervening objects aligned with the line of sight source-

observer (Einstein cross).

Figure 3: Observation of the Einstein ring phenomena by the HST.
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1.1 The lensing landscape

Depending on the particular physical setup of our system (source-lens-observer), lensing leads to different phenomenol-

ogy. The three main variables/scales of the problem are:

• the wavelength of our GW compared to the size of the lens;

• the compactness of the lens - i.e., if we treat it as a classic Newtonial potential or if we use a strong gravity framework

(this will also be dependent on how close the source is to the lens);

• the impact parameter - the perpendicular distance between the path of the wave and the center of the potential.

If the wavelength, when compared to the lens, is small enough such that we can treat the wave as a ray, we are in the

geometric optics regime. This means that we can track the trajectory of the wave as if a massless particle was propagating

along a null geodesic which, as with light, is deflected. In this regime, it is possible to observe the production of multiple

images, the ray "looping" around a BH acting as a lens, and other interesting phenomena - top panel of figure 4.

In geometric optics, it is also important to distinguish between strong and weak lensing - sub-panel of figure 4. The

separation of these two regimes is dictated by the impact parameter. In weak lensing (at large impact parameters), our

ray is simply deflected at an angle such that the actual source position and the apparent source position don't coincide. In

strong lensing, which is what happens when the impact parameter is small, we observe multiple images of the source, all

arriving at different times.

If the wavelength has a comparable size to that of the lens, we enter the wave optics regime. In this regime, we can't

treat the wave as a simple geodesic since the multiple geodesic paths are expected to cross - i.e., different sections of the

wavefront interfere - bottom panel of figure 4. Even though the terminology of weak and strong lensing is not used in

wave optics, since it is associated with image multiplicity, the impact parameter plays a very important role on how

prominent lensing effects will be in this regime as well.

Lastly, the compactness of the lens will also deeply affect the problem at hands: being lensed by a galaxy or galaxy

cluster as opposed to being lensed by a BH are two very different phenomena. If we work under the strong gravity

framework, we observe features such as polarizationmixing and absorption which we cannot when assuming aNewtonian

potential - left versus right panel of figure 4.

Essentially, each corner or region of figure 4 represents how a GW is lensed, or which regime of lensing we are

in. Each corner requires different mathematical techniques and physical approximations to approach the problem at

hands. For example, geometric optics results are obtained by using theWKB (Wentzel-Kramers-Brillouin) approximation

[21], which yields a geodesic equation that can be solved for a strong gravitational field - [7, 6, 18]. The weak field

approximation stems simply from the statement Rs/R � 1, which turns the mathematical problem into an integral that

encapsulates the information on the overall amplification and time delay of the wave (which is indifferent to polarization)

- [40, 42, 31, 26]. This turns the lensing problem into a much easier one. When solving for strong gravity, on the other

hand, for longer wavelengths, lensing turns into a scattering problem - where we have an incoming wave hitting a BH.

The problem is solved using Black Hole Perturbation Theory - [49, 34, 10] and it is not as trivial. We will go over some

of these mathematical techniques and study the outcome, as well as what it can mean for observational prospects.

To understand the roots for the techniques used in solving the problem of lensing for different regimes, as well as how

they are derived, we will start by studying what exactly are GWs and how they propagate. In the following section, we

will show how to derive an equation that describes how GWs propagate in an arbitrarily curved background metric from

linearized gravity.
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Figure 4: A schematic representation of the different regimes in lensing and how important scales in the problem set the

regime we are in.

1.2 How gravitational waves propagate

Gravitational waves are features of Einstein's GR theory which can be described as a small perturbation around some

specific metric gµν . Even though, for most cases, we can consider that metric to be either Minkowski for simplicity

or FRLW (Friedmann–Lemaître–Robertson–Walker) if we want to describe cosmological propagation, at this point we

will only make one assumption about the background metric: it is curved. Furthermore, we will assume that our metric

perturbation (which encodes the information of our gravitational waves) has a small enough amplitude leading to the

consideration of only linear order terms. This means that we can decompose our metric (background + perturbation) as

seen in equation (1) 2:

gµν = g(B)
µν + hµν , (1)

and only consider linear orders of that perturbation (O(h2) ∼ 0) - this framework of GR is called linearized gravity.

Essentially, gµν is our perturbed metric, g
(B)
µν is the background and hµν is the perturbation.

TheRicci tensor for such ametric can be expanded around the background in orders of the amplitude of the perturbation(|
hµν |≤| g(B)

µν | A), as such:

Rµν = R(B)
µν +R(1)

µν +R(2)
µν + ... (2)

Each of the terms in this sum encodes a different kind of information regarding how our perturbation affects the

background and vice-versa. For example, the background Ricci tensor, denoted by R
(B)
µν tells us how our perturbations

induce curvature (on top of the already curved background metric) in a non-linear way, meaning it is non-linear inA. Our
2one can also follow this derivation from chapter 35.13 - 35.14 of [29]), or even the lecture notes for the Black Holes and Gravitational Waves

course - [14], [27]
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focus, however, will be in the part of the Ricci tensor that tells us how our perturbation propagates in an arbitrary

background metric, which is R
(1)
µν . Furthermore, we are going to assume that, despite being in a curved background,

which is induced by the presence of mass, our perturbation is propagating in the vacuum outside that mass distribution

- i.e., we wish to solve R
(1)
µν = 0. It is shown in appendix A how to exactly derive an expression for R

(1)
µν that gives us

equation (3):

1

2
(−�hνµ −DνDµh+ 2DλD(νhµ)λ) = 0, (3)

where� is the D'Alembertian operator of the backgroundmetric, and h is the trace of our perturbation h = gαλ(B)hαλ.

The d'Alembertian operator is the contraction of two covariant derivatives � = DλD
λ matching the background metric.

From now on that all the mentioned operators will refer to the background metric.

Furthermore, we introduce the trace reversed metric perturbation as

h̄µν = hµν −
1

2
g(B)
µν h, (4)

simply because it allows us to write a more compact propagation equation. It is called trace reversed because its

trace is symmetric to that of the original perturbation, i.e. - h̄ = −h. This property can easily be tested out simply by
contracting the trace reserved perturbation h̄µν with the metric to get h̄ = gµν h̄µν = h− 1

24h = −h. Plugging the trace
reversed metric perturbation into Eq.(3) gives:

�h̄µν −
1

2
gµν�h̄+DνDµh− 2DλD(ν h̄µ)λ +DλD(νgµ)λh̄ = 0. (5)

In order to further simplify this expression, one can write h̄ = gµν h̄µν explicitly and contract the two background

metrics on the second term (this can be done because the metric gµν is constant with respect to the d'Alembertian operator

since they both refer to the background metric). This way, the first and second term simplify to−�h̄µν . A similar strategy

can be applied to the last term - we pull the metric out to lower the index of the first derivative to give usDνDµh̄, which

cancels out with the third term. These two simplifications render the previous equation substantially more straightforward:

�h̄µν + 2DλD(ν h̄µ)λ = 0. (6)

As a final step, we will use the general commutation property of the covariant derivative

DµDν h̄αβ = DνDµh̄αβ +R
γ(B)
µνβ h̄αγ +Rγµναh̄γβ, (7)

in order to rewrite the second term in Eq.(6) in terms of Riemann and Ricci tensors:

DλD(ν h̄µ)λ = 2D(νD
λh̄µ)λ + 2R

(B)
(µλh̄ν)λ + gλα2R

γ(B)
α(νµ)h̄µλ. (8)

The first term vanishes due to the gauge freedom of our metric perturbation 3. This gauge allows us to choose a

coordinate transformation that follows Dµh̄µν = 0 (see Eq.s (35.65)-(35.66) of [29]).

Because we have turned our attention to vacuum, even though we have a curvature, the only source of energy-

momentum Tµν (in the region of space-time where the GW is propagating) comes form the perturbation itself. However,

since our perturbation curves space-time in a non-linear way, in fact, GWs contribute to Tµν at second order, this indicates

3To cite Regge and Wheeler [37], ”different waves can represent the same physical phenomena viewed in different coordinates”. Therefore, it

is useful to use gauge vectors to alternate between coordinate systems, but imposing that the same physical phenomena is being described.
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that the Ricci tensor Rµν will be O(h2). Therefore, when contracted with h̄µν , it becomes negligible, which allows us

to dispose of the second term. The third term, using Riemann curvature symmetries, reduces to R
(B)
µανβh̄

αβ , turning our

Eq.(6) into:

�h̄µν + 2Rµανβh̄
αβ = 0. (9)

This equation is of vital importance since it describes the propagation of a small perturbation through any curved

background metric. In the context of lensing, our lens structure is embedded in the information about the curvature of

the space-time, since, as we know fromGR,Mass = Curvature. For a lot of the scenarios, the space-time is approximated

to be flat everywhere except for a slight curvature next to the lens (weak field gravity), which is a (somewhat limited)

realistic and yet extremely simplifying assumption.

In its full generality, Eq.(9) sets the framework for all of the phenomena related to GW propagation in the cosmos, and

we will go through some of the different scenarios that arise from solving this equation through various methods. Some

of these methods include, as mentioned, using a weak gravitational potential; or even assuming high frequency so that we

can observe phenomena such as gravitational deflection of the propagation direction, similarly to light. At low enough

frequencies, we can scatter the GWs off the background curvature and observe "tails", which are non linear effects in the

GW, but this will be left for future work.

So, essentially, to solve the problem of lensing, what we need to do is to propagate our gravitational perturbation

hµν through some background metric. This background metric will be dictated by the local distribution of mass, which

is our lens. We will focus exclusively on two different background metrics in this work: a nearly flat metric in section

2 for the weak gravity approximation , and the Schwarzschild metric in section 3 for strong gravitational fields.

In strong gravity, this project tackles the lensing problem from two different fronts. In geometric optics, we trace

geodesics,which is quite well established for Schwarzschildmetric. In wave optics, we resort toBlackHole Perturbation

Theory. Therefore, it is useful to take a short crash course on this topic to become familiarized with it - subsection 1.3.

1.3 Crash course in Black Hole Perturbation Theory

Long after Karl Schwarzschild found the solution to Einstein's field equations for a spherically symmetric distribution

of matter in vacuum in 1916, physicists started worrying about the stability of this solution, mostly since it featured a

singularity. The question of how a Schwarzschild singularity would respond to a small initial perturbation was first posed

by Tulio Regge and JohnWheeler in 1957 [37]. To answer this question, the authors propose the methodology introduced

in section 1.2 of considering some certain background metric g
(B)
µν , which, in our case, is Schwarzschild, with a small

perturbation hµν for which they account only for first orders. When solving for the condition δRµν(= R
(1)
µν ) = 0, the

authors, recurring to Riemannian geometry experts - [13], arrive at a number of second order differential equations for the

components of hµν , which is the information encoded in the propagation equation (9) if one were to use the Schwarzschild

metric instead of a generalized curved metric.

Similarly to how we solve any second order differential equation, it is useful to preform a separation of variables,

such that each solution can be written as a product of functions, each dependent on a single coordinate (t, r, θ, φ). The

symmetry of the metric allows for the definition of angular momentum with respect to the 2-D manifold (t, r) = cte.

Under these rotations, each component of the metric perturbation transforms differently , namely, as scalar, vector and

tensor quantities. In particular, the ten components of the metric perturbation (instead of sixteen because it's symmetric)

transform like three scalars - hij for i, j = (t, r); two vectors - represented by (hkl hmn) where for both components,

one of the indices ∈ (t, r) and the other one ∈ (θ, φ); and one second order tensor which are the components of the

10



perturbation on the unit sphere denoted by Hpq for p, q = (θ, φ):

hµνdx
µdxν =


htt htr (htθ htφ)

hrt hrr (hrθ hrφ)

(hθt hθr) Hθθ Hθφ

(hφt hφr) Hφθ Hφφ

 . (10)

Therefore, one is forced to extend the known definition of scalar spherical harmonics into vector and tensor har-

monics spherical harmonics . Initially, Regge and Wheeler used the harmonics present in Eq. (6) to (11) of [37], but,

many years later, Martel and Poisson [25] proposed a different set of harmonics. However, all of them share the property

of being orthogonal and being defined with respect to the indices (`,m), with −` ≤ m ≤ ` , which are the angular

momentum and its projection on the z-axis. In both cases, when generalizing spherical harmonics to vector and tensor

ones, one is forced to divide the solutions into even parity , (−1)`, and odd parity , (−1)`+1.

Having written the perturbation in terms of these spherical harmonics - see Eq.(12) and (13) of [37], one can focus on

solving the differential equations for the t and r dependent functions. Initially, we start by having three unknown radial

functions for odd perturbations and seven unknown functions for even perturbations.

The first step in simplifying them is to assume our perturbation has a defined frequency and, therefore, the time depen-

dence can be described by exp[−iωt]. Following this, the authors introduce a canonical gauge/coordinate transformation
which reduces the number of independent radial functions. We are then left with:

• Two radial functions - h1(r) and h2(r) - for odd perturbations;

• Four radial functions - H0(r), H1(r), H2(r) andK(r) - for even perturbations.

The explicit differential equations for each of these functions, that arise from solving each component of δRµν = 0,

written in the Regge-Wheeler gauge, were first derived in the odd parity sector by the authors of [37]. Afterwards,

Vishveshwara completed the analysis by exploring the even perturbations - [45, 12], and analyzing these equations under

a different set of coordinates 4. Using the Einstein's field equations and algebraic manipulations, one is able to encode the

information of all of the radial functions into the functions ψeven`m and ψodd`m , both of them obeying an equation of the kind:

f∂r

(
f∂rψ

•
`m

)
+
(
ω2 − V •

`m

)
ψ•
`m = 0, where • = {odd, even} and f = 1− 2M

r
. (11)

The potentials V`m are called the effective potentials and, even though they are different for the even and odd parity

sectors, they are both potential barriers that approach zero at infinity (r? → +/−∞, or r → +∞/2M ). The odd parity

potential is called Regge-Wheeler and was first derived in [37] and the even parity one is called Zerilli and was explicitly

derived in 1970 by Frank J.Zerilli - [50]. They are given by:

V odd
`m = f

(`(`+ 1)

r2
− 6M

r3

)
and V even

`m =
2f

r3
λ2(1 + λ)r3 + 3λ2Mr2 + 9M2(λr +M)

(3M + λr)2
, (12)

with λ =
(`+ 2)(`− 1)

2
. (13)

Since we aim to construct the gravitational waves at infinity, which is where the observer lies, we are interested in

seeing the behavior of the perturbations at the boundary. Particularly, given the shape of the potentials, we can set the

boundary conditions such that the waves are purely ingoing at the horizon since all the radiation is being generated by

4In Kruskal coordinates, it is shown that the singularity at r = 2M that spherical coordinates display is simply a mathematical artifact, so the

author decided to extend the analysis to these sets of coordinates.
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sources outside of the black hole and both ingoing and outgoing at infinity (the time and angular dependencies are

suppressed here) :

ψ•
`m

r→∞∼ Ain
`me

−iωr? +Aout
`me

iωr? (14)

ψ•
`m

r→2M∼ e−iωr? (15)

Keep in mind that, unlike what is done in the study black hole quasi-normal modes, our frequency is purely real- in

[37, 45], the authors find that perturbations with purely imaginary frequencies diverge at the boundaries. If one defines

the reflectivity of the black hole as the ratio:

R`m(ω) =
Aout
lm

Ain
`m

≡ |R`m|eiΘ`m , (16)

then the quasi-normal mode frequencies ω = ω0 − iΓ are those for which the reflectivities diverge. However, with

real frequencies, we are restricted to the case in which this reflectivity is finite. Consider an incoming gravitational wave

from infinity e−iω(t+r?) hitting the black hole. This wave will be partially reflected off the potential barrier and sent back

to infinity according to the black hole reflectivities R`m(ω); and partially transmitted through the barrier according to

the transmission coefficients Tlm(ω). These coefficients are known as the grey-body factors of the black hole and can
be obtained via integration of the RW (Regge-Wheeler) and Zerilli equations -[16, 36]. The reflectivities are function of

the dimensionless frequency ωM as such:

|R`m| = 1 +O[(ωM)2(`+1)] (17)

Θ`m = π(`+ 1) + 2Mω
[
2 log(4Mω)− (`− 1)(`+ 3)

`(`+ 1)

]
− 2Mω

[
H` +H`−1 − 2γ

]
+O(Mω)2 (18)

The authors of [10] employ two differentmethods to compute these reflectivities. Using the Black Hole Perturbation
Toolkit implementation of the Mano-Suzuki-Takasugi (MST) method [30, 5], they are able to accurately compute these

reflectivities for dimensionless frequencies ωM ∈ [0.1, 14] up to mode ` = 70, for which some are in figure 5.

Now we have described how a non-rotating black hole responds to an incoming gravitational perturbation. In partic-

ular, we quantify this response at the boundary - infinity - which is, in lensing terminology, where the observer is located

with respect to the lens. Although the language is different, black hole perturbation theory ultimately describes lensing in

strong gravity. Therefore, these reflectivities will be vital to construct an actual scattered waveform that we can observe,

which is done in section 3.2.
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Figure 5: Reflectivity of the BH for three different ` modes - odd parity sector. Obtained using the Black Hole
Perturbation Toolkit by the authors of [10].

2 Weak gravity lensing

One of the most common simplifications to Eq.(9) is to assume our metric is only slightly curved by a Newtonian potential,

such that it is a small perturbation around Minkowski metric, given by 5:

ds2 = −(1 + 2Φ)dt2 + (1− 2Φ)d~r2, (19)

which we can see right away resembles the Schwarzschild metric for a small enough Φ = −M/r . A good physical

understand of this is to think of it as an approximation of Schwarzschild metric if we are standing far away from the source

of the potential so that the ratio Rs
r � 1. Alternatively, we can assume the source of our deviation from flat metric to be

a not very compact object, and its radial extent being a lot larger than the Schwarzschild radius - this means we can get

arbitrarily close to the object but the weak gravity approximation is still valid. If so, we can expand the term
(
1− Rs

r

)−1

as (1 + Rs
r ), such that our metric simplifies to Eq.(19). The source of our potential is both spherically symmetric and

static, which means that any partial derivatives of Φ with respect to t, θ, φ can be neglected.

It is understood that the source of the weak gravitational potential is the lens itself. If so, this approximation only

applies to certain physical systems (for example, a galaxy or galaxy cluster acting as a lens, since they are not very

compact objects; or a black hole if the observer is located sufficiently far from it). In reality, this is valid for the majority

of lensing systems throughout the cosmos. However, there are some cases in which it breaks down, which are the object

of interest of section 3.

5For this section, we will work in natural units, where G = c = 1.
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2.1 Wave optics

Knowing what our background metric looks like, one is able to solve how a gravitational perturbation propagates in such

a space-time through Eq.(9). Given that our metric is only slightly curved, the second term is subdominant compared to

the first one, which means we can, to a good approximation, ignore it. This statement can be justified considering this

back of the envelope derivation:

Γ ∼ O(∂g(B)) ∼ R−1, (20)

withR the scale of the curvature and Γ the Christoffel symbol.

⇒ �hµν ∼ (∂ + Γ)2h ∼ O(∂2h) +O(R−2h); (21)

Rµανβh
αβ ∼ (∂Γ + Γ2)h ∼ (∂2g(B) + (∂2g(B))2)h ∼ O(R−2h) +O(R−4h). (22)

Doing some rough scale comparisons, we can see that for a small curvature scale, the coupling of the curvature to the

gravitational perturbation (encoded in the second term of Eq.(9)) has little influence on the propagation.6 Therefore, we

will focus on solving

�hµν = 0, (23)

for the metric given in Eq.(19) (although we dropped the notation, hµν refers to the trace reversed metric perturbation

introduced in section 1.2).

The other important approximation that is made is that the changes in the polarization content of the wave can be

neglected in weak gravity to a very good approximation. If we divide our perturbation into a scalar amplitude hA and

some tensor with polarization content εµν , then:

�hµν = (�hA)εµν + 2DαhAD
αεµν + hA�εµν (24)

(the cross term is ∼ O(Γ2), so it's negligible)

⇒ �hA = 0 (25)

The advantage of this assumption is that our tensorial gravitational perturbation is now a scalar, which makes the

problem considerably more tractable, since we are now solving a scalar wave equation.

�hA =
1√
−g

∂µ
(√

−ggµν∂νhA
)
= 0 (26)

(see appendix B for the intermediate steps)

⇔ ∇2hA − (1− 4Φ)∂2t hA = 0 (27)

Now that we have a slightly modified version of the scalar wave equation for a flat space-time, we can move it to

Fourier space using the inverse Fourier transform of hA given by
∫
dωh̃Ae

−iωt. This will turn our time-domain Eq.(27)

into

(∇2 + ω2)h̃A(ω,~r) = 4Φω2h̃A(ω,~r). (28)

6Notice how this is valid for any wavelength. It is common to use the short wave approximation, in which λ/R � 1 (the scale over which the
scale of our perturbation varies is approximately the wavelength: ∂h ∼ λ). We will explore this in detail later on, but for now, no statement is made

about the size of our wave, only the background metric.
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Since we are analyzing what happens to a GW due to the presence of a lens, it is useful to introduce the amplification

factor F (ω,~r)which describes how our original wave is amplified. This factor is given as the ratio of the amplified wave

h̃A(ω,~r) and an unlensed spherical wave, with an ansatz h̃A,0(ω,~r) = eiωr/r (hA,0 is simply the solution of our wave

equation in the absence of a potential Φ). After a long but rather trivial computation in which all that is done is plug into

the previous equation h̃A(ω,~r) = F (ω,~r) e
iωr

r and compute the derivatives in order to cancel out all the exponentials, one

arrives at a partial differencial equation for the amplification factor:

∂2rF +∇2
θ,φF + 2iω∂rF = 4Φω2F, (29)

where∇2
θ,φ is the angular part of the Laplacian operator in spherical coordinates (the Laplacian operator of the 2D sphere).

The weak gravity approximation is valid as long as the source, lens and observer are at large enough distances that the

potential that deforms our metric is rather weak. In astrophysics, this essentially means that the distances source-lens and

lens-observer are cosmological. Under this framework, if we place the source at the origin of the spherical coordinates and

the observer at ~r0 = (r0, θ0, φ0), it is safe to assume that the waves reaching the observer will be confined to the region

where θ0 � 1 - see figure 6 for a better visualization. This allows us to approximate use the small angle approximation on

θ. Furthermore, one can also employ the approximation that the typical scale over which the amplification factor changes

is a lot smaller than the typical scale over which the amplitude of the wave changes. This translates to |∂2rF | � |ω∂rF | ≡
ω/|∂r lnF | � 1, which allows us to obtain a Schrödinger-like equation for the amplification factor:

i∂rF = − 1

2ω
∂2~θF + 2ωΦF, where ∂2~θ =

1

r2

(
∂2θ +

∂θ
θ

+
∂2φ
θ2

)
. (30)

The reason we can write the angular component of the Laplacian operator as such is because, when assuming small θ

as well as prescribing a hierarchy between the length scale associated to the GW (ω) and the lens (∂r lnF ), we introduce

the paraxial approximation which allows us to separate the radial and angular component of our system, and consider

the vector ~θ = (θ, φ) as a two dimensional vector on a flat plane.

This equation resembles Schrödinger's wave equation in the sense that the time coordinate is the radial coordinate r

in this case; the mass of the particle is the frequency of the wave; and the "time" dependent potential of Schrödinger's

equation is actually Φ (consistent with the fact that our "time" coordinate is r). The same way it is done when solving

Schrödinger's equation, we can employ the path integral formulation- [17, 8] 7 to obtain an integral expression for the

amplification factor:

L(r, θ, ~̇θ) = ω

[
1

2
r2|~̇θ|2 − 2Φ

]
, where ~̇θ =

d~θ

dr
, leading to (31)

F (~r0) =

∫
D~θ(r)exp

{
i

∫ r0

0
drL(r, ~θ(r), ~̇θ(r))

}
. (32)

The way this is equivalent to the path integral formulation is: if we start by choosing a particular path ~θ(r) that

connects the source to the observer and then integrate over the Lagrangian corresponding to that path, we get the phase

accumulated by the wave on that path. The second integral encapsulating this essentially just means that we will sum

over all the possible paths to get the phase contribution from each of the paths to the total amplitude - eiS , where S is the

action. The same way quantum mechanics approaches the classical limit of extremizing the action along one path when

7Short explanation of the path integral formulation: In classical mechanics, a particle will follow the path that extremizes the action S =
∫
dtL.

Once one employs this coniditon given the lagrangian of the system, one obtains the classical Euler-Lagrange equations of motion for that particular

path. However, in quantum mechanics, it is argued that all the paths contribute to the motion of the particle going from A to B.
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h̄ → 0, we reach the geometric optics limit when 1/ω → 0. This means that the wave will travel along one path - ray

and not display interference and diffraction effects as it does at lower frequencies. Essentially, in thewave optics regime,

we sum over all possible paths - bottom right corner of figure 4 - , while in geometric optics we only consider the ones

that extremize the action.

One can further simplify this integral expression by means of the thin lens approximation , namely that the lens'

extension in the direction of propagation (r) is small compared to the one on the plane orthogonal to it. This translates to

approximating the potential ,
∫
drΦ(r, ~θ) = 1

2δ(r − rL)ψ(~θL) - essentially, we have been able to separate the radial and

angular ~θ = (θ, φ) evolution of our system, which turns the integral along the path D ~θ(r) into an integral evaluated at rL

over the plane ~θL, as such:

F (~r0) =
ω

2πi

rLr0
rL0

∫
d2~θL exp

[
iω

(
rLr0
2rL0

| ~θL − ~θ0|2 − ψ( ~θL)

)]
(33)

By interchanging the roles observer-source (i.e., the observer is now in the origin of the coordinate system), as well

as redefining the integral in terms of angular diameter distances and impact parameters instead of angles, one can rewrite

the previous integral as (see figure 6 to visualize the quantities and distances introduced):

F (~η, ω) =
DS

DLDLS

ω(1 + zL)

2πi

∫ +∞

−∞
d2~ξ exp

{
iω(1 + zL)

[
DLDS

2DLS

(
~ξ

DL
− ~η

DS

)
− ψ(~ξ)

]}
(34)

Figure 6: Setup of the physical system we are considering. Angular quantities are marked in red, radial distances are

marked in blue, impact parameters are marked in green, and the angular diameter distances between planes are marked

in purple. ~θ0 = (θ0, φ0) and ~θL = (θL, φL) are the real and apparent angular positions of the source with respect to the
observer. The impact parameters ~η and ~ξ are the distances of the source (in the source plane) and the paths of the wave (in
the lens plane) from the line of sight. They are obtained by taking the angles ~θ0 and ~θL divided by the angular diameter

distances DS and DL, respectively, and serve as the vector coordinates in the source and lens plane.DLS is the angular

diameter distance between the source and lens plane. The distances r0, rL and rL0 are radial/physical distances between
source-observer, source-lens and observer-lens, respectively. Keep in mind that, initially, when the radial coordinates are

defined, the source is at the origin.

Essentially, we define the lens/image plane with coordinates ~ξ = {ξ1, ξ2}. We replace ~θL with the impact parameter
~ξ - this is just the apparent position of the source in the lens plane, which is, as will be introduced later on, "the image".
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In the absence of a potential, the waves would just take the most direct path connecting the source and the observer but,

since there is, they cross the lens plane at the position ~ξ. The line of sight is defined as the line from the observer crossing

the lens plane at the origin, and the source plane is defined perpendicular to this line, with the source being placed at the

coordinates ~η in the source plane. The distances DL, DS and DLS are simply angular diameter distances connecting the

planes observer-lens, observer-source and lens-source, respectively. Furthermore, since these distances are cosmological,

it is important to account for the influence of cosmological propagation from the lens plane until they reach the observer,

which is why we multiply ω by the factor (1 + zL). One can even take the simplification one step further and rewrite our

integral using the dimensionless quantities:

~x =
~ξ

ξ0
, ~y =

~η

ξ0

DL

DS
, ψ̂(~x) =

DLDLS

DSξ20
ψ(~xξ0) and $ = ω(1 + zL)

ξ20DS

DLDLS
; (35)

for which ξ0 is just an arbitrary normalization constant. This allows us to write the previous integral in the more

simplified form:

F ($, ~y) =
$

2πi

∫
d2~x exp [i$Td(~x, ~y)] (36)

where Td(~x, ~y) =
1
2(~x− ~y)2 − ψ̂(~x) is the dimensionless time delay surface (also known as Fermat potential).

The first term of the time delay surface is the geometrical time delay, which is just the time delay the wave acquires

from taking the longer path instead of the most direct one connecting the observer and the source. The second term

- Shapiro time delay - is the influence of the potential in the propagation of the wave. The Shapiro time delay ψ̂ is

the gravitational potential of the lens projected onto the 2-D lens plane (we see that it only depends on the coordinates

~x = {x1, x2}) and arises from the deflection potential - [38]. The choice of the normalization constant is arbitrary,

however, for practical reasons, it is usually defined in terms of the Einstein angle

θE =

√
4GM

c2
DLS

DLDS
as ξ0 = DLθE . (37)

Equation (36) is, perhaps, the most important analytical expression for lensing in weak gravity since it encapsulates

the behavior of the amplification factor as a function of the dimensionless frequency and impact parameter - i.e. position

of the source with respect to the observer line of sight. In theory, knowing what the lens projected potential looks like,

one can solve this integral and obtain the amplification and phase shift of the wave at each frequency value. However, the

problem is not that trivial and there are few lens models that allow us to obtain a clean analytical solution to this integral

- sec.2.3. Nonetheless, if one reaches high enough frequency values, since we're integrating over a complex exponential,

Eq.(36) becomes too oscillatory and we can no longer evaluate the integral analytically, which is where the stationary

phase approximation comes in.

2.2 Geometric optics

If the dimensionless frequency$ in the diffraction integral is large enough when compared to the time delay surface Td,

the integrand of Eq.(36) becomes a highly oscillating function ($ � T−1
d ⇒ $Td → ∞). Under these conditions, the

stationary phase approximation (SPA) can be employed to solve this integral - placing us in the top right corner of

figure 4. We are, then, in the regime of lensing that always applies to light, and can be applied to gravitational waves in

certain systems. This technique allows us to approximate the integrand as a sum of its stationary points which, in fact, are

the dominant contributions to the integral. We can interpret this using Fermat's principle: this principle states that, when
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light travels from a source to an observer, from all of the paths connecting them, the ones that extremize the arrival time

will be the ones corresponding to the actual rays - these are our images. Let us put this into practice:

∂~xTd(~x, ~y) = 0 ⇐⇒ ∂~x

[
1

2
(~x− ~y)2 − ψ̂(~x)

]
= 0 ⇐⇒ (38)

~y = ~x− ∂~xψ̂(~x), or, adding dimensions back to the problem, ~η =
DS

DL

~ξ −DLS∂~ξψ(
~ξ) (39)

Finding the stationary points of the time delay surface leads us to the lens equation . For a given source position in

the source plane ~y = (y1, y2) and a given deflection caused by the lens potential α̂(~x) = ∂~xψ̂(~x), this equations tells us

the image positions ~x = (x1, x2) in the image/lens plane. In practical terms, an image is a discrete peak in the intensity

of the wave, and the position of the images in the lens plane are simply the "apparent" positions of the source (the fact

that we can have multiple images means that, in some cases, we see the same source multiple times in the ski, which is

exactly what we see in figure 3). The deflection angle ~α, that arises from the derivatives of the projected potential ψ, can

be directly traced back to the surface density of the lens Σ(~ξ) - intuitively, one can think that if ψ is the projection of a

volume density integrated on the lens plane; the derivative of ψ is just the integral of a surface density over the lens plane:

α̂(~x) =
DLDLS

ξ0Ds
α(~ξ) =

DLDLS

ξ0Ds

∫
R
d2ξ′4Σ(~ξ′)

~ξ − ~ξ′

|~ξ − ~ξ′|2
. (40)

This means that for a given surface density of a lens, we can get a projected lens potential ψ(~ξ) quite easily, and

then predict the image positions by use of the lens equation Eq.(39). However, very often happens that, for a single

source position a single potential can, at small impact parameters, create multiple images. This is called strong lensing,

as opposed to when we have a ray propagating that gets deflected at a relatively small angle, which is weak lensing - a

schematic representation can be seen in figure 4 8. Ultimately, the more massive the potential is, the higher the image

multiplicity. This means that, theoretically, knowing all the image positions and the lens potential, one can trivially map

the source plane and infer the source position. However, the opposite is not necessarily true: if, for a given potential and

source position, multiple images can be created, further constraints are needed in order to infer the positions of all of the

solutions to the lens equation (~x- the image positions).

It is established that lensing is not only the deflection of the propagation of the wave but also its amplification. To get

the image magnifications, we preform a Taylor expansion fo the time delay surface around each of its stationary points

- the images will have coordinates ~xj = (x1,j , x2,j).

Td(~x, ~y) = Tj +
∑
a,b

1

2
∂b∂a(Td)j(xa − xa,j)(xb − xb,j) +

∑
a,b,c

1

3!
∂c∂b∂a(Td)j(xa − xa,j)(xb − xb,j)(xc − cc,j) (41)

+
∑
a,b,c,d

1

4!
∂d∂c∂b∂a(Td)j(xa − xa,j)(xb − xb,j)(xc − cc,j)(xd − xd,j) +O(x̃5)... (42)

Td is a 2-D surface, which means the indices {a, b, c, d} can only take the values {1, 2} (we can only be deriving with
respect to x1 or x2). It is a good enough approximation to neglect third and higher order terms such that the only remaining

terms of our expansion are the arrival time of the image Tj and the sum of the second order derivatives evaluated at the

image positions ~xj . We can always perform a rotation on the coordinates (x1, x2) such that the Hessian matrix (2 × 2

8Strong lensing 6= strong field lensing!! Strong lensing refers to the image multiplicity; strong field lensing happens for a strong gravitational

field.

18



matrix with the second order derivatives of the Fermat potential) is diagonal and the diffraction integral - Eq.(36) becomes:

F ($, ~y) =
$

2πi

∫
d2~x exp [i$Td(~x, ~y)] =

$

2πi

∑
j

exp(i$Tj)

∫
d2~x′exp

[
i
$

2

(
(∂2x′1

Td)jx
′2
1 + (∂2x′2

Td)jx
′2
2

)]
, (43)

where the second order derivatives computed at the image positions λ1,2 ≡ (∂2x′1,2
Td)j are the diagonal components

of the Hessian matrix and {x′1, x′2} are the coordinates in which the matrix is diagonal. As such, each of the integrals
becomes a gaussian integral:

F ($, ~y) =
$

2πi

∑
j

exp(i$Tj)

∫∫ ∞

−∞
exp

(
i$λ1
2

(x′1)
2

)
exp

(
i$λ2
2

(x′2)
2

)
dx′1dx

′
2 ⇔ (44)

F ($, ~y) =
$

2πi

∑
j

exp(i$Tj)

√
2π

−i$λ1

√
2π

−i$λ2
=
∑
j

exp(i$Tj)
1√

λ1
√
λ2
. (45)

However, to ensure that this integral is physical (Re{a} < 0), we need to keep in mind that the eigenvalues of the

Hessian matrix can be positive or negative, depending on the kind of stationary point the image is. If both the eigenvalues

of the Hessian matrix computed at the stationary point j are positive, we are in the presence of a minimum; if they are

both negative, it's a maximum and if one of them is positive and the other is negative we are in the presence of a saddle

point. We have reduced our complex exponential integral to a discrete sum of complex exponentials, each representing an

image, scaled by a
√
λ1

√
λ2 = µ

−1/2
j factor. This factor is the magnification of that particular image and, depending

on the type of stationary point (or, in other words, parity of the image), it can be:

• |µj |1/2 if it's a minimum , or type I image;

• −|µj |1/2 if it's a maximum, or type II image;

• i|µj |−1/2 if it's a saddle point, or type III image.

An alternative method to account for the parity of the image is to introduce theMorse phase, which is an index nj that

can take values 0, 1/2, 1 depending on whether the image is a type I, type II or type III image, respectively. Altogether,

this yields the following expression for the amplification function under the geometric optics approximation:

F ($, ~y) =
∑
j

|µj |1/2exp[i$Tj(~y)− iπnj ]. (46)

The physical interpretation behind the parity of the images is exactly what the morse phase shift entails: either the

images are multiplied by a −1 factor, meaning they are inverted; or they are multiplied by a +1 factor and they are

"normal" (or the magnification just amplified them); or they are multiplied by a −i factor and they are both inverted and
have a π phase shift - see figure 7 for a simplifying visual representation of this.

We have successfully simplified a not so trivial integral expression into a discrete sum of image magnifications and

image positions via use of the SPA. Both of these quantities can be obtained simply by knowing the source position and

the lens projected potential by use of the lens equation - Eq.(39). To see what this translates to, this approximation is

employed to well-known lens models and compared with the full analytical solution obtained from Eq.(36)- section 2.3.
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Figure 7: Simplifying visual representation of the classification of gravitational lensing images. Image is adapted from

a talk by Professor Jose Maria Ezquiaga, ”Gravitational Wave Lensing: Current Searches and Future Prospects” at the

workshop ”Lensing and Wave Optics in Strong Gravity” hosted at the Erwin Schrödinger Institute, 2024.

2.2.1 Beyond geometric optics

Even though the SPA allows us to significantly simplify the problem, it has some limitations. There are two possible

scenarios in which the geometric optics approximation breaks down:

• if the integrand of Eq.(36) is not oscillatory enough, i.e. $ � T−1
d no longer holds;

• if the determinant of the Hessian matrix of the time delay surface is zero, causing formally "infinite magnifications":

µ−1
j = λ1λ2 = 0. This happens for regions in the lens plane which are called caustics.

If the first is true, which would place us in the wave optics regime, one would assume that the only viable solution

would be to solve the diffraction integral numerically or analytically - section 2.3. However, for very small frequencies,

we find ourselves in the deep wave optics regime, in which the scale of the wave is significantly longer than the size of

the lens. In this case, the wave travels unaffected by the lens potential, and |F | ∼ 1. On the other hand, for the regime

where the wave is much shorter than the scale of the lens, the SPA is expected to perfectly converge with the analytical

solution to the diffraction integral. However, if the frequency is somewhere between these two regimes, it is relevant to

evaluate wether there is an alternative to solving the diffraction integral in full, which becomes rather complicated

for complex lens models.

When Taylor expanding the time delay surface around its image positions, as done in Eq.(42), we previously neglected

any term of order higher than the second order derivatives. However, if we truncate our series at a slightly higher order

terms, we can better evaluate the integrand of Eq.(36) as a polynomial in $. If we include third and fourth orders in the

expansion, the amplification factor written as a sum of the discrete images, turns into:

F ($, ~y) =
1

2πi

∑
j

∫
d2~z exp

[
i

(
$Tj +

1

2
∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃b

)]
×

exp

[
i

(
1

6
√
$
∂c∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃bz̃c +

1

24Ω
∂d∂c∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃bz̃cz̃d

)]
, (47)

where ~z is simply the result of a coordinate change ~z =
√
$~x, and we introduce z̃a = za − za,j for notation reasons

(remember that {a, b, c, d} = {1, 2}). We are left with the product of two exponentials, the first one being the very

familiar one that yields a gaussian integral, leaving us with Eq.(46); and the second one will be how the corrections
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to the magnifications arise, specifically, by expanding this second exponential in its power series. It is important to

remember that, even though we are computing "beyond geometric optics" corrections, we are still within the validity

of the stationary phase approximation, meaning that the frequency is still rather large, allowing for discrete images to

form. Therefore, within this expansion, we only account for terms up to order 1/$. This will lead to only three terms of

the expansion actually contributing:

• a term of order $−1/2, which is from third order derivatives of the time delay surface;

• a term of order $−1 - one proportional to the fourth order derivatives of the time delay surface;

• another term of order $−1, proportional to the third order derivatives squared.

All the other terms are of order$−3/2 or lower, rendering them basically negligible. However, the term proportional

to 1/
√
$ leads to an odd integrand, which vanishes (remember we are integrating along the whole lens plane, which,

for an odd function f(x) = −f(−x), gives zero
∫∞
−∞ x2n+1e−x

2
dx = 0). This leaves us with only two terms, both

proportional to 1/$. Explicitly, our diffraction integral now becomes:

F ($, y) =
1

2πi

∑
j

exp[i$Tj ]

∫
d2~zexp

[
1

2
∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃b

]
×[

1 +
i

Ω

(
1

24
∂d∂c∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃bz̃cz̃d +

i

72
(∂c∂b∂a(Td)j z̃az̃bz̃c)

2

)]
. (48)

Each integrand is no longer a gaussian one but simply a variation, of the form
∫∞
−∞ x2ne−αx

2
=

√
π(−1)n ∂n

∂αnα−1/2.

In theory, this will allow us to approach lower frequencies where we would need to, otherwise, compute the amplifi-

cation factor analytically. We will see later on, for some simple lens models, how well these corrections work. The tricky

and uncharted part is to see how well it works for complicated lens models, which is left for future work. So far, we have

not assumed anything about the projected potential of the lens, which means that, although we have a somewhat "trivial"

analytical expression for the diffraction integral, this quickly translates to very complicated expressions if ψ(~x) has no

kind of symmetry.

2.3 Common lens models

As introduced earlier, one standard way to solve the diffraction integral introduced in Eq.(36) is by the use of the SPA,

which becomes valid once the major contributions to the integrand are the stationary points of the time delay surface

Td. However, there are some simple lens models that provide us with an analytical solution, which is quite useful in the

cases in which the geometric optics approximation breaks down. As mentioned earlier, this could be either if the source

is located in the vicinity of a caustic or if, on the the other hand, the integrand of Eq.(36) is not highly oscillatory, i.e., if

the major contributions are not solely from the stationary points of Td, which puts us in the wave optics regime - bottom

right corner of the plot 4.

2.3.1 Axially symmetric lenses

If the our lens has a circularly symmetric mass density, or projected potential, then ψ(~x) ≡ ψ(x); which means that the

mass distribution on the lens plane has only a radial dependence (we assume that the origin of the coordinates ~x is also

the center of the lens) 9. This will allow both our diffraction integral to take a much simpler form, and our (previously

9Important to note that axially symmetric around ~x does not mean we have a spherically symmetric lens. For example, a cylinder-like lens will

be axially symmetric but not spherically symmetric - see section 8.1 of [38].
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vectorial) lens equation to turn into a scalar one. To see exactly how, we can start from differentiating the Fermat potential

Td with respect to ~x, which is how the lens equation is obtained:

∂~xTd(~x, ~y) = ∂~x

(
1

2
(~x2 − 2~x~y − ~y2)− ψ(x)

)
= 0 ⇐⇒ ~x− ~y − ~x

x
∂xψ = 0. (49)

If ~x = x ~x1 for example, then the whole lens equation is along the ~x1 direction. It is also quite intuitive if one thinks

of the deflection angle itself: if the lens has a circularly symmetric distribution on the lens plane, which is what causes

the rays to be deflected, than they should only be deflected along one direction. See figure 8 for a visual representation.

Figure 8: Schematic representation of an axially symmetric lens - one can see that the image and source positions are all

along one axis, defined as the one connecting the center of the lens with the source position ~y.

This also means that the image positions are ~xj = xj~x1, causing the magnifications to be:

µj = det[(∂a∂bTd)j ] = det[(∂y/∂x)j ] =

(
1− dψ

dx

∣∣∣∣
j

1

xj

)(
1− d2ψ

dx2

∣∣∣∣
j

)
(50)

(or, in terms of the deflection angle α) =

(
1− α(xj)

xj

)(
1− dα

dx

∣∣∣∣
j

)
. (51)

For simplicity, 1 − dψ
dx

∣∣
j
1
xj

= 2aj and 1 − d2ψ
dx2

∣∣
j
= 2bj . Finally, the corrections from higher orders of the Fermat

potential, introduced in section 2.2.1 turn the amplification factor into the compact form:
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F ($, y) =
∑
j

|µj |1/2
(
1 +

i∆J

$

)
exp[i$Tj − iπnJ ], where (52)

∆J =
1

16

[
1

2a2j
ψ
(4)
j +

5

12a3j

(
ψ
(3)
j

)2
+

1

xja2j
ψ(3) +

aj − bj
ajbjx2j

]
, (53)

and introducing ψ(α) =
dαψ

dxα
for notation reasons,

where we can single out the frequency independent image magnifications and the frequency dependent corrections

introduced from considering higher orders -[41, 43].

As previously stated, the fact that we have an axially symmetric lens potential also greatly simplifies the expression

for the diffraction integral, and allows us to solve it analytically for this class of lens models. For ψ(~x) ≡ ψ(x), Eq.(36)

takes the form:

F ($, y) = −i$ exp

[
i$y2

2

] ∫ ∞

0
dxxJ0($xy) exp

[
i$

(
1

2
x2 − ψ(x) + φm

)]
, (54)

where we introduced the constant φm in the Fermat potential Td(x, y) simply so that the time delay of the first image

T1 is zero, and J0 is the 0-th order Bessel function.

2.3.2 Point Mass Lens

The simplest and perhaps most used lens model is the point mass lens (PML) also known as Schwarzschild lens. It

essentially describes a lens with a massM located in the center of the lens plane - see section 8.1.2 of [38]. The surface

mass density of such a lens is Σ(~ξ) =Mδ2(ξ) concentrated on a single point. Using the length scale ξ0 given in terms of

the Einstein angle introduced in section 2 as the normalizing constant to convert from normal coordinates to dimensionless

coordinates (x) one can directly obtain the deflection angle α = ∂xψ = 1/x. Knowing this we can plug the deflection

angle directly into the lens equation - Eq.(39), which will take the form y = x− 1/x - and solve for the image positions

and their magnifications (the amplification matrix can be obtained by differentiating the time delay surface twice or the

lens equation once).

x1,2 =
1

2
(y ±

√
y2 + 4), - the two image positions, and (55)

µ1,2 =
1

2
± y2 + 2

2y
√
y2 + 4

- the magnification of each image. (56)

To write the full amplification factor within the geometric optics approximation, we still need the time delay between

the two images (we have the normalizing constantφm, whichmeans the first image arrives at t = 0). We know thatψ(x) =

log(x), either through the integration of the deflection angle with respect to x, or by use of the thin lens approximation

on a gravitational potential of the kind Φ(r) ∝ −M/r. Now all we need to do is compute ∆T1,2, which will be given as

the difference between the time delay surface for the PML model Td(x, y) =
1
2(x − y)2 − ψ(x) − φm computed at the

two image positions x1,2. This will allow us to write the amplification factor, as introduced in Eq.(46):
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FGO($, y) = |µ1|1/2 + |µ2|1/2ei($∆T1,2−π
2
) = |µ1|1/2 − i|µ2|1/2ei$∆T1,2 ; (GO = Geometric Optics) (57)

where the time delay between images is ∆T1,2 =
1

2
y
√
y2 + 4 + ln

(√
y2 + 4 + y√
y2 + 4− y

)
(58)

or, including the corrections introduced in section 2.2.1, we can get Eq.(52) for the PML model

F(GO+∆J )($, y) =

(
1 +

i

$
∆1

)
|µ1|1/2 +

(
1 +

1

$
∆2

)
|µ2|1/2ei$∆T1,2 , (59)

by computing ∆1,2 =
4x21,2 − 1

3(x21,2 + 1)3(x21,2 − 1)
. (60)

As mentioned earlier, these approximations for the amplification factor stem from using the SPA, which is only valid

at high enough frequencies, or when the period of the wave is a lot smaller than the time delay between the two images

- if this is not the case, then the two images don't arrive at discrete times and will interfere. It is also not valid when the

source is located near a caustic, creating infinite magnifications for the images in the lens plane. For the current lens

model, we can notice that, if y = 0, both µ1 and µ2 diverge. Essentially, if the source is located right behind the lens

with respect to the observer line of sight, both of the images are located at the radial curve x = 1 according to the

lens equation and they will have "infinite" magnifications. To get a physical intuition on the phenomena, we can write

the image positions with dimensions by use of ξ0 and see that the radial curve ~θ = θE will be, itself, an image, called

the Einstein ring. This image, despite having a finite magnification, is expected to be very bright, which we can confirm

by looking at figure 3. The phenomena observed in figure 2 is of very similar nature, but with 4 discrete images instead

of a continuous one. Realistically, these two phenomena are very similar to what the Einstein ring would look like for a

perfect point mass lens in the cosmos. However, very little lenses have mass distributions which can be described by

a model as the simple as the PML or by a perfect singular isothermal sphere (SIS - introduced in the following section

2.3.3). Therefore, the resulting image positions and magnifications are slightly deviated from the ones predicted by the

lens equation. There is work being done in trying to solve the lens equation and diffraction integral for more complicated

lens models, such as elliptic ones, or even lenses with complex substructures, such as galaxies or galaxy clusters, in order

to find lensed transients - [46, 44, 28].

Nevertheless, as stated previously, it is possible to get the analytical solution for the diffraction integral for simpler

lens models, of which the PML is an example. Knowing the projected lens potential, it is possible to solve Eq.(54):

F ($, y) = exp

[
π$

4
+ i

$

2

{
ln

(
$

2

)
− 2φm(y)

}]
Γ

(
1− i

2
$

)
1F1

(
i

2
$, 1;

i

2
$y2

)
(61)

where Γ is just the Gamma function, 1F1 is the hyper-geometric function and

φm =
1

8

(√
y2 + 4− y

)2
− ln

(y +√y2 + 4

2

)
. (62)

Analyzing this expression further shows that even the analytical solution to the diffraction integral also presents very

high amplifications as y → 0, which agrees with the fact that the point y = 0 is, indeed, a caustic, and the images of the

source in this setup will blend and form a highly magnified one. This is a very powerful result in the sense that it allows

us to observe objects/sources that are much more distant than what it appears from detections, offering a window into the

high-redshift universe - [15, 24].

As stated in section 2.2.1, it is worth to compare the full analytical solution to the amplification factor obtained through

the SPA, with and without the next order corrections - the results are in figure 9.
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Figure 9: Comparison of the amplification factors for the point mass lens as a function of frequency obtained via equations

(61) - black line; (57) - pink line; and (60) - blue line; fixed at a source position of y = 0.1. On the left hand side, we show
the actual values of the amplification factors. On the right hand side, the error between both approximations - Eq.(57),

Eq.(60) - and the analytical solution - Eq.(61).

From the first panel of 9, one can see that, at (dimensionless) frequencies starting at 20, the geometric optics (pink

line) perfectly matches the analytical solution to the diffraction integral (black line), even without the higher order terms

included (blue line), meaning that the stationary phase approximation is perfectly valid at these frequencies. However, at

lower frequencies, there is a large discrepancy between the black and pink line of the plot, proof that at lower frequencies

one can no longer focus only on the stationary points of the time delay surface and the amplification is better described by

the full analytical solution to the diffraction integral. Furthermore, the solution represented in the blue line has a divergent

behavior as $ → 0, which is simply due to the 1/$ dependence of Eq.(60).

From the second panel, we draw one key conclusion: there is a range of frequencies, after the blue line has a divergent

behavior (starting at $ = 1) and before the SPA describes the full solution to the diffraction integral (until $ = 20)

where the inclusion of higher order terms has a much better performance in matching the analytical solution. This can be

confirmed by the fact that the blue line takes a large dip bellow the pink line precisely in this frequency range. Although

this may not seem like much, it proves that these extra terms play a vital role in describing the amplification for a range

of frequencies which is not too low such that the wave just ignores the lens altogether and propagates unaffected - deep

wave optics - but also not high enough for the SPA to become properly valid; and this is exactly the frequency range

which cannot be covered unless there is a full analytical solution to the diffraction integral. Furthermore, the differences

between the approximates and the analytical solution have a decreasing behavior with$. However, the decline of the blue

line is faster (overall) than the pink line. This means that, even at higher frequencies, including higher order terms from

the Taylor expansion of the Fermat potential expansion yields an even more accurate representation of the full solution

(the blue line is ∝ $−2 and the pink line is ∝ $−1).

To continue our analysis, we show in figure 10 the analytical amplification function for the point mass lens at different

impact parameters (image positions).

Once again, we can see in figure 10 that in the deep wave optics regime, the amplification is almost negligible because
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Figure 10: Amplification factor for the point mass lens model obtained through the full solution to the diffraction integral

- Eq.(61), computed for different source positions y.

the wavelength is large enough such that the wave does not feel the presence of the lens. We can also see that all the

amplification factors asymptotically converge to the geometric optics regime - which is identified by the oscillations in

the amplification factor. These oscillations arise from the interference of both of the images that are formed. However, as

we approach caustics, the position of the images becomes progressively closer, meaning they essentially merge into one

very bright image, which is exactly why the lines for lower impact parameters start oscillating later on in frequency, and

they reach much higher values.

2.3.3 Singular Isothermal Sphere

Another very common mass distribution used when modeling lenses in the Singular Isothermal Sphere (SIS), which

has a surface density of the kind Σ(~ξ) = σ2
v
2 ξ

−1. It is used to describe galaxies, stellar clusters and dark matter halos, for

which σv represents the line of sight velocity dispersion. It formally has an infinite mass at ξ = 0, but is a very accurate

representation of these kinds of matter distribution as ξ increases. There are some modifications one can do to avoid the

existence of the singularity, such as considering a particular cut-off radius, but the qualitative behavior of the lens is not

deeply affected by this [43].

Adopting ξ0 = 4πσ2v
DLDLS
DS

as the normalizing constant, and knowing that the projected potential is ψ(~x) = x (it is

also a symmetric lens), one can follow the same methodology as done for the PML in section 2.3.2 and obtain the images

positions, magnifications, time delay, and even an analytical solution to the diffraction integral. Solving the lens equation

for this kind of potential, we find that there is a maximum of two images forming, with magnifications

µ1,2 = ±1 + 1/y and time delay ∆T1,2 = 2y. (63)

It is immediately apparent that we only have two positive magnifications for y < 1, meaning that for an impact
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parameter y ≥ 1, only one image forms. Therefore, the amplification factor in the geometric optics approximation has a

similar shape to Eq.(57) - except for y ≥ 1, in which case the second term disappears. Therefore, in geometric optics,

Eq.(57) also describes the amplification function for the SIS, except we have to replace magnifications and time delays

by the ones introduced in Eq.(63). Likewise, one can also compute the corrections to the amplification factor introduced

in section 2.2.1. However, for a SIS model, there is one extra correction one can take into account, which stems from

expanding the deflection potential around the core of the sphere - the singularity - where the density is infinite [41]. This

means that the amplification factor for the SIS beyond the geometric optics limit will take the form:

FGO+∆J
($, y) =

(
1 +

i

$
∆1

)
|µ1|1/2 +

(
1− 1

$
∆2

)
|µ2|1/2ei$∆T1,2 +

i

$

1

(1− y2)3/2
ei$(y2/2+y+1/2), (64)

where ∆1,2 =
1

8y(1± y)
, (1 = +; 2 = -) for clarification (65)

Naturally, in the case where we don't have double images forming, the second term of Eq.(64) also vanishes. However,

the third term arises from the density profile of the lens around its center, which is why the PML model does not include

this correction - it has no density profile outside of the origin.

Similarly to the PML, one can obtain an analytical solution to the diffraction integral for the SIS lens model by solving

Eq.(54) for a potential ψ(x) = x - see [26]:

F ($, y) = e
i
2
$y2

∞∑
n=0

Γ
(
1 + n

2

)
n!

(2$ei
3π
2 )n/21F1

(
1 +

n

2
, 1;− i

2
$y2

)
. (66)

It is, once again, worthwhile to compare all of these solutions, which is done in figure 11.
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Figure 11: Comparison of the frequency dependent amplification factors of the singular isothermal sphere obtained via

equations (66) - black line; (57) with the magnifications and time delays of Eq.(63) - pink line; and (64) - blue line; for a

fixed source impact parameter of y = 0.3.

The results obtained in figure 11 are very similar to those for the PML on the first panel , with the single exception
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that the analytical solution itself diverges at high frequencies. This is caused by numerical obstacles in computing the

analytical solution, due to the fact that it features an infinite sum of hyper geometric and gamma functions with a term

$n/2. Although there is an analytical solution for the singular isothermal sphere, it is not a "clean" , "well behaved"

one. This means that getting a concrete result would require more precise computational tools and efficient integration

methods, since this solution very quickly diverges at high frequencies, and even faster for larger values of y. However,

we can see that the geometric optics approximation very quickly matches the analytical solution, meaning that it is

enough to describe the amplification factor in geometric optics.

For the second panel both of the errors diverge because of the divergence of Eq.(66), but we see that there is a very

small frequency range over which the inclusion of the beyond geometric optics corrections makes a positive difference in

matching with the analytical solution. However, since the validity of the computed analytical solution is, itself, dependent

on more accurate computational methods, further research is needed to draw a concrete conclusion.

Similarly to the point mass lens model, figure 12 shows the existence of caustics (blue line), and interference between

the two images that are forming (oscillations in the green line). However, these oscillations are visible only because we

are at y ≤ 1, since otherwise only one image would form.
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Figure 12: Amplification factor for the singular isothermal sphere lens model obtained through the full solution to the

diffraction integral - Eq.(66), computed for different source positions y.

As we approach larger y values, the computational methods used to obtain F ($, y) fall short in the sense that they

very quickly make the amplification factor diverge, even for not so large frequencies. This means that we are very limited

when employing this model in this work, simply because of this fact. However, there is a lot of active work in improving

the computational methods used to solve the diffraction integral - [44] and others.
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3 Strong gravity lensing

To a good extent, weak gravity is a valid approximation to several lensing systems throughout the universe. However,

for some exceptions, such as triple black hole systems, or even binaries in AGN (Active Galactic Nuclei) disks, which

would be found in the vicinity of a supermassive black hole, strong gravity effects are important. Given the scales of

the problem, it is expect that, for triple black hole systems, if one of the objects is slightly further away that it acts mostly

as a lens, rather than affecting GW emission, we would be mostly in the wave optics regime . On the other hand, a

stellar or intermediate mass (∼ 102,3M�) binary merging in the vicinity of a supermassive black hole (∼ 106M�) would

nearly always be in the geometric optics regime. However, it is important to note that, for next generation detectors,

with higher sensitivities that potentially allow us to look at a longer portion of the signal, this might no longer be truth -

the very early inspiral stages of even a stellar mass binary could place us in the wave optics regime in a system like this;

but it is, however, outside of the range of current detector sensitivities.

3.1 Geometric optics

In the previous section, Eq.(9) was solved for a simplified background metric. In this section we will, instead, simplify

the perturbation, stating that it can be written used the WKB approximation. This means that we will employ an anstaz to

describe our wave in which the phase oscillates a lot faster than its amplitude. It is a valid approximation when λ � R
whereR is the scale of the background curvature (short wave expansion).

hµν = Re[(Aµν + εA(1)
µν + ε2A(2)

µν + ...)eiθ(x)/ε] (67)

Equation (67) shows the analytical expression employed, where ε is a small expansion parameter. It is also worth

defining:

• kµ = ∂αθ as the wavevector,

• Aµν , A
(1)
µν , ... which are the complex valued amplitude tensors,

• A =
√
A∗
µνA

µν as the scalar amplitude and

• εµν as the polarization tensor such that ε
∗
µνε

µν = 1 and Aµν = Aεµν .

Recovering the original propagation equation (9), we can use similar dimensional arguments to the ones used in the

beginning of section 2 to simplify it. In particular, the first term (�hµν) represents the scale over which the amplitude

of our perturbation changes, which can be approximated to O(h/λ2); whereas the second is comparable to the scale of

the background metric curvature, as such -O(h/R2). Since the geometric optics approximation relies on the fact that the

wavelength is a lot smaller than the scale of the background space-time curvature, we can neglect the second term of the

propagation equation, which leaves us with solving simply

�hµν = 0. (68)

However, it is worth mentioning that the sub-dominance of the curvature corrections, arising from the second term of

the propagation equation (2Rµανβh
αβ), becomes irrelevant if we focus on only solving for the leading order term (∼ ε−2),

since the corrections arising from this term start only at order ε0.
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Plugging the ansatz introduced previously - Eq.(67) into Eq.(68), we can group the terms with different orders in the

expansion parameter together to get:

Re[�Aµν + ε�A(1)
µν + ε2�A(2)

µν + . . . ] +
i

ε

(
Re[Aµν + εA(1)

µν + ε2A(2)
µν + . . . ]Dα∂

αθ. (69)

+Re[DαAµν + εDαA
(1)
µν + ε2DαA

(2)
µν + . . . ]∂αθ +Re[DαAµν + εDαA(1)

µν + ε2DαA(2)
µν + . . . ]∂αθ

)
(70)

+
1

ε2
Re[Aµν + εA(1)

µν + ε2A(2)
µν + . . . ]∂αθ∂

αθ = 0. (71)

Because ε is a small expansion parameter, we want to solve for each order iteratively, starting with the leading order -

ε−2. We can allow our perturbation to have a gauge freedom such thatDµhµν = 0, similarly to section 1.2, which gives:

(DµAµν + εDµA(1)
µν + ε2DµA(2)

µν + ...) +
i

ε
(Aµν + εA(1)

µν + ε2A(2)
µν + ...)kµ = 0. (72)

Using this, we can solve the linear order of our expansion to find:

∂αθ∂
αθ = 0 ⇐⇒ g

(B)
αβ ∂

βθ∂αθ = 0 ⇐⇒ g
(B)
αβ k

βkα = 0, (73)

which means that our propagation travels along null geodesics, similarly to light! In order to study lensing for null

geodesics, the goal is to compute the deflection angle of the geodesics, and attempt try to translate that into quantities

previously derived for the geometric optics approximation in section 2.2 (image positions and magnifications). Solving

for the sub-leading orders of the expansion parameter ε allows us to derive other interesting results about our perturbation,

in particular, the equivalent to the electromagnetic conservation of current (in our case, of gravitons) - left as an exercise

to the reader.

Tracing geodesics is very well established in GR, particularly for the Schwarschild metric. Essentially, we want to

answer the question of what happens to a geodesic when propagation in the vicinity of a non-rotating black hole. The

geodesic equation for the Schwarzschild metric is the following:

−
(
1− 2M

r

)
(kt)2 +

1

(1− 2M
r )

(kr)2 + r2((kθ)2 + sin2 θ(kφ)2) = 0, where (74)

(kt, kr, kθ, kφ) =

(
dt

dτ
,
dr

dτ
,
dθ

dτ
,
dφ

dτ

)
are the components of the wave-vector, (75)

and τ is the affine parameter used to parametrize the null geodesic (if it was time-like, τ would be the proper time)

- see section 6.3 of [47]. For Schwarzschild, the metric is invariant for a θ → π − θ transformation (parity reflection

symmetry). Meaning that if our geodesic lies in the equatorial plane of the sphere (θ = π/2) initially, it will remain in

that plane. So, without loss of generality, we can fix θ = π/2, leading to kθ = 0 and sin θ = 1. To find the components

of the wave vector for Schwrzschild metric (which is the evolution of the coordinates along the affine parameter τ ), we

write the action between two point along one curve as:

S =

∫ τ1

τ0

dτ

√
−gαβ

dxα

dτ

dxβ

dτ
. (76)

According to the principle of least action, a geodesic is precisely the path that extremizes the action, which means

that the integrand is the Lagrangian. Solving the Euler-Lagrange equations we find that we have two constants of motion

along the geodesic, given by:
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E =

(
1− 2M

r

)
dt

dτ
when we solve for the t coordinate, and (77)

L = r2
dφ

dτ
when we solve for the φ coordinate. (78)

Plugging these constants in the original geodesic equation - Eq.(74) leads to the following relation:

1

2

(
dr

dτ

)2

+
L2

2r2

(
1− 2M

r

)
=

1

2
E2. (79)

One can interpret this equation as the motion of a unit mass particle with total energy 1
2E

2 subject to a potential

V = L2

2r2

(
1− 2M

r

)
, which we can be seen in figure 13.
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Figure 13: Representation of the Schwarzschild potential barrier for a random value of the constant of motion L. The
value of these parameters has no physical importance since we simply want to understand the qualitative behavior of this

potential barrier.

As we can see, this potential is zero at the Schwarzschild radius, has a single maximum for r = 3M and decreases

from there on. This means that a particle traveling along a geodesic (at this point, we will focus on the ones coming from

infinity, since the Schwarzschild metric is asympototically flat) needs to have an energy greater than this barrier in order

to not get absorbed into the BH. The minimum required energy is given by the condition:

1

2
E2 =

L2M

2(3M)3
⇐⇒ bc = 33/2M, where b =

(
L

E

)
r�M

is the apparent impact parameter. (80)

Assuming that the geodesic does not plunge into the BH, the closest approach distance of the ray to the center of the

black hole depends on the apparent impact parameter at∞ and is given by the condition:
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V (r0) = E2/2 ⇐⇒ b2 =
r30

r0 − 2M
. (81)

In the absence of mass - flat metric - the impact parameter is, indeed, the same as the closest approach distance r0,

which, in section 2, we call ξ. However, in the presence of mass, this point is where the geodesic "turns" and deflects.

Naturally, if the closest approach distance r0 is the radius at which the potential has its maximum value (r = 3M ), the

impact parameter is the critical one.

The samewaywe used the constants of motion to rewrite the geodesic equation Eq.(74) as an equation for the evolution

of r along the parameter τ , we can do the same for the coordinate φ and use drdτ
dτ
dφ = dr

dφ and the equation for
dr
dτ to eliminate

the affine parameter dependency altogether. This allows us to get the evolution of the azimuthal angle φ along the radial

coordinate r:

dφ

dr
= ± 1√

r4b−2 − r(r − 2M)
. (82)

Integrating this equation from the point of the closes approach distance r0 until r = ∞ gives us how much the trajectory

of the geodesic is bent due to the presence of the gravitational potential or, in other words, the deflection angle.

∆φ = 2

∫ ∞

x0

dx

x

√(
x
x0

)2 (
1− 1

x0

)
−
(
1− 1

x

) − π, where x =
r

2M
(83)
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Figure 14: On the left hand side: Deflection angle in terms of the closest approach distance scaled by the Schwarzschild

radius. On the right hand side: Impact parameter in terms of closest approach distance, both scaled by Rs.

In the first panel of figure 14 we show the value of the deflection angle by changing the lower bounds of the integral,

which is the closest approach distance scaled by the Schwarzschild radius of the black hole. We can see that, as the closest
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approach distance reaches r0 = 3M , which is the maximum of the potential barrier, this deflection angle diverges. In

particular, it becomes higher than 2π, which represents one full loop around the BH - see schematic representation on top

left corner of the plot 4. From the second panel of figure 14, we also confirm that the critical impact parameter corresponds

exactly to the smallest possible approach distance, as expected.

In [18], the authors show the exact results displayed in figure 14, with the addition of the branch for x0 smaller than

1.5, and they do this by using a numerical approximation to compute the deflection angle given by

∆φ = − log

(
b

2M
− 3

√
3

2

)
− log

(
5 + 3

√
3

1944

)
− π. (84)

Albeit the two lines in figure 14 seem to differ a lot for impact parameters close to the critical one, this numerical

approximation, at least, gives us the freedom to explore the branch of x0 < 1.5, unlike the analytical solution. Both of the

solutions, for larger impact parameters, are expected to blend rendering little error in using the logarithmic approximation.

This gives them the freedom to study the behavior of geodesics as they approach the closest approach distance x0 both

for x0 → 1.5+ and x0 → 1.5−. Essentially, they find, not unlike this work, that if we approach this r0 = 3M+, the

geodesic is expected to loop around the black hole and create a photon ring - which in our case, would be a graviton

ring. However, if we approach it from the other branch (r0 = 3M−), the geodesic very quickly plunges into the black

hole and the photon gets absorbed - see figure 2 of [18]. The intermediate case is when the trajectory of the geodesic

gets heavily deflected the particles traveling along it eventually reaches us, observers, creating images. Recovering the

nomenclature used for geometric optics in weak gravity from section 2.2 , we can once again distinguish between weak

and strong lensing. At a large approach distance x0, the deflection angle∆φ becomes smaller and smaller, placing us in

the weak lensing regime, where the trajectory of the geodesic becomes slightly deviated - see the scheme on the right of

4. Otherwise, when x0 approaches its critical value and the geodesic loops around the BH, we expect to observe multiple

images coming from the same source, placing us in the strong lensing regime.

A realistic scenario in which this relation between the impact parameter and the expected deflection angle is very

useful is, for example, AGN disks. Essentially, there are several "channels" predicted by scientists through which BBHs

are expected to meet and merge, creating GWs which we can detect on Earth. One of these channels is the AGN channel,

and it describes how, in the center of every active galaxy, where there is a SMBH surrounded by a dense and bright

gaseous disk, BBHs are expected to form. In these dense and dynamical environments, where we have a gaseous disk

surrounded by a NSC (Nuclear Stellar Cluster), a lot of star formation and death occurs. As a result, a lot of stars in binary

systems can die and form BHs that subsequently merge. Furthermore, this disk surrounding the SMBH can create what

is called a "migration trap"due to the change in its density gradient. These traps are exactly what the name entails: a

region (located at a certain radial distance from the SMBH horizon) where compact objects migrating through the disk

get trapped and accumulate. If we estimate this as a likely region for GW emission to occur, using a very simple AGN

disk model, we can use the height of this disk as a measure for the impact parameter (where sources could be located)

and predict whether or not this height is enough to allow the rays to escape from the SMBH and reach us, or if

they simply get absorbed. Naturally, the inclination of the disk with respect to us will have a large influence on this.

However, let us consider the worst case scenario, in which the disk is edge-on with respect to the observer. We find that,

if the migration trap is located between 20 and 200 Rs, then emission from this region is likely all captured by the central

SMBH. However, in more outer regions of the disk, the height exceeds the critical impact parameter at which r0 = 3M ,

which means the rays could, potentially, reach us. It is important to note that these results are not the absolute truth about

emission from the AGN channel since this disk model is purely theoretical and not confirmed by observations - figure 16.

We can now reevaluate and realize that, if we can compute the deflection angle given the impact parameter (position
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Figure 15: Number of loops a geodesic does around a Schwarzschild black hole when the impact parameter is close to

its critical value. Computed using the expression derived when tracing the geodesic - Eq.(83) -and with the logarithmic

approximation - Eq.(84).

of the source) we can, in theory, predict the location of the images produced by the source, according to the lens

equation. Since Eq.(39) is taylored for small deflection angles (remember the small angle approximation made early in

section 2) it is necessary to make some adjustments, since our deflection angles can become larger than 2π. However, if

one defines our deflection angle as a small deviation from multiples of 2π, this small deviation can very well be used in

the lens equation, allowing us to predict positions of the images generated by these small deflection, as such 10:

β = θ − DLS

DS
δφn, where ∆φ = 2πn+ δφn (85)

So, essentially, if we look at the range of values for x0 in figure 14, we are interested in getting as close as possible

to x0 = 1.5 so that we have deflection angles above 2π without actually reaching it (otherwise the geodesic will plunge).

For that purpose, we can define x0 = 1.5 + ε (remember that x0 gives us the deflection angle). In [7, 6], the author

uses the logarithmic approximation of the deflection angle as a function of impact parameter to get the image positions,

since b ∼ θDL - see figure 1 of [7]. The author defines the θ0n image positions, which are caused by deflection angles

multiples of 2π, so they will be perfectly aligned with the initial trajectory of the ray. The actual image positions, created

from deflection angles which are small deviations from deflections of 2πn, are themselves, small deviations from the θ0n

images. Expanding in linear orders of δθn = θ − θ0n:

θn = θ0n +
eA−2nπ(β − θ0n)DS

DLSDL
, (86)

where DL, DS and DLS are the same as in figure 6, and β is the real angular position of the source, labeled θ0 in figure 6.

10For the full derivation, one should follow [7, 6].
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Figure 16: Plot of the approximate height of the disk of an AGN with a SMBH in the center predicted by theoretical

models - [19], all scaled by the Schwarzschild radius of the central SMBH. We can also see the prediction for the location

of these migration traps - [4] where binaries are likely to form, and in the y axis the critical impact parameter below which

every ray plunges into the central SMBH.

The image magnifications are found, as done in section 2.2, through the lens equation, as such:

µn =
θ0n

β ∂β∂θ
∣∣
θ0n

= eA−2nπ (3
√
3 + 2eA−2nπ)DOS

2βD2
LODLS

. (87)

As we can see, this magnification decreases exponentially with n, which seems to show that the magnification of the

first image dominates with respect to the subsequent ones. Furthermore, there is a divergence as we approach β → 0,

which is how we recover the concept of caustics - when the source and lens are aligned, magnifications are formally

infinite.

3.2 Wave optics

Albeit the geodesic deviation is enough of a description for how a strong gravitational field deflects light, this formalism

breaks down often for GWs because of their larger wavelengths. It is established that the important scale when distin-

guishing between geometric and wave optics is the size of the wave relative to the lens. However, more often than for

light, GWs have wavelengths comparable to the size of astrophysical objects that can act as lenses. Furthermore,

these objects, sometimes, cannot be described by a Newtonial potential due to their structure, which is the case for a black

hole. Naturally, if the GW travels far enough from a BH acting as a lens, the weak gravity approximation becomes valid

again, but it is not particularly trivial to draw the line between when one or the other is more valid. To fully study this

phenomena, one has to resort to Black Hole Perturbation Theory , i.e., instead of considering an incoming gravitational

wave that is changed by a lens, this theory aims to solve how a black hole responds (via GW emission) to a certain per-

turbation - in this case, created by an incoming GW. In section 1.3, we introduced the concept of black hole reflectivities
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and how they affect each spherical mode of the waveform at the observer (infinity). However, it is useful to translate this

into an actual scattered waveform that can be observed.

Similarly to lensing in weak gravity, the black hole reflectivities introduced in section 1.3 - see figure 5 - have a

large dependence on the comparable scales of the wave and the black hole being perturbed. At high values of ωM , the

geometric optics limit dominates, and at small ωM , we are in the wave optics regime. These reflectivities are the key

variables in describing how the black hole responds to the incoming radiation- if it transmits it or it absorbs it. At

high frequencies, the reflectivities vanish and the wave gets almost fully absorbed, since the frequencies correspond to

the real part of the fundamental quasinormal mode of each harmonic. Thus, for ωM � 1, only very large ` modes

contribute, corresponding to null geodesics, which makes us recover the geometric optics regime studied in section 3.1 -

[9]. In particular, we can clearly see the reflectivities going to zero for smaller ` modes much earlier in frequency.

Having the tools to solve the scattering problem in the BH frame, there is still the need to construct the full gravitational

perturbation before it reaches the black hole and when it reaches infinity, which represent the unlensed and scattered GWs.

3.2.1 Scattered Gravitational Waves

From section 1.3, we acquired a strong understanding of how each spherical mode of the incoming gravitational wave

propagates through a Schwarzschild black hole. Therefore, in practical terms, all that is needed is to sum over all of these

to obtain the initial and final wave.

Similarly to how the authors of [37] write the gravitational perturbation in a coordinate system that suits their goal,

one can also write a gravitational perturbation in the Transverse Traceless (TT) gauge such that it can be described in

terms of its' two propagating degrees of freedom:

hµνdx
µdxν =


0 0 0 0

0 h+ h× 0

0 −h× h+ 0

0 0 0 0

 (88)

The contents of h+ and h× can be easily described in terms of properties of the source. In current detectors, one is able

to resolve them, with some limited precision. Therefore, these two degrees of freedom are, effectively, what we detect.

However, unlike what was done in section 2, where the polarization contents of the wave are irrelevant,we will handle

h+ and h× separately since they are lensed differently. This does not come to say that, in weak gravity, the lensing

of both polarizations is the same. It is simply treated as being the same, proving that the weak gravity approximation

does not accurately account for the spin-2 nature of GWs.

To a good extent, we can assume that the wave hitting on the lens is a plane wave. In particular, the distances at

which this approximation becomes valid are r � 2M2

λ . For a wave of size λ ∼M (wave optics regime), it is enough to

say that the radial distance has to be larger than the size of the black hole, r � 2M . Therefore, for a source at about 50M

(or 100Rs) the exact "piece" that hits the lens (BH) will be plane, but strong gravity effects still need to be accounted for.

Under this assumption, if we take our initially spherical wave, with an amplitude A and a time and radial dependence of

the form

A

r
ei(kr±ωt), (89)

and rewrite the radial coordinate as rLS + Z, such that the plane wave hitting the black hole is:
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h+ = <

{
e−iω(t−rLS)

rLS
A+(f,ΩLS)e

iωZ

}
, (90)

h× = <

{
ie−iω(t−rLS)

rLS
A×(f,ΩLS)e

iωZ

}
. (91)

Having defined the time and radial dependencies of our perturbation, we now want to decompose them into spherical

harmonics centered around the lens and solve the scattering problem 11. However, the two modes (+,×) don't have well

defined spin weights. The helicity eigenstates h±2 = h+ ± ih× are given by:

h(±2) = H(±2)eiωZ + H̄(∓2)e−iωZ , (92)

where H(±2) =
e−iω(t−rLS)

2rLS

(
A+ ∓A×

)
, (93)

and H̄ is the complex conjugate. Having a well defined spin, it is possible to decompose our perturbation into spin

weighted spherical harmonics [39], (since our gravitational perturbation is a spin-2 field), - [25, 34], centered around the

lens. The radiative field at infinity (h+ and h×) can be related to the Regge-Wheeler-Zerilli (RWZ) master variables

(ψ•
`m), as done in Eq. (6.14) and (6.15) of [25]. Applying this to our spin eigenstates, we are able to extract the weight of

each spherical harmonic with spin s = ±2 as such:

h(±2) =
∑
`m

h
(±2)
`m Y

(±2)
`m where rh

(±2)
`m =

1

2

√
(`+ 2)!

(`− 2)!

(
ψeven`m ± iψodd`m

)
. (94)

Now that we have been able to relate the spin eigenstates of our incoming plane wave to the RWZmaster variables, we

can solve the scattering problem on ψ•
lm. However, we want to have a clear relation between the master variables and the

amplitudes of our plane wave (we currently have the opposite). To do so, we can remind ourselves of the decomposition

of a scalar plane wave into spherical harmonics

eiωr cos θ =
∑
`

i`
√
2`+ 1j`(ωr)P`(cos θ), (95)

where j`(x) is the Bessel function of the first kind of order ` and P`(cos θ) are the Legendre polynomials. We know

that our spin eigen states, which we decomposed into spherical harmonics, are a (spin-2) plane wave which we can also

decompose using a generalization of Eq.(95) for spin-2 waves - [34, 35]. It leads to the following expression relating the

amplitudes of the plane wave H to the RWZ master variables:

ψeven`m=±s =
iH∓2

ω

√
π(2`+ 1)

√
(`− 2)!

(`+ 2)!

[
(−1)`e−iωr? − eiωr?

]
+ c.m, (96)

where c.m stands for the conjugate mode: for a given ψ•
`m , the conjugate mode is given as (ψ•

`,−m)
∗. The only

azimuthal numbers that contribute are those equal to the possible spin weights, such that |m| = s = 2. However, the

reflectivities do not depend onm due to spherical symmetry.

In order to account for the strong-field effects, we rescale the outgoing component of our RWZ solution (eiωr?) by

11One can also follow [10] for the next steps of this derivation.
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the reflectivities of the BH , and subtract the incoming component, in order to isolate the strong field effects:

ψ̃even`m=±s =
iH∓2

ω

√
π(2`+ 1)

√
(`− 2)!

(`+ 2)!

[
1 + (−1)`Reven

`m

]
eiωr? + c.m, (97)

where the same relation between even and oddψ`m holds. The incoming component will be summed back, unaffected,

as a part of the wave that propagates without hitting the black hole. The following step is to re-sum over ` the spherical

harmonic spin weights as introduced in Eq.(94), but with the lensed variables ψ̃`m instead of the original ones. That way,

after some algebraic manipulation, the amplitudes of the helicity eigen states of the lensed waveform H̃(±2) are related

to the original ones via a frequency dependent factor 12:

H̃±2 = F±H(∓2)/ω, (98)

with F±(ΩOL) =
i
√
π

2

∑
`,|m|=2

√
2`+ 1Y

(±2)
`m (ΩOL)

([
1 + (−1)`Reven

`m

]
∓ m

|m|

[
1 + (−1)`Rodd

`m

])
, (99)

whereΩOL = {θOL, φOL} is the angular position of the observer with respect to the lens (remember that the spherical
harmonics are centered around the lens).

As stated earlier, for each `mode, there are two contributions, one form = 2 and one form = −2. As we can see, in

the case ofm = 2, the sum depends explicitly on Reven
`m −Rodd

`m . As we go to higher ` modes, this difference converges

to zero, which causes no obstacle in achieving very high values of ` and getting an accurate computation of these factors.

However, form = 2, the exact opposite happens, which is why in [10], the authors resort to a Cesaro sum (see appendix

A of the paper), for which this sum converges. However, there is still a numerical complication in summing up to large `

values when the angle between the lens and the observer θL is small - which, in weak gravity, corresponds to small impact

parameters. This will heavily constrain the kind of physical system we can analyze.

Finally, similarly to how we took the propagation modes h+ and h× and rewrote them as spin eigenmodes, we can

now do the opposite to get the lensed version of the two polarization modes. The lensed h+ and h×, will be given as the

sum of the scattered outgoing wave and the unaffected wave, as such:

hlensed+/× = hunlensed+/× + h̃+/× where, explicitly, the lensed component is given by (100)

h̃+ =
e−iω(t−rLS−rOL)

4ωrLSrOL

[(
F+ + F−

)
A+(ΩLS) +

(
F+ − F−

)
A×(ΩLS)

]
+ c.c., (101)

h̃× =
e−iω(t−rLS−rOL)

4iωrLSrOL

[(
F+ − F−

)
A+(ΩLS) +

(
F+ + F−

)
A×(ΩLS)

]
+ c.c. (102)

In turn, the unlensed contributions are simply the plane waves measured at the observer, which are given by Eq.(91)

for the coordinates of the observer with respect to the sourceΩOS , rOS . As one can tell, the amplitudes of the plane waves

A+ and A× that we need to sum in order to write the final lensed waves are measured in different sky locations - one is at

the observer, and the other one at the lens (with respect to the source). However, we are interested in sources and lenses

both located at cosmological distances from us (observers), but within the same system. Therefore, the solid angles at the

lens and source are comparable to us, observers -ΩLS ∼ ΩOS , such that we can approximateA+/×(ΩOS) ∼ A×/+(ΩLS).

Adding both of the contributions h̃ and hunlensed, we arrive at a final expression for the lensed polarizations h+ and

h× in terms of the original ones:

12this is done by expanding the conjugate mode explicitly, which yields a contribution that goes as eiωr? and one as e−iωr? .
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hlensed+/× = Fhunlensed+/× + Ghunlensed×/+ where the amplification functions F and G are: (103)

F = 1 +
rOSe

−iω(rOS−rOL−rLS)

2ωrOLrLS
(F+ + F−) and G =

rOSe
−iω(rOS−rOL−rLS)

2ωrOLrLS
(F+ − F−) (104)

The first takeaway from this expression is the evident polarization mixing that no amplification function in this

project so far has been able to capture. In particular, there is a polarization conserving contribution from F and then there

is contributions from the other polarization mode, scaled by the factor G.
The second takeaway is that, after restoring the azimuthal angle dependence explicitly, both the amplification functions

can be defined in terms of a single function F with different φ dependencies, which can be confirmed by isolating the

Y +2
`m (θOL, φOL)± Y −2

`m (θOL, φOL) terms of the amplification functions:

F = 1 + F cos(2φOL) , G = iF sin(2φOL) (105)

This means that, for a certain choice of φ, one can have full conservation of the initial polarization, and no mixing

is observed. Therefore, it is natural to conclude that the mixing of both of the polarizations is an effect that arises

exclusively due to the tensorial treatment of the gravitational wave, and not due to the scattering off the black

hole. If one thinks about the fact that our black hole is non-rotating, it follows that polarization mixing is not necessarily

an effect caused by it. If, ideally, the source, the lens and the observer were to be aligned in the equatorial plane, the

polarizations would be fully preserved and, in fact, no mixing would be observed.

Nevertheless, the authors of [10], have been able to construct these frequency dependent amplification functions,

similarly to the ones found in section 2 given in Eq. (61), (66), for example, which places us in the bottom left corner of

figure 4. Therefore, it is worth to see what it looks like and make a hands on comparison to the ones for weak gravity. To

do this, we must, first, establish a physical configuration of source-lens-observer, which is, in weak gravity, the same as

choosing an impact parameter y.This physical configuration consists of:

• a distance between source and lens of rLS = 100MLens = 50Rs, which renders strong field effects non-negligible,

but retains the validity of the plane wave approximation;

• a lens and source at a cosmological distance from the observer (z = 0.1) but not from each other. Because both

the lens and the source are in the same local universe, the distances source-observer and lens-observer are far more

comparable than lens-source, rLS � rOS ∼ rOL , which greatly simplifies the exponentials in Eq.(104);

• we fix φLS at π/6 in order to be able to observe some polarization mixing, and θLS = π/6 to be able to get a

convergence on the sum in Eq.(99) - it becomes more computationally expensive for smaller angles, which would

yield far more visible strong field effects.

We also wish to make an equivalence between strong gravity and weak gravity, therefore we set this same physical

setup for weak gravity, but for a point mass lens model instead of a black hole - Eq.(61), in particular. The only parameter

on which each of the amplification factor depends on (other than frequency) is the impact parameter. Due to the geometry

of the system, the dimensionless impact parameter y can be rescaled by the Einstein angle θE to regain dimensions and

then written in terms of the angle θLS and the distance rLS , and, for our chosen physical setup, it gives:

y =
tan(θLS)

θE

DLS

DOL
∼ 2.69 (106)
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The distances DLS and DOL are the distances between the plane of the lens and source and lens and observer, re-

spectively. Keep in mind that, by construction, the dimensionless frequency introduced in section 2 differs from the

dimensionless frequency ωM from this section by a factor of 4. Explicitly:

$ = 4ωM. (107)

Finally, for this physical setup, we plot in figure 17 the absolute values of the amplification factors F and G against

the Point Mass Lens (PML) amplification factors as a function of the dimensionless frequencies ωM .
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Figure 17: Amplification functions of the Schwarzschild black hole - both the polarization conserving and polarization

mixing ones - Eq. (104); against the PML model - Eq.(61) in terms of the dimensionless frequency ωM .

As we can see in figure 17, the PML and BH amplification factors behave very differently at higher frequencies. When

we approach the geometric optics limit - at high ωM - the polarization conserving factor F → 1 and the polarization

mixing G → 0 , whereas FPML simply becomes highly oscillatory, as predicted. This is because, in strong gravity, the

BH absorbs the radiation, which agrees with the behavior of the reflectivities at high ωM , causing the outgoing part of

the wave, scaled by R, not to reach infinity. Therefore, we see that the lensed strain becomes closer and closer to the

unlensed one - which propagates unaffected by the gravitational potential of the BH.

Furthermore, we observe what seems to be a beating pattern in the early frequency range of theF and G amplifi-

cation factors, which could be associated with intrinsic properties of the BH. Therefore, even in a setup where the

source alignment with the lens is not ideal for lensing, we can see clear qualitative differences between treating the

lens as a black hole as opposed to a point mass. This proves the need to account for the complex structure of extremely

compact objects when handling lensing in strong gravity.
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4 Lensed waveforms

4.1 Methods and detectability

To study exactly how these amplification functions act on a real GW event, we use the python package pyCBC - [32],

github - for GW astronomy that allows us to generate templates for waveforms given the properties of the source. In this

work, we will study the effect of different lenses on waveforms varying not only the total mass of the binary but also

its mass ratio, and the placement of the source with respect to the line of sight (otherwise known as impact parameter).

After generating a certain waveform, all one has to do is compute its Fourier transform and apply the frequency dependent

amplification factors found in sections 2 and 3. However, it is important to note that these amplification factors depend

on two free parameters - the dimensionless frequency and the impact parameter . To convert from dimensionless

frequency to Hz, we need to fix a particular lens mass. The impact parameters is set by the relative position of the source

with respect to the lens.

In this work we focus on binary sources that are within the LIGO band, with total masses no greater thanm1+m2 =

200M�, and the minimum frequency we allow the waveform to have for analysis purposes is fmin = 20 Hz. This means

that our waves will span over a certain range of frequency values, which, depending on the lens masses, can put us in

the geometric optics or wave optics regime. We also fix the source at redshift z = 0.1 and include the cosmological

propagation when converting between the dimensionless frequency at the lens and the frequency in Hz at the observer.

After lensing our waveforms we also compute the mismatch between the lensed and the original waveforms. The

mismatch is a statistical measurement used in GW astronomy to match the waveform measured by detectors to the tem-

plates obtained from simulations, such as the ones used by pyCBC. The better the match between the two waveforms

(measured and template), the more likely our event is to be from a source with the parameters set to run the simulations.

This is, in broad terms, how scientists infer the properties of GW events. The mismatch is given as the internal product

of the two waveforms, weighted by the noise of the detector. Specifically:

Mismatch = 1−M(h1|h2),whereM(h1|h2) =
(h1|h2)√

(h1|h1)(h2|h2)
(108)

and the inner product is (h1|h2) = 4<
{∫ ∞

0
df
h∗1(f)h2(f)

Sn(f)

}
. (109)

This is computed in the frequency domain and h∗1(f) is the complex conjugate of the original strain h1(f) at that

frequency value. This computation is also minimized over time delay. What this means is that, after the waveform is

lensed, when we compare to the original one, we shift one of them in time domain so that they are as aligned as possible

when computing the inner product. Ideally, the amplitude peaks are aligned with each other leading the mismatch to be

minimized. Sn(f) is simply the detector noise, which, for this work, is set to be the one from LIGO observing run 1,

which is available the public - LIGO-O1-noise. Despite the fact that this is the true noise at the detector at the time of the

first event - GW150914 [1] - it is a rather large noise. For the more recent observing runs, as well as for future ones, it is

expected that this noise will be lower and the signals will have be louder (they will have a higher Signal to Noise Ratio).

The optimal SNR (Signal to Noise Ratio) is given as the internal product of the signal with itself:

SNR2 = (h|h). (110)

To better visualize exactly what these measurements can tell us, we will focus on one particular example. The first

step of the analysis will be to quantify exactly how to minimize the mismatch over time delay, for a random set of time

delay values applied to one particular waveform. That waveform is chosen to be first detected GW event - GW150914,

41

https://github.com/gwastro/pycbc/tree/v2.3.3
https://dcc.ligo.org/ligo-p1900011/public


[1, 2]. We start by generating the waveform using pyCBC - which uses the original LVK collaboration waveform library

LALsimulations [23] - for a binary with component massesM1 = M2 = 30M� and with spins aligned13, which resem-

ble the properties of GW150914. Afterwards, we move them into frequency domain via a Fourier transform, and then

apply several values of time delay, Td ∈ [−0.08, 0.08]s. Considering that the first detected event lasted for about 200

miliseconds in the detector, these are rather large time delays .

h̃(f) = h(f)ei2πfTd . (111)

It is important to note that these time delays have no physical meaning in the sense that they are not caused by a

specific lens, they are just values that were chosen with respect to the duration of the signal to test the effects of a time

delay in computing mismatches. In real lensing systems, when galaxies act as lenses, time delays are expect to be in the

order of hours, or even days, much larger than the duration of the signal. In that case, the images don't interfere and we

just receive the same event several times, with different magnifications.

After applying the time delays to the generated waveform, we find that the mismatch behaves as seen in figure 18:
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Figure 18: Mismatch of the delayed waveforms with respect to the original event GW150914 as a function of the time

delay applied.

Because we are computing the match of a waveform with itself, this measurement is very sensitive to even the

smallest of time delays. As logic dictates, themismatch vanishes if the time delay applied is zero (thematch is maximum).

However, one would think that the mismatch would simply by= 1 for the whole remainder of the time delays, and that is

not the case. When applying an overall time delay 6= 0s to a waveform and then measuring the match of that waveform

against the non-delayed one, two different things occur. Either that time delay is infinitely close to zero and the waveform

almost doesn't get affected, in which case the mismatch is infinitely close to zero, which is why we see a big dip of

the mismatch around Td ∼ 0; or the time delay actually "makes a difference", which makes the mismatch very quickly

approach 1 (the waveforms match very little), which is also visible. The reason why the mismatch oscillates around

13The approximant used to generate these waveforms was ’IMRPhenomX’, one of the many available through pyCBC.
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1 −M = 1 is because of the following: in the points where the mismatch peaks, both of the waveforms are completely

out of phase, and the local minimums (excluding zero) are the points where the waves are not perfectly out of phase but

match very little. This has to do with resonances between the period of the wave and the time delays applied. It makes

sense that the largest peaks are right around zero, at very small time delays, since the points of highest intensity of the

waveforms (the ones that contribute the most to the mismatch) are around the merger, where the frequency is highest and

the period is the smallest. This means that it it is not necessarily the largest time delays overall that lead to the highest

mismatches. It is also very important how that time delay compares to the period of the signal.

4.2 Astrophysical scenarios

4.2.1 Weak gravity lenses

For this section, we use the same waveform as earlier, with properties similar to GW150914 but, instead of applying time

delays with no physical characteristics, we apply the amplification functions caused by the presence of a Point Mass Lens

- section 2.3.2. We choose the mass of the lens to vary between 30 and 600M� and simulate three different physical

setups, with the source being progressively more aligned with the lens (in the vicinity of a caustic).

To do so, we first must convert the frequency values into dimensionless frequencies. Remembering Eq.(35) where

the dimensionless quantities were introduced, and adopting the Einstein angle as a normalizing constant, then:

ξ0 = DLθE = DL

√
4GM

c2
DLS

DLDS
⇐⇒ $ = 8πf(1 + zL)

GML

c2
, (112)

where zL = 0.1 is the redshift of the lens and ML is the mass of the lens. As we can see explicitly, varying the

mass of the lens changes where we are in dimensionless frequencies range. Having done so, we simply choose one

impact parameter in order to get the amplification factor that should be applied to the waveform. For this work, we

chose y = {0.01, 0.1, 1}. 14 Following this, we compute the mismatch between the GW150914-like waveform generated

initially and the lensed one. Similarly to what is done in the previous section, we minimize the mismatch over time delay,

and find the following - figure 19:

We can see that the largest impact parameter (y = 1: solid line) displays a relatively constant behavior in themismatch.

This can be explained simply due to the fact that, for such a setup, where the lens and the source are quite misaligned,

lensing does not play a vital role - i.e., changes to the waveform are almost negligible. As we can see, the mismatch is

never greater than 0.08, which is quite low for observational purposes.

At y = 0.1 (dashed line), the mismatch oscillates and takes substantially larger values than both of the other two cases.

This behavior is not intuitively simple to explain, but looking at individual cases of the lensed waveforms can, perhaps,

shed some light on the situation. For example, one would assume that in the case where the source and lens are the most

aligned (y = 0.01: dotted line) lensing would be more prominent and, therefore, the mismatch would be the highest.

One very possible way to account for this behavior is by looking at figure 10. We can see that smaller impact param-

eters have, indeed, much larger amplifications. However, the signal being intrinsically brighter does not necessarily

lead to higher mismatches, and this simply stems from the definition of the inner product and how the mismatch is

defined - see Eq.(109). The major source of measurable changes in waveforms is the oscillations in the amplification

functions, which causes several images to form and interfere. Figure 10 shows that the smaller the impact parameter,

the later the oscillatory behavior of the function starts. This means that, for the same range of dimensionless frequencies,

14It is important to keep in mind that the impact parameter is dimensionless, and is normalized by the Einstein angle of the lens; explicitly,

y = θ0/θE . As such, y takes into account both the angular position of the source (θ0) and the angular extent of the lens (θE). Therefore, the same
source position for two different lenses leads to different impact parameters y.
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Figure 19: Plot of the mismatch between the waveform lensed using the PML model and the unlensed one as a function

of the lens mass. Each line style and color represents a different impact parameter.

depending on the impact parameter, we can find ourselves in the wave optics and geometric optics regime. In other words,

there are more variables that play a part in setting which regime of lensing applies other than the dimensionless

frequency.

To better understand the tendencies in the mismatch, we look at three individual cases/waveforms: the maximum

mismatch at y = 0.01, which happens for a lens mass ofML = 270M� (green line of figure 20) and both the maximum

and minimum mismatch for y = 0.1 (ML = 600M� - blue line andML = 111M� - red line, respectively).

In this case, the red and blue line are subject to the same amplification function - orange line in figure 10. However,

the lower lens mass places us in a lower (dimensionless) frequency range$, andML = 600M� places us at high$. We

can clearly see that the green waveform in the top left plot is simply higher in overall amplitude |h×|, whereas the blue
line has a totally different shape. The blue line corresponds to a waveform in the geometric optics regime that shows the

interference between the images that are being created, and this can be confirmed by looking at the bottom left panel of

figure 20. The final waveform is not only amplified but completely distorted, which is why the mismatch in this

case is much higher.15

The red line is subject to a different amplification function since it has a different impact parameter, which corresponds

to the light blue line of figure 10. Since it is being lensed by a mass slightly higher than the green line, but much lower

than the blue line, we can infer that its range of $ is somewhere in between the other two. Therefore, in this case, the

waveform suffers from a large amplification but not heavy distortions arising from the interference of multiple images.

Overall, the brightest signals (highest SNR) are indeed those that are lensed in the wave optics regime, when

the source is located near caustics. However, themost conspicuous signatures of lensing that dramatically increase

the mismatch to the waveforms are found in the geometric optics regime- blue line of figure 20.

Lastly, all of the waveforms are brighter than the original one, which proves the power of lensing in looking at distant

15It might be challenging to resolve all of the lines on the bottom left panel. However, the blue time domain is exactly the same as the one used

on the right hand side of figure 1, so one can look at that for a better visualization.
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sources. We can, furthermore, confirm that the SNR of the GW150914-like (unlensed) waveform, closely resembles the

one at the first detection of LIGO O1 - authors of [1] find that SNR ∼ 25.1 for a 36.2M� on 29.1M� binary.
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Figure 20: Same waveform lensed for three different setups. The red and blue lines are both at y = 0.1, one for a lens
mass ofML = 111M� - red; and the other forML = 600M� - blue. The line for a smaller impact parameter y = 0.01
(in the vicinity of a caustic) lensed for a lens mass ofML = 270M� is green. The grey line is the original waveform. The

top left panel shows the absolute value of the h× polarization in frequency domain (the minimum frequency is set to

20Hz). The top right panel shows the evolution of the SNR in frequency - the integral of the internal product of the

signal against itself in Eq.(109) is computed cumulatively. The bottom left panel shows the time domain waveform,

original and lensed ones, as we would see them on a detector. The bottom right panel shows the evolution of the

mismatch with frequency. Similarly to the SNR, the integral in Eq.(109) is computed cumulatively, but in this case its of

the original signal against the lensed one.

4.2.2 Strong gravity lenses

Having tested out how a PML acts on one specific waveform, we focus on employing a similar methodology, but for a

Schwarzschild BH acting as a lens. Due to numerical obstacles, as mentioned in section 3.2, this study is limited to one

specific physical setup and a range of dimensionless frequencies. However, despite being bound by these circumstances,

we can apply the amplification functions represented in figure 17 to several different waveforms, as long as their

frequencies and lens masses place us in the range of ωM for which we can compute F and G (which are the BH
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amplification functions). This means we need to fine-tune both the mass of the binary and of the lens. The lens masses

are chosen to be between 70 and 700M�.

Similarly to before, we set the minimum frequency to be that of LIGO sensitivity, which is f = 20Hz. We tackle this

problem from two different fronts: at first, we set our binaries to have equal component masses. Different component

masses will cause the waveforms to range over different frequency values, with the higher masses having shorter signals,

with lower frequencies (it's little over one peak/oscillation); and the lower masses having longer signals that reach higher

frequency values. The chosen component masses which place us within the correct range of dimensionless frequencies,

for the previously introduced lens masses, is m1 ∈ {4M�, 100M�}. This means that our binary masses range from 8

to 200M�. This range was chosen considering both how low in mass a BH can be (needs to have M > MC , where

MC = 1.4M� is the Chandrasekhar mass), and how high in mass the detected events by LIGO are (so far, no binary

heavier than 120M� has been detected). After that, we look at binaries with different component masses but the total

mass fixed at 100M�. We vary the mass ratio q from 1 to 15.

Having generated all of the waveforms, similarly to what is done before, we Fourier transform them and lens them

using the amplification functions displayed in figure 17 for the different lens masses. The dimensionless frequency ωM

on figure 17 differs from $ (Eq.(112)) by a factor of 1/4 . After lensing all of the waveforms, both for the PML and BH

models, we compute the mismatch between the lensed (or scattered, respectively) and the unlensed one. To facilitate

the analysis, we consider only the cross polarization h×, despite the fact that both h+ and h× undergo distinct lensing

effects. In particular, the choice of physical setup from [10] and section 3.2 favors lensing effects on h×. This, naturally,

only becomes consequential when analyzing the BH lens, since the PML affects both equally. Explicitly:

Lensed waveform: h(f)l+/× = FPML(f)h(f)
u
+/× (113)

Scattered waveform: h(f)s+/× = FBH(f)h(f)u+/× + GBH(f)h(f)u×/+ (114)

In figure 21 we show the mismatch between the scattered and unlensed waveforms, for all 10 of the lens masses in

terms of binary mass. It is visible that all of these values are small, compared to the previous section 4.2.1, which is to

be expected at such a large impact parameter - y = 2.69. Furthermore, one should bear in mind that all of these values

have been minimized over time delay. However, all of the lines show different qualitative behaviors, and still show that

the changes to the waveforms are measurable and visible. As a reference, we show in figure 22 a couple of these lines

plotted against the mismatch between lensed and unlensed waveforms, to compare a BH versus a PML model. Finally,

we will look at some individual cases to better understand the tendencies in the mismatch.

We can see that, despite being at such a large impact parameter, the PMLmodel still shows a relatively largemismatch,

more so than the BH scattered waveforms for most of the cases - see figure 22. However, the black hole scattering

mismatches show qualitative features different from the point mass lens, rendering them more "interesting".

The first noticeable feature is that forML = 70M� we can see that the mismatch has much smaller values overall.

This can be explained due to the fact that this particular mass is, in many cases, smaller than the mass of the binary (from

m1 = 35M� onward). This will lead the lens to become "invisible" to the waveform, which has a size larger than it,

placing us in the deep wave optics regime. Therefore, as we move along the x axis of the ML = 70M� line of both

figures 21 and 22, the mismatch very quickly decreases, reaching almost zero for the BH case.

For the PML model, the mismatches change very little, which, to some extent, can also be observed in the BH lens

case. In particular, for the BH case, it seems that forML = 300M� onward, all of the lines seem to blend into very similar

mismatch values, even for lower binary mass values. In other words,when we enter the geometric optics regime for the

black hole lens, the mismatches all merge and acquire very small values due to absorption . For the PML, because

we are at too high of an impact parameter to form distinct images, the mismatch also remains approximately constant.
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Figure 21: Mismatch between the original and scattered waveforms for equal mass binaries. Each one of the 10 colors is

a different lens mass. The scattered waveforms are the ones to which F and G from Eq.(104) are applied.
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Figure 22: Mismatch between for equal mass binaries, for 3 lens mass values. The dashed lines with stars are the scattered

waveforms (BH lens - Eq.(104)) and the dots are the lensed waveforms (PML - Eq.(61)).

The lens masses that cover the wave optics regime, which should be higher than 70M� but lower than 300M�,

seem to peak at lower binary mass values before decreasing, and the peak seems to be shifting along the x axis as we

increase lens mass values. This could be caused by the beating pattern observed in the F and G amplification factors right
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before ωM ∼ 1 - see figure 17. This is a plausible explanation due to the fact that for those particular lens and binary

masses, we are close enough to having ωM ∼ 1 (the size of the wave is majorly set by the size of the binary, off by some

factors, therefore it is still possible to be in this regime despite the binary and lens masses not being exactly equal).

To further understand the different behaviors in the mismatch, we look at some cases individually: in figure 23, we

show the waveforms with the maximum mismatch for the BH lens, which is achieved for a binary mass of 38M� and

lens mass of 196M�; and in figure 24, we show the smallest mismatch for a fixed lens mass of 700M� - which , however,

is not the minimum overall - achieved for a binary mass of 200M�.
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Figure 23: Looking at the individual case where the mismatch of the scattered waveform is maximum, which happens for

a binary mass of 38M� and a lens mass ofML = 196M�. The green line is the scattered waveform, and the red line is
the lensed one. The layout is the same as figure 20 for the 4 panels.

In figure 23, we notice that the mismatch very quickly accumulates at low frequency values of the waveform, and

then takes a "dip". This is caused because the early stages of the waveform are placed in the wave optics regime, which

can be confirmed by looking at the time domain waveform. In the early stages of the merger, the green line shows a

slight amplification and a visible time shift, and the latter causes the mismatch to maximize for low frequencies.

The observed minimum is achieved when the dimensionless frequency starts approaching the geometric optics regime,

but before absorption by the black hole begins to play a role. We can still see some slight amplification but no overall

distortion on the waveforms, which is why the mismatch decreases.
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On the other hand, figure 24 shows a different behavior. The waveform in frequency domain spans over much less

frequency values than figure 23 - as one can see, it doesn't necessarily reach smaller frequencies than the one in figure

23, it simply fails to reach higher ones. This means that, even in dimensionless frequency, the wave spans over a much

shorter frequency range. This will lead the mismatch to accumulate for a limited range of frequencies, making it smaller

overall. However if, perhaps, this small range was in an earlier region of the x axis of figure 17, the mismatch would be

able to reach higher values because it would be deeper in the optics regime. However, that behavior is hard to observe in

figure 21 since all of the different lines are relatively concentrated around the same values.
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Figure 24: Looking at the individual case where the mismatch of the scattered waveform is minimum for a lens mass of

700M�, which happens for a binary mass of 200M�. The green dashed line is the scattered waveform, and the red dotted
one is the lensed one. The layout is exactly the same as figure 23, except for a different waveform.

Essentially, there are more factors at play in the mismatch between scattered and lensed waveforms than one expects.

First and foremost, more proeminent lensing signatures for the scattered waveforms are expected in the wave

optics regime (early ωM ), since in geometric optics there is absorption. This is already a behavior exclusive to a black

hole lens, since in the point mass lens approximation we found that highest mismatches are in the geometric optics regime,

when different images interfere. However, if the lensmass is set to be too small, placing us in the deepwave optics regime,

the wave travels virtually unaffected.

Secondly, for the same binary mass, except for the single case ofML = 70M�, we notice that themismatch seems
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to be smaller for higher lens masses. This is understood since changing the lens mass alone will define where in ωM

the waveform is spanning over, and for higher lens masses, we start approaching geometric optics, which means, for a

BH lens, absorption.

Lastly, as we move along the x axis in figures 21 and 22, the waveforms are much shorter bursts, unable to reach as

high values of frequency. This means that the lens mass plays a very important role: if the range of ωM is very short, then

the placement of that range will define if the wave will be distorted or absorbed. At high binary masses, all of the lines in

figure 21 seem to blend, making it hard to distinguish this kind of behavior. In this case, the fact that the signal is short

"dominates" over whether we are in wave optics or geometric optics. As we can see from figure 24, the mismatch

peaks at a value as high as the one from 23. However, the mismatch stops accumulating at frequency values where we no

longer have a strain, which causes it to acquire a much smaller value.

Having looked at equal mass binaries, we now turn our attention to binaries with a mass ratio q 6= 1. Fixing

the total binary mass at 100M� will lead to the waveform always having the same range of frequency values. The only

change that we can actually enforce is how the strain is distributed within that same frequency range.

Essentially, a waveform is a superposition of several spherical modes. The same way that, in section 3.2, we de-

compose the incoming waveform into spherical modes centered around the lens, a GW can be decomposed into different

modes centered around the source - binary. The properties of the binary will set how much each of these spherical modes

will weigh into the final waveform. For more symmetric binaries, the (`,m) = (2, 2) mode has a crushing contribution

when compared to all the others. However, for more asymmetric binaries, other modes become more relevant. In short,

as we increase the mass ratio of the binary the waveforms become more "irregular".

Similarly to what was done for equal mass binaries, we show in figure 25 the mismatch between the scattered and

unlensed waveforms, for all 10 lens masses, as a function of mass ratio. In figure 26, we show a comparison with the

PML model for three different lens masses.
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Figure 25: Mismatch between the original and scattered waveforms for different component mass binaries. Each one of

the 10 colors is a different lens mass. These are the waveforms to which F and G from Eq.(104) are applied.
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Figure 26: Mismatch between for different component masses binaries, for 3 lens mass values. The

dashed lines with stars are the scattered waveforms (BH lens - Eq.(104)) and the dots are the lensed waveforms

(PML - Eq.(61)). Each color is a different lens mass.

When compared to how much the mismatch changes with binary mass, the mismatch as a function of mass ratio

remains almost constant for the scatteredwaveforms. For the PMLmodel, it remains perfectly constant, fixed at 1−M =

0.006, as can be seen from figure 26. Once again, the mismatch for a lens mass ofML = 70M� is significantly smaller

than all the other ones, simply because we find ourselves in the deep wave optics regime - see figures 25 and 26. To

understand whether there is a tendency in the mismatch that is specifically caused by the mass ratio, we will look at the

individual case in which the mismatch is maximum, which is for q = 15.0 for a lens mass ofML = 322M�.

As we can see, the frequency domain strain of the original signal looks different from the ones we have observed for

equal mass binaries. However, since the intensity of the strain and the frequency range is the same as it would be for

equal mass binaries, one can only conclude that the mass ratio of the binary source plays very little role on how the

waveform will be lensed and/or scattered. The reason that the maximum value of mismatch for this particular analysis

is obtained for the configuration showed in figure 27 could be a spurious event. One possible explanation is, however,

that the early frequency stages of the waveform could coincide with the beating patterns on the amplification functions of

the black hole. It is still not enough to explain the increase of the line forML = 322M� altogether.

To properly evaluate the validity of this statement, further research would be needed. In particular, the study of a

physical setup were lensing effects are more prominent would, perhaps, shed some light on these and other lingering

questions regarding lensing in strong gravity. However, as far as this project goes, we are bound by a system that doesn't

allow to probe very small impact parameters and very large lens masses.
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Figure 27: Looking at the individual case where the mismatch of the scattered waveform is maximum, which happens for

a binary mass ratio of 15 and a lens mass ofML = 322M�. The green dashed line is the scattered waveform, and the red
dotted one is the lensed one. The layout is the same as figures 20, 23, 24 for the 4 panels.

5 Discussion

This project investigates how gravitational waves propagate in the presence of different lenses/mass distributions. We

start by introducing all of the different lensing regimes, which are set by three main parameters - recall figure 4:

• the dimensionless frequency ωM - size of the wave compared to the lens - defines wether we are in geometric or

wave optics;

• the nature of the lens - wether we consider it to be have a strong gravitational potential that deeply curves the

space-time around it, or if we use the weak gravity approximation - strong versus weak gravity;

• the impact parameter of the source position with respect to the line of sight that connects the observer (us) to the lens

- strong VS weak lensing (this particular terminology is only used to describe the geometric optics regime based on

how many images are produced, but the impact parameter also affects how the wave is lensed in wave optics).

Before dwelling into all of the regimes, we show how gravitational wave propagation is analytically described from

Einstein's General Relativity - section 1.2. Supposing a particular background metric, gravitational waves are described
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as a small perturbation for which one only consider linear orders in amplitude. To study their propagation, we solve

Einstein's field equations for the first order perturbed Ricci tensor in vacuum and arrive at a form of a wave equation -

Eq.(9). This equation fully describes how a perturbation of the first order propagates in an arbitrarily curved background

metric. Knowing that curvature in the metric is induced by the presence of mass, then the nature/compactness of the lens

will set how curved the background metric is.

5.1 Weak gravity lensing

Starting off, in the weak gravity approximation , the propagation equation is solved for a nearly flat metric except for

the presence of a Newtonian potential, which slightly curves it very locally - Eq.(19). This kind of potential is a very

good approximation for a number of systems: galaxies, which are very massive but very disperse in radii - section 2.3.3;

stars, which are compact but still well enough described by a point mass; or, even for black holes, which are very compact

objects, if the wave propagates far enough from it - section 2.3.2. Under this formalism, the gravitational wave is treated

as a scalar. We arrive at an integral expression - diffraction integral - Eq.(36) - that encapsulates the information of how

the gravitational wave is lensed according to different lens models. Solving this integral yields amplification functions

that are applied to a Fourier transformed waveform to get a lensed gravitational wave.

For high enough dimensionless frequencies, this integral becomes too oscillatory and it is solved using the stationary

phase approximation, which places us in the geometric optics regime. It is very familiar since it's how we describe the

lensing of light waves - section 2.2. In this regime:

• we can obtain the lens equation - Eq.(39) - which tells us the position of the images given a certain source position

and deflection angle created by the gravitational potential, which is controlled by the choice of lens model;

• the amplification function is given as a sum of discrete images that arrive at different times, each with a different

magnification - Eq.(46);

• if the time delay between the images is not large enough, they interfere and heavily distort the final waveform - see

blue line in figure 20.

However, for lower frequencies, geometric optics breaks down. For a certain range of frequencies, it is possible to

rectify this without solving the diffraction integral in full, which becomes quite challening for more complex lens models

- section 2.2.1. This is done simply by accounting for higher orders in the Taylor expansion of the Time delay surface.

These beyond geometric optics corrections successfully make the geometric optics approximation better converge with

the analytical solution for a range of dimensionless frequency values that is in between deep wave optics and full geometric

optics - figure 9.

Lastly, when the dimensionless frequency is lower, we are in the wave optics regime and are forced to solve the

diffraction integral in full, analytically. We find that for lens models which have an axially symmetric 2-D projected

potential - section 2.3.1, the diffraction integral greatly simplifies, and the lens equation turns into a scalar one, meaning

the source and images are all along one axis (instead of a plane, which is the usual case) - figure 8. Furthermore, by

looking at two very familiar lens model - point mass (section 2.3.2) and singular isothermal sphere (section 2.3.3) - we

predict amplifications up to order 14 - figure 10 - in the vicinity of caustics (low impact parameters).

After laying out the theoretical foundations of the weak gravity approximation, the amplification functions from a

point mass lens model are applied to a waveform, for lens masses between 30 and 300 solar masses, and three impact

parameters between 1 and 0.01. For smaller impact parameters, the waveforms are, in the wave optics regime, largely

amplified, which results in a very high signal-to-noise ratio- top right sub-panel of figure 20. In the geometric optics
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regime, the oscillations in the amplification functions cause the multiple images to interfere and distort the waveform-

top and bottom left sub-panels of figure 20.

To quantify the changes in the waveform caused by the point mass lens model, we compute the mismatch between

lensed and unlensed waveforms - Eq.(108). By definition, a mere amplification to the waveform (causing higher signal-

to-noise) is not discernible in the mismatch. Furthermore, the mismatch is minimized over time delay, meaning that we

shift the lensed waveform in time domain in order to coincide with the unlensed one as much as possible - figure 18.

Nevertheless, we can get mismatches as high as 0.25 (it is usually between 0 and 1), meaning that, in some cases, lensed

waveforms can go by undetected due to the incompleteness of the current gravitational waveform model template

banks, if their signal-to-noise is not high enough - see figure 19.

There is a lot of future work to be done in weak gravity lensing, particularly in solving the diffraction integral for

complicated lens models - [44, 46] and extending current templates to account for heavy distortions - [15, 11].

5.2 Strong gravity lensing

When studying lensing in strong gravity, the formalism is drastically different and the techniques used to describe the

geometric optics and wave optics regime are also very distinct.

In geometric optics, a short wave expansionis performed. Essentially, we use the WKB technique of expanding the

wave in amplitude with an exponential (phase), and solve for orders of that expansion. The amplitude of the wave is taken

to change slowly with respect to the phase, valid when the wave has a small wavelength when compared to the scale of

the background curvature. When solving Eq.(9) for the leading order of the expansion, we arrive at the condition for a

null geodesic propagating in a background metric. Tracing geodesics is very well known in Schwarzschild metric, which

is the case we focus on.

• We find that solving the geodesic equation in spherical coordinates leads to two constants of motion (through Euler-

Lagrange equations), whose ratio is defined as the impact parameter at infinity.

• We also find that the equation of motion for the radial coordinate - Eq.(79) - resembles that of a particle subject to a

potential barrier(figure 13). To overcome it, the trajectory of the geodesic needs to have a close approach distance

(x0) from the center of mass of the black hole larger than 1.5 Schwarzschild radii, which is where the maximum of

the potential lies. This means that the impact parameter at infinity - Eq.(81) - must acquire a certain value larger

than its critical one in order for the geodesic to not plunge directly into the black hole - see right hand side plot of

figure 14.

• We also find that by tracking the motion of the angular coordinate φ, the deflection angle of the trajectory of the

geodesic is obtained. We can, then, relate it to the impact parameter- recall the first panel of figure 14 and Eq.(83).

• We show how the relation between deflection angle and impact parameter can be used to trace the trajectory of

gravitational waves emitted in Active Galactic Nuclei disks. In these disks, it is predicted that certain mechanisms

("migration traps") should lead binaries to migrate close to the central supermassive black hole, where they are

expected to merge. For the rather theoretical disk model this is applied to, we find that sources located in the trap

will mostly emit waves that directly plunge into the black hole - figure 16. However, in more outer regions, they

could be lensed and deflected. It is worth to explore this for more evolved disk and population models as future

work.

• Since the deflection angles are very often larger than 2π, the geodesic is expected to loop around the black holewhich

is, for light, what is known as the photon ring. In this case, it is useful to employ the logarithmic approximation -
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Eq.(84) - in computing the deflection integral, to better resolve when exactly we have a direct plunge into the black

hole, a "graviton" ring, or an extremely large deflection angle.

• It is also possible to define the deflection angles as deviations from 2π which should be small enough to follow

the lens equation. We are therefore, able to predict the magnifications of the image for a given source position (or

impact parameter), as well as their magnifications. Essentially, every time the wave loops around the black hole, it

creates an image and they are progressively fainter.

In wave optics, due to lower wavelengths, it is no longer possible to resort to the short wave expansion. Therefore,

we use black hole perturbation theory to solve the scattering of the gravitational wave off a Schwarzschild black hole

- recall sections 1.3 and 3.2.

The scattering phenomena is described by theRegge -Wheeler equation, which arises from considering a background

Scharzschild metric in the initially derived propagation equation Eq.(9). By preforming a separation of variables, we can

describe the angular dependence in spin-2 tensor spherical harmonics 2Y`m, and then the radial dependence of each of

these spherical modeswill be the solution to the Regge-Wheeler equation - Eq.(11). In order to solve our lensing problem,

we take the solution to this equation at infinity, which is where the observer would be placed. This resulting radial function

is taken to be as an outgoing wave scaled by the black hole reflectivities - see figure 5. These reflectivities are a function

of the dimensionless frequency ωM between 0 and 1, for each (`,m) mode. For higher ` modes, they go to 0 at much

higher frequencies than for lower ` (for low frequencies, these reflectivities are always 1, meaning the wave is fully

transmitted). Therefore, for shorter wavelengths, which account for higher ` modes, the wave gets absorbed, and we

recover the geometric optics limit.

After having an understanding on how the black hole will affect the radial contributions of each spherical harmonic

mode (`,m), we still need to deconstruct the incoming gravitational wave and reconstruct the outgoing one according to

these modes - section 3.2. To do so, we take the following steps, based off the methodology we developed in [10]:

• We write the incoming gravitational wave in the transverse traceless gauge and approximate it to a plane wave -

Eq.(91) - which, for the distance source-lens we are considering, is a good enough approximation.

• We expand the spin eigen states h(±2) into spherical harmonics centered around the lens, where the weight of each

mode can be related to the Regge-Wheeler variables (of the lens) at infinity.

• We then apply the reflectivities to the outgoing piece of the wave, and rewrite the plane wave with the outgoing

amplitude already being "lensed". This requires summing over all of the (`,m) modes, which we found to be

numerically challenging.

• We then add back the incoming piece of the wave to be able to write the final waveform analytically as the initial

one times a scaling factor.

The first thing we are able to notice is that the final expression for each of the polarizations after being lensed has

a contribution from the initial polarization by a factor F , but also a contribution from the opposite one by a factor of G
- Eq.(104). This means that, in strong gravity, we are able to capture polarization mixing. We also quickly found that

for a particular choice of azimuthal angle φ = 0, the polarization mixing term G vanishes, meaning that polarization

mixing is a phenomena fully caused by the tensorial treatment of the wave, not the black hole itself. This follows

logically from the fact that we are considering a spherically symmetric, non-rotating black hole. Applying this kind of

methodology to, for example, Kerr metric, might yield very different results, but this will be left for future work.

Another clear feature of the amplification functions - see figure 17 - that is exclusive to the black hole lens, is the fact

that the amplification factors go to zero at high frequencies, making the lensed and unlensed waveforms converge. This
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means that the part of the wave that hits the black hole (incoming) is absorbed at higher dimensionless frequencies.

This is to be expected given the behavior of the black hole reflectivities at high ωM , and it's how we recover the results

of section 3.1.

Having derived the frequency dependent amplification factors as done in lensing in weak gravity, we apply them

to several waveforms, varying several parameters. For equal mass binaries, we change the total mass between 8 and

200M�. For higher mass binaries, the waves are expected to be very short in time (one, maybe two oscillations before

the merger) and very small in frequency - at least for the frequencies LIGO is sensitive to; for lower mass binaries, the

opposite is true. For different component masses binaries, we fix the total mass at 100M� and change the mass ratio

q from 1 to 15. For both of these analysis, we apply these waveforms to lens masses ranging from 70 to 700M� - which

will convert the frequency of the wave into dimensionless frequencies, placing us either in the geometric or wave optics

(or deep wave optics) regime.

After applying the amplification factors, we measure the mismatch between the scattered and unlensed waveforms,

and we find several interesting tendencies.

• For a lens mass of 70M�, we are in the deep wave optics regime, which causes the lens to be unnoticeable to the

waveform, causing the mismatches to be much lower overall - figures 21, 25, 22 and 26.

• We notice that for higher binary masses, the mismatches are lower due to the fact that the waves are short in

frequency space, causing the mismatch to accumulate over less frequency values - figure 23 versus 24.

• For higher lens masses, which place us in the geometric optics regime, the mismatches seem to all blend together

and become very similar, meaning that absorption is playing an important role - both visible in figures 21 and 25.

• For lens masses that place us in the wave optics regime - between deep wave optics and geometric optics, the

mismatches seem to peak at lower binary masses (the higher the lens mass, the later it peaks), which could be

caused by the structure in the BH amplification factors at ωM ∼ 1 - figure 21.

• Lastly, we find that the mass ratio of the binary doesn't seem to affect the mismatch in an obvious way, meaning

that, at least for the system we are considering, lensing seems to be independent on the mass ratio.

All of these findings are still rather limited by our choice of physical system, which yields the amplification factors for

a black hole rather small. To further explore these effects, it is useful to try and overcome the numerical issues encountered

in order to be able to probe smaller impact parameters (y in weak gravity, or θ in strong gravity). Furthermore, to make it

more applicable to real, physical systems, it would be relevant future work to expand this methodology to rotating black

holes, to see more intense effects on the final waveform caused by the polarization mixing. However, for lensing systems

where accounting for strong gravity effects is important, we can clearly see phenomenological differences between a

black hole and, for example, a point mass lens model (which would be applicable to, for example, a large star or a very

distant black hole). The complex structure of black holes creates effects that weak gravity cannot account for, namely,

the polarization mixing and absorption of the gravitational wave .
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A Computing the first order perturbed Ricci tensor R
(1)
µν

For this derivation, one can follow chapter 3.2 of the lecture notes [27], section 7.5 of the book [47] or even the original

derivation, first done by the mathematician Eisenhart - [13].

In order to compute the first order perturbation of the Ricci tensor, we first have to trace back to the Riemann curvature

tensor, the Christoffel symbol and covariant derivatives.

Essentially, we have two different covariant derivatives compatible with two different metrics: Dµ is the covariant

derivative acting on the perturbed metric, and D
(B)
µ is the covariant derivative of the background metric. The difference

between these two is given by a rank-3 tensor Cνµα, as such:

(Dµ −D(B)
µ )V ν = (Γνµα − Γν(B)

µα )V α = CνµαV
α (115)

⇐⇒ DµV
ν = D(B)

µ V ν + CνµαV
α. (116)

One can make the association between Eq.(116) and the usual expression for a covariant derivativeDµV
ν = ∂µV

ν +

ΓνµαV
α : the D

(B)
µ V ν term corresponds to to the partial derivative ∂µV

ν (which is just a covariant derivative in a flat

background); and the difference between the two Christoffel symbols of the two metrics (CνµαV
α) corresponds to the

Christoffel symbol in the expression for a covariant derivative (ΓνµαV
α) (which is just the "difference" between a flat and

a curved background). Following chapter 3 of [47], one can write the higher-rank tensor generalization of Eq.(116) as

such:

DaV
b1···bk
c1···cl = D(B)

a V b1···bk
c1···cl +

∑
i

CbiadV
b1···d···bk
c1···cl −

∑
j

CdacjV
b1···bk
c1···d···cl (117)

so that we can apply it to our metric.

Due to the compatibility ofD
(B)
µ with the background metric gνλ(B) (D

(B)
µ gνλ(B) = 0) we arrive at an expression for

the 3-rank tensor:

D(B)
µ g(B)

να = Dµgνα − Cλµνgλα − Cλµαgλν = 0 (118)

(the intermediate steps are done in Eq.s (3.1.24)-(3.1.27) of [47]) (119)

⇐⇒ Cαµν =
1

2
gαλ(D(B)

µ gνλ +D(B)
ν gµλ −D

(B)
λ gµν). (120)

It is also important to note that, due to the fact that we only consider up to linear orders in our perturbation hµν , the

inverse metric can easily be obtained as gµν = gµν(B) − hµν +O(h2).

We can simply plug in Eq.(120) our expression for the metric, as in Eq.(3), as well as the inverse one, and due to

the compatibility of the background metric with the background covariant derivative, as well as the insignificance of the

terms quadratic in h, we can rewrite our Cαµν tensor:

Cαµν =
1

2
gαλ(B)(D(B)

µ hνλ +D(B)
ν hλµ −D

(B)
λ hµν) +O(h2). (121)

The next step in computing the Ricci tensor is, then, obtaining an expression for the Riemann curvature tensor and

then contracting the first and third indices. Starting by the definition of the Riemann curvature tensor:

Rµνρσ = ∂ρΓ
µ
νσ − ∂σΓ

µ
νρ + ΓµαρΓ

α
νσ − ΓµασΓ

α
νρ, (122)
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one can separate the Christoffel symbol into the background one + the one arising from the pertubation: Γµνσ =

Γ
µ(B)
νσ + δΓµνσ and recover the expression for the background Reimann and then extra terms linear in δΓ

µ
νσ (once again,

we ignore the quadratic ones) and get the following expression for the Riemann curvature tensor:

Rµνρσ = ∂ρΓ
µ(B)
νσ + ∂ρδΓ

µ
νσ − ∂σΓ

µ(B)
νρ − ∂σδΓ

µ
νρ + Γµ(B)

αρ Γα(B)
νσ + Γµ(B)

αρ δΓανσ + δΓµαρΓ
α(B)
νσ +O(δΓ)2 (123)

− Γµ(B)
ασ Γα(B)

νρ − Γµ(B)
ασ δΓανρ − δΓµασΓ

α(B)
νρ −O(δΓ)2 (124)

which, after grouping some terms together and manipulating a couple indices, gives us (125)

Rµνρσ = Rµ(B)
νρσ + (D(B)

ρ Cµσν −D(B)
σ Cµρν) +O(h2). (126)

The second term in this equation gives us, then, the first order perturbation of the Riemann curvature tensor in terms

of the 3-rank tensor C. All there is left to do, is to insert Eq.(120) into Eq.(126), contract the first and third indices (µ and

ρ) of the Riemann curvature tensor and equate it to zero. This will lead us to:

R(1)
νσ =

1

2

(
DλDνhσλ +DλDσhλν −DλDλhσν −DσD

λhνλ −DσDν(g
αλhαλ) +DσD

αhαν
)
= 0. (127)

(from now on, all of the covariant derivatives and gαλ are referring to the background metric) (128)

The first thing we notice, is that in the fourth and sixth terms, λ and α are mute indices and they are actually the

same thing, so we can cancel these two out (hµν is, of course, a symmetric tensor). Secondly, the first and second terms

are just permutations of the indices µ and ν of each other. Thirdly, we can also see that gαλhαλ is actually the trace of

the perturbation (h), and DλDλ is the background d'Alembertian operator �, so we can rewrite the equation as (we also

substitute the indices ν and σ with µ and ν so that the notation aligns with the one from sec.1.2):

R(1)
µν =

1

2
(−�hνµ −DνDµh+ 2DλD(νhµ)λ) = 0. (129)

B Scalar wave equation in weak gravity

Here we will simply show the intermediate steps of solving the scalar wave equation (Eq.(26)) for the metric introduced

in Eq.(19). To do so, let us first compute the components of our equation:

√
−g = (1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2r2 sin θ (130)

gtt = −(1 + 2Φ)−1 ' −(1− 2Φ) (because Φ is small) (131)

grr = (1− 2Φ)−1 ' (1 + 2Φ) (132)

gθθ = (1 + 2Φ)r−2, gφφ = (1 + 2Φ)r−2(sin θ)−2 (133)

Also important to note that, in weak gravity, the source of our potential is, to a good approximation, static, which

means ∂tΦ ∼ 0. This leads to the first term (time derivatives) of our equation to become:

1√
−g

∂t(
√
−ggtt∂thA) = gtt∂2t hA = −(1− 2Φ)∂2t hA. (134)

Remembering the Laplacian operator in spherical coordinates:

∇2 =
1

r2
∂r(r

2∂r) +
1

r2 sin θ
∂θ(sin θ∂θ) +

1

r2 sin2 θ
∂2φ, (135)
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one can also notice that the rest of the terms of our scalar wave equation ((r, θ, φ) derivatives) give the Laplacian of

hA with an extra (1 + 2Φ) term. Starting with the θ derivatives:

1

(1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2r2 sin θ
∂θ

[(
(1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2r2 sin θ

)
(1 + 2Φ)r−2∂θhA

]
= (136)

(remember ∂θ,φΦ = 0 because of spherical symmetry) = (1 + 2Φ)
1

r2 sin θ
∂θ(sin θ∂θhA); (137)

And similarly for φ:

1

(1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2r2 sin θ
∂φ

[(
(1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2r2 sin θ

)
(1 + 2Φ)r−2(sin θ)−2∂φhA

]
= (138)

= (1 + 2Φ)
1

r2 sin2 θ
∂2φhA. (139)

For the radial derivatives, however, we get two terms: one which is, similarly as for θ and φ, simply the radial

derivatives term of the Laplacian operator on hA wiht a factor of (1 + 2Φ); the other one is the cross term, given by

1

(1 + 2Φ)1/2(1− 2Φ)3/2
1

r2
∂r

(
(1 + 2Φ)3/2(1− 2Φ)3/2

)
r2∂rhA. (140)

Fortunately for us, after applying the product rule, this term becomes negligible since it's of the order Φ∂rΦ ∼
O(Φ2/r), which means it's highly subleading compared to derivatives of hA. This means that the contributions to the

equation from the radial derivatives are as such:

(1 + 2Φ)
1

r2
∂r(r

2∂rhA). (141)

This allows us to write the scalar wave equation

− (1− 2Φ)∂2t hA + (1 + 2Φ)∇2hA = 0 (142)

in the form of Eq.(27) simply by multiplying everything by (1+2Φ)−1, simplifying into (1−2Φ) for a small potential

and neglecting O(Φ2) terms.
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