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1 Introduction

This paper focuses on introducing key techniques to compute de Rham cohomology of smooth
manifolds, namely diffeomorphism invariance, homotopy invariance, and the Mayer–Vietoris
sequence. This corresponds roughly to the first two chapters of Bott and Tu [1]. We then
turn to our main object of interest: the complement in S3 of an n-component link, whose
cohomology we compute using a Mayer–Vietoris decomposition into a tubular neighborhood
of the link and its exterior.

2 Background and fundamental results

We work throughout with smooth manifolds and the de Rham complex

0 → Ω0(M)
d−→ Ω1(M)

d−→ Ω2(M)
d−→ · · ·

where Ωk(M) denotes the space of smooth k-forms on M and d is the exterior derivative.
Since d2 = 0, we may form the cohomology

Hk
dR(M) :=

ker(d : Ωk(M) → Ωk+1(M))

im(d : Ωk−1(M) → Ωk(M))
.

A smooth map f : M → N induces a chain map f ∗ : Ω∗(N) → Ω∗(M) via pullback, and
hence a homomorphism f ∗ : H∗

dR(N) → H∗
dR(M) in cohomology.

Theorem 2.1 (Diffeomorphism Invariance). If f : M → N is a diffeomorphism, then
f ∗ : H∗

dR(N) → H∗
dR(M) is an isomorphism cohomology.

Proof sketch. The pullback f ∗ commutes with d and with the wedge product by definition
and the inverse diffeomorphism f−1 induces a chain map (f−1)∗ which is inverse to f ∗ on
the level of forms, and hence on cohomology. Entire proof can be found in [1].
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Theorem 2.1 is useful since it allows us calculate the Cohomology of a line segment (any line
segment is diffeomorphic to R and the cohomology is easy to find since it is homotopic to a
point.

Theorem 2.2 (Mayer–Vietoris Sequence). Let M be a smooth manifold with open cover
M = U ∪ V . Then there is a long exact sequence

· · · → Hk
dR(M)

ϕ−→ Hk
dR(U)⊕Hk

dR(V )
ψ−→ Hk

dR(U ∩ V )
δ−→ Hk+1

dR (M) → · · ·

where there exists connecting homomorphism δ, as well as maps in cohomology ϕ and ψ which
induced from linear maps in forms between the respective manifolds through the pullback.

Proof sketch. The long exact sequence is the standard one associated to a short exact se-
quence of cochain complexes; see Bott and Tu [1, §2]. The existence of δ is obtained by
chasing the diagram: let [ω] be a closed form class in Hk

dR(U ∩V ), so dω = 0. By surjectivity
of ψ at the level of forms, there exists a pair µ = (α, β) ∈ Ωk(U)⊕Ωk(V ) such that ψ(µ) = ω.
Since ψ(dµ) = dψ(µ) = dω = 0, the form dµ ∈ Ωk+1(U)⊕Ωk+1(V ) lies in kerψ. By exactness
at the middle term, there exists a unique global form γ ∈ Ωk+1(M) with φ(γ) = dµ, that is,
γ|U = dα and γ|V = dβ. The form γ is closed: applying φ to dγ gives d2µ = 0, and φ is
injective. We define δ[ω] := [γ] ∈ Hk+1

dR (M).

Using only these two tools, we can calculate the cohomology of the circle S1. We compute
H∗
dR(S

1) using the Mayer–Vietoris sequence. Cover S1 by two open arcs:

U, V ⊂ S1,

where U is slightly more than the upper half of the circle and V is slightly more than the
lower half, so that U ∪ V = S1. Their intersection U ∩ V consists of two disjoint open arcs,
one near each of the “east” and “west” points of the circle.

• U ≃ {line segment}

• V ≃ {line segment}

• U ∩ V ≃ {line segment} ⊔ {line segment}
Using Theorem 2.1, we know

Hk(line segment) =

{
R k = 0

0 k ≥ 1,
Hk(line segment ⊔ line segment) =

{
R2 k = 0

0 k ≥ 1.

Note: the second claim is true due to the fact that the cohomology of disjoint manifolds is
the direct sum of the respective cohomologies.

The Mayer–Vietoris sequence for S1 = U ∪ V reads

0 → H0(S1) → H0(U)⊕H0(V )
ψ0−→ H0(U ∩ V )

δ0−→ H1(S1) → H1(U)⊕H1(V ) → · · ·

Substituting the known groups, and noting that H1(U)⊕H1(V ) = 0, this becomes

0 → H0(S1) → R⊕ R ψ0−→ R2 δ0−→ H1(S1) → 0.
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Computing H0(S1). Since S1 is connected, H0(S1) = R.

Computing H1(S1). By exactness at R2,

ker(δ0) = im(ψ0) = R (the diagonal).

By exactness at H1(S1), the map δ0 is surjective (since the next term in the sequence is 0).
Therefore

H1(S1) ∼= R2/ ker(δ0) = R2/R ∼= R.

Summary. We have computed

Hk
dR(S

1) =

{
R k = 0, 1

0 otherwise.

Theorem 2.3 (Homotopy Invariance). If f, g :M → N are smoothly homotopic maps, then
the induced maps f ∗, g∗ : H∗

dR(N) → H∗
dR(M) are equal. In particular, if M and N are

smoothly homotopy equivalent, then H∗
dR(M) ∼= H∗

dR(N).

Proof. We will not prove this as the proof is long, but can be found in [1].

As a first nontrivial application, we compute the cohomology of the torus T 2 = S1 × S1,
which will a central tool used in Section 3.

Theorem 2.4 (De Rham Cohomology of the Torus). The de Rham cohomology of the n-
torus T 2 is given by

H0
dR(T

2) = R, H1
dR(T

2) = R2, and H2
dR(T

2) = R.

Proof. We can compute H∗
dR(T

2) using the Mayer-Vietoris sequence. Visualize T 2 as the
surface of a donut, and cover it by two open “bent cylinders”:

U, V ⊂ T 2,

where U is an open neighborhood of the front half of the torus and V is an open neighborhood
of the back half, each shaped like a bent cylinder (a tube curved into a half-loop). Their
union is all of T 2, and their intersection U ∩ V consists of two disjoint open bent cylinders,
one on the left and one on the right side of the torus, where the front and back halves overlap.
Up to homotopy:

• U ≃ S1, since a bent cylinder retracts onto its core circle.

• V ≃ S1, similarly.

• U ∩ V ≃ S1 ⊔ S1, two disjoint circles, since each component of the intersection is itself
a bent cylinder.
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We know the cohomology of a S1:

Hk(S1) =

{
R k = 0, 1

0 else,
Hk(S1 ⊔ S1) =

{
R2 k = 0, 1

0 else.

The Mayer–Vietoris sequence is then

0 → H0(T 2) → H0(U)⊕H0(V ) → H0(U ∩ V )
δ0−→ H1(T 2)

→ H1(U)⊕H1(V ) → H1(U ∩ V )
δ1−→ H2(T 2) → 0.

Substituting the known groups:

0 → H0(T 2) → R⊕ R ψ0−→ R2 δ0−→ H1(T 2) → R⊕ R ψ1−→ R2 δ1−→ H2(T 2) → 0.

Computing H0(T 2). Since T 2 is connected, H0(T 2) = R.

Computing H2(T 2). Consider the following part of our sequence:

R⊕ R ψ1−→ R2 δ1−→ H2(T 2)
ϕ1−→ 0,

By exactness at H2(T 2), we have H2(T 2) = ker(ϕ1) = Im(δ1) = R2

Ker(δ1)
. By exactness at

R2, we have

H2(T 2) =
R2

Im(ψ1)

To figure out what exactly this map ψ1 is, we check where it sends a general element from
the previous cohomology. The map takes a form ω from H1(U) and a form µ from H1(V )
and sends it to their difference restricted to U ∩ V . In other words,

ψ(ω, µ) = ω|U∩V − µ|U∩V

Moreover, U ∩ V deformation retracts to two disjoint circles C1 and C2, so H
1(U ∩ V ) ∼=

H1(C1)⊕H1(C2) ∼= R2, where the two generators are [dθ1] on C1 and [dθ1] on C2 respectively.
We will write a general element as a pair (a, b) denoting the coefficients in front of these two
generators.
In order to determine ψ1, we can take a linear algebra approach and see where it sends the
generators of H1(U) ⊕H1(V ) ∼= R⊕ R. Since the generator [dθ1] of H

1(U) restricts to the
generator [dθ1] on each of C1 and C2 in U ∩ V , and similarly for the generator of H1(V ), we
see that

ψ1(1, 0) = (1, 1) and ψ1(0, 1) = −(1, 1) = (−1,−1).

Thus, with respect to the chosen bases, ψ1 is represented by the matrix(
1 −1
1 −1

)
.

The image of this matrix is spanned by (1, 1), so Im(ψ1) ∼= R. Hence

H2(T 2) =
R2

Im(ψ1)
∼=

R2

R
∼= R.
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Computing H1(T 2). Consider the following part of our sequence:

R ψ0−→ R2 δ0−→ H1(T 2)
ϕ0−→ R⊕ R ψ1−→ R2.

By similar reasoning of computing exactness at each stage, we arrive at

H1(T 2) ∼=
R2

Im(ψ0)
⊕Ker(ψ1).

By the same reasoning as before, ψ1 is represented by the matrix(
1 −1
1 −1

)
,

whose kernel is spanned by (1, 1), so Ker(ψ1) ∼= R.
It remains to compute Im(ψ0). The map ψ0 : H

0(T 2) → H0(U)⊕H0(V ) takes a class [f ] to
([f |U ],−[f |V ]). Since T 2, U , and V are all connected, each of these H0’s is R, with generator
the class of the constant function 1. Then ψ0(1) = (1,−1), so Im(ψ0) is the antidiagonal
R · (1,−1) ⊆ R2, which is a 1-dimensional subspace. Therefore

R2

Im(ψ0)
∼= R.

Combining,
H1(T 2) ∼= R⊕ R ∼= R2.

Summary. We have computed

Hk
dR(T

2) =


R k = 0, 2

R2 k = 1

0 otherwise,

3 De-Rham Cohomology of n−link-complements

We will consider the complement in S3 of an n-component link, by which we mean the
disjoint union of n pairwise-linked circles.
We begin by choosing an appropriate cover of the manifold S3, namely open sets U and V
such that one of the following sets is our desired link-complement:

U, V, U ∩ V, U ∪ V = S3.

Let N(Ln) ⊂ S3 be an open tubular neighborhood of Ln, consisting of n disjoint open solid
tori, one around each component. We set

U = N(Ln), V = S3 \ Ln.

Then U and V are open, U∪V = S3, and V is the link-complement we wish to compute. The
intersection U ∩ V is the tubular neighborhood with the link itself removed, i.e. n disjoint
tori.
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Homotopy types of U , V , U ∩ V
By Theorem 2.3, the de Rham cohomology depends only on the homotopy type, so we
identify each piece up to homotopy equivalence.

• Each component of U is an open solid torus S1 ×D2, which deformation retracts onto
its core circle S1. Hence

U ≃
n⊔
i=1

S1.

• Each component of U∩V is a solid torus with its core circle removed, i.e. S1×(D2\{0}),
which deformation retracts onto S1 × S1 = T 2. Hence

U ∩ V ≃
n⊔
i=1

T 2.

• The link complement V is the space whose cohomology we are trying to compute;
we leave its homotopy type aside for now and treat H∗(V ) as the unknown in the
Mayer–Vietoris sequence.

Cohomologies of the known pieces

By Theorem 2.4 and the fact that cohomology of a disjoint union is the direct sum of the
cohomologies of the components, we record:

Hk(U) = Hk
( n⊔
i=1

S1
)
=

{
Rn k = 0, 1

0 k ≥ 2,

Hk(U ∩ V ) = Hk
( n⊔
i=1

T 2
)
=


Rn k = 0, 2

R2n k = 1

0 k ≥ 3,

Hk(S3) =

{
R k = 0, 3

0 otherwise.

The Mayer–Vietoris sequence

Applying Theorem 2.2 to the cover S3 = U ∪ V , we obtain the long exact sequence

· · · → Hk(S3) → Hk(U)⊕Hk(V ) → Hk(U ∩ V )
δ−→ Hk+1(S3) → · · ·

Substituting the known groups:

k = 0: 0 → R → Rn ⊕H0(V ) → Rn δ−→ R
k = 1: → H1(S3) → Rn ⊕H1(V ) → R2n → H2(S3)

k = 2: → 0 → 0⊕H2(V ) → Rn δ−→ R → H3(V ) → 0.
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Computing H0(V ) and H1(V )

Computation of H0(V ). The opening of the sequence is

0 → H0(S3) → H0(U)⊕H0(V ) → H0(U ∩ V ) → H1(S3) → H1(U)⊕H1(V ) → · · ·

which becomes

0 → R → Rn ⊕H0(V ) → Rn → 0 → Rn ⊕H1(V ) → · · ·

since H1(S3) = 0. Since we know V is connected, and the zeroth cohomology of any
connected manifold is R, we have H0(V ) = R.

Computation of H1(V ). Continuing the sequence with the connecting morphism into
H1(S3) = 0, we get the exact segment

0 → Rn ⊕H1(V )
ϕ−→ R2n ψ−→ H2(S3) → · · ·

Since we know H2(S3) = 0, we have

0 → Rn ⊕H1(V )
ϕ−→ R2n → 0

This pattern where two terms are ”squeezed” between 0’s imply that ϕ is an isomorphism
which then implies that H1(V ) = Rn. However, this is formally derived from exactness at
the two terms.

Summary so far

We have determined
H0(V ) = R, H1(V ) = Rn,

and the remaining segment of the Mayer–Vietoris sequence to analyze is

0 → H2(V ) → H2(U ∩ V )
δ−→ H3(S3) → H3(V ) → 0,

or, with the known groups substituted,

0 → H2(V ) → Rn δ−→ R → H3(V ) → 0.

The remaining task is to determine the connecting homomorphism δ : Rn → R, from which
H2(V ) and H3(V ) will follow as its kernel and cokernel respectively.

Claim: δ is surjective
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Proof. To prove that δ is surjective, it is sufficient to show that some element in the previous
cohomology is sent to a non-zero element by δ. Let ω be an arbitrary generator of H2(U ∩
V ) ∼= Rn, where U ∩ V deformation retracts to a disjoint union of 2-spheres around each
component of the link. We will show that δ[ω] ̸= 0 in H3(S3) ∼= R.
Recall the construction of the connecting homomorphism. Let {ρU , ρV } be a partition of
unity subordinate to the cover {U, V }, so that ρU + ρV = 1 on S3, with supp(ρU) ⊆ U and
supp(ρV ) ⊆ V . By shrinking U ∩ V to be arbitrarily thin around the link, we may take
ρU ≡ 1 on U \ (U ∩ V ) and ρU ≡ 0 on V \ (U ∩ V ), with the transition occurring inside
U ∩ V . The connecting homomorphism is then defined by

δ[ω] = [d(ρV ω)] = [dρV ∧ ω],

where the resulting 3-form dρV ∧ ω is supported in U ∩ V and hence extends by zero to a
globally defined closed 3-form on S3.
To verify this class is non-zero in H3(S3) ∼= R, we use the fact that this isomorphism is
realized by integration over S3. Compute∫

S3

dρV ∧ ω.

Since U∩V can be taken arbitrarily thin around the tori and ρV transitions from 0 to 1 across
this region, the integral of dρV is 1. Combined with the fact that ω integrates non-trivially,
the total integral is non-zero, so δ[ω] ̸= 0 in H3(S3). Hence δ is surjective.

Since δ is surjective, exactness atH3(S3) givesH3(V ) = 0 (as the next map out ofH3(S3) has
trivial cokernel forcing H3(V ) to be zero). Furthermore, by the rank-nullity theorem applied
to δ : Rn → R, we have ker(δ) ∼= Rn−1. By exactness at H2(U ∩V ), H2(V ) ∼= ker(δ) ∼= Rn−1.
In summary,

H0(V ) = R, H1(V ) = Rn, H2(V ) = Rn−1, H3(V ) = 0.

Thus, combining all of the above computations, the de Rham cohomology of the complement
V = S3 \ L of an n-component link L in S3 is

Hk(V ) ∼=



R k = 0,

Rn k = 1,

Rn−1 k = 2,

0 k = 3,

0 k ≥ 4.
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