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Abstract. We generalize the Newhouse gap lemma by finding a geometric

condition which ensures that N -fold sums of compact sets, which might even

have thickness zero, are intervals. We also obtain a new proof of a lower bound
on the thickness of the sum of two Cantor sets.

1. Introduction

By a Cantor set we mean a compact, totally disconnected, perfect subset of the
real line. All Cantor sets can be constructed in a similar fashion to the classical
middle-third Cantor set, but rather than using the ratio 1/3 at each step, we allow
the removed intervals to be variable in length and not necessarily centred.

The question of whether the arithmetic sum of two or more Cantor sets contains
an interval has arisen in number theory, harmonic analysis and dynamical systems.
Recent papers studying the problem include [6], [2], [1] and [3] where it was shown
that generically the sum of two regular Cantor sets contains an interval if and only
if the Hausdorff dimension of the two Cantor sets sum is greater than one.

In contrast, deterministic results are less clearcut. A useful geometric condition
which allows one to conclude that the sum of two Cantor sets contains an interval is
provided by the Newhouse gap lemma [4] (see also [5], p. 53). By obtaining a lower
bound on the thickness (see Definition 2.4) of the sum of two Cantor sets, Astels [1]
was able to extend this to N -fold sums of Cantor sets of positive thickness. Here
we show that a weaker geometric condition, which allows for the possibility of sets
of thickness zero, suffices to prove that N -fold sums of compact sets contain an
interval. We also give a simpler proof of Astels’ thickness formula.

2. Results and definitions

Definitions 2.1. For a compact set C ⊆ R, a gap of C is a non-empty connected
component of the complement of C. A bridge of C is a non-empty, closed interval
whose left and right endpoints are left-isolated and right-isolated, respectively, in
C. A bridge and gap which share a boundary point will be called a bridge-gap
pair. We will call a bridge-gap pair (B,G) maximal if the bridge B is a maximal
interval which contains no point of a gap whose length is at least the length of
G. We let g(B) be the length (possibly infinite) of the smallest component of the
complement of C adjacent to the bridge B. Notice that when (B,G) is a maximal
bridge-gap pair, then g(B) = |G| (where |·| denotes the diameter).

Definition 2.2. For N ≥ 1 we say that non-empty compact sets C1, ..., CN satisfy
the N-fold bridge-gap condition if whenever (Bi, Gi) are maximal bridge-gap
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pairs of Ci for i = 1, ..., N with min{|Gi| : 1 ≤ i ≤ N} < ∞, then

min
k
{|Bk|+ |Gk|} ≤

∑
1≤i≤N

|Bi| .

Our main result is:

Theorem 2.3. Suppose that C1, . . . , CN are non-empty compact sets for which the
N -fold bridge-gap condition holds. Then C1 + · · ·+ CN is an interval.

Earlier work on this problem, estimated the size of the sum sets in terms of the
thickness of the constituent sets.

Definition 2.4. The thickness of a non-empty compact set C is defined as

τ(C) ≡ inf
{
|B|
|G|

: (B,G) maximal bridge-gap pairs with |G| < ∞
}

.

Note that if τ(C) is infinite, then C is an interval (possibly degenerate), and if
C has an isolated point, then τ(C) = 0 except if C is only a single point. The New-
house gap lemma states that if two compact sets, C1 and C2, satisfy τ(C1)τ(C2) ≥ 1,
and neither set is contained in a translate of a gap of the other, then C1 + C2 is an
interval. Very recently, Astels [1] found a lower bound on the thickness of C1 + C2

in terms of τ(C1) and τ(C2), and as a consequence he was able to extend the gap
lemma to N -fold sums of Cantor sets: our result above extends Astels’ theorem (as
we will show in section 3).

Theorem 2.5 (Astels [1]). Suppose C1, ..., CN are Cantor sets having thicknesses
τ1, ..., τN respectively. Suppose that Oj is a bounded gap of Cj of maximal diameter,
and

(2.1) |Ck + · · ·+ CN | ≥ |Ok−1| and |Ck−1| ≥ max{|Ok| , ..., |ON |}
for all 2 ≤ k ≤ N . Let γi = τi/(τi + 1).

(1) If
∑N

i=1 γi < 1, then

τ(C1 + · · ·+ CN ) ≥
∑N

i=1 γi

1−
∑N

i=1 γi

.

(2) If
∑N

i=1 γi ≥ 1, then C1 + · · ·+ CN is an interval.

We outline briefly how Astel’s second condition implies the N -fold bridge-gap
condition for bounded gaps.

Suppose that (Bi, Gi) are maximal bridge-gap pairs for Ci with max{|Gi| : 1 ≤
i ≤ N} < ∞. Then

τi

τi + 1
≤ |Bi|
|Gi|+ |Bi|

,

and so the assumption that
∑N

i=1 γi ≥ 1 implies that

1 ≤
N∑

i=1

|Bi|
|Gi|+ |Bi|

.

Hence
min

k
{|Bk|+ |Gk|} ≤

∑
1≤i≤N

|Bi|

and the N -fold bridge-gap condition holds for (Bi, Gi), i = 1, . . . , N .
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3. Proof of the Main Theorem

We will proceed by examining the relationship between a gap in the sum of two
sets and gaps in the original sets .

Lemma 3.1. Let C1 and C2 be non-empty compact sets. Let B = [b, c] be a bridge
of C1 + C2. Then the collection of pairs of gaps (ai, bi) of Ci which satisfy any of
the following four conditions is both non-empty and finite:

(1) a1 + a2 < b ≤ min{a1 + b2, b1 + a2} ≤ c;
(2) b ≤ max{a1 + b2, b1 + a2} ≤ c < b1 + b2;
(3) b ≤ a1 + a2 ≤ c < min{a1 + b2, b1 + a2};
(4) max{a1 + b2, b1 + a2} < b ≤ b1 + b2 ≤ c.
(We use the convention that if, for a pair of gaps, (−∞ +∞) occurs in one of

the expressions (1)–(4), then the corresponding inequality is not satisfied.)

Proof. We can find right-isolated points ai ∈ Ci for i = 1, 2 with c = a1 + a2. The
gaps of Ci with left endpoints ai, i = 1, 2, clearly satisfy (3). Hence the collection
is non-empty.

In order to show finiteness, we first note that if g(B) = ∞, then B contains
C1+C2 and the only gap pairs which can possibly satisfy (1)–(4) are the unbounded
gap pairs of C1 and C2; there are only four of these.

If g(B) < ∞, then, by symmetry, it suffices to show that the collection of pairs
of gaps satisfying either (1) or (3) is finite. We note that we always have ai < ∞
and bi > −∞ for i = 1, 2.

Gap pairs satisfying (1): In this case, a1 + a2 ≤ b− g(B), and both b ≤ a1 + b2

and b ≤ a2 + b1. In particular, neither a1 nor a2 are −∞. Rearranging these
inequalities gives min{b1 − a1, b2 − a2} ≥ g(B) > 0. Hence there are only finitely
many gaps satisfying (1).

Gap pairs satisfying (3): In this case, since b ≤ a1 + a2, neither a1 nor a2 are
−∞. Moreover, a1 + a2 ≤ c, and both a1 + b2 ≥ c + g(B) and a2 + b1 ≥ c + g(B).
Rearranging gives min{b1−a1, b2−a2} ≥ g(B) > 0 and again there are only finitely
many gaps. �

The following proposition is the main step in deriving our results.

Proposition 3.2. Let C1 and C2 be non-empty compact sets. Let B be a bridge of
C1 + C2. Then there are bridges Bi of Ci satisfying |B1|+ |B2| ≤ |B| and

g(B) ≤ min{g(B1)− |B2| , g(B2)− |B1|}.
(Note that both sides of this expression may be infinite.)

Proof. If g(B) = +∞, then B contains C1 + C2, and we set Bi to be the unique
bridge containing Ci for i = 1, 2. Clearly, |B1| + |B2| = |B| and, as g(Bi) = +∞,
the inequality is also satisfied and we are done.

We now suppose that g(B) < ∞.
Assume B = [b, c] and consider the collection, C, of gap pairs (G1, G2) (Gi a

gap of Ci) satisfying one of (1)–(4) of Lemma 3.1 and which minimise the sum
|G1|+ |G2|.

We note that C cannot consist only of pairs of unbounded gaps: For if it does,
then the sum is infinite and, as g(B) < ∞, one of the endpoints of B is the
endpoint of a bounded gap. Suppose it is c (the argument for b is similar). Then
we can find right-isolated points ai ∈ Ci for which a1 + a2 = c. Let bi be the right
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endpoints (possibly +∞) of the corresponding gaps. If ai is the right endpoint of
Ci for i = 1, 2, then c cannot be the left endpoint of a bounded gap, thus one of
the (ai, bi) is a bounded gap. But then the pair ((a1, b1), (a2, b2)) satisfies (3) of
Lemma 3.1 and we have a contradiction.

Choose (G1, G2) = ((a1, b1), (a2, b2)) ∈ C such that for any other pair (G′
1, G

′
2) ∈

C,
min{|G1|, |G2|} ≤ min{|G′

1|, |G′
2|}.

(Notice that, by the preceding, at least one of G1, G2 is a bounded gap.)
We will use the following two constructions.
(A) If a1 +a2 < b and b ≤ a1 + b2 ≤ c we construct a bridge B1 of C1 such that

|B1| ≤ a1 + b2 − b, |G2| ≥ |B1| + g(B) and g(B1) = |G1|: To do this first
note that −∞ < a1, b2 < ∞, and define

β1 = min{x ∈ C1 : x + b2 ≥ b};

by assumption β1 ≤ a1. Set B1 = [β1, a1]. Then

|B1| = a1 + b2 − (β1 + b2) ≤ a1 + b2 − b.

If a2 = −∞, then clearly a1 + a2 ≤ b− g(B). If a2 > −∞, then a1 + a2 ∈
C1 + C2 and still a1 + a2 ≤ b− g(B). Thus

|G2| − |B1| = β1 + b2 − (a1 + a2) ≥ g(B).

If z ∈ C1 and z + b2 < b, then z + b2 ≤ b − g(B) and therefore β1 is
left-isolated. Let H1 = (α1, β1) be the adjacent gap of C1. As α1 < β1,
α1 +b2 < b, and thus the pair of gaps (H1, G2) satisfies (4). If |G1|+ |G2| <
∞, then their minimality ensures that |H1| ≥ |G1|. If |G1|+ |G2| = ∞ and
|H1| < ∞, then |G1| < ∞ and |G2| = ∞, otherwise we have a contradiction,
and again, by minimality, |H1| ≥ |G1|. If |H1| = ∞, then it is clear that
|H1| ≥ |G1|. Thus g(B1) = |G1|.

(B) If b ≤ a1 +a2 ≤ c and a1 + b2 > c we construct a bridge B1 of C1 such that
B1 = [β1, a1], β1 + a2 ≥ b, |G2| ≥ |B1| + g(B) and g(B1) = |G1|: To this
end first note that −∞ < a1, a2 < ∞ and set

β1 = min{x ∈ C1 : x + a2 ≥ b, x + b2 ≥ c + g(B)},

(if b2 = ∞, then the second condition is vacuous). Let B1 = [β1, a1] and
observe, since β1 is left-isolated in C1, we have a gap H1 = (α1, β1) of C1

with right-endpoint β1. Our definition of β1 ensures that

b ≤ β1 + a2 ≤ a1 + a2 ≤ c < β1 + b2,

Hence |G2| − |B1| ≥ g(B). If |H1| < ∞, then −∞ < α1 < ∞ and we
have various possibilities: if α1 + b2 ≤ β1 + a2, then (2) holds for the
pair (H1, G2); if, instead, α1 + b2 > β1 + a2 but α1 + a2 < b, then (1)
holds for (H1, G2); finally, if α1 + a2 ≥ b, then as α1 < β1 the choice of
β1 ensures that α1 + b2 ≤ c and (2) is satisfied for the pair (H1, G2). If
|G1|+ |G2| < ∞, then minimality ensures that |H1| ≥ |G1|. If |G1|+ |G2| =
∞, then |G2| = ∞ and |G1| < ∞, as otherwise minimality implies that
∞ = |G1|+ |G2| ≤ |H1|+ |G2| < ∞, a contradiction. Thus, by the choice of
(G1, G2), |H1| = min{|H1|, |G2|} ≥ min{|G1|, |G2|} = |G1|. If |H1| = +∞,
then |H1| ≥ |G1|. Hence in all cases we conclude that g(B1) = |G1|.
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We will also use symmetric versions of these constructions, obtained by exchan-
ging the indices and/or changing direction. For example, a version of (A) may
assume that b1 + b2 > c and b ≤ a1 + b2 ≤ c and construct a bridge B2 of C2 such
that |B2| ≤ c− (a1 + b2), |G1| ≥ |B2|+ g(B) and g(B2) = |G2|.

We now find the required bridges B1, B2 depending upon which of (1)–(4) holds.
By symmetry it suffices to treat (1) and (3). First, we split (1) into two cases.

(1) holds and a1 + a2 < b ≤ a1 + b2, b1 + a2, b1 + b2 ≤ c
Here −∞ < a1, a2, b1, b2 < ∞ and we define B1 using Construction (A) and B2

via (A) but with interchanged indices. Then

g(B1) = |G1| ≥ |B2|+ g(B), g(B2) = |G2| ≥ |B1|+ g(B)

and
|B1|+ |B2| ≤ (a1 + b2 − b) + (a2 + b1 − b) ≤ b1 + b2 − b ≤ |B| .

(1) holds and a1 + a2 < b ≤ a1 + b2 ≤ c < b1 + b2

Define B1 using Construction (A) and B2 with Construction (A) in the alterna-
tive version described above. It is easy to check that the desired properties hold.

(3) holds: b ≤ a1 + a2 ≤ c < a1 + b2, b1 + a2

Define B1 by Construction (B) and B2 by Construction (B) with interchanged
indices. Then

g(B1) = |G1| ≥ |B2|+ g(B) and g(B2) = |G2| ≥ |B1|+ g(B),

so we need only check that |B1|+ |B2| ≤ |B|. Assume otherwise, i.e.,

a1 + a2 − (β1 + β2) > c− b.

Since a1 + a2 ≤ c this implies that β1 + β2 < b. Choose γi ∈ Bi

⋂
Ci such that

γi ≥ βi, γ1 + γ2 ≤ b− g(B) and γ1 + γ2 is maximal. Construction (B) ensures that
both β1 + a2, β2 + a1 ≥ b, thus γi < ai. The choice of γi implies that there exist
(bounded) gaps Di = (γi, δi) of Ci such that δi ≤ ai and δ1 +γ2, δ2 +γ1 ≥ b. Hence
the gaps D1, D2 satisfy (1) of Lemma 3.1. But Di ⊆ Bi and thus

|D1|+ |D2| ≤ |B1|+ |B2| ≤ |G2| − g(B) + |G1| − g(B),

contradicting the minimality of |G1|+ |G2|.
This concludes the proof of the proposition. �

Corollary 3.3. Suppose that C1, . . . , CN are non-empty compact sets and B is a
bridge of C1 + · · ·+ CN . Then we can find bridges Bi of Ci for i = 1, . . . , N such
that

∑N
i=1 |Bi| ≤ |B| and

(3.1) g(B) ≤ min

g(Bk)−
∑
i 6=k

|Bi| : 1 ≤ k ≤ N

 .

Proof. Note if N = 1, the sum on the righthand side of the inequality is zero, and
the result is obvious. For N ≥ 2, we apply Proposition 3.2 iteratively to estimate:
the size of a bridge of C1 + · · ·+ CN in terms of bridges of C1 and C2 + · · ·+ CN ;
a bridge of C2 + · · · + CN in terms of bridges of C2 and C3 + · · · + CN ;. . . ; and a
bridge of CN−1 + CN in terms of bridges of CN−1 and CN . �

We are now in a position to prove Theorem 2.3.
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Proof of Theorem 2.3. If C1 + · · ·+CN contains a bounded gap, then we can find a
bridge B of C1 + · · ·+CN for which 0 < g(B) < ∞ and thus |B| < |C1 + · · ·+CN |.
Hence, by Corollary 3.3, we can find bridges Bi of Ci for i = 1, . . . , N , with

(3.2) |B1|+ · · ·+ |BN | ≤ |B| < |C1 + · · ·+ CN |

and

(3.3) 0 < g(B) ≤ min

g(Bk)−
∑
i 6=k

|Bi| : 1 ≤ k ≤ N

 .

Choose Gi a gap of Ci adjacent to Bi with g(Bi) = |Gi|. Then (Bi, Gi) is a
maximal bridge-gap pair for Ci, i = 1, . . . , N . The only way (3.3) cannot contradict
the N -fold bridge-gap condition is if |Gi| = ∞ for all i, but then Bi ⊃ Ci which
contradicts (3.2). Thus C1 + · · ·+ CN does not contain a bounded gap. �

Proof of Astels’ Theorem 2.5. If N = 1, then there is nothing to prove, so we sup-
pose that N ≥ 2. We first note that Astels’ inequality (2.1) concerning the largest
gaps ensures that if we have maximal bridge-gap pairs (Bi, Gi) of Ci for i = 1, . . . , N
with max{|Gi| : 1 ≤ i ≤ N} = ∞ and min{|Gi| : 1 ≤ i ≤ N} < ∞, then the N -fold
bridge-gap condition holds for these bridge-gap pairs: For, choose 1 ≤ i ≤ N such
that |Gi| = ∞ and for j < i, |Gj | < ∞. If for i ≤ k ≤ N , |Gk| = ∞, then
|Bk| = |Ck| and i ≥ 2. Thus

|Bi−1|+ |Gi−1| ≤ |Bi−1|+ |Oi−1| ≤ |Bi−1|+
N∑

k=i

|Ck| ≤
N∑

k=1

|Bk|.

Otherwise, we find i < k ≤ N with |Gk| < ∞ and see that |Bk| + |Gk| ≤ |Bk| +
|Ok| ≤ |Bk|+ |Ci|. In either case the N -fold bridge-gap condition holds.

Proof of (1): Consider a maximal bridge-gap pair (B,G) of C1 + · · · + CN for
which |G| < ∞. Then, by Corollary 3.3, we can find bridges Bi of Ci for which
|B1|+ · · ·+ |BN | ≤ |B| and

(3.4) 0 < |G| = g(B) ≤ min

g(Bk)−
∑
i 6=k

|Bi| : 1 ≤ k ≤ N

 .

Choose Gi, a gap of Ci, so that (Bi, Gi) is a maximal bridge-gap pair, and thus
g(Bi) = |Gi|. If any of the Gi are unbounded, then, in view of the above, the
N -fold bridge-gap condition will hold which contradicts (3.4). Hence |Gi| < ∞ for
all i. We conclude that |Gi| ≤ |Bi|/τi for all i. Hence

|G|
|B|

≤ min

{
|Gk|+ |Bk| −

∑N
i=1 |Bi|∑N

i=1 |Bi|
: 1 ≤ k ≤ N

}

≤ min

{
(1 + τ−1

k )
|Bk|∑N
i=1 |Bi|

: 1 ≤ k ≤ N

}
− 1.

It is easy to verify that this minimum is maximised when

|Bk|∑N
i=1 |Bi|

=
(1 + τ−1

k )−1∑N
i=1(1 + τ−1

i )−1
=

γk∑N
i=1 γi

.
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(This is where we use
∑

i γi < 1.) Simplifying gives us the bound

|B|
|G|

≥
∑

i γi

1−
∑N

i=1 γi

from which (1) follows.
Proof of (2): We have already shown in section 2 that for bridge-gap pairs with

bounded gaps, (2) implies the N -fold bridge-gap condition. If any of the gaps are
unbounded, then we already noted that the N -fold bridge-gap condition is satisfied.
In either event, the N -fold bridge-gap condition is satisfied and we conclude that
C1 + · · ·+ CN is an interval. �

3.1. Example. As we have just shown, the hypotheses in Astels’ theorem imply
that the N -fold bridge-gap condition is satisfied. The following example shows
that the thickness assumption is not necessary. Indeed, Cantor sets can satisfy the
bridge-gap condition and yet each have thickness zero.

Define C1 =
⋃

k C
(k)
1 as follows: Set n1 = 3 and choose odd integers zk 6= 1

tending to infinity. Inductively define nk+1 = nkzk. Let C
(1)
1 = [0, 1/n1]

⋃
[1 −

1/n1, 1] and assume inductively that C
(k)
1 =

⋃
i[ri, ri+1/nk] where ri+1/nk < ri+1.

For k even define

C
(k+1)
1 =

⋃
i

(
[ri, ri +

1
nk+1

]
⋃

[ri +
1
nk

− 1
nk+1

, ri +
1
nk

]
)

and for k odd define

C
(k+1)
1 =

⋃
i

(zk−1)/2⋃
j=0

[ri +
2j

nk+1
, ri +

2j + 1
nk+1

].

We define C2 similarly, except that the roles of k even and odd are reversed.
One can easily see that the intervals of C

(k+1)
1 are of length 1/nk+1, and the gaps

introduced in the Cantor set construction at this step are either the same length
again (k odd) or of length (zk − 2)/nk+1 (k even). Thus the thickness of C1 is
inf 1

zk−2 = 0. Similarly the thickness of C2 is zero.

Notice the length of any bridge of C
(1)
1 is equal to the length of any gap of

C
(1)
2 , thus the 2-fold bridge-gap condition holds at step 1 in the construction. Now

assume that it holds for all steps up to k in the construction. Clearly the gaps
introduced at step k + 1 have length less than any interval from step k or earlier.
Moreover, any gap from C

(k+1)
1 for k odd, or C

(k+1)
2 for k even, is of the same

length as any bridge from step k + 1. Thus the bridge-gap condition is satisfied
at all steps. Note also that |Ck| = 1 which is more than the length of any gap of
either set, so by our theorem C1 + C2 = [0, 2].
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