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Abstract
A Universal Compression scheme is presented, to compress sequences of quantum information from unknown
quantum sources (i.e. described by unknown density matrix ρ) asymptotically to S(ρ), with fidelity bounded
toward unity. The introduction of a“B-diagonalisation” process allows us to treat the input as if it were diagonal
in a known basis B. Applying a version of the Lempel-Ziv algorithm in this basis “condenses” the sequence,
leaving a tail of unentangled qubits which are then “truncated”. The rate attained depends upon the basis
chosen; but we then show that the process may be repeated iteratively, to search for an optimal computational
basis, and thereby compress to S(ρ) + δ qubits per signal, for any δ > 0.
Keywords: quantum information theory, compression, Lempel-Ziv algorithm.

1

Introduction

If and when quantum computing becomes a viable technology, the eﬃcient storage and transmission of quantum
information will be an important technological requirement. In the present work we study the limits of achievable
compression of quantum information under the constraint of zero prior knowledge of the source statistics. In
this respect our approach diﬀers from most previous studies of quantum compresion [1][2][3][4] which require the
encoder to know something about the source - its eigenvalues, or a bound on its entropy, for example.
We demonstrate that long sequences from an unknown i.i.d. source can be compressed to the Schumacher limit
whilst maintaining high ﬁdelity. The assumption that the quantum source is i.i.d. is not necessary for the argument,
since the Lempel-Ziv algorithm on which the present work is based successfully compresses non-i.i.d. sources (e.g.
the English language). The extension to more general sources therefore seems promising, but is left to further
work.

A quantum source [1] may be described by a density matrix ρ = i pi |ψi ψi | where |ψi  are pure states emitted
by the source, and {pi } is a probability distribution. We assume that neither the eigenvalues nor eigenvectors of ρ
are known to the encoder. The process of compressing a sequence of N quantum symbols will in general consist
of some unitary manipulations of the state ρ⊗N , and some operations which are not unitary. Thus the whole
procedure can be naturally divided into two separate stages - ﬁrst a unitary “condensation” stage, to be performed
by a quantum computer, and then a non-unitary “truncation” stage, in which the number of qubits used is reduced.
This separation simpliﬁes the analysis, and help us to bring in ideas from classical compression.

2

Condensation

The classical Lempel-Ziv compression scheme [5] asymptotically compresses the output of an i.i.d. source with
unknown probability distribution to H bits per signal, where H is the Shannon entropy of the distribution. It
relies upon the fact that at any time in the decoding process, there is a signiﬁcant quantity of data that is known
to both sender and receiver. Using this shared resource, by transmitting references to previous sections of data, the
sender can more eﬃciently encode further signals from the same source. The Lempel-Ziv compression is lossless;
its compression rate is therefore optimal only asymptotically.
We can construct a reversible [6] version of the Lempel-Ziv algorithm, which can be implemented on a quantum
computer. The resulting quantum algorithm acts upon the orthonormal eigenstates of the computational basis as
if they were classical signals, and treats the input sequence as a superposition of “pseudo-classical” sequences, each
of which is condensed independently.
We demonstrate that this produces the required condensation of the whole sequence, by introducing a process
called “B-diagonalisation” which allows us to treat the input as if it were diagonal in a known basis B. This
process eﬀectively commutes with the reversible Lempel-Ziv algorithm, and can therefore be viewed as merely a
mathematical convenience, rather than a procedure we need physically to carry out.
The introduction of this procedure leads to a simple formula for the rate of condensation achieved for an arbitrary
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source density matrix ρ and arbitrary basis B:
Rc (ρ, B) = −



ej |ρ|ej  logej |ρ|ej 

(1)

|ej ∈B

In the special case where the computational basis is the same as the eigenbasis of the source, the formula reduces
to S(ρ), as expected.

3

Truncation

Having condensed the sequence, we must now truncate it, removing the unentangled “tail”. In doing this, we are
eﬀectively estimating the condensation rate achieved, Rc , which depends upon ρ and is therefore not known.
We deﬁne a POVM
Π̄l =

Y −1
1 
π(l+i)
Y i=0

(2)

where Y is some parameter we are free to choose, and πl is a projector [4]:
πl = I 1···l ⊗ |0l+1···N 0l+1···N |

(3)

which acts on a sequence of N qubits, projecting onto the subspace in which the last (N − l) qubits are in the state
|0. This POVM is therefore an average of Y oﬀset projectors.
Thinking of the condensed sequence as a superposition of diﬀerent sequences of varying lengths, we assume (from
Shannon’s Noiseless Coding Theorem) that the components with lengths signiﬁcantly greater or less than Rc have
exponentially small amplitude. Given this assumption we demonstrate that for any achieved condensation rate Rc ,
a sequence of POVMs as deﬁned above with parameter Y will allow us to truncate to Rc + 2Y
N qubits per signal,
with probability of error no greater than Y1 and overall drop in ﬁdelity bounded by Y2 .

4

Iteration

Having demonstrated that we can compress the original sequence while maintaining arbitrarily high ﬁdelity and
arbitrarily low probability of error, we can repeat the process with a diﬀerent computational basis, iterating the
compression-decompression process to search through the space of bases. Since that space is compact, we argue
that for any ρ and any δ > 0 there exists a compact set of orthonormal bases {Bδ } such that Rc (ρ, Bδ ) − S(ρ) ≤ δ.
The value of the threshold δ gives the “volume” of {Bδ } independently of S(ρ), and so we can establish a mesh of
q(δ) evenly-spaced points in the space of bases, choosing q(δ) large enough such that at least one point lies within
{Bδ }. The value of q(δ) is therefore an upper bound on the number of iterations we will need to perform, and
determines the minimum value of Y needed to achieve the speciﬁed overall ﬁdelity.
Therefore with speciﬁed tolerances for error probability and ﬁdelity loss and speciﬁed threshold δ, we can always
choose values of Y and N large enough to ensure that those criteria are met while we compress to S(ρ) + δ qubits
per signal.

5

Discussion

While the existence of universal quantum compression has already been demonstrated by Hayashi and Matsumoto
[7], we feel that the present method is conceptually and technically clearer, and may be easier to implement in
practice. Also, the introduction of the B-diagonalisation step suggests that other classical deterministic algorithms
could be translated into quantum algorithms in the same way, which may help us to “bridge the gap” between the
two regimes of computing.
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