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2.3: Hamiltonian Function and Energy
The canonical form (19) of the Lagrange equation has been derived using Eq. (18), which is formally similar to Eq. (1.22) for a
potential force. Does this mean that the system described by Eq. (19) always conserves energy? Not necessarily, because the
"potential energy"  that participates in Eq. (18), may depend not only on the generalized coordinates but on time as well. Let us
start the analysis of this issue with the introduction of two new (and very important!) notions: the generalized momentum
corresponding to each generalized coordinate ,

and the Hamiltonian function 12

To see whether the Hamiltonian function is conserved during the motion, let us differentiate both sides of its definition (32) over
time:

If we want to make use of the Lagrange equation (19), the last derivative has to be calculated considering  as a function of
independent arguments , and , so that

where the last term is the derivative of  as an explicit function of time. We see that the last term in the square brackets of Eq. (33)
immediately cancels with the last term in the parentheses of Eq. (34). Moreover, using the Lagrange equation (19a) for the first
term in the square brackets of Eq. (33), we see that it cancels with the first term in the parentheses of Eq. (34). As a result, we
arrive at a very simple and important result:

The most important corollary of this formula is that if the Lagrangian function does not depend on time explicitly ,
the Hamiltonian function is an integral of motion:

Let us see how this works, using the first two examples discussed in the previous section. For a 1D particle, the definition (31) of
the generalized momentum yields

so that it coincides with the usual linear momentum - or rather with its -component. According to Eq. (32), the Hamiltonian
function for this case (with just one degree of freedom) is

i.e. coincides with particle’s mechanical energy . Since the Lagrangian does not depend on time explicitly, both  and 
 are conserved.

However, it is not always that simple! Indeed, let us return again to our testbed problem (Figure 1). In this case, the generalized
momentum corresponding to the generalized coordinate  is
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and Eq. (32) yields:

This means that (as soon as  ), the Hamiltonian function differs from the mechanical energy

The difference,  (besides an inconsequential constant), may change at bead’s motion along the ring, so
that although  is an integral of motion (since  ), the energy is not conserved.In this context, let us find out when these
two functions,  and , do coincide. In mathematics, there is a notion of a homogeneous function  of degree ,
defined in the following way: for an arbitrary constant ,

Such functions obey the following Euler theorem: 13

which may be readily proved by differentiating both parts of Eq. (42) over  and then setting this parameter to the particular value 
. Now, consider the case when the kinetic energy is a quadratic form of all generalized velocities  :

with no other terms. It is evident that such  satisfies the definition of a homogeneous function of the velocities with  so
that the Euler theorem (43) gives

But since  is independent of the generalized velocities, , and the left-hand side of Eq. (45) is exactly the first
term in the definition (32) of the Hamiltonian function, so that in this case

So, for a system with a kinetic energy of the type (44), for example, a free particle with  considered as a function of its Cartesian
velocities,

the notions of the Hamiltonian function and the mechanical energy are identical. Indeed, some textbooks, very regrettably, do not
distinguish these notions at all! However, as we have seen from our bead-on-the-rotating-ring example, these variables do not

always coincide. For that problem, the kinetic energy, in addition to the term proportional to , has another, velocity-independent
term  see the first of Eqs. (23) - and hence is not a quadratic-homogeneous function of the angular velocity, giving .

Thus, Eq. (36) expresses a new conservation law, generally different from that of mechanical energy conservation.

 It is named after Sir William Rowan Hamilton, who developed his approach to analytical mechanics in 1833, on the basis of the
Lagrangian mechanics. This function is sometimes called just the "Hamiltonian", but it is advisable to use the full term
"Hamiltonian function" in classical mechanics, to distinguish it from the Hamiltonian operator used in quantum mechanics. (Their
relation will be discussed in Sec.  below.)

 This is just one of many theorems bearing the name of their author - the genius mathematician Leonhard Euler (1707-1783).

 Such functions are called quadratic-homogeneous.
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 Such coordinates are frequently called cyclic, because in some cases (like in the second example considered below) they
represent periodic coordinates such as angles. However, this terminology is misleading, because some "cyclic" coordinates (e.g., 
in our first example) have nothing to do with rotation.
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15

x

https://libretexts.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/
https://phys.libretexts.org/@go/page/34747?pdf
https://phys.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Classical_Mechanics/Essential_Graduate_Physics_-_Classical_Mechanics_(Likharev)/02%3A_Lagrangian_Analytical_Mechanics/2.03%3A_Hamiltonian_Function_and_Energy
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
https://www.linkedin.com/in/konstantin-likharev-2389805/
https://sites.google.com/site/likharevegp/

