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How to solve Sudoku puzzles using quantum mechanics:
reaching the ground state of Ising spin glass via Tensor Train Express

Max B. Zhao

Abstract

We present a novel quantum-inspired algorithm for solving Quadratic Unconstrained Binary Optimization

(QUBO) problems, which are equivalent to finding the ground states of Ising spin glass Hamiltonians. The

algorithm employs tensor trains to efficiently represent massive superpositions of spin configurations and

utilizes a discrete driving schedule to guide the tensor train toward the ground state. At each step, a driver

Hamiltonian incorporating a transverse magnetic field is mixed with the problem Hamiltonian to promote

entanglement and facilitate spin flips. The tensor train is updated using the canonical Density Matrix

Renormalization Group (DMRG) method, which iteratively minimizes the system’s energy via multiple

sweeps across the spin chain. We benchmark the performance of the algorithm using QUBO instances

of diverse origin, type, and size, and observe that it reliably identifies the global minimum, not merely

near-optimal solutions. We first demonstrate it is capable of solving intermediate-level Sudoku puzzles that

involve over 200 Ising spins with long-range couplings dictated by constraint satisfaction. We then apply the

algorithm to successfully solve MaxCut problems from the Biq Mac library with up to 251 nodes and 3, 265

edges. We discuss the advantages of this quantum-inspired approach compared to qubits-based quantum

algorithms and comment on its potential for industrial-scale applications.

Keywords: combinatorial optimization, Ising spin glass, dense and long-range interactions, quantum-
inspired algorithms, tensor networks, tensor train, Sudoku puzzles, MaxCut problems
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1 Background: optimization in the quantum era

The ubiquitous optimization challenge. When making important decisions, we often hope to find
the best option out of a discrete set of feasible solutions that satisfy certain constraints. This familiar task
is known mathematically as combinatorial optimization, which is fundamentally important yet intrinsically
hard [1]. A classical example is the traveling salesman problem: formulated by physicist and mathematician
William Rowan Hamilton in the 19th century, the problem continues to influence computational complexity
theory today [2]. Combinatorial optimization arises in almost all sectors of industry and commerce such
as logistics, supply chain, vehicle routing, microchip design, drug discovery, and portfolio management. A
broad subset of combinatorial optimization problems can be formulated as Quadratic Unconstrained Binary
Optimization (QUBO) problems [3, 4], which fit under a compact mathematical representation:

min f({xi}) =

N∑
i,j=1

xiQi,jxj xi ∈ {0, 1}

Here {xi} is a set of binary variables, Q is a symmetric matrix, and the objective is to minimize the cost
function f . Despite its simple appearance, the QUBO problem is NP-hard [5], meaning that no classical
algorithm can efficiently solve all instances as the problem size N increases [2]. As a result, many industrial-
scale QUBO problems pose significant computational challenges [4]. Classical heuristic algorithms typically
settle for near-optimal solutions, leaving the global minimum unknown or inconclusive.

Quantum mechanics to the rescue. In recent decades, combinatorial optimization has also become a
physics problem as the field of quantum information and computation matures. There is a growing interest in
inventing the next-generation QUBO solvers based on quantum algorithms to overcome the large-N barrier.
A common strategy is to encode the cost function into a cost Hamiltonian describing a carefully prepared
quantum system, which is then manipulated by taking advantage of quantum superposition, tunneling, and
other non-classical effects before the results are read out by measurements [6]. More specifically, a QUBO
problem can be mapped to an Ising spin Hamiltonian denoted by Hz [7, 8] where the interactions between
spins are specified by the matrix elements Qij and the cost function f corresponds to the eigenvalues of
Hz. After the mapping, finding the solution of the optimization problems becomes equivalent to finding
the ground state of the Hamiltonian Hz. There are several ways to do this, for example by quantum
annealing [9, 10, 11] or by an iterative procedure called Quantum Approximate Optimization Algorithm
(QAOA) [12, 13]. These algorithms must run on quantum hardwares that typically contain an array of
qubits plus control and readout components.

Reality check from hardware limitations. While quantum algorithms such as quantum annealing
and QAOA hold great promise to surpass classical optimization algorithms, their performance is currently
limited by the hardware. For example, in the state-of-the-art Advantage annealer from D-Wave, each qubit
can couple to at most 15 nearby qubits [14], thus many QUBO problems with denser or longer-range connec-
tivity between qubits become incompatible. QAOA, on the other hand, is restricted by the qubit coherence
times and quantum circuit depth to small systems with up to the order of 40 qubits [15, 16]. Thus there
is still a very long way to go before these hardware-based quantum optimization algorithms reach their full
potential to solve industrial-scale optimization problems. The reality of hardware constraints begs the ques-
tion, can we gain quantum advantage without the need of qubits? The answer is, perhaps counterintuitively,
yes.

The emerging field of quantum-inspired algorithms. Here the term “quantum-inspired” describes
approaches that simulate the quantum behaviors – such as superposition, tunneling and entanglement – of
given Hamiltonians on classical computers [17]. It is well known that finding the exact solution of interacting
quantum systems usually demand compute growing exponentially with the problem size N . But for certain
classes of spin Hamiltonians, the low-energy quantum states can be efficiently expressed as tensor networks
and solved within a time that is some polynomial of N [18, 19]. Tensor network is essentially a graphical
language to depict, compute, and understand interacting quantum systems. One of its key ideas is to
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decompose complicated quantum objects with many legs (high rank tensors) into smaller building blocks
with only a few legs (lower rank tensors such as matrices, see the illustration in Section 3). Manipulating
these objects then amounts to playing “quantum lego” [20] – even high school students can do it. In recent
years, tensor networks have become a powerful and versatile tool not only in quantum physics and chemistry
but also in machine learning and combinatorial optimization.

Difficulty in finding the ground state. Once a QUBO problem is mapped to a spin Hamiltonian,
one can try to solve the physics problem of finding its ground state by tensor network calculations. Such
quantum-inspired approach, recently explored in [21, 22], has the potential to solve larger optimization
problems beyond the reach of present day qubits-based quantum algorithms. It must be emphasized, however,
that finding the ground state of the spin Hamiltonians derived from QUBO remains a hard problem. These
Hamiltonians tend to be “glassy” and feature dense, long-range interactions similar to Ising spin glasses [23].
In contrast, the interactions in most well understood spin models are uniform and local, e.g. only between
nearest neighbors. In order to reach the ground state, the authors of [21, 22] update the tensor network states
iteratively using imaginary-time evolution discretized in small time steps. This brute-force scheme requires
heavy computation, because for each interaction term between two far-apart spins in the Hamiltonian, the
time-evolution operation at every step involves a long sequence of swap operations involving all the spins
that lie in between, slowing the calculation down to a crawl. Presently, it is not clear whether the global
minimum for hundreds of spins can be reached in this manner. Can we invent a new, much more efficient,
quantum-inspired algorithm to solve QUBO problems?

The achievements of this work. In this research project, we design a novel quantum-inspired algo-
rithm and demonstrate that it successfully solves a wide variety of QUBO problems, e.g. Sudoku puzzles and
MaxCut puzzles with up to 251 nodes and 3, 265 edges. We present a technical description of the algorithm
in Section 3. Roughly speaking, we represent the many-spin wave function using a tensor train, and set up a
discrete driving schedule with multiple stops. At each stop, the train is swept back and forth by a procedure
bearing the esoteric name of Density Matrix Renormalization Group (DMRG), so each car (tensor) of the
train is updated to reflect the interaction between the spins. The final stop of the train reveals the ground
state and the corresponding solution of the QUBO problem can be recovered. The following list highlights
the capabilities of the algorithm, dubbed “Tensor Train Express”:

• It runs on a laptop, and does not need qubits or expensive quantum machines.

• It easily handles hundreds of spins, exceeding the capabilities of the state-of-the-art QAOA.

• It reaches the ground state, not just local minima, of Ising spin glass with dense, long-range couplings.

• For fun, it solves Sudoku puzzles from The New York Times, which have defied quantum annealing.

• For work, it solves a suite of MaxCut instances of varied types and sizes from the Biq Mac library.

• Discrete driving is significantly faster than continuous driving used in quantum annealers.

• The sweeping update is more efficient than costly imaginary time evolution.

• The explicit knowledge of spin wave functions elucidates why and how the algorithm works.

The algorithm’s performance is impressive and surprising, given the prevailing belief that to gain the quantum
advantage, one must possess more and better qubits. It was naive to ask “Can quantum mechanics help
solve the Sudoku in the today’s Times even though as a high school student I have got no qubits to play
around?” But in hindsight, my ignorance about the “conventional wisdom” freed me to think independently
about the spin physics behind combinatorial optimization and to play with the “quantum lego” toolbox to
manipulate the spin wave functions.

Key innovation. While all individual ingredients of our algorithm are previously known, the key
innovation leading to the success of our algorithm lies in the fusion between a discrete driving schedule and
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the DMRG sweeping procedure. For example, the usage of a driver is common in quantum annealing and
QAOA, albeit typically in conjunction with a continuous driving process. Similarly, tensor train and DMRG
are widely used to study one-dimensional quantum systems, but mostly with local interactions. Prior to
this work, neither DMRG nor discrete driving has been applied to QUBO, and there is no reliable solver for
Ising spin glass with inhomogeneity and long-range interactions. This work fills these gaps.

2 Sudoku as a system of interacting spins

Sudoku is a widely enjoyed logic-based number puzzle played on a 9 × 9 grid, which is further divided
into nine smaller 3 × 3 sub-grids. The goal of the game is to fill the empty cells with digits from 1 to 9 in
such a way that each row, each column, and every 3 × 3 block contains all nine digits exactly once, without
repetition. The puzzle begins with a set of prefilled cells, known as clues. Puzzles with fewer clues tend
to be harder, but they can be solved efficiently by classical algorithms such as backtracking or stimulated
annealing. Why care about these puzzles? Things become more interesting when the game is generalized
to an n2 × n2 grid, where n is the size of each block (n = 3 for the standard Sudoku). This generalization
elevates Sudoku to a compelling example of computational complexity: it is NP-hard [24], implying that the
problem becomes computationally intractable for classical algorithms as n increases, and Another Solution
Problem (ASP) complete, meaning that even deciding whether a given instance has more than one solution
is computationally hard [25]. Thus, Sudoku represents a class of difficult problems for which quantum or
quantum-inspired algorithms are needed as n increases.

In this section, we formulate Sudoku as a quadratic optimization problem, and then map it to a physical
system of interacting spins. The procedure serves three purposes. (1) It firmly places Sudoku under the
big umbrella of QUBO problems. As a result of their structural parallels, a quantum-inspired algorithm
designed for solving Sudoku can be readily adapted to tackle a wide range of combinatorial optimization
challenges. (2) The resulting QUBO problems turn out hard to solve and beyond the reach of quantum
annealing [26] or QAOA. In fact, they represent the worst-case scenario where the cost function is entirely
due to constraints, leading to non-local couplings among many binary variables. But the validity of the
solution is almost trivial to verify - only a series of checks are needed. For these two reasons, Sudoku is an
exacting benchmark to assess the quality of QUBO solvers: the algorithm better find the exact ground state.
Merely reducing the energy to near-optimal values will violate some of the constraints, leaving the board
a glaringly embarrassing mess! (3) The corresponding spin models are characterized by long-range Ising
couplings and an inhomogeneous on-site magnetic field. These features will directly influence our algorithm
design.

The cost function. Our QUBO formulation follows the approach outlined by Mücke [26], but our choice
of the constraints and cost function differs in key ways. Let zi,j,k be a binary variable that takes the value 1
if the cell in the ith row and jth column of the Sudoku grid is assigned the number k, and 0 otherwise, where
i, j, k = 1, 2, . . . , 9. The rules of Sudoku can then be encoded through the following four sets of constraints:∑

k

zi,j,k = 1, ∀i, j (1)∑
i

zi,j,k = 1, ∀j, k (2)∑
j

zi,j,k = 1, ∀i, k (3)

∑
(i,j)∈b

zi,j,k = 1, ∀b, k (4)

The first constraint (1) enforces that each cell (i, j) must be assigned exactly one number. The second
constraint (2) ensures that within each column j a given number k appears exactly once, and the third
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constraint (3) similarly requires each number k appears once in each row i. The fourth constraint (4) sums
over all cells (i, j) within the same block b to enforce that each number k occurs only once per block.

Following standard practice [3], we convert these constraints into penalty terms and include them in the
cost function. For instance, the penalty corresponding to constraint (1) is given by

P1 = λ
∑
i,j

(∑
k

zi,j,k − 1
)2

= λ
∑
i,j

(
1 −

∑
k

z2i,j,k +
∑
k

∑
k′ ̸=k

zi,j,kzi,j,k′

)
(5)

where we used the property x = x2 for a binary variable x. Besides the constant, the other terms within
the parentheses in (5) are quadratic in z, and the off-diagonal coupling is dense – each zi,j,k is coupled to
every zi,j,k′ ̸=k. The other penalties, P2 through P4, can be applied in a similar manner for constraints (2)
through (4). The cost function we seek to minimize is simply the sum

f({zi,j,k}) = P1 + P2 + P3 + P4 (6)

Here, we assigned the same penalty weight λ > 0 to all four constraint terms, departing from [26]. The binary
variables zi,j,k can then be organized into a single vector Z with its elements defined by Z81i+9j+k = zi,j,k.
Then the cost function f assumes the standard QUBO form

f ({Zm}) = λ
(
c1 +

93∑
m,n=1

ZmQm,nZn

)
(7)

where the constant c1 = 4 × 92, and the QUBO matrix Q is constructed by collecting both the diagonal
and off-diagonal couplings among the elements of Z. The QUBO formulation of Sudoku is not efficient and
yields a large number of binary variables. The cost function arises solely from constraints. Clearly, the global
minimum of f is 0, as any valid solution satisfies all constraints so all four penalty terms vanish. Due to our
uniform choice of penalty structure, the cost function f is proportional to λ. From this point forward, we
measure f in units of λ, effectively setting λ = 1 so that it drops out of the formulation.

Clue propagation and clamping. The clues provided by the puzzle fix the values of certain variables
zi,j,k, significantly reducing the number of free variables from the original 93. This reduction process is
known as clamping, as described by Mücke [26]. Let Nc denote the number of clues (pre-filled cells) given.
For each cell (i∗, j∗) with a given value k∗, we first set zi∗,j∗,k∗ = 1, and then propagate this clue by applying
the constraints (1) through (4), setting

zi∗,j∗,k ̸=k∗ = 0 (8)

zi ̸=i∗,j∗,k∗ = 0 (9)

zi∗,j ̸=j∗,k∗ = 0 (10)

z(i,j)∈b∗,k∗ = 0 (11)

where (i, j) ∈ b∗ denotes all other cells within the same block that contains (i∗, j∗). After all clues have been
applied and the affected z-values are “clamped” to either 1 or 0, we collect the remaining Ns free binary
variables and organize them into a new vector X. The QUBO problem (7) then reduces to

f ({Xm}) = c1 + c2 +

Ns∑
m,n=1

XmJm,nXn (12)

Corresponding to the reduction Q→ J , the reduced QUBO matrix J is derived from the original matrix Q
via the transformation

J = U⊤QU (13)

where the transformation matrix U and the constant c2 can be found in [26]. For an intermediate-level
Sudoku puzzles with 24 to 26 clues, the reduced QUBO problems typically have Ns exceeding 200.
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Mapping to Ising spin glass. Every QUBO problem can be mapped to an Ising-type classical spin
model. For each binary variable Xm, we define a corresponding Ising spin-z variable

Sz
m = Xm − 1

2
(14)

which takes the value + 1
2 (referred to as spin-up, ↑) when Xm = 1, and − 1

2 (spin-down, ↓) when Xm = 0.
This change of variables allows the cost function f to be reinterpreted as the Hamiltonian, i.e., the energy
function, of Ns spins

Hz = f ({Xm}) = c1 + c2 + c3 +

Ns∑
m ̸=n

Sz
mJm,nS

z
n +

Ns∑
m=1

hzmS
z
m (15)

where the constant term c3 resulting from the change of variables is defined by

c3 =
1

4

Ns∑
m=1

Jm,m +
1

4

Ns∑
m,n=1

Jm,n (16)

In addition to the Ising interaction Jm,n that couple spin m and spin n, the Hamiltonian Hz also includes
an inhomogeneous (i.e., m-dependent) magnetic field in the z-direction that couples linearly to Sz

m

hzm =
1

2

Ns∑
n=1

(Jm,n + Jn,m) (17)

To visualize this model, it is useful to imagine the spins are arranged along a fictitious one-dimensional chain,
with sites indexed by m. At each site m, the local magnetic field takes the value hzm, and spins at sites m
and n interact with strength Jm,n. We refer to Hamiltonian (15) derived from Sudoku loosely as an Ising
spin glass. Strictly speaking, the term “spin glass” describes models where the couplings Jm,n are random.
One example is the celebrated Sherrington-Kirkpatrick model [27]:

HSK = hz
∑
m

Sz
m +

∑
m̸=n

Jm,nS
z
mS

z
n (18)

which played an influential role in the early history of neural networks and complex systems. In HSK , the
magnetic field hz is a constant across all sites, while the couplings Jm,n are allowed for every pair of spins
m and n with values randomly drawn from a Gaussian distribution. In contrast, in Hz the J matrix is
determined by the game’s rules and clues, and is therefore non-random.

Solving the Sudoku puzzle is now equivalent to finding the ground state of the Hamiltonian (15) – that is,
identifying the spin configuration that minimizes the energy of the Ns interacting spins in a magnetic field. A
correct solution corresponds to zero energy and features exactly (81−Nc) spins pointing up. While the spin
formulation offers a new perspective, it does not simplify the problem: finding the ground state of an Ising
spin glass remains NP-hard. In fact, recently Lucas showed that many NP-complete and NP-hard problems
can be formulated as Ising spin glass-type Hamiltonians [7]. The Ising formulation is appealing because it
opens the door to developing quantum and quantum-inspired algorithms. The ”trick” lies in promoting an
Ising spin glass to a quantum model.

Promotion to a quantum spin model. We generalize Hz by adding a transverse magnetic field hx

in the x-direction that couples to the spin-x operator Sx, leading to the total Hamiltonian

Htotal = aHx + bHz (19)

Here, a and b are real control parameters to be specified later. We allow the transverse field hx to be site
dependent,

Hx =
∑
m

hxmS
x
m (20)
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The spin operators are defined in the standard way. In the eigenbasis of Sz, they take the matrix form

Sz =
1

2

(
1 0
0 −1

)
, Sx =

1

2

(
0 1
1 0

)
(21)

To simply the notation, we set the reduced Planck constant ℏ = 1 throughout.

To summarize, we have promoted the classical spin model (15) to a quantum spin model (19). We call
the term Hx the driver Hamiltonian because the transverse field drives the spins to precess and flip. In other
words, it induces quantum tunneling between the spin-up and spin-down states, |↑⟩ ↔ |↓⟩. Consequently,
the spin can be in the superposition state such as

|±⟩ =
1√
2

(|↑⟩ ± |↓⟩) (22)

Furthermore two spins can become entangled, which was impossible in Hz alone.

Characterizing the Ising spin glass. To figure out how the driver Hamiltonian Hx can be leveraged
to solve the spin problem, it is essential to characterize the properties of the local fields hzm and the coupling
matrix Jm,n. We first notice that for Sudoku-derived spin systems, the longitudinal magnetic field hz

fluctuates significantly from site to site. Figure 1 shows the site-dependent values hzm for three intermediate-
level Sudoku puzzles published in The New York Times on January 2 (diamonds), January 12 (circles),
and January 14 (pluses), 2025. In all cases, the field exhibits highly irregular, large-amplitude variations.
According to the term

∑
m hzmS

z
m in Hz, spins at sites with large positive hzm favor pointing downward (i.e.,

Sz
m = − 1

2 ), while those at sites with smaller or negative hzm prefer to point upward. This “rugged” landscape
of hz, as illustrated in Figure 1, leads to spin configurations that may appear random, markedly different
from the ordered ferromagnetic or antiferromagnetic patterns seen in simpler spin models.

0 50 100 150 200 250
Spin Index, m

0

5

10

15

M
ag
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, h

z m

Figure 1: The spin representations of three Sudoku puzzles published in The New York Times on January 2
(diamond), January 12 (circle), and January 14 (plus), 2025, are shown. The mean and standard deviation
of the magnetic field hzm are as follows: 8.7 ± 3.0 for the January 2 puzzle (diamond), 8.0 ± 3.7 for January
12 (circle), and 7.3 ± 2.7 for January 14 (plus).

Next, let us examine the spin-spin interactions Jm,n. Figure 2 shows the Ising couplings between the
spins in the January 12 Sudoku puzzle. Each spin is represented by a dot, arranged along an elliptical
track for clearer visualization. A line connecting spins m and n ̸= m indicates a nonzero coupling Jm,n.
Many interactions are clearly long-ranged, extending beyond close neighbors. Closer inspection reveals
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that there are a total of 1, 261 connections among the Ns = 210 spins, and all couplings are of equal
strength, with Jm,n = 2. A positive coupling constant J corresponds to antiferromagnetic interactions,
which energetically favor opposing spin orientations. However, satisfying the competing preferences of all
these couplings simultaneously is generally impossible, a phenomenon known as frustration [28]. These two
factors – long-range interactions and frustration – greatly complicate the spin optimization problem. Our
next section presents a quantum-inspired algorithm that overcomes these difficulties.

Figure 2: The dense, long-range couplings among the 210 spins for the January 12, 2025 Sudoku puzzle.
Each line represents an Ising coupling Jm,n = 2, which favors spin-m and spin-n being antiparallel. Each
spin can point either up or down. Finding the lowest-energy spin configuration corresponds to solving the
Sudoku puzzle.

3 Tensor Train Express: the quantum-inspired algorithm

Driving schedule. Before presenting the algorithm, we briefly introduce its three main ingredients.
The first is driving, a notion borrowed from quantum annealing [9, 10, 11], a popular heuristic approach to
QUBO. An annealer is engineered to follow a time-dependent Hamiltonian of the form

H(t) = s(t)H0 + (1 − s(t))H1 (23)

where t is time measured in some proper unit and the annealing schedule s(t) is a continuous function with
boundary conditions s(t = 0) = 1 and s(t = 1) = 0. At t = 0, the initial Hamiltonian H(t = 0) = H0

has a known ground state |ψ0⟩ that can be prepared experimentally. Our goal is to find the ground state
|ψ1⟩ of the QUBO Hamiltonian H1. Provided that s(t) varies at a sufficiently slow rate, the system’s state
will evolve smoothly from |ψ0⟩ to |ψ1⟩, so that the final state |ψ1⟩ can be measured to extract the QUBO
solution. For our problem, we can set H0 = Hx, H1 = Hz, and choose the initial state as

|ψ0⟩ = |−⟩Ns =

Ns⊗
m=1

1√
2

(|↑⟩m − |↓⟩m) (24)

In practice, the success of quantum annealing delicately hinges on several factors. First, during the time
evolution, if the energy gap (the difference between the ground state and the first excited state) of H(t)
becomes very small, the time required for quantum annealing could be exponentially large. For a finite
annealing time, the final state will no longer be the ground state of H1 so the algorithm fails. Second,
a faithful implementation of H(t) requires full connectivity between the spins. For example, the dense
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connection pattern in Figure 2 differs from D-Wave’s Pegasus graph, where each qubit (spin) is only coupled to
15 other qubits in a periodic pattern [14]. Consequently, many QUBO problems must undergo an additional
process called embedding to fit into the annealer’s hardware [14]. Third, accessing the quantum annealers
often comes with cost or restrictions on the running time, making them impractical for many users with
limited resources.

These limitations motivate us to develop a quantum-inspired algorithm for QUBO problems. The term
“quantum-inspired” is used in line with the review article [17] to describe algorithms that draw inspiration
from quantum computation and information techniques but operate on classical data (e.g., from Sudoku or
MaxCut problems) and run on classical computers rather than quantum hardware. Specifically, we map the
classical problem in equation (15) to a quantum spin problem in equation (19) and simulate the quantum
spin system classically using its tensor network representation [18]. We shall see that the quantum-inspired
approach can circumvent some of the drawbacks of qubits-based quantum algorithms.

Tensor train. Tensor networks provide an intuitive and powerful language to do quantum mechanics.
One of the most well-understood tensor networks is the tensor train, also known as Matrix Product State
(MPS) [18, 19]. In our context, the quantum state of an N -spin system can be expanded as

|ψN ⟩ =
∑
si

T s1,s2,...,sN |s1, s2, . . . , sN ⟩ (25)

where |s1, s2, . . . , sN ⟩ represents the product state in which the i-th spin is in the eigenstate |si⟩ with eigen-
value si = ± 1

2 , and T s1,s2,...,sN is a rank-N tensor with N free indices. For large N , directly manipulating
T becomes prohibitively expensive, as the number of its components, 2N , grows exponentially. The idea of
tensor train decomposition is to express T as the product of a “train” of lower-rank tensors denoted by Asi

T s1,s2,...,sN =
∑
αi

As1
α1
As2

α1,α2
As3

α2,α3
. . . AsN

αN−1
(26)

Here each Asi is a matrix, with the two lower indices being row and column number, respectively. (Note
that As1 and AsN are special, as they only have one lower index and correspond to row and column matrices,
respectively.) The lower indices, αi = 1, 2, . . . , D, are summed over and the integer D is called the bond
dimension. Tensor networks are pleasant to work with because all the cumbersome equations and operations
can be represented graphically. For instance, (26) becomes

The many-spin wave function T can be visualized as a train consisting of N cars (carriages), with each car
corresponding to a matrix A with dimension D [29],

For readers who prefer the Dirac notation, consider the following example with N = 4 and D = 2 [30],

|W ⟩ = |↑↑↑↓⟩ + |↑↑↓↑⟩ + |↑↓↑↑⟩ + |↓↑↑↑⟩ =
(
|↑⟩ |↓⟩

)(|↑⟩ |↓⟩
0 |↑⟩

)(
|↑⟩ |↓⟩
0 |↑⟩

)(
|↓⟩
|↑⟩

)
(27)

This W state of four spins is constructed from the product of four matrices, i.e., it is a train with four cars
of size 2. The tensor train representation in equation (26) is exact, provided that D is sufficiently large. In
practice, a finite value of D can be chosen so that the tensor train serves as a good approximation to T ,
treating all matrix elements as variational parameters. A major advantage of the tensor train representation
is that the total number of parameters scales as ND2, a significant reduction from 2N .
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Sweeping. The ground states of many one-dimensional quantum systems can be found accurately in the
tensor train representation using an algorithm called Density Matrix Renormalization Group (DMRG) [31,
32]. DMRG can be viewed as an iterative variational procedure that optimizes the tensors by “sweeping”
through the train multiple times to progressively lower the energy. The procedure starts with an initial set
of Asi and focuses on one bond, i.e., two neighboring cars Asi and Asi+1 (this subsystem is then described
by a density matrix), at a time. The components of these two matrices are adjusted by applying the
Hamiltonian and treating the rest of the train as an effective environment [32]. Once these two cars are
updated (“renormalized”), the algorithm moves on to the next bond, sweeping from left to right and then
back. The number of sweeps required to converge to the ground state depends on the Hamiltonian, the initial
tensors, and parameters such as D. DMRG’s time complexity is ND3. We choose DMRG as the engine of
our QUBO solver because it is numerically stable and available in several open-source libraries. In addition,
as we mentioned earlier, a direct approach based on imaginary-time evolution is too slow for Hamiltonians
with dense, long-range couplings.

The final piece of the algorithm design is to set a driving schedule for the tensor train. Instead of the
traditional, slow, continuous annealing schedule s(t), we adopt a discrete driving schedule consisting of M
stops that interpolate between the starting point Hx and the destination Hz,

H1 = Hx → H2 → · · · → HM−1 → HM = Hz

The Hamiltonian at the i-th stop is given by

Hi = aiHx + biHz, i = 1, 2, . . . ,M, (28)

where the driving parameters ai and bi control the mixing between the problem Hamiltonian Hz and the
driving term Hx at the i-th stop. The set {ai, bi} specifies a discrete driving path with a1 = 1, b1 = 0 and
aM = 0, bM = 1. Our train is an express because it makes only a few stops (e.g. M = 5 or 10) and it does
not spend a lot of time at each stop, thanks to the efficiency of the DMRG sweeps.

Now we are ready to put everything together. The algorithm proceeds as follows.

Algorithm 1 Tensor Train Express

choose an initial state |ψ0⟩ as a tensor train
for i = 1 to M do

update the tensor train wave function for Hi from |ψi−1⟩ to |ψi⟩ by DMRG sweeps,

|ψi−1⟩
DMRG sweeps for Hi−−−−−−−−−−−−−→ |ψi⟩

end for
return |ψM ⟩

Once the algorithm succeeds in finding the ground state of the Ising spin glass Hz, the corresponding spin
configuration, which encodes the QUBO solution, can be computed from |ψM ⟩. We shall show in Section 4
and Section 5 that the combination of tensor train, DMRG sweeps, and a discrete driving schedule yields a
more tractable and efficient approach for QUBO problems.

Why a direct approach fails. One might wonder why we don’t simply ask DMRG to find the ground
state of Hz directly, thereby bypassing all the preceding steps up to i = M−1. The reason is that for DMRG
to work effectively, a good guess for the starting state is usually required. While DMRG is an excellent tool
for finding the ground state of one-dimensional gapped Hamiltonians with local interactions, it can easily get
trapped in local minima when applied to glassy or long-range Hamiltonians such as Hz. In our algorithm,
all the preceding steps are designed to successively steer the tensors along a discrete path

|ψ0⟩ → |ψ1⟩ → · · · → |ψM ⟩
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At each step, the DMRG sweeps bring the tensors close to the respective ground state of the intermediate
Hamiltonians with increasing weight on Hz, so that |ψM−1⟩ is sufficiently close to the ground state of Hz.

4 Solving Sudoku puzzles

In this section, we test the performance of our algorithm by applying it to solve the Sudoku puzzles
published daily by The New York Times [33]. These puzzles are archived and readily accessible online [34].
Table 1 presents a few examples. Each row lists a puzzle, uniquely identified by its date of publication and
assigned difficulty level, where “m” stands for intermediate and “h” for hard. Also displayed for each puzzle
are the number of clues (Nc), the number of up spins in the correct solution (N↑), the total number of spins
(Ns) in the corresponding Ising spin glass Hz, and the constant energy shift c1 + c2 + c3 in Hz (see (15)). A
successful run of the algorithm should drive the energy down to zero. For verification, we take the converged
spin configuration, translate it back to the X variables, then to the full QUBO vector Z, and print the
completed Sudoku board to ensure that all numbers fit correctly and none of the constraints are violated.

Puzzle date Level Nc N↑ Ns c1 + c2 + c3
January 8, 2024 h 24 57 211 368.5
December 10, 2024 m 26 55 200 359.0
January 2, 2025 m 22 59 250 520.5
January 8, 2025 m 23 58 232 461.5
January 12, 2025 m 27 54 210 426.5
January 14, 2025 m 23 58 232 457.0
January 15, 2025 m 25 56 210 380.0

Table 1: A few examples of Sudoku puzzles solved by the quantum-inspired algorithm, in chronological order
according to their publication date in The New York Times. These puzzles vary in the number of clues (Nc),
total number of spins (Ns), and other parameters; see the main text for details.

Exhibit A, Jan. 8, 2024. We discuss a few examples to illustrate how the algorithm parameters are
chosen for the calculations. For the January 8, 2024 puzzle considered in [26] and listed in the first row of
the table, we start from the state (24), which is an equal-weight superposition of all Sz basis states, and use
a homogeneous transverse field hxm = 0.7 in the driver Hamiltonian Hx. The driving schedule is linear:

bi =
i

M
, ai = 1 − bi, M = 10.

For DMRG, we set the maximum bond dimension D = 60 and perform Nsw = 5 sweeps at each stop i. With
these settings, the proposed algorithm successfully solves the puzzle. A DMRG sweep may take 0.1 to 8
seconds (depending on which Hi and |ψi⟩). And the algorithm spends most of its time on the preceding steps
i < M during which the tensor train wave function remains a big object with D = 60 and the computation
is expensive. Only in the last step (i = M) is the problem Hamiltonian Hz considered. This final stage is
efficient and fast: the tensors typically converge within three DMRG sweeps, and the bond dimension drops
quickly from 60 to 1, meaning the ground state becomes a product state, as expected. The quick convergence
is credited to the proximity of |ψM−1⟩ to the ground state |ψM ⟩ as a result of steering.

The choice of initial state and the driving schedule used here resemble those in quantum annealing. This
is intentional so we can take advantage of superposition and quantum tunneling (spin flips). However, the
similarity ends there. Our algorithm does not follow any adiabatic time evolution, so the “trajectory” of
the quantum state from |ψ0⟩ to |ψM ⟩ is fundamentally different. The algorithm is largely insensitive to the
choice of |ψ0⟩, as long as it serves as a reasonable starting point for the DMRG solution of H1, which is
predominantly Hx with only a small admixture of Hz (note in this case H1 ̸= Hx).
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To demonstrate the flexibility of the algorithm, we take the same puzzle but start from a random tensor
train state with bond dimension 3 and choose D = 20 for all subsequent steps. The puzzle is solved
successfully at a much faster pace, with each sweep taking about 0.8 seconds. As shown in Figure 3, the
energy (black dots) steadily drops to zero. To track the spins’ behavior at each step, we define the total
spin-z operator measured from its ground-state value

(
N↑ − Ns

2

)
,

Sz =

Ns∑
m=1

Sz
m −

(
N↑ −

Ns

2

)
(29)

and evaluate its expectation value at the i-th state |ψi⟩. The red crosses in Figure 3 show the expectation
values of Sz (magnified by a factor of 4 to be clearly visible). Figure 3 also includes the expectation values
(blue circles) of the total spin-x operator defined by

Sx =

Ns∑
m=1

Sx
m (30)

As the weight of Hx is decreased and the weight of Hz is increased during the driving process, Sx gradually
approaches zero, while Sz converges to its ground state value. An interesting period is the interval between
driving steps 2 and 4 when the spins transition from being predominantly aligned along the x-axis to aligning
along the z-axis. The inflection point at this transition appears crucial for the success of the algorithm.
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Jan 8 2024, Ns = 211

Figure 3: How the January 8, 2024 puzzle gets solved: As the driving field hx is reduced, the energy
gradually drops to zero. The total spin along the x-direction vanishes, while the total spin along the z-
direction approaches its ground state value. The bond dimension is D = 20 and the driving field is set to
hx = 0.75.

If the primary concern is the time it takes to solve the 9 × 9 Sudoku puzzles, our algorithm pales in
comparison to classical algorithms that build on logic and exploit the structure of the problem. In contrast,
the QUBO approach to Sudoku puzzles, as noted earlier, is not efficient and resembles more of a blind search.
It is treated simply as another QUBO matrix for the sake of benchmarking, and our solution strategy does
not care at all about the meaning of the original constraints: instead, we focus on ability to solve the broad
class of QUBO problems in general. However, as the board size increases, the algorithm is expected to
outperform conventional methods since the calculation scales as NsD

3M .

Exhibit B, Jan. 15, 2025. Other puzzles listed in the table are solved in a similar manner. Since they
differ in Ns, h

z
i , and Ji,j , directly copying the algorithm parameters from a previously successful example
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may not work. Occasionally, the final state might become trapped in a local minimum, with energy higher
than zero (indicating that some constraints are violated). In such cases, the solution is simple: restart from
a different |ψ0⟩. A useful strategy to “shake” the system loose to escape local minima is to tune the driving
term Hx, for example, by adding random fluctuations to the transverse field,

hxm = hx + ηm (31)

where hx is the homogeneous part and ηm is a random variable at site m drawn from a uniform distribution
within the interval (−η, η). For example, in solving the January 15, 2025 puzzle in the last row of the table,
we set D = 20, hx = 1.3, and η = 0.2 at each driving step. The algorithm once again succeeds in 10 steps.
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Jan 2 2025, Ns = 250

Figure 4: The solution process for another puzzle with fewer clues and more spins: D = 20, hx = 1.
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Figure 5: The evolution of the 250 spins during the solution process of the January 2, 2025 puzzle. Sz
m is

color-coded between red (spin-up) and blue (spin-down).

Exhibit C, Jan. 2, 2025. Within Table 1, the January 2, 2025 puzzle has the least number of clues
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and the maximum number of spins, Ns = 250. The broad features of its solution process can be appreciated
from Figure 4, which is comparable to our earlier example in Figure 3. In both cases, the energy decreases
with i, but not exactly in a linear fashion. A more detailed picture of the solution process is provided by
the “heat map” in Figure 5. Here, the horizontal axis represents the spin index m = 1 to 250, going from
left to right. The vertical axis corresponds to the driving step i = 1 to M = 10, going from top to bottom.
On each row, shown in false color, are the expectation values of the spin-z operator, Sz

m, computed at the
corresponding step. We observe that in the initial steps, due to the hx field, Sz

m appears quite random. By
step 4, the spins begin to settle into their “correct” states, i.e., the expectation values of Sz

m align with the
final solution. The wave function at this stage still has a large D = 20, and the energy remains relatively
high. In the last step, after only three DMRG sweeps, the correct solution emerges as a product state, with
red and blue colors representing |↑⟩ and |↓⟩, respectively.

This rapid drop in D during the last step of the algorithm is in sharp contrasts with conventional DMRG
workflows, where D is often increased during the calculation. This is an indication that DMRG is now being
used in an unconventional, creative manner. To double check the solution, we read out the spin configuration,
convert it back first to the QUBO vector X, and then to the original binary variables in Z, and print the
result on the Sudoku board (with the clues shown in blue). Here is what we get:

2 8 1 3 5 4 6 7 9
9 7 3 8 1 6 5 2 4
5 6 4 7 9 2 8 1 3
1 3 9 4 6 8 2 5 7
8 2 5 9 7 3 1 4 6
6 4 7 5 2 1 9 3 8
4 9 2 6 3 5 7 8 1
3 5 6 1 8 7 4 9 2
7 1 8 2 4 9 3 6 5

This solution is valid yet differs from the answer given in [34]. Our algorithm has independently discovered
a new solution!

The benefit of knowing the wave function. Compared to qubit-based quantum algorithms where
measurement collapses the quantum state, a major advantage of the quantum-inspired approach is its direct
access to the many-spin wave function obtained from tensor network calculations. The wave function offers
the ultimate insight into the spin system under driving. As shown in our case studies from Figures 3 to
Figure 5, the detailed diagnostic data on the solution process translate into an accurate understanding of
the role played by each parameter, which is critical for tuning algorithm parameters.

5 Solving MaxCut problems

In this section, we apply the algorithm to MaxCut, one of the most well-known problems in combinatorial
optimization [35]. The goals are twofold. First, by testing it on new problem instances, we demonstrate the
versatility of the algorithm and its capability to solve QUBO problems with varying characteristics. Second,
by analyzing its performance across different problem sizes and types, we illustrate how the algorithm can
be fine-tuned to optimize its performance for specific instances.

MaxCut as Ising spin glass. The MaxCut problem is defined on an undirected graph G = (V,E),
where V represents a set of vertices and E represents a set of edges. An edge connecting vertex i and vertex
j is denoted by (i, j) ∈ E and carries a weight wi,j . The objective is to partition V into two sets, V = A∪ Ā
with A∩ Ā = ∅, such that the weighted sum of the edges connecting A to Ā (called the “cut”) is maximized.
This problem is NP-hard, and its connection to spin glass Hamiltonians has long been recognized [35, 36]. To
cast the problem into QUBO form, let us define the binary variable xi = 1 if vertex i belongs to set A, and
xi = 0 otherwise. The edge (i, j) is part of the cut if and only if xi ̸= xj , i.e., (xi − xj)

2 = 1. Therefore, the
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objective is to maximize the cut value
∑

(i,j)∈E wi,j(xi − xj)
2, or equivalently, to minimize the cost function

min f({xi}) =
∑

(i,j)∈E

wi,j(2xixj − x2i − x2j ) (32)

It is easy to cast f into the standard QUBO form f =
∑

i,j xiQi,jxj and map the MaxCut problem to an
Ising spin glass Hamiltonian similar to (15), but with c1 = c2 = 0. In the present case, the cost function
depends on the weight matrix w, and there is no penalty from constraints. Hence this setup here is almost
the opposite of the Sudoku case, where the cost function is entirely derived from the constraints. Despite
these differences, both problem types ultimately lead to spin Hamiltonians of the general form (15), which
we solve by adding a driver term Hx and designing an appropriate driving schedule.

We evaluate the performance of our algorithm using MaxCut instances drawn from the Biq Mac Library.
All instances used in this section are available for download at [37] or [38]. We will refer to each instance by
its file name, which contains NV , the number of vertices. Note that the complexity of the problem depends
also on NE , the number of edges, as well as the values of wi,j . In what follows, we discuss three batches, I
to III, of testing cases with increasing difficulty. Each batch has a distinctive distribution of edge weights.

Instance E0 M hx η D
pm1s 80.0 -79 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.1 -69 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.2 -67 5 1 0.3 30
pm1s 80.3 -66 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.4 -69 5 1 0.3 30
pm1s 80.5 -66 20 1 0.3 30
pm1s 80.6 -71 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.7 -69 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.8 -68 5 1 0 30
pm1s 80.9 -67 5 1 0 30

Instance E0 M hx η D
pm1s 100.0 -127 5 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.1 -126 5 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.2 -125 10 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.3 -111 10 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.4 -128 5 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.5 -125 10 1 0 60
pm1s 100.6 -122 10 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.7 -112 20 1 0.3 60
pm1s 100.8 -120 10 1 0.3 30
pm1s 100.9 -127 5 1 0.3 30

Table 2: Twenty weighted MaxCut instances and the parameters used to solve them. Each instance is
identified by its file name in the Biq Mac Library. The edge weights are either 1 or −1. For the first ten
instances, NV = 80 and NE = 316, and for the next ten instances, NV = 100 and NE = 495. The algorithm
successfully finds E0, the ground state energy of the spin model (the MaxCut value is simply −E0), except
for the case pm1s 100.5.
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Figure 6: Solving the weighted MaxCut instance pm1s 100.9 from the Biq Mac Library. Left: graph repre-
sentation of the problem. The edges carry weights of 1 (in green) or −1 (in blue). The solution is indicated
by the node color: nodes in black belong to set A, while the rest of the nodes (in red) belong to set Ā. Right:
the energy (dot), expectation values of Sz (cross, measured from its ground state value and magnified by 10
times) and Sx (circle) during the driving process.

Batch I, listed in Table 2. These are weighted MaxCut problems where the edge weight wi,j is set to
either 1 or −1. An example is illustrated in the left panel of Figure 6, featuring 100 nodes and 495 edges.
The edges are color-coded: green for wi,j = 1 and blue for wi,j = −1. It is helpful to compare Figure 6
with the Sudoku example in Figure 2, where the edge weight is constant. In the MaxCut case, the edges
are not only denser but also carry signs. In the spin language, this means there are more couplings among
the Ising spins, and the coupling can be either ferromagnetic or antiferromagnetic. Also, the magnetic field
along the z-axis for each spin m vanishes in this case, i.e., hzm = 0. Despite these differences, our algorithm
successfully solves all instances listed in Table 2, yielding the correct MaxCut values, with one exception:
the instance named pm1s 100.5. In this case, the lowest energy obtained, E0 = −125, is above the value of
−128 quoted in [37, 38]. To alert the reader, the E0 value is underscored to indicate that this case remains
to be solved. The parameters used in each instance (number of driving steps M , transverse field hx and its
random fluctuations η, and bond dimension D) are listed in Table 2. Five DMRG sweeps are used for each
driving step, with one exception: for pm1s 100.6, 10 sweeps are used to improve accuracy.

Comparing the rows of Table 2 reveals some useful strategies for solving new QUBO problems. Within
each group of MaxCut instances of similar size, some instances (e.g., pm1s 80.5 and pm1s 100.7) are more
challenging to optimize. It is also generally harder to reach the ground state for instances with larger NV

and NE . To tackle these harder cases, increasing the driving steps M and shaking the system with random
fluctuations η often prove effective. Sometimes, increasing the bond dimension (e.g., D = 60 for pm1s 100.7)
is necessary. Typically, these tuning decisions are made by monitoring the convergence of energy during the
driving process (example shown in the right panel of Figure 6 for the instance pm1s 100.9).
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Instance E0 M Nsw D
g05 60.0 -536 10 5 30
g05 60.1 -532 10 5 40
g05 60.2 -529 10 5 30
g05 60.3 -538 10 5 30
g05 60.4 -527 10 5 30
g05 60.5 -533 10 5 30
g05 60.6 -531 10 5 30
g05 60.7 -535 10 5 60
g05 60.8 -530 10 5 30
g05 60.9 -533 20 5 40

Instance E0 M Nsw D
g05 100.0 -1430 20 5 40
g05 100.1 -1425 20 5 40
g05 100.2 -1432 20 5 40
g05 100.3 -1423 10 5 30
g05 100.4 -1440 20 5 40
g05 100.5 -1435 10 5 30
g05 100.6 -1434 10 10 40
g05 100.7 -1431 10 10 40
g05 100.8 -1432 10 10 60
g05 100.9 -1430 10 10 40

Table 3: Twenty unweighted MaxCut instances from the Biq Mac Library with dense edges. The first ten
cases have NV = 60 and NE = 885, while the remaining cases have NV = 100 and NE = 2, 475. All edge
weights are set to 1. The algorithm successfully solves all instances except g05 100.3 and g05 100.5, where
the E0 values should be −1, 424 and −1, 436, respectively [37, 38]. Here, Nsw refers to the number of DMRG
sweeps per driving step, with hx = 1 and η = 0.3.

Batch II, listed in Table 3. The second batch contains unweighted MaxCut problems where all the
edges share the same weight of 1 but connections are much more dense when compared to the first batch. For
instance, the problem shown in Figure 7 has the same number of nodes as in Figure 6, but the number of edges
has increased fivefold to 2475. The spin-spin coupling is so dense that it may seem hopeless for tensor train
and DMRG, as they are typically known to work well with spin Hamiltonians involving local interactions.
Amazingly, the algorithm continues to yield correct MaxCut values with only a moderate increase in the
bond dimension D, despite the steep rise in NE . The heat map of Sm

z in Figure 7 provides further insight into
the solution process for the instance g05 100.4. Regarding the choice of algorithm parameters, we observe
similar trends noted earlier from the first batch in Table 2: for larger NV and NE , we need to increase
the number of driving steps or the number of DMRG sweeps to steer the system toward the ground state.
Occasionally, the bond dimension has to be increased (e.g., D = 60 for g05 60.7 and g05 100.8). Note that
there are two cases in Table 3 (with the E0 values underscored) where the algorithm came very close to the
ground state but did not quite reach it.
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Figure 7: Solving the unweighted MaxCut instance g05 100.4 from the Biq Mac library. Left: graph repre-
sentation of the problem. All edges (green lines) carry equal weight of 1. The solution found by our algorithm
is color-coded: black nodes belong to set A, while red nodes belong to set Ā. Right: the expectation value of
Sm
z during the driving process as the spins gradually settle into their ground state orientation (red represents

spin up, blue represents spin down). Only driving steps 2 to 10 are shown to enhance the color contrast.

Instance E0 NV NE hx η Nsw

bqp250-2 -44810 251 3285 0.05 0 10
bqp250-4 -41274 251 3397 0.05 0 10
bqp250-6 -41014 251 3433 0.30 0 5
bqp250-8 -35726 251 3265 0.05 0 10
bqp250-10 -40442 251 3294 1.00 0.3 5

Table 4: The algorithm parameters used to successfully solve five MaxCut instances from the Biq Mac
Library with 251 vertices and over 3200 edges, each with integer weights; D = 30, M = 10.

Batch III, listed in Table 4. The third batch of instances includes even larger MaxCut problems with
NV = 251 and NE exceeding 3200. The coupling between the nodes is so dense that these instances are hard
to graph or visualize. To make the matter even worse, in contrast to the examples discussed earlier, the edge
weights in these instances vary over a wide range. As an example, the edge weight distribution of the instance
bqp250-10 is shown in Figure 8. While there are a few outliers, the majority of wi,j fall within the range
from −100 to 100, regardless of |i− j|, the distance between nodes. Other instances listed in Table 4 follow
a similar distribution for wi,j . As a result, the numerical scale of the QUBO matrix and the energy scale
of the spin-spin interaction differ significantly from previous examples. To make the algorithm less sensitive
to the overall numerical scale of wi,j , we rescale the problem by dividing the matrix wi,j by the maximum
absolute value of its elements. After this, |wi,j | becomes typically much smaller than 1. Consequently, the
value of hx is smaller compared to previous examples, as shown in the fifth column of Table 4. The choice
of hx is not unique. The right panel of Figure 8 compares the energy for three different values of hx during
the driving process. All three configurations lead to the correct ground state, demonstrating the robustness
of the algorithm, even with the significant increase in NE and NV .

Performance evaluation. We find the proposed quantum-inspired algorithm has passed the bar of
being able to solve a wide variety of MaxCut problems of different sizes and types. Our interest in MaxCut
is partly motivated by the fact that all QUBO problems can be formulated as MaxCut problems. Thus, the
key takeaway from this section is that our quantum-inspired algorithm, the Tensor Train Express, is versatile

23

20
25

 S
.-T

. Y
au

 H
igh

 S
ch

oo
l S

cie
nc

e A
ward

仅
用
于

20
25
丘
成
桐
中
学
科
学
奖
论
文
公
示



0 50 100 150 200 250
Distance, |i j|

1000

750

500

250

0

250

500

750
E

dg
e 

w
ei

gh
t, 

w
ij

2 4 6 8 10
Driving Step i

5

4

3

2

1

E
ne

rg
y

hx=0.05
hx=0.03
hx=0.01

Figure 8: Solving MaxCut instance bqp250-8 with 251 nodes and 3265 edges. Left: the distribution of the
edge weights wi,j , sorted by |i − j|, the distance between the nodes. Most weights lie within −100 to 100.
Right: the energy during the driving process for three different values of hx. All three choices converge to
the ground state, yielding the correct MaxCut value.

and continues to perform well in solving QUBO problems of larger sizes with denser connections.

6 A bright future for tensor trains

To conclude this research project, we place our work in a slightly broader context, reiterate our unique
contributions, and then offer an outlook for future work.

Eagle versus tensor. The broader context of our work can be illuminated by a story titled “A moving
target for quantum advantage” featured in the Physics magazine [39] and not directly related to optimiza-
tion. Back in 2023, the experimental results on two-dimensional quantum spin systems carried out on IBM’s
127-qubit Eagle quantum processor were believed to have achieved quantum advantage – i.e., performing “ac-
curate computations at a scale beyond brute-force classical simulation” [40]. However, soon after, improved
tensor network calculations on classical computers produced more accurate results than the Eagle [41]. This
interesting episode tells us that the power of quantum-inspired approach based on tensor network states
should not be underestimated. In the near term, until a great improvement in quantum hardware, quantum-
inspired algorithms can bridge the gap by solving middle- to large-scale problems. An emerging trend is to
cultivate a “symbiotic relationship” [39] between ”the three musketeers” of classical, quantum, and quantum-
inspired algorithms where they coexist, compete and complement each other. For example, tensor networks
have been proposed to replace parts of the QAOA [42] or quantum annealing [43] algorithms. Beyond opti-
mization, several tensor-train based solvers of nonlinear partial differential equations were demonstrated in
the last year [44, 45, 46, 47]. Tensor trains and additionally quantum-inspired algorithms in general show
great future promise.

Novelty. To our best knowledge, QUBO problems with 250 variables and 3200 couplings have not
been solved by qubits-based quantum algorithms (we could not afford to test them on quantum annealers).
Previous works on quantum-inspired optimization algorithms focused on imaginary-time evolution to tackle
the problem Hamiltonian Hz directly [21, 22]. The amount of computing resources required to follow this
route is beyond our means. We were forced to invent a poor man’s workaround which requires only laptop
computers and gets the job done in a few minutes to an hour. Our algorithm, the Tensor Train Express,
achieves these goals, and also differs significantly from previous work in two ways. First, we avoid a direct
attack on Hz. Instead we flank the enemy by going through a multi-stop drive sequence to steer the tensor
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train states using a series of intermediate Hamiltonians. Second, at each driving stage, we call upon DMRG
to sweep and update the tensors using the intermediate Hamiltonians, which turns out to be surprisingly
efficient given the presence of many long-range interactions. Individually, these ideas are nothing new in
quantum physics. But they are combined in an unconventional way and applied to solve interesting open
problems in this research project. In Sections 4 and 5, we have presented conclusive evidence that the
algorithm can successfully solve a variety of Sudoku puzzles and MaxCut problems.

Outlook. There are three directions to generalize this work: to scale up, to go practical, and to dig
deeper. (1) We have intentionally kept a cap on the problem size so that the test runs remain computationally
inexpensive. In future work, we plan to test the algorithm on much larger problems, for example MaxCut
instances in the Gset with over 800 vertices [48]. For these large problems, we envision different trials with
varied initial states or driving parameters running in parallel on high-performance computing clusters for
days or weeks. (2) There is a long list of problems that can be cast into the QUBO form [7, 49], including
practical applications such as vehicle routing. Optimization is not just about cutting cost and maximizing
profit, it is also important to many branches of engineering and physical sciences, e.g. in robotics and
protein folding. Thus, quantum-inspired algorithms may find applications in rather unexpected places. (3)
Our algorithm did not succeed for every Sudoku puzzle fed in. We have witnessed that some problems are
stubborn and refuse to lower the energy further. Very similar phenomena also occur in quantum annealing,
so we are not surprised. Why are some problems harder, do we need to redesign the algorithm or resort to
different tensor networks, and what sets the fundamental limit of tensor-based quantum inspired algorithms?
Addressing these questions would be a good direction for future work.

7 Code and Demonstration

The algorithm and all experiments were implemented using Julia 1.10.5. Calculations involving spin
Hamiltonians, tensor trains, and DMRG call the open-source library ITensors version 0.6.23 built by Matthew
Fishman, Steven R. White, and E. Miles Stoudenmire [50]. A segment of the code is shown in Figure 9.
Data are collected on a laptop equipped with an Apple M3 chip. Figure 1 to Figure 8 were generated by
python scripts that import the numpy, matplotlib, seaborn, and networkx library. This research report was
prepared using LaTeX.

Project code is available at the Github repository

https : //github.com/mzhao1599/qudoku

which contains the code, input data, and two demonstration videos of the Julia program running:

• Sudoku-demo.mp4.

• MaxCut-demo.mp4.
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Figure 9: A code snippet showing how to set up the Hamiltonians, specify the initial tensor train state,
organize the driving schedule, and call the DMRG sweeps.
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Enrique Lizaso, and Román Orús. Dynamic portfolio optimization with real datasets using quantum
processors and quantum-inspired tensor networks. Phys. Rev. Res., 4:013006, Jan 2022.

[22] Siddhartha Patra, Sukhbinder Singh, and Román Orús. Projected entangled pair states with flexible
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