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Quantum circuits give a de facto standard for representing quantum computations at a low level.
They consist of sequences of primitive operations, called quantum gates, applied to a register of quantum
bits, or qubits. Increasingly, noisy intermediate-scale quantum (NISQ) computers with 10-80 qubits are
becoming a reality. Popular physical realisations such as superconducting quantum circuits [12, 7, 14]
and ion traps [2, 1, 5, 6] consist of qubits stored in the physical states of systems arranged in space,
where two-qubit operations are typically only possible between pairs of systems that are adjacent in the
‘coupling graph’ of the architecture. Hence, when it comes to actually running a quantum computation
on these architectures, logical qubits must be mapped to physical memory locations, and the circuit must
be modified to only consist of 2-qubit operations between adjacent qubits in the physical architecture.
Naı̈vely, this can be achieved by simply inserting swap gates to move a pair of qubits next to each other
before each 2-qubit operation. However, this approach comes with an enormous overhead in terms of 2-
qubit operations, each of which introduces a great deal more noise than a single qubit operation on most
realistic architectures [1]. More sophisticated approaches have been proposed using SMT solvers and
temporal planners [9, 13] as well as certain heuristic approximations thereof [8, 10, 3, 15]. Nevertheless,
these are simply refinements of the basic ‘search and swap’ technique. As such, these approaches only
take the topological structure of the circuit into account (i.e. which qubits are being acted upon) rather
than semantic structure (i.e. the unitary being implemented), and hence miss out on opportunities for
more efficient circuit mapping.

We present a new approach to quantum circuit mapping based on constrained Gaussian elimination,
and apply it in the simplest case of mapping CNOT circuits. We modify a familiar technique based on
a Gaussian elimination in such that a way that primitive row operations (implemented by CNOT gates)
are only allowed between certain rows corresponding to neighbouring qubits. Hence, non-local row
operations must be propagated through intermediate rows. We then give a simple strategy for identifying
and using appropriate intermediate rows based on Steiner trees. For a subset S of the vertices of a graph, a
Steiner tree is a minimal tree that covers all of the vertices in S. For our purposes, the subset S represents
all of the rows that need to be reduced by primitive row operations (e.g. the rows containing non-zero
entries below a pivot) whereas the tree itself gives us an efficient strategy for performing those reductions
via nearest-neighbour CNOTs:
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Figure 1: A plot of input vs. output CNOT gates when mapping on to a 9-qubit square grid, when
computing and re-synthesising the circuit, both in the unconstrained case using the method described
in [11] and respecting nearest-neighbour constraints using our method.

In particular, we use CNOTs to propagate row operations down toward the leaves of the tree then ulti-
mately back up toward the root. The end result is CNOT circuit realising a given parity map involving
only nearest-neighbour interactions. Much like other approaches, the size of the final circuit is very sen-
sitive to the initial layout of the logical qubits within the physical architecture, especially for relatively
small CNOT circuits. For us, a good choice of qubit positions means smaller Steiner trees, which in turn
means fewer extra CNOTs getting applied. Thus, we perform a simple genetic algorithm-based optimi-
sation procedure, with a cost function given as the total resulting CNOT count, to find a good choice of
initial qubit locations.

To measure the effectiveness of our approach, we produce many random CNOT circuits on 9, 16, and
20 qubits, containing between 3 and 256 CNOT gates, and map them onto 5 different graph topologies:
3×3 and 4×4 square lattices, 16-qubit architectures of the IBM QX-5 and Rigetti Aspen devices, and the
20-qubit IBM Q20 Tokyo architecture. To compare the performance of our technique to general-purpose
mapping techniques, we also map these CNOT circuits with the Rigetti QuilC compiler and t|ket〉 by
Cambridge Quantum Computing. Using these as a baseline, we find an average savings in 2-qubit gates
of 48% over QuilC and 36% over t|ket〉.1 These results appear in Table 1.

For very deep CNOT circuits, the overheads of our mapping process are often negative. This is
because the process we use computes the parity map associated to a CNOT circuit and re-synthesises
the circuit using Gaussian elimination. In the unconstrained case, Patel et al. [11] gave a heuristic for
(re-)synthesising generic CNOT circuits on n qubits with O(n2/ log(n)) CNOTs. Indeed, using their algo-
rithm for 9-qubit circuits, we see in Fig. 1 that the average CNOT count stabilises around the asymptotic
bound of 92/ log2(9) ≈ 25.6. Our approach also stabilises, but at a higher number of CNOTs (∼ 42 for
9 qubits). Interestingly, this is still well below the complexity of naı̈ve unconstrained CNOT synthesis,
which is O(n2).

Finally, we note that, while we applied these techniques to CNOT circuits, they extend straightfor-
wardly to broader families of circuits where sythesis involves some form of Gaussian elimination. In
particular, circuits consisting of CNOTs and arbitrary Z-phase rotations (i.e. phase polynomial circuits)
can be synthesised using a version of this technique, and arbitrary Clifford+T circuits can be handled by
modifying the circuit extraction procedure described by one of the authers in [4].

1All circuits can be found in QASM format at: https://github.com/Quantomatic/pyzx/tree/steiner decomp/circuits/steiner

https://github.com/Quantomatic/pyzx/tree/steiner_decomp/circuits/steiner
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Architecture # CNOTs QuilC t|ket〉 Steiner
9q-square 3 3.8 (26.67%) 3.6 (20.0%) 3.0 (0.0%)
9q-square 5 10.82 (116.4%) 6.4 (28.0%) 5.2 (4.0%)
9q-square 10 20.08 (100.8%) 16.95 (69.5%) 11.6 (16.0%)
9q-square 20 46.24 (131.2%) 40.75 (103.75%) 25.85 (29.25%)
9q-square 30 72.89 (142.97%) 66.15 (120.5%) 35.55 (18.5%)
16q-square 4 6.14 (53.5%) 5.8 (45.0%) 4.44 (11.09%)
16q-square 8 19.68 (146.0%) 12.95 (61.87%) 12.41 (55.14%)
16q-square 16 48.13 (200.81%) 36.2 (126.25%) 33.08 (106.78%)
16q-square 32 106.75 (233.59%) 94.45 (195.16%) 82.95 (159.22%)
16q-square 64 225.69 (252.64%) 203.75 (218.36%) 147.38 (130.28%)
16q-square 128 457.35 (257.3%) 436.25 (240.82%) 168.12 (31.34%)
16q-square 256 925.85 (261.66%) 922.65 (260.41%) 169.28 (-33.88%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 4 7.05 (76.25%) 7.15 (78.75%) 4.15 (3.75%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 8 28.2 (252.5%) 17.2 (115.0%) 11.22 (40.28%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 16 69.15 (332.19%) 52.0 (225.0%) 33.95 (112.19%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 32 147.3 (360.31%) - (-%) 101.75 (217.97%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 64 324.6 (407.19%) - (-%) 189.15 (195.55%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 128 664.65 (419.26%) - (-%) 220.75 (72.46%)
rigetti-16q-aspen 256 1367.89 (434.33%) - (-%) 222.15 (-13.22%)
ibm-qx5 4 6.75 (68.75%) 4.3 (7.5%) 4.0 (0.0%)
ibm-qx5 8 23.7 (196.25%) 14.75 (84.38%) 8.95 (11.87%)
ibm-qx5 16 60.5 (278.12%) 47.5 (196.88%) 26.55 (65.94%)
ibm-qx5 32 140.05 (337.66%) 122.95 (284.22%) 84.4 (163.75%)
ibm-qx5 64 301.05 (370.39%) 278.7 (335.47%) 152.65 (138.52%)
ibm-qx5 128 600.9 (369.45%) 597.65 (366.91%) 188.25 (47.07%)
ibm-qx5 256 1247.8 (387.42%) 1258.8 (391.72%) 193.8 (-24.3%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 4 5.5 (37.5%) 6.05 (51.25%) 4.0 (0.0%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 8 17.3 (116.25%) 12.0 (50.0%) 7.69 (-3.82%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 16 43.83 (173.96%) 29.05 (81.56%) 20.44 (27.74%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 32 93.58 (192.43%) 78.15 (144.22%) 66.93 (109.15%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 64 215.9 (237.34%) 181.25 (183.2%) 165.6 (158.75%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 128 432.65 (238.01%) 391.85 (206.13%) 237.64 (85.66%)
ibm-q20-tokyo 256 860.74 (236.23%) 789.3 (208.32%) 245.84 (-3.97%)

Table 1: The average number of CNOTs needed to map random CNOT circuits of various sizes. The first
column shows the architecture mapped to and the second column the original number of CNOT gates.
The remaining columns show the average 2-qubit gate count after mapping 20 random circuits. The
percentages show mapping overheads (i.e. % of the original gate count that was added during mapping),
where negative overheads indicate a mapped circuit that is smaller than the original.
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