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General context: A proper k-colouring of a graph G is a partition of its vertex set V (G) into k independent
sets (i.e. set of pairwise non-adjacent vertices). This combinatorial object has been (and still is!) extensively
studied because of its many applications (in rooting, in scheduling, and more generally in resource allocation).
Many variants of graph colourings have been proposed, and subcolourings are one of them. A k-subcolouring
of G is a partition of V (G) into k colour classes, each of which induces a disjoint union of cliques. The
subchromatic number χsub(G) of G is the minimum k such that a k-subcolouring of G exists. This graph
parameter has been introduced in 1989 by Albertson et. al. [1], who proved a few extremal properties on
χsub: for every graph G of maximum degree ∆,

χsub(G) ≤
⌈∆ + 1

2

⌉
, (1)

and if G has n vertices then
χsub(G) ≤ (1 + o(1)) n

log4 n
(2)

as n→∞ (this is a consequence of the upper bound R(k, k) ≤ 4k for the diagonal Ramsey numbers [2]). We
don’t known whether any of the bounds (1) or (2) is tight, and this is an interesting line of prospect. Natural
lower bounds can be obtained by considering graphs of large chromatic number and small clique number,
since it is straightforward that χ(G) ≤ ω(G)χsub(G) for every graph G (one can trivially properly colour a
disjoint union of cliques in G with ω(G) colours). So, using the extremal properties of the chromatic number
of triangle-free graphs, we infer that there exists G such that χsub(G) ≥ ∆

4 ln ∆ , or χsub(G) = Ω
(√

n/ lnn
)
.

Actually, it was showed in [1] that χsub(Km,...,m) = m for the complete m-partite graph, which shows that we
may have χsub(G) ≥

√
n.

A new line a research was open more recently by Nešetřil et. al. [3], who studied χsub in the context of powers
of graphs of bounded extension. They showed in particular that for every planar graph G, χsub(G2) ≤ 135
(given an integer t, Gt is the t-th power of G, obtained by linking every pair of vertices at distance at most t
in G). The best lower bound that they could provide is 5, so there is much room for tightening this result.

Objectives: The aim of the internship is to study the extremal values of the subchromatic number in natural
classes of graphs (graphs of bounded degree, powers of graphs, ...). This could be the occasion to learn many
techniques from graph theory, such as the probabilistic method for graph colouring. For instance, a natural
goal would be to try and improve either (1) or (2). One could also study χsub(G) when G← G(n, 1/2) is a
uniformly random graph on n vertices. Another interesting goal would be to find better bounds for χ(G2)
when G is planar, or more generally when G is Kt-minor-free.
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