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The cosmological framework

Introduction

Gravity, almost undetectable between laboratory-scale bodies, is
the dominant force in astronomy and cosmology. The basic
structures in our cosmic environment - stars, galaxies, and
clusters of galaxies - all involve a balance between gravitational
attraction and the disruptive effect of pressure or kinetic
energy. Our entire observable universe may display a similar
balance: the Hubble expansion is being slowed (and may per-
haps eventually be braked to a halt) by the gravitational effect of
its entire mass-energy.

The best-understood cosmic structures are the smaller ones:
the individual stars. Stellar structures and life-cycles can be
predicted theoretically, and tested empirically by observing
large populations of stars, of differing ages, in the Milky Way.
The Milky Way, the disc galaxy to which the Sun belongs, can be
envisaged as a kind of ecological system in which stars are
continually being born and dying, their gaseous content being
recycled and chemically enriched as the evolution proceeds.

Our own Galaxy is typical of the galaxies distributed through
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the universe, which are the most conspicuous features of the
cosmic scene. Why should the universe be full of these remark-
able aggregates of stars and gas, typically ~10° light-years across
and containing around 10! stars? We do not yet have compel-
ling physical reasons for the characteristic properties of
galaxies, as we do for stars.

One reason why galaxies are harder to understand than stars
is that their formation impinges on cosmology. Individual stars
form, evolve, and die more or less regardless of what the
universe does - initial cosmic conditions have left no traces on
the complex gas dynamics that goes on within each galaxy. But
that is not true for galaxies, which may have emerged, at an
epoch when the entire universe was denser and perhaps very
different, from inhomogeneities that were imprinted on the
universe in its earliest phases.

Large-scale structure: how homogeneous is the
universe?

In the perspective of the cosmologist, even entire galaxies are
little more than ‘points of light’ which indicate how the ma-
terial content of the universe is distributed, and how it moves.
Galaxies are clustered: some in small groups (like our own Local
Group, of which the Milky Way and the Andromeda galaxy are
the dominant members), others in big clusters with hundreds
of members. Moreover the clusters themselves are grouped in
filamentary or sheet-like superclusters. In recent years, there
has been great progress in quantifying the distribution of
galaxies over the sky, and also in mapping out the three-
dimensional structure. The latter task has entailed determining
redshifts and distances for thousands of galaxies.

Figure 1 shows the major groupings of galaxies within our
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LARGE-SCALE STRUCTURE: HOW HOMOGENEOUS IS THE UNIVERSE?

Figure 1

The most conspicuous clusters and superclusters within a cube, of
dimensions around 3 x 108 light-years (108 pc), centred on our own Galaxy.
There are also, of course, many galaxies more uniformly distributed in the
space between these clusters. The linear dimensions of the region depicted
here are about 2 per cent of the size of the part of the universe accessible to
optical observations. This cube is probably large enough to provide a ‘fair
sample’ of the contents of the universe: on larger scales the amplitude of
inhomogeneities is much less than unity. (From Hudson, M. J. 1993, Mon. Not.
Roy. Astron. Soc. 265, 43 (Fig. 10).)

local part of the universe, out to a distance of around 3 x 10®
light-years. At still greater distances, galaxies are distributed
more uniformly over the sky. There is no evidence that big
density contrasts extend to larger scales. A region of the size
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shown in this figure is therefore probably large enough to
provide a fair sample of the contents of the universe.

Our universe certainly does not have a simple fractal struc-
ture, with clusters of clusters of clusters ad infinitum. There is a
definite upper limit to the scale on which large-amplitude
density inhomogeneities are observed. The largest structures
with (3p/p) = 1 are about 1 per cent of the Hubble radius: the
typical nonlinear scale is around 0.3 per cent. The typical metric
fluctuations due to clusters and superclusters - defined in
dimensionless form as the gravitational energy per unit mass
arising from the associated density enhancement, in units of ¢? -
have an amplitude of the order of Q=107". The velocities relative to
the Hubble flow induced by these structures are typically below
Q"2c=1000 km s™'. The mass-equivalent of the kinetic energy
associated with these so-called ‘peculiar motions’ is therefore
only 107 of the rest mass. This number Q =107, a measure of the
metric fluctuations in our universe, has an importance which
will come up again later. Its smallness implies that the present
local dynamics of cosmic inhomogeneities such as clusters and
superclusters can be validly approximated by Newtonian grav-
ity. Even more importantly, it justifies the relevance of the
simple theoretical models for a homogeneous isotropic uni-
verse. These models date back to the 1920s.

The first relativistic models for a homogeneous expanding
universe were found by Friedmann' before Hubble? discovered
the recession of the nebulae. Hubble’s work, which showed that
the universe did not resemble Einstein’s earlier static model,
stimulated further studies of relativistic cosmology by
Lemaitre, Tolman, and others. But the data were then - and
remained for several decades - too sparse to indicate whether
any of these idealised models fitted the real universe, still less to
discriminate among them.
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High-redshift objects

Hubble’s work suggested that the galaxies would have been
crowded together in the past, and emerged from some kind of
‘beginning’. But he had no direct evidence for cosmic evolution:
indeed the steady-state theory,®> proposed in 1948 as a tenable
alternative to the ‘big bang’, envisaged continuous creation of
new matter and new galaxies, so that despite the expansion the
overall cosmic scene never changed.

To discern any cosmic evolutionary trend, one must probe
objects so far away that their light set out when the universe was
significantly younger. This entails studying objects billions of
light-years away with substantial redshifts. A programme to
measure the cosmic deceleration was pursued from the 1950s
onwards with the 200-inch Palomar telescope.* But the results
were inconclusive, partly because normal galaxies are not
luminous enough to be detectable at sufficiently large redshifts.
It was Ryle and his colleagues from radio astronomy,’ in the late
1950s, who found the first real evidence that the universe was
indeed evolving. Radio telescopes could pick up emission from
some unusual ‘active’ galaxies (which are now believed to be
harbouring massive black holes in their centres) even when they
were too far away to be seen with optical telescopes. One cannot
determine the redshift or distance of such sources from radio
measurements alone, but Ryle assumed that, statistically at
least, the ones appearing faint were more distant than those
appearing intense. He counted the numbers with various appar-
ent intensities, and found that there were too many apparently
faint ones - in other words, sources at large distances - com-
pared with the number of brighter and closer ones. This was
discomforting to the ‘steady statesmen’, but compatible with an
evolving universe if galaxies were more prone to undergo
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violent outbursts in the remote past, when they were young.
The subsequent discovery by optical astronomers of extreme
‘active galactic nuclei’ (quasars) at very large redshifts corrobor-
ated Ryle’s conjectures, but these objects, and their evolution,
are still too poorly understood to be used for determining the
geometry of the universe.

By probing deep into space, astronomers can study parts of
the universe whose light set out a long time ago. If we lived in a
wildly inhomogeneous universe, there would be no reason why
these remote regions (and the way they have evolved) should
bear any resemblance to our own locality. However, insofar as
the universe we find ourself living in (or at least the part of it
accessible to observation) is actually uniform and isotropic, its
gross kinematics are describable by a single scale factor R(t); all
parts have evolved the same way and have the same history (see
Figure 2). This simplicity gives us reason to believe that when we
observe a region of the universe that lies (say) 3 billion light-
years away, its gross features (the statistical properties of the
galaxies, the nature of the clustering, etc.) resemble those that
would have been displayed 3 billion years ago in our own
locality (i.e. within the region depicted in Figure 1).

Astronomers have an advantage over geologists, in that they
can directly observe the past. And there has been spectacular
progress in the technology for probing faint and distant ob-
jects. The first improvement came when photographic plates
were replaced by CCD solid-state detectors up to 50 times more
sensitive at optical and near infrared wavelengths. The advent of
a new generation of telescopes with 10-metre mirror diameters
has enhanced astronomers’ abilities to study the light from
faint objects. (The two Keck Telescopes in Hawaii are already
complete; several more are currently being built.)

The faintest and most distant galaxies appear typically only
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Figure 2

Schematic space-time diagram showing world line of our Galaxy and our past
light cone. The only regions of space-time concerning which we have direct
evidence are those shaded in the diagram, which lie either close to our own
world line (inferences on the chemical and dynamical history of our Galaxy,
‘geological’ evidence, etc.) or along our past light cone (astronomical
evidence). It is only because of the overall homogeneity that we can
confidently assume any resemblance between the distant galaxies whose
light is now reaching us and the early history of our Galaxy. In homogeneous
universes we can define a natural time coordinate, such that all parts of the
universe are similar on hypersurfaces corresponding to a given value of t.

1-3 arcseconds across, and are little more than blurred
smudges of light when viewed from the ground, because atmos-
phericfluctuations smear even a point source over a substantial
fraction of an arcsecond. But the Hubble Space Telescope, after
its optics was corrected in 1994, has yielded much sharper
pictures. The most spectacular single image, the so-called
‘Hubble Deep Field’, was obtained by pointing the telescope for
more than a week towards the same patch of sky.>® Observations
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with this level of sensitivity reveal several hundred galaxies,
with a range of morphologies, within a patch only an arcminute
square. Redshifts have been measured for many of these, using
the Keck Telescope.® In many cases the wavelengths are
stretched, between emission and reception, by a factor R,/
R, =1+z > 4: the absorption edge at the Lyman limit (912 A) is
shifted into the visible band, and is indeed the most prominent
feature in the spectrum. Larger samples of high-redshift gala-
xies have been discovered by using this distinctive spectral
feature - shifted into the blue part of the visible spectrum - as a
diagnostic.>

The light from these remote galaxies set out when the
universe was much younger than it is today: we are observing
them at a stage when they are only recently formed, and it is not
surprising to find that they look distinctively different from
nearby systems.

There have been astonishing advances, during the late 1990s,
in detecting galaxies at very high redshifts. The observation of
high-redshift objects is, however, not in itself so novel: quasars
and other ‘active galactic nuclei’ (e.g. the intense radio sources),
the hyperactive centres of a special subset of galaxies, outshine
the stellar content of their host galaxy by a factor that can
amount to many thousands. These are so bright that high-
quality spectra could be taken even with moderate-sized tele-
scopes. An early example of a high-redshift quasar is PC
1247 + 3406, with z=4.89, whose spectrum is shown in Figure 3;
the Lyman-a 1216A line is observed in the red part of the
spectrum, at around 7200 A. To estimate the relative age of the
universe then and now, one needs to know the dynamics of the
expansion, and in particular how much it has been decelerat-
ing. If there were no deceleration at all, the universe would have
been ‘younger’ when the light set out by the factor 1+z of 5.89.
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Figure 3

The spectrum of the quasar PC 1247 + 3406, with redshift z=4.89. Light from
this object set out towards us when the cosmic scale factor R was
(1+2)=5.89 times smaller than it is today. According to the Einstein—de Sitter
model, the universe would then have been only ~ 7 per cent of its present age.
(From Schneider, D. P., Schmidt, M. & Gunn, J. E. 1991, Astron. J. 102, 837.)

However, according to the Friedmann models the expansion is
decelerating. In the theoretically attractive Einstein-de Sitter
cosmology the scale factor of the universe grows as R oc t?°. The
light now reaching us from PC 1247 + 3406, according to that
model, would have set out when the universe was younger by a
factor 5.89°2. Astronomers can therefore probe the last 90 per
cent of cosmic history. The existence of these quasars tells us
that by the time the universe was about 10° years old some
galaxies (or at least their inner regions) had already formed, and
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runaway events in their centres had led to the extreme type of
active nuclei that the quasar phenomenon represents.

The host galaxies of quasars should presumably have formed
before the quasars themselves; moreover, if galaxies build up
hierarchically, smaller galaxies (perhaps themselves too small
to host a powerful quasar) should form still earlier. There is
therefore every reason to expect galaxies with redshifts substan-
tially larger than 5. These would generally be very faint -
certainly too faint for a high-quality spectrum to be obtainable
even with a 10 m telescope. However, some faint ‘fuzzy’ objects
with z > 5 have been found by extending to higher redshifts the
techniques that proved so successful in finding galaxies with
z=3.% Another technique for finding them is to use filters for
objects whose low-resolution red spectra exhibit a line that is
actually highly redshifted Lyman o.®® Such attempts have al-
ready revealed several galaxies further away than PC 1247 + 3406:
in one or two cases the effort is aided by the lucky accident that
those galazies are gravitationally lensed (see Chapter 2) by a
cluster of galaxies along the line of sight.* It is not clear what
the limiting galaxy redshift will be: it depends on how and
when galaxy formation starts, a topic discussed further in
Chapter 5.

The light from bright quasars offers an important probe for
the intervening medium. Absorption lines blueward of Lyman o
in the spectrum indicate clouds of gas lying along the line of
sight.® The absorption is probably caused by protogalaxies too
faint to be seen by their direct emission (and where perhaps no
stars have yet formed). The way this absorption depends on
redshift offers important clues to how galaxy formation pro-
ceeded; this is discussed further in Chapter 5.
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