Nearest quasar: An explosive birth

Quasar, Quasar,
burning bright, In the
dark and starry night,
Now you are, we seem
to see, An exploding
galaxy.

During more than a decade of ob-
servation, astrophysicists have wondered
what quasars are. On the whole they
have made slow progress with the ques-
tion. Quasars look like stars, but they
radiate as much energy as galaxies;
therefore much of the hypothesizing
about them has tried to link them to
galaxies.

One suggestion is that quasars are
evolutionarily connected to galaxies:
that they represent a time in the de-
velopment of a galaxy when it is all
center—before its outlying parts have
developed. A similar view sees a quasar
as a galactic center whose outlying
parts for some reason never developed
but which is not necessarily evolving
into a more usual type of galaxy. Final-
ly there is a view that quasars are vio-
lent events, explosions, in the centers
of already developed galaxies.

This last hypothesis explains the star-
like appearance of quasars by postu-
lating that the brightness of the center
washes out the light from the surround-
ing galaxy. Astronomers who support
this hypothesis have in recent years
shown photographs in which the images
of some quasars were surrounded by
fuzzy nebulosities that might be galax-
ies, but no one up to now has shown
spectra from these nebulosities that
prove the presence of stars.

Now there is such evidence. J. B.
Oke and James Gunn of the Hale Ob-
servatories have obtained spectra from
the quasarlike object BL Lacertae that
are characteristic of old stars in spher-
ical galaxies.

For years BL Lacertae has been
listed in catalogs as a variable star.
In the last few years it has been clear
that it is not one, major evidence being
the discovery of radio emission from
it. Its radio and light outputs vary in
a manner suggestive of a quasar. An-
other curious point is that even with
the Hale Observatories’ 200-inch tele-
scope no line spectrum could be ob-
tained from the central brightness of
BL Lacertae.

A research engineer at the observa-
tories, Earle Emery, designed and built
an obscuring disk which was mounted
in the aperture of the telescope so as
to block out the central luminosity of
the object but not the fuzzy ring
around it. Now that light from this

222

fuzzy ring has been spectroscopically
analyzed, the stellar spectra have been
obtained. It is the culmination of four
years’ work on BL Lacertae by Oke
and Gunn,

The observers explain the absence of
a line spectrum from the center of
BL Lacertae—most quasars show line
spectra—by saying that the lines in
other quasars’ spectra are contributed
by gas clouds surrounding the quasar.
There is very little gas in spherical
galaxies, so the effects of gas should
not show up in BL Lacertae.

Spectra indicate that the object is
about a billion light-years away. This
makes it the nearest known quasar.
Oke and Gunn point out that this
nearness and the low brilliance of the
central object compared to most quasars
was what enabled them to make the
spectroscopic observation. Without that
fortuitous coincidence it would not
have been possible. The variability of

the object’s light and direct measure-
ment with radio telescopes indicate
that the quasar in BL Lacertae is less
than one light-year across. This is very
small compared to the diameter of its
galaxy, which is more than 100.000
light-years.

If quasars are indeed explosions in
the centers of galaxies, the occurrence
of one in a galaxy as old as a spherical
raises the question whether a quasar
can happen more than once in the life
of a given galaxy. Apparently yes, but,
says Oke: “Maarten Schmidt [of Caltech
and the Hale Observatories] has shown
that the further you look into the past,
the greater the density of quasars.
Since galaxies were young then, it is
tempting to suppose that galaxies be-
come quasars much more often when
they are young. It may be a pretty
rare event for old galaxies.”

The next question is: What causes
such explosions? That is the $64,000
question for which there is yet no
answer. It will take more study of
galactic centers, both normal and qua-
sar, to find out if it can be found out. O

Babies: More aware than we think

Psychologists used to believe that up
to six weeks of age, a baby cannot see
in any real sense of the word. Then
in the early 1960’s, Robert Fantz of
Western Reserve University demon-
strated that babies can indeed distin-
guish between two-dimensional patterns
in the first few days of life. This dis-
covery led to a flurry of research ac-
tivity, and now psychologists know that
most one- to two-week-old children can
also respond to shapes, angles, edges
and, perhaps from birth, experience a
three-dimensional world. (Babies will
grasp for a three-dimensional object
but not for a two-dimensional photo-
graph of the object.)

Now research by behavioral scientist
Genevieve Carpenter of St. Mary’s
Hospital in London and colleagues at
the Boston University Medical School
sheds new light on infant perceptional
abilities. In a series of laboratory ex-
periments, Carpenter found that babies
learn to recognize voices and faces
during the first two weeks of life.

Past experiments dealt with patterns,
photographs and solid objects. Carpen-
ter felt that familiar objects—objects
out of an infant’s everyday experience
—might elicit more sophisticated re-
sponses than abstract designs. Mother’s
face is probably the most familiar
“object” in an infant’s environment.
Carpenter placed mother’s face (her
body was shielded from the infant’s
view), a mannikin’s head and a kitchen
coltander (painted flesh colored) in
front of a number of week-old Negroid
females. Neither mother nor the forms
moved before the babies except in a
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horizontal direction. (Female infants
were chosen over males because on the
average they respond to perceptional
tasks differently, and have a different
rate of development, with researchers’
ahead.) To the researchers’ surprise, the
infants paid least attention to mother.

“The lesser attention to the mother
was neither passive uninterest nor ac-
tive search for other information,”
Carpenter comments in the March 31
NEw ScIENTIST. “Infants would tense
as they averted their gaze, appearing
to keep the target in peripheral view.
From this position, they would fre-
quently take furtive glances. Sometimes
they would turn 90 degrees and cry.”

She repeated the experiment to find
whether it was possible that the darker
Negroid face provided less distinct
contrasts and contours, and therefore,
was more difficult for the child to fix
her attention upon. This time, Cau-
casian babies and mothers, and two
mannikins (Negroid and Caucasian)
were employed. But again, the infants
paid less attention to their mothers.
Carpenter deduced that the brightness
of the stimulus was not an influence
on the children’s behavior. Carpenter
adds: “When the faces moved they at-
tracted more attention. But even when
faces moved, mother was looked at
least. Both Caucasian and Negroid
models received more attention than
mother.”

Her third experiment revealed that
the infants looked least at mother be-
cause she was in an unfamiliar context.
Normally, mother’s face moves ani-
matedly and is accompanied by talking
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