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Foreword 

This book is about a revolution in our view of space and time, and its 
remarkable consequences, some of which are still being unraveled. It is 
also a fascinating account, written by someone closely involved, of the 
struggles and eventual success in a search for an understanding of what 
are possibly the most mysterious objects in the Universe--black holes. 

It used to be thought obvious that the surface of the Earth was flat: It 
eithe:r went on forever or it had some rim that you might fall over if 
you were foolish enough to travel too far. The safe return of ~1agellan 
and other round-the-world travelers finally convinced people that the 
Earth's surlace was curved back on itself into a sphere, but it was still 
thought self-evident this sphere existed in a space that was flat in the 
sense that the rules of Euclid's geometry were obeyed: Parallel lines 
never meet. However, in 1915 Einstein put forward a theory that 
combined space and time into something called spacetime. This was 
not flat but curved or warped by the matter and energy in it. Because 
spacetime is very nearly flat in our neighborhood, this curvature makes 
very little difference in norma) situations. But the implications for the 
further reaches of the Universe were more surprising than even Ein-
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stein eVer realized. One of these was the possibility that stars could 
collapse under their own gravity until the space around them became 
so <:urved that they cut themselves off from the rest of the Universe. 
Einstein himself didn't believe that such a collapse could ever occur, 
but a number of other people showed it was an inevitable consequence 
of his theory. 

The story of how they did so, and how they found the peculiar 
properties of the black holes in space that were left behind, is the 
subject of this book. It is a history of scientific discovery in the making, 
written by one of the participants, rather like The Double Helix by 
James Watson about the discovery of the structure of DNA, which led 
to the understanding of the genetic code. But unlike the case of DNA, 
there were no experimental results to guide the investigators. Instead, 
the theory of black holes was developed before there was any indica
tion from observations that they actually existed. I do not know any 
other example in science where such a great extrapolation was success
fully made solely on the basis of thought. It shows the remarkable 
power and depth of Einstein's theory. 

There is much we still don't know, such as what happens to objects 
and information that fall into a black hole. Do they reemerge else
where in the Universe, or in another universe? And can we warp space 
and time so much that one can travel back in time? These questions are 
part of our ongoing quest to understand the Universe. Maybe someone 
will come back from the future and tell us the answers. 

STEPHEX H..\ WKING 



Introduction 

This book is based upon a combination of firmly established physical 
principles and highly imaginative speculation, in which the author 
attempts to reach beyond what is solidly known at present and project 
into a part of the physical world that has no known counterpart in our 
everyday life on Earth. His goal is, among other things, to examine 
both the exterior and interior of a black hol~ stellar body so massive 
and concentrated that its gravitational field prevents material particles 
and light from escaping in ways which are common to a star such as 
our own Sun. The descriptions given of events that would be experi
enced if an observer were to approach such a black hole from outside 
are based upon predictions of the general theory of relativity in a 
"strong-gravity" realm where it has never yet been tested. The specula
tions which go beyond that and deal with the region inside what is 
termed the black hole's "horizon" are based on a special form of cour
age, indeed of bravado, which Thorne and his international associates 
have in abundance and share with much pleasure. One is reminded of 
the quip made by a distinguished physicist, "Cosmologists are usually 
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wrong but seldom in doubt." One should read the book with two goals: 
to learn some hard facts with regard to strange but real features of our 
physical Universe, and to enjoy informed speculation about what may 
lie beyond what we know with reasonable certainty. 

As a preface to the work, it should be said that Einstein's general 
theory of relativity, one of the greatest creations of speculative science, 
was formulated just over three-quarters of a century ago. Its triumphs 
in the early 1920s in providing an explanation of the deviations of the 
motion of the planet Mercury from the predictions of the Newtonian 
theory of gravitation, and later an explanation of the redshift of distant 
nebulas discovered by Hubble and his colleagues at Mount Wilson 
Observatory, were followed by a period of relative quiet while the 
community of physical scientists turned much of its attention to the 
exploitation of quantum mechanics, as well as to nuclear physics, high
energy particle physics, and advances in observational cosmology. • 

The concept of black holes had been proposed in a speculative way 
soon after the discovery of Newton's theory of gravitation. With proper 
alterations, it was found to have a natural place in the theory of relativ
ity if one was willing to extrapolate solutions of the basic equations to 
such strong gravitational fields -a procedure which Einstein regarded 
with skepticism at the time. Using the theory, however, Chandrasek
har pointed out in 1930 that, according to it, stars having a mass abov~ 
a critical value, the so-called Chandrasekhar limit, should collapse to 
become what we now call black holes, when they have exhausted the 
nuclear sources of energy responsible for their high temperature. 
Somewhat later in the 1930s, this work was expanded by Zwicky and 
by Oppenheimer and his colleagues, who demonstrated that there is a 
range of stellar mass in which one would expect the star to collapse 
instead to a state in which it consists of densely packed neutrons, the 
so-called neutron star. In eitht-r case, the final implosion of the star 
when its nuclear energy is exhausted should be accompanied by an 
immense outpouring of energy in a relatively short time, an outpour
ing to be associated with the brilliance of the Stlpernovae seen occasion
ally in our own galaxy as well as in more distant nebu1as. 

World War II interrupted such work. However, in the 1950s and 
1960s the scientific community returned to it with renewed interest 
and vigor on both the experimental and theoretical frontiers. Three 
major advances were made. First, the knowledge gained from research 
in nuclear and high-energy physi<'...s found a natural place in cosmologi-
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cal theory, providing support for what is commonly termed the "big 
bang" theory of the formation· of our Universe. Many lines of evidence 
now support the view that our Universe as we know it originated as the 
result of expansion from a small primordial soup of hot, densely packed 
particles, commonly called a fireball. The primary event occurred at 
some time between ten and twenty billion years ago. Perhaps the most 
dramatic support for the hypothesis was the discovery of the degraded 
remnants of the light waves that accompanied a late phase of the initial 
explosion. 

Second, the neutron stars predicted by Zwicky and the Oppenheimer 
team were actually observed and behaved much as the theory pre
dicted, giving full credence to the concept that the supernovae are 
associated with stars that have undergone what may be called a final 
gravitational collapse. If neutron stars can exist for a given range of 
stellar mass, it is not unreasonable to conclude that black holes will be 
produced by more massive stars, granting that much of the observa
tional evidence will be indirect. Indeed, there is much such indirect 
evidence at present. 

Finally, several lines of evidence have given additional support to 
the validity of the general theory of relativity. They include high
precision measurements of spacecraft and planetary orbits in our solar 
system, and observations of the "lensing'' action of some galaxies upon 
light that reaches us from sources beyond those galaxies. Then, more 
recently, there is good evidence of the loss of energy of motion of 
mutually orbiting massive binary stars as a result of the generation of 
gravitational waves, a major prediction of the theory. Such observa
tions give one courage to believe the untested predictions of the gen
eral theory of relativity in the proximity of a black hole and open the 
path to further imaginative speculation of the type featured here. 

Several years ago the Commonwealth Fund decided at the sugges
tion of its president, Margaret E. Mahoney, to sponsor a Book Program 
in which working scientists of distinction were invited to write about 
their work for a literate lay audience. Professor Thorne is such a scien
tist, and the Book Program is pleased to offer his book as its ninth 
publication. 

The advisory committee for the Commonwealth Fund Book Pro
gram, which recommended sponsorship of this book, consisted of the 
following members: Lewis Thomas, M.D., director; Alexander G. 
Beam, M.D., deputy director; Lynn Margulis, Ph.D.; Maclyn McCarty, 

15 
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M.D.; Lady Medawar; Berton Roueche; Frederick Seitz, Ph.D.; and 
Otto Westphal, M.D. The publisher is represented by Edwin Barber, 
vice-chairman and editor at W. W. Norton & Company, Inc. 

FREDERICK SEITZ 



Preface 

what thUi book ~about; 
and how to read it 

For thirty years I have been participating in a great quest: a quest to 
understand a legacy bequeathed by Albert Einstein to future genera
tions-his relativity theory and its predictions about the Universe-
and to discover where and how relativity fails and what replaces it. 

This quest has led me through labyrinths of exotic objects: black 
holes, white dwarfs, neutron stars, singularitiE'.s, gravitational waves, 
wormholes, time warps, and time machines. It has taught me episte
mology: What makes a theory "good"? What transcending principles 
control the laws of nature? Why do we physicists think we know the 
things we think we know, even when technology is too weak to test our 
predictions? The quE'.st has shown me how the minds of scientists work, 
and the enormous differences between one mind and another (say, 
Stephen Hawking's and mine) and why it takes many different types of 
scientists, each working in his or her own way, to flesh out our under
standing of the Universe. Our quest, with its hundreds of participants 
scattered over the globe, has helped me appreciate the international 
character of science, the different ways the scientific enterprise is orga
nized in different societies, and the intertwining of science with politi-
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cal currents, especially Soviet/ American rivalry. 
This book .is my attempt to share these insights with nonscientists, 

and with scientists who work in fields other than my own. It is a book 
of interlocking themes held together by a thread of history: the history 
of our struggle to decipher Einstein's legacy, to discover. its seemingly 
outrageous predictions about black holes, singularities, gravitational 
waves, wormholes, and. time warps. 

The book begins with a prologue: a science fiction tale that in
tl·oduces the reader, quickly, to the book's physics and astrophysics 
concepts. Some readers may find this tale disheartening. The concepts 
(black l10les and their horizons, wormholes, tidal forces, singularities, 
gravitational waves) fly by too fast, with too little explanation. My 
advice: Just let them fly by; enjoy the tale; get a rough impressioll. 
Each concept will be introduced again, in a more le~ureJy fashion, in 
the body of the book. After readjng the body, return to the prologue 
and appreciate its technical nuances. 

The body (Chapters 1 through 14) has a completely different flavor 
from the prologue. Its l--entral thread is historical, and with this thread 
are interwoven the book's other tbE>.rnes. I pursue the hjstorical thread 
for a few pages, then branch on to a tangential theme, and then an
other; then I return to the history for a while, and then la.u11ch on to 
another· tangent. This branching, launching, and weaving expose the 
read.er tO an f"leganr. tapestry of inten-elated ideas from physics, astro
physics, philosophy of science, sociology of science, and science in the 
political arena. 

Some of the physics may be tough going. As an aid, there is a 
glossary of ph)'sics concepts at the back of the book. 

Science is a community enterprise. The insights that shape our view 
of the Universe come not from a single person or a small handful, but 
from the combined effon.s of many. Therefore, this book has many 
characters. To help the reader remember those who appear several 
times, there is a 1ist and a few words about each in the "Characters" 
section at the back of the book. 

In scientific research, as in life, ma.ny themes are pursued simul
taneously by many different people; and the insights of one decade 
may spring from ideas that are several decades old but were ignored 
in the intervening }'ears. To make sense of it all, the book jumps 
backward and forward in time, dwelling on the 1960s for a while, 
then dipping back to the 1950s, and then returning to a main thread 
in the 1970s. Readers who get .dizzy from all this time tra.vel may 
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find help in the chronology at the back of the book.. 
I do not aspire to a historian's standards of completeness, ar-r.uracy, or 

impartiality. Were 1 to seek completeness, most readers would drop by 
the wayside in exhaustion, as would I. Were I to seek much higher 
accuracy, the book would be filled with equations and would be un
readably technical. Although I have sought impartiality, I surely have 
failed; I am too close to my subject: I have been involved pcrsonal1y in 
its development from the early 1960s to the present, and several of my 
closest friends were personally involved frorn the 1930s onward. I have 
tried to balance my resulting bias by extensive taped interviews with 
other participants in the quest (see the bibliography) and by running 
chapters past some of them (see the acknowledgments). However, 
some bias surely remains. 

As an aid to the reader who wants greater completeness, accuracy, 
and impartiality, I have listed in the notes at the back of the book the 
sources for many of the text's historical statements, and references to 
some of the original technical articles that the quest's participants have 
written to explain their discoveries to each other. The notes also con
tain more precise (and therefore more technic.al) discussions of some 
issues that are distorted in the text by my striving for simplicity. 

Memories are fallible; different people, experiencing the same 
events, may interpret and remexnber them in very different ways. I 
have relegated such different.-es to the notes. In the text, 1 have stated 
my own final view of things as though it were gospel. May real histori
ans forgive me, and may nonhistorians thank me. 

John Wheeler, my principal mentor and teacher during my fonna
tive years as a physicist (and a c..entral character in this book), delights 
in asking his friends, "What is the single most important thing yQu 
have learned about thus and so?" Few questions focus the mind so 
clearly. In the spirit of John's question, I ask myself, as 1 come to the 
end of fifteen years of on-and-off writing (mostly off), "What is the 
single most important thing that you want your readers to learn?" 

My answer: the amazing power of the human mind-by fits and 
starts, blind alleys, and leaps of insight ... -to unravel the complexities of 
our Universe, and reveal the ultimate simplicity, the elegance, and the 
glorious beauty of the fundamenta) laws that govern it. 

19 



Prologue: 
A Voyage among the Holes 

in which the reader, 
in a science jiction tale, 

encounters black holes 
and aU their strange properties 
as best we understand them in the 1990s 

of all the conceptions of the human m~nd, from unicorns to gar
goyles to the hydrogen 'bomb, the most fantastic, perhaps, is the black 
hole: a hole in space with a definite edge into which anything can fall 
and out of which nothing can escape; a hole with a gravitational force 
so strong that even light is caught and held in its grip; a hole that 
curves space and warps time.1 Like unicorns and gargoyles, black holes 
seem more at home in the realms of science fiction and ancient myth 
than in the real Universe. Nonetheless, well-tested laws of physics 
predict firmly that black holes exist. In our galaxy alone there may be 
millions, but their darkness hides them from view. Astronomers have 
great difficulty finding them.11 

Hades 

Imagine yourself the owner and captain of a great spacecraft, with 
computers, robots, and a crew of hundreds to do your bidding. You 

1. Chapters 3, 6, 7. 
2. Chapter 8. 
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• • • 

. · , • ' r. ' • . 
P.t Atoms of gas, pulled by a black hole's gl'a"tity, stream toward the hoJe 
from all directions. 

have been commissioned by the World Geographic Society to explore 
black holes in the distant reaches of interstellar space and radio back to 

Earth a description of your experiences. Six years into its voyage, your 
starship is now decelerating into the vicinity of the black hole closest to 
Earth, a hole called "Hades" near the star Vega. 

On your ship's video screen you and your crew see evidence of the 
hole's presence: The atoms of gas that sparsely populate interstellar 
space, approximately one in each cubic centimeter, are being pulled by 
the hole's gravity (Figure P.1 ). They stream toward the hole from all 
directions, slowly at great distances where gravity pulls them weakly, 
faster nearer the hole where gravity is stronger, and extremely fast·-·
almost as fast as light--close to the hole where gravity is strongest. If 
something isn't done, your starship too will be sucked in. 

Quickly and carefully your first mate, Kares, maneuvers the ship 
out of its plunge and into a circular orbit, then shuts off the engines. 
As you coast around and around the hole, the centrifugal force of your 
circular motion holds your ship up against the hole's gravitational 
pull. Your ship is like a toy slingshot of your youth on the end of 
a whirling string, pushed out by its centrifugal force and held in by 
the string's tension, which is like the hole's gravity. As the starship 
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~e~e~s--------------~~ 

P.2 The spectrum of electromagnetic waves, running from radio waves at very 
long wavelengths (very low frequencies) to gamma rays at very short wave
lengths (very high frequencies). For a discussion of the notation used here for 
numbers (10S", 10-u, etc.), see Box P.1 below. 

coasts, you and your crew prepare to explore the hole. 
At first you explore passively: You use instrumented telescopes to 

study the electromagnetic waves (the radiation) that the gas emits as it 
streams toward the hole. Far from the hole, the gas atoms are cool, just 
a few degrees above absolute zero. Being cool, they vibrate slowly; and 
their slow vibrations produce slowly oscillating electromagnetic waves, 
which means waves with long distances from one crest to the next
long wavelengths. These are radio waves; see Figure P.2. Nearer the 
hole, where gravity has pulled the atoms into a faster stream, they 
collide with each other and heat up to several thousand degrees. The 
heat makes them vibrate more rapidly and emit more rapidly oscillat
ing, shorter wavelength waves, waves that you recognize as light of 
varied hues: red, orange, yellow, green, blue, violet (Figure P.2). Much 
closer JO the hole, where gravity is much stronger and the stream much 
faster, collisions heat the atoms to several million degrees, and they 
vibrate very fast, producing electromagnetic waves of very short wave
length: X-rays. Seeing those X-rays pour out of the hole's vicinity, you 
are reminded that it was by discovering and studying just such X-rays 
that astrophysicists, in 1972, identified the first black hole in distant 
space: Cygnus X-1, 14,000 light-years from Earth.5 

3. ChapteT 8. 
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Turning your telescopes still closer to the hole, you see gamma rays 
from atoms heated to still higher temperatures. Then, looming up, at 
the center of this brilliant display, you see a large, round sphere, abso
lutely black; it is the black hole, blotting out all the light, X-rays, and 
gamma rays from the atoms behind it. You watch as superhet atoms 
stream into the black hole from aU sides. Once inside the hole, hotter 
than ever, they must vibrate faster than ever and radiate more strongly 
than ever, but their radiation cannot escape the hole's intense gravity. 
~othing can escape. That is why the hole looks black; pitch-black:' 

With your telescope, you examine the black sphere closely. It has an 
absolutely sharp edge, the hole's surface, the location of "no escape." 
Anything just above this surface, with sufficient effort, can escape from 
gravity's grip: A rocket can blast its way free; particles, if fired upward 
fast enough, can escape; light can escape. But just below the surface, 
gravity's grip is inexorable; nothing can ever escape from there, regard
less of how hard it tries: not rockets, not particles, not light, not radia
tion of any sort; they can never reach your orbiting starship. The hole's 
sudace, therefore, is like the horizon on Earth, beyond which you 
cannot see. That is why it has been named the horizon of the black hole. 5 

Your first mate, Kares, measures carefully the circumference of your 
starshlp's orbit. It is 1 million kilometers, about half the circumference 
of the Moon's orbit around the Earth. She then looks out at the distant 
stars and watches them circle overhead as the ship moves. By timing 
their apparent motions, she infers that it takes 5 minutes and 46 sec
onds for the ship to encircle the hole once. This is the ship's orbital 
period. 

From the orbital period and circumference you can now compute 
the mass of the hole. Your method of computation is the same as was 
used by Isaac )lewton in 1685 to compute the mass of the Sun: The 
more massive the object (Sun or hole), the stronger its gravitational 
pull, and therefore the faster must an orbiting body (planet or starship) 
move to avoid being sucked in, and thus the shorter the body1s orbital 
period must be. By applying .illewton's mathematical version of this 
gravitationallaw6 to your ship's orbit, you compute that the black hole 
Hades has a mass ten times larger than that of the sun ("10 solar 
masses").7 

4. Chapters 3 and 6. 
5. Chapter 6. 
6. C-napter 2. 
7. Readers who want to compute properties of black holes foe themselves will find the 

relevant formulas in the notes at the end of the honk. 
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You know that this hole was created long ago by the death of a star, 
a death in which the star, no longer able to resist the inward pull of its 
own gravity, imploded upon itself.' You also know that, when the star 
imploded, its mass did not change; the black hole Hades has the same 
mass today as its parent star had long ago-or almost the same. Hades' 
mass must actually be a little larger, augmented by the mass of every
thing that has fallen into the hole since it was born: interstellar gas, 
rocks, starships ... 

You know all this because, before embarking on your voyage, you 
studied the fundamental laws of gravity: laws that were discovered in 
an approximate form by Isaac Newton in 1687, and were radically 
revised into a more accurate form by Albert Einstein in 1915.0 You 
learned that Einstein's gravitational Jaws, which are called general 
relativity; force black holes to behave in these ways as inexorably as 
they force a dropped stone to fall to earth. It is impossible for the stone 
to violate the laws of gravity and fall upward or hover in the air, and 
similarly it is impossible for a black hole to evade the gravitational 
laws: The hole must be born when a star implodes upon itself; the 
hole's mass, at birth, must be the same as the star's; and each time 
something falls into the hole, its mass must grow.10 Similarly, if the 
star is spinning as it implodes, then the newborn hole must also spin; 
and the hole's angular momentum (a precise measure of how fast it 
spins) must be the same as the star's. 

Before your voyage, you also studied the history of human under
standing about black holes. Back in the 1970s Brandon Carter, Stephen 
Hawking, Werner Israel, and others, using Einstein's general relativis
tic description11 of the laws of gravity, deduced that a black hole must 
be an exceedingly simple beast12

: All of the hole's properties-the 
strength of its gravitational pull, the amount by which it deflects the 
trajectories of starlight, the shape and size of its surface·--are deter
mined by just three numbers: the hole's mass, which you now kJtow; 
the angular momentum of its spin, which you don't yet know; and its 
electrical charge. You are aware, moreover, that no hole in interstellar 
space c.an contain much eleL-trical charge; if it did, it quickly would pull 

8. Chapters 5 5. 
9. Chapter 2. 
tO. fo'or further di51111ssion of thf! concept that the laws of physics force black holes, and the 

solar system, and the Cnivcrsc, to behave in (.-ertain ways, see lhe last few paragraphs of 
Chapter I. 

11. Chapter 2. 
12. Chapter 7. 

27 
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opposite charges from the interstellar gas into itself, thereby neutraliz
ing its own charge. 

As it spins, the hole should drag the space near itself into a swirling, 
tornado-like motion relative to space far away, much as a spinning 
airplane propeller drags air near itself into motion; and the swirl of 
space should cause a swirl in the motion of anything near the hole.15 

To learn the angular momentum of Hades, you therefore look for a 
tornado-like swirl in the stream of interstellar gas atoms as they fall 
into the hole. To your surprise, as they fall closer and closer to the hole, 
moving faster and faster, there is no sign at all of any swirl. Some 
atoms circle the hole clockwise as they fall; others circle it counter
clockwise and occasionally collide with clockwise-circling atoms; but 
on average the atoms' fall is directly inward {directly downward) with 
no swirl. Your conclusion: This 1 0-solar-mass black hole is hardly spin
ning at all; its angular momentum is close to zero. 

Knowing the mass and angular momentum of the hole and knowing 
that its electrical charge must be negligibly small, you can now com· 
pute, using general relativistic formulas, all of the properties that the 
hole should have: the strength of its gravitational pull, its correspond
ing power to deflect starlight, and of greatest interest, the shape and 
size of its horizon. 

If the hole were spinning, its horizon would have well-delineated 
north and south poles, the poles about which it spins and about which 
infalling atoms swirl. It would have a well-delineated equator halfway 
between the poles, and the centrifugal force of the horizon's spin would 
make its equator bulge out/4 just as the equator of the spinning Earth 
bulges a bit. But Hades spins hardly at all, and thus must have hardly 
any equatorial bulge. Its horizon must be forced by the laws of gravity 
into an almost precisely spherical shape. That is just how it looks 
through your telescope. 

As for size, the laws of physics, as described by general relativity, 
insist that the more massive the hole is, the larger must be its horizon. 
The horizon's circumference, in fact, must be 18.5 kilometers multi
plied by the mass of the hole in units of the Sun's mass.l5 Sin(.-e your 

13. Chapter 7. 
1+. Ibid. 
15. Chapter 3. The quantity 18.5 kilometers, which will appear many tirnea in this book, is 

4-1t (that is, 1.2.5663706 ... ) times Xewton's gravitation constant times the mass of the Sun 
divided by the square of the speed of light. For this and other useful formulas describing black 
holes, see the Ilotes to this c.hapter. 
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orbital measurements have told you that the hole weighs ten times as 
much as the Sun, its horizon circumference must be 185 kilometers·-
about the same as Los Angeles. With your telescopes you carefully 
measure the circumference: 185 kilometers; perfect agreement with 
the general relativistic formula. 

This horizon circumference is minuscule compared to your starship's 
1-million-kilometer orbit; and squeezed into that tiny circumference is 
a mass ten times larger than that of the Sun' If the hole were a solid 
body squeezed into such a small circumference, its average density 
would be 200 million (2 X 108

) tons per cubic centi.meter--2 X 101" 

times more dense than water; see Box P.l. But the hole is not a solid 
body. General relativity insists that the 10 solar masses of stellar mat
ter, which created the hole by imploding long ago, are now concell
trated at the hole's very center ···concentrated into a minuscule region 
of space called a singularity. 16 That singularity, roughly 1 o-55 centime
ter in size (a hundred billion billion times smaller than an atomic 
nucleus), should be surrounded by pure emptiness, aside from the tenu
ous interstellar gas that is falJing inward now and the radiation the gas 
emits. There should be near emptiness from the singularity out to the 
horizon, and near emptiness from the horizon out to your starship. 

16. Chapter 1 ~-

Box P.l 

Power Notation for Large and Small Numbers 

In this book I occasionally will use "power notation" to describe very large 
or very small numbers. Examples are 5 X 106

, which means five million, 
or 5,000,000, and 5 X 10-•, which means five millionths, or 0.000005. 

In general, the power to which 10 is raised is the number of digits 
through which one must move the decimal point in order to put the 
number into standard decimal notation. Thus 5 X 108 means take 5 
(5.00000000) and move its decimal point rightward through six digits. 
The result is 5000000.00. Similarly, 5 X 10-6 means take 5 and move its 
decimal point leftward through six digits. The result is 0.000005. 
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The singularity and the stellar matter locked up in it are hidden by 
the hole's horizon. However long you may wait, the locked-up matter 
can never reemerge. The hole's gravity prevents it. Nor can the locked
up matter ever send you information, not by radio waves, or light, or 
X-rays. For all practical purposes, it is completely gone from our Uni
verse. The only thing left behind is its intense gravitational pull, a pull 
that is the same on your 1-million-kilometer orbit today as before the 
star imploded to form the hole, but a pull so strong at and inside the 
horizon that nothing there can resist it. 

"What is the distance from the horizon to the singularity?" you ask 
yourself. (You choose not to measure it, of course. Such a measurement 
would be suicidal; you could never escape back out of the horizon to 
report your result to the World Geographic Society.) Since the singu
larhy is so small, 10-ss centimeter, and is at the precise center of the 
hole, the distance from singularity to horizon should be equal to the 
horizoll's radius. You are tempted to calculate this radius by the stan
dard method of dividing the circumference by 21t (6.283185307 ... ). 
However, in your studies on Earth you were warned not to believe such 
a calculation. The hole's enormous gravitational pull completely dis
torts the geometry of space inside and near the hole, 17 in muc-.h the 
same manner as an extremely heavy rock, placed on a sheet of rubber, 
distorts the sheet's geometry (Figure P.3), and as a result the horizon's 
radius is not equal to its circumference divided by 21t. 

"Never mind,'' you say to yourself. "Lobachevsky, Riemann, and 
other great mathematicians have taught us how to calculate the proper
ties of c.ircles when space is curved, and Einstein has incorporated those 
calculations into his general relativistic description of the laws of grav
ity. lean usethesecurved-spaceformulastocompute the horizon' sradh1s." 

But then you remember from your studies on Earth that, although a 
black hole's mass and angular momentum determine all the properties 
of the hole's horizon and exterior, they do not determine its interior. 
General relativity insists that the interior, near the singularity, should 
be chaotic and violently nonspherical, 18 much like the tip of the rubber 
sheet in Figure P.3 if the heavy rock in it is jagged and is bouncing up 
and down wildly. Moreover, the chaotic nature of the hole's core will 
depend not only on the hole's mass and angular momentum, but also 
on the details of the stellar implosion by which the hole was born, and 

17. Chapters 3 and 15. 
18. Chapter 13. 



PROLOGUE 

the details of the subsequent infall of interstellar gas-details that you 
do not know. 

"So what," you say to yourself. "Whatever may be its structure, the 
chaotic core must have a circumference far smaller than a centimeter. 
·Thus, I will make only a tiny error if I ignore it when computing the 
horizon's radius." 

But then you remember that space can be so extremely warped near 
the singularity that the chaotic region might be millions of kilometers 
in radius though only a fraction of a centimeter in circumference, just 
as the rock in Figure P.3, if heavy enough, can drive the chaotic tip of 
the rubber sheet exceedingly far downward while leaving the circum
ference of the chaotic region extremely small. The errors in your cal-

P.3 A heavy rock placed on a rubber sheet (for example, a trampoline) distoras 
the sheet as shown. The sheet's distorted geometry is very similar to the distor
tions of the geometry of space around and inside a black hoJe. For example. the 
circumference of the thick black circle is far less than 2x times its radius, just 
as the circumference of the hole's hori7.on is far les..'l than 2lt limes its radius. For 
further detail. see Chapters 3 and 13. 

}1 
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culated radius could thus be enormous. The horizon's radius is simply 
not computable from the meager information you possess: the hole's 
mass and its angular momentum. 

Abandoning your musings about the hole's interior, you prepare to 
explore the vicinity of its horizon. Not wanting to risk human life, you 
ask a rocket-endowed, 10-centimeter-tall robot named Arnold to do the 
exploration for you and transmit the results back to your starship. 
Arnold has simple instructions: He must first blast his rocket engines 
just enough to halt the circular motion that he has shared with the 
starship, and then he must turn his engines off and let the hole's 
gravity pull him directly downward. As he falls, Arnold must transmit 
a brilliant green laser beam back to the starship, and on the beam's 
electromagnetic oscillations he must encode information about the dis
tance he has fallen and the status of his electronic systems, much as a 
radio station encodes a newscast on tl1e radio waves it transmits. 

Back in the starship your crew will receive the laser beam, and Kares 
will decode it to get the distance and system information. She will also 
measure the beam's wavelengtll (or, equivalently, its color; see Figure 
P.2). The wavelength is important; it tells how fast Arnold is moving. 
As he moves faster and faster away from the starship, the green beam 
he transmits gets Doppler-shifted, 19 as received at the ship, to longer 
and longer wavelengths; that is, it gets more and more ted. (There is an 
additional shift to the red caused by the beam's struggle against the 
hole's gravitational pull. When computing Arnoldts speed, Kares must 
correct her calculations for this gravitationAl redshift !IO) 

And so the experiment begins. Arnold blasts his way out of orbit and 
onto an infalling trajectory. As he begins to fall, Kares starts a clock to 
time the arrival of his laser signals. When 10 seconds have elapsed, the 
decoded laser signal reports that all his systems are functioning well, 
and that he has already fallen a distance of 2630 kilometers. From the 
color of the laser light, Kares computes that he is now moving inward 
with a speed of 530 kilometers per second. When the ticking clock has 
reached 20 se(.-onds his speed has doubled to 1060 kilometers per second 
and his distance of fall has quadrupled to 10,500 kilometers. The clock 
ticks on. At 60 seconds his speed is 9700 kilometers per second, and he 
has fallen 135,000 kilometers, five-sixths of the way to the horizon. 

19. See Box 2.3 . 
.20. Chapters l and 3. 
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You now must pay very dose attention. The next few seconds wil1 be 
crucial, so Kares turns on a high-speed recording system to collect all 
details of the incoming data. At 61 seconds Arnold reports all systems 
still functioning normally; the horizon is f 4,000 kilometers below him 
and he is falling toward it at 13,000 kilometers per second. At 6t.7 
seconds all is still well, 1700 kilometers more to go, speed 39,000 kilo
meters per second, or about one-tenth the speed of light, laser color 
beginning to change rapidly. In the next one-te.nth of one second you 
watch in amazement as the laser color zooms through the electromag
netic spectrum, from green to red, to infrared, to microwave, to radio
wave, to--. By 61.8 seconds it is all over. The laser beam is completely 
gone. Arnold has reached the speed of light and disappeared into the 
horizon. And in that last tenth of a second, just before the beam winked 
out, Arnold was happily reporting, "All systems go, all systems go, 
horizon approaching, all systems go, all systems go ... " 

A1J your excitement subsides, you examine the recorded data. There 
you flnd the full details of the shifting laser wavelength. You see that 
as Arnold fell, the wavelength of the laser signal increased very slowly 
at first, then faster and faster. But, surprisingly, after the wavelength 
had quadrupled, its rate of doubling became nearly constant; thereafter 
the wavelength doubled every 0.00014 second. After 33 doublings 
(0.0046 second) the wavelength reached 4 kilometers, the limit of your 
recording system's capabilities. Presumably the wavelength kept right 
on doubling thereafter. Since it takes an infinite number of doublings 
for the wavelength to become infinite, exceedingly faint, exceedingly 
long-wavelength signals might still be emerging from near the hori
zon! 

Does this mean that Arnold has not yet crossed the horizon and 
never will? No, not at all. Those last, forever-doubling signals take 
forever long to climb out of the hole's gravitational grip. Arnold flew 
through the horizon, moving at the speed of light, many minutes ago. 
The weak remaining signals keep coming out only because their travel 
time is so long. They are relics of the past. 21 

After many hours of studying the data from Arnold's fall, and after a 
long sleep to reinvigorate yourself, you embark on the next stage of 
exploration. This time you, yourself, will probe the horizon's vicinity; 
but you will do it much more cautiously than did Arnold. 

21. C.ltapter 6. 
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Bidding farewell to your crew, you climb into a space capsule and 
drop ou.t of the belly of the starship and into a circular orbit alongside 
it. You then blast your roeket engines ever so gently to slow your 
orbital motion a bit. This reduces slightly the centrifugal force that 
holds your capsule up, and the hole,s gravity then pulls you into a 
slightly smalle:r, coasti~. circular orbit. As you again gently blast your 
engines, your circular orbit again gently shrinks. Your goal, by this 
gentle, safe, inward spiral, is to reach a. circular orbit just above the 
horizon, an orbit with circumferenc-.e just 1.0001 tim.ea ]arger than that 
of the horizon itself. There you can e;\:plore roost of the horizon's 
properties, but 8t.ill escape its fatal grip. 

As your orbit slowly shrinks, however, 80m.ething strange start.o; to 
happen. Already at a 100,01)0-kiloml~ter circumferellce you feel it. 
Floating inside the capsule with your feet toward the hole and yotlT 

head toward the stdrs, you feel a weak downward tug on your feet and 
upward tug on your head; you are being stretched like a piece of taffy 
candy, bltt gently. The cau5e, you realize, is the hole's gravity: Your 
feet are closer to the hole than your head, so the hole pull~ on them 
harder than on your head. The same was true, of course, when you used 
to stand on the Earth; bt1t the head-to-fool difference on Earth was so 

. minuscule, less tl1an one part in a miUion, that you never noticed it. By 
contrast, as you float i11 your capsule a.t a eircumft-rence of 100,000 
kilometers, the head-to-foot di.ffcr~.nce is one-eighth of an Earth grav·. 
ity (% 'g"). A.t the ce11ter of your body the centrifugal force of your 
orbital mot.io.n precisely counteracts the hole,s pull. It is as though 
gravity did not exist; you float freely. But at your feet, the stron.ger 
gravity pulls down with an added ',{, g, and at your head the weaker 
gravity allows the centrifugal force to push up with a11 added 1;;6 g. 

Bemused, you c-.ontinue your inward spiral; but your bemusement 
quickly changes to worry. As your orbit grows smaller, the forces on 
your head and feet grow larger. At a circumference of 80,000 kilome
ters the difference is a %-g stretching force; at 50,000 kilometers it is a 
full Earth gravity stretch; at 30,000 kilometers it is 4 Earth gravities. 
Gritting your teeth in pain as youT head and feet are pulled. apart, y\m 
continue on in to 20,000 kilometers and a 15-g stretching force. More 
than t..ltis you cannot stand! You try to solve the problem by rolling up 
into a tight ball so y!Jur head and feet will be closer together and the 
difference in forces smaller, but the forces are su strong that they will 
not let you roll up; they snap you back out into a radial, head-t!J-foot 
stretch. If your capsule spir<~.ls in much farther, your body will give 
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way; you will be tom apart! There is no hope of reaching the horizon's 
vicinity. 

Frustrated and in enormous pain, you halt your capsule's descent, 
tum it around, and start carefully, gE".ntly, blasting your way back up 
through circular, coasting orbits of larger and larger circumference and 
then into the belly of the starship. 

Entering the captain's chamber, you vent your fmstrations on the 
ship's master computer, DAWN. "Tikhii, tikhii," she says soothingly 
(drawing words from the ancient Russian language). "I know you are 
upset, but it is really your own fault. You were told about those head
to-foot forces in your training. Remem her? They are the same forces as 
produce the tides on the oceans of the F..arth. ••n 

Thinking back to your training, you recall that the oceans on the 
side of the Earth nearest the Moon are pulled most strongly by the 
Moon's gravity and thus bulge out toward the Moon. The oceans on the 
opposite side of the Earth are pulled most weakly and thus bulge out 
away from the Moon. The result is two oceanic bulges; and as the Earth 
turns, those bulges show up as two high tides every twenty-four hours. 
In honor of those tides, you recall, the head-to-foot gravitational force 
that you felt is called a tidal force. You also recall that Einstein's 
general relativity describes this tidal force as due to a curvature of 
space and warpage of time, or, in Einstein's language, a curvature of 
spacetime. 25 Tidal forces and spacetime distortions go hand in hand; 
one always accompanies the other, though in the case of ocean tides the 
distortion of spacetime is so tiny that it can be measured only with 
extremely precise instruments. 

But what about Arnold? Why was he so blithely immune to the 
hole's tidal force? For two reasons, DAWN explains: first, because he 
was much smaller than you, only 10 centimeters high, and the tidal 
force, being the difference between the gravitational pulls at his head 
and his feet, was correspondingly smaller; and second, because he was 
made of a superstrong titanium alloy that could withstand the stretch
ing force far better than your bones and flesh. 

Then with horror you I'E"cllize that, as he fell through the horizon and 
on in toward the singularity, Arnold must have felt the tidal force rise 
up in strength until even his superstrong titanium body could not resist 
it. Less than 0.0002 second after crossing the horizon, his disintegrat-

22. Chaptet 2. 
2~. 1bid. 
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ing, stretching body must have neared the hole's central singularity. 
There, you recall from your study of general relativity back on Earth, 
the hole's tidal forces must come to life, dancing a chaotic dance, 
stretching Arnold's remains first in this direction, then in that, then in 
another, faster and faster, stronger and stronger, until even the individ
ual atoms of which he was made are distorted beyond all recognition. 
That, ilt fact, is one essence of the singularity: It is a region where 
chaotically oscillating spacetime curvature creates enormous, chaotic 
tidal forces.114 

Musing over the history of black-ho1e research, you recall that in 
1965 the British physicist Roger Penrose used general relativity's de
scription of the laws of physics to prove that a singularity must reside 
inside every black hole, and in 1.969 the Russian troika of Lifshitz, 
Khalatt1ikov, and Belinsky used it to deduce that very .near the singu
larity, tidal gravity must oscillate chaotically, like taffy being pulled 
first this way and the11 that by a mechanical taffy-pulling :tnachine.25 

Those were the golden years of theoretical black-hole research, the 
1960s and 1970s! But because the physicists of those golden years were 
not clever enough at solving Einstein's general relativity equations, one 
key feature of black-hole behavior eluded them. They could only con
jecture that whenever an imploding star creates a singularity, it must 
also create a surrounding horizon that hides the singularity from view; 
a singularity can never be created "naked," for all the Universe to see. 
Penrose called this the "conjecture of cosmic censorship," since, if cor
rect, it would censor all experimental infonnation about singularities: 
One could never do experiments to test one's the01·etical understanding 
of singularities, unless one were willing to pay the price of entering a 
black hole, dying while making the measurements, and not even being 
able to transmit the results back out of the hole as a memorial to one's 
efforts. 

Although Dame Abygaile Lyman, in 2023, finally resolved the issue 
of whether cosmic censorship is true or not, the resolution is irrelevant 
to you now. The only singularities charted in your ship's atlases are 
those inside black holes, and you refuse to pay the price of death to 
e-xplore them. 

Fortunately, outside but near a black-hole horizon there are many 
phenomena to explore. You are detennined to experience those phe-

94. Chapter 15. 
25. Ibid. 
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nomena firsthand and report hack to the World Geographic Society, 
but you cannot experience them near Hades' horizon. The tidal force 
there is too great. You must e.xplore, instead, a black hole with weaker 
tidal forces. 

General relativity predicts, DAWN reminds you, that as a hole 
grows more massive, the tidal forces a.t and above its horizon grow 
weaker. This seemingly paradoxical behavior has a simple origin: The 
tidal force is proportional to the hole's mass divided by the cube of it3 
circumference; so as the mass grows, and the horizon circumference 
grows proportionally, the near-horizon tidal for(.-e actually decreases. 
For a hole weigl1ing a million solar masses, that is, 100,000 times more 
massive than Hades, the horizon will be 100,000 times larger, and the 
tidal force there will be 10 billion (10'0) times weaker. That would be 
comfortable; no pain at all! So you begin making plans for the next leg 
of your voyage: a journey to the nearest million-solar-mass hole listed 
in Schechter's Black-Hole Atlas-a hole called Sagittario at the center 
of our Milky Way galaxy, 50,100 light-years away. 

Several days later your crew transmit back to Earth a detailed de
scription of your Hades explorations, including motion pictures of yo11 
being stretched by the tidal force and pictures of atoms falling into the 
hole. The description will requjre 26 years to cover the 26 light-year 
distance to Earth, and when it finally arr1ves it will be published with 
great fanfare by the World Geographic Society. 

In their transm.ission the crew describe your plan for a voyage to the 
center of the Milky Way: Your starship's rocket engines will blast all 
the way with a 1-g acceleration, so that you and your crew can experi
ence a comfortable 1-Earth-gravity force inside the starship. The ship 
will accelerate toward the galactic center for half the journey, then it 
will rotate 180 degrees and decelerate at t g for the second half. The 
entire trip of 30,100 light-years distance will require 30,102 years as 
meas1ued on Earth; but as measured on the starship it will require only 
20 years. In accordance with Einstein's laws of special relativity,118 your 
ship's high 8peed will cause time, as measured on the ship, to "dilate"; 
and this time dilation (or lime warp), in effect, will make the starship 
behave like a time machine, projecting you far into the Earth's future 
while you age only a modest amount.!Z7 

You explain to the World Geographic Society that your next trans-

26. Cb.apter 1. 
27. Ibid. 
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mission will come from the vicinity of the galactic center, after you 
have explored its million-solar--mass hole, Sagittario. Members of the 
Society must go into deep-freeze hibernation for 60,186 years if they 
wish to live to rec:.eive your transmission (30, 102 - 26 = 30,076 years 
from the time they rereive your message until you reach the galactic 
cen.ter, plus 50,110 yt"ars while your next transmission travels from the 
galactic center to Earth)_ 

Sagittario 

After a 20-year voyage as measured in starship time, your shjp de
celerates into the Milky Way's ('.enter. There in the distance you see a 
rich. mixture of gas and dust flowing inward from an directions toward 
an enormous black hole. Kares adjusts the rocket blast to bring the star
ship into a coasting, cirt;U}ar orbit well above the horizon. By measur
ing the circumference and period of your orbit and plugging the results 
into Newton's formula, you determine the mass of the hole. It is 1 
million times the mass of the Sun, just as claimed in Schechter's Black
Hole Atlas. F·rom the ab9ence of any tornado-like swirl in the u1flowing 
gas and dust you infer that the hole is not spinning much; its horizon, 
therefore, must be spherkal and its circumference must be 18.5 million 
kilometers, eight times larger than the Moon's orbit around the Earth. 

After further scrutiny of the infalling gas. you prepare to descend 
toward the horizon. For safety, Kares sets up a laser communication 
link betweE'n your space capsule and your starship's master computer, 
DAWN. You then drop out of the belly of the starship, tunl your 
capsule so its jets point in the direction of your cirding orbital motion, 
and start blasting gently to slow your orbital motion a11d drive yourself 
into a gentle inward (downward) spiral from one coasting circuJm· orbit 
to another. 

All goes as expected until you reach an orbit of circumference 55 
million kilometen--just three times the circumference of the horizon. 
There the gentle blast of your rocket engine, instead of driving you h1to 
a slightly tighter circular orbit, sends you into a suicidal plunge toward 
the horizon. In panic ,-ou rotate your capsule and blast with great force 
to move back up into an orbit just outside 55 million kilometet·s-

"V\-7hat the hell went wro11gl?" you ask DAWN by laser link. 
"Tikhii. tikhii," she replies soothingly. "You planned your orbit 

using Newton's description of the law.s of gravity_ But Newton's de-
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scription is only an approximation to the true gravitational laws that 
govern the Universe.aa It is an excellent approximation far from the 
horizon, but bad near the horizon. Much more ac-.curate is Einstein's 
general relativistic description; it agrees to enormous precision with the 
t.r:ue laws of gravity near the horizon, and it predicts that, as you near 
the horizon, the pull of gravity becomes stronger than Newton ever 
expected. To remain in a circular orbit, with this strengthened gravity 
counterbalanced by the centrifugal force, you must strengthen your 
centrifugal force, which means you must increase your orbital speed 
around the black hole: As you descend through three horizon circumf
erences, you must rotate your capsule around and start blasting your
self forward. Because instead you kept blasting backward, slowing your 
motion, gravity overwhelmed your centrifugal force as you passed 
through three horizon circumferences, and hurled you inward." 

"Damn that DA Wi'ir!" you think to yourself. "She always answers 
my questions, but she never volunteers crucial information. She never 
warns me when I'm going wrong!" You know the reason, of course. 
Human life would lose its zest and richness if computers were permit
ted to give warning whenever a mistake was being made. Back in 2032 
the World Council passed a Jaw that a Hobson block preventing such 
warnings must be embedded in all computers. As much as she might 
wish, DA W ~ cannot bypass her Hobson block. 

Suppressing your exasperation, you rotate your capsule and begin a 
careful sequence of forward blast, inward spiral, coast, forward blast, 
inward spiral, coast, forward blast, inward spiral, coast, which takes you 
from 3 horizon circumferences to 2.5 to 2.0 to 1.6 to 1.55 to 1.51 to 
1.505 to 1.501 to ... What frustration! The more times you blast and 
the faster your resulting coasting, circular motion, the smaller becomes 
your orbit; but as your coasting speed approacht>.s the speed of light, 
your orbit only approaches 1.5 horizon circumferences. Since you can't 
move faster than light, there is no hope of getting close to the horizon 
itself by this method. 

Again you appeal to DA W~ for help, and again she soothes you and 
explains: Inside 1.5 horizon circumferences there are no circular orbits 
at all. Gravity's pull there is so strong that it cannot be counteracted by 
any centrifugal forces, not even if one coasts around and around the 
hole at the speed of light. If you want to go closer, DAWN says, you 
must abandon your circular, coasting orbit and instead descend directly 

28. Cha;:Jter 2. 
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toward the horizon, with your rockets blasting downward to keep you 
from falling catastrophically. The force of your rockets will support you 
against. the hole's gravity as you slowly descend and then hover jU$t 

above the horizo11, like an astronaut hovering on blasting rockets just 
above the Moon's surface. 

Having learned some caution by now, you asl~ DAWN for advice 
about the consequences of such a strong, steady rocket blast. You ex
plain that you wish to hover at a location, 1.0001 horizon circumfer
ences, where most of the effects of the horizon can be experienced, but 
nom which you can escape. If you support your capsule there by a 
steady rocket blast, how much acceleration force will you feel? "One 
hundred and fifty million Earth gravities," DAWN replies gently. 

Deeply discouraged, you blast. and spiral your way back up into t.he 
belly of the starship. 

After a long sleep, followed by five hours of calculations with gem
era} relativity's black-hole fonnulas, three hours of plowing through 
Schechter's Black-Hole Atlas, and an hour of consultation with your 
crew, you formulate the plan for the next leg of your voyage. 

Your crew then transmit to the World C':1eographic Society, under 
the optimistic assumption that it still exists, an account of your experi
ences with Sagittario. At the end of their transmission your crew de
scribe your plan: 

Your calculations show that the larger the hole, the weaker the 
rocket blast you will need to support yourself, hovering, at 1.000 l 
horizon circumferences. For a painful but bearable tO-Earth-gravity 
blast, the hole must be 15 trillion ( 15 X 1 01a) solar masses. The nearest 
such l1ole is the one called Gargantua, far outside the 100,000 (105

) 

light-year confines of our own Milky Way galaxy, and far outside the 
100 million ( 1 08) light-year Virgo cluster of galaxies, around which our 
Milky Way orbits. In fact, it is near the quasar 5C273, 2 billion (2 X 

109) light-years from the Milky Way and 10 percent of the distance to 

the edge of the observable part of the Universe. 
The plau, your crew explain in their transmission, is a voyage to 

Gargantua. Using the usual 1-g acceleration for the first half of the trip 
and 1-g deceleration for the second half, the voyage will require 2 
billion years as measured on Eartl1, but, thanks to the speed-induced 
warpage of time, only 42 years as measured by you and your crew in 
the starship. If the members of the World Geographic Society are not 
willing to chance a +-billion-year deep-freeze hibernation (2 billion 
years for tbe .starship to reach Gargant.ua and 2 billion years for its 
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transmission to return to Earth), then they will have to forgo receiving 
your next transmission. 

Gargantua 

Forty-two years of starship time later, your ship decelerates into the 
vicinity of Gargantua. Overhead you see the quasar 5C270, with two 
brilliant blue jets squirting out of its centers'; below is the black abyss 
of Gargantua. Dropping into orbit around Gargantua and making your 
usual measurements, you confirm that its mass is, indeed, 15 trillion 
times that of the Sun, you see that it is spinning very slowly, and you 
compute from these data that the circumference of its horizon is 29 
light-years. Here, at last, is a hole whose vicinity you can explore while 
experiencing bearably small tidal forces and rocket accelerations! The 
safety of the exploration is so assured that you decide to take the entire 
starship down instead of just a capsule. 

Before beginning the descent, however, you order your crew to pho
tograph the giant quasar overhead, the trillions of stars that orbit Gar
gantua, and the billions of galaxies sprinkled over the sky. They also 
photograph Gargantua's black disk below you; it is about the size of the 
sun as seen from Earth. At first sight it appears to blot out the light 
from all the stars and galaxies behind the hole. But looking more 
closely, your crew discover that the hole's gravitational field has acted 
like a lenr0 to deflect some of the starlight and galaxy light around the 
edge of the horizon and focus it into a thin, bright ring at the edge of 
the black disk. There, in that ring, you see several images of each 
obscured star: one image produced by light rays that were deflected 
around the left limb of the hole, another by rays deflected around the 
right limb, a third by rays that were pulled into one complete orbit 
around the hole and then released in your direction, a fourth by rays 
that orbited the hole twice, and so on. The result is a highly complex 
ring structure, which your crew photograph in great detail for future 
study. 

The photographic session complete, you order Kares to initiate the 
starship's descent. But you must be patient. The hole is so huge that, 
accelerating and then decelerating at 1 g, it will require 13 years of 
starship time to reach your goal of 1.0001 horizon circumferences! 
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.~ the ship desceitds, your crew make a photographic reoord of the 
changes in the appearance of the sly around the starship. Most remark
able is the change itt the hole's black disk below the ship: Gradu;ally it 
grows larger. You t>XpP.Ct it to stop growing when it has L"'vered the 
entire sky below you like a giant black floor, lea\-i.ng tbe sky overhead 
as clear as on Earth. But no; the black disk keeps right on grow-ing, 
swinging up around the sides of yO"Jur star.ship to oover everything 
except a bright, circular opening overhead, an opt:ning through which 
you set- the extema! l;niverse (Figure P.4). It is as though you had 
e11tered a cave and were plunging deeper and deeper, watching the 
cave's brjght mouth grow smaller and smaller in the distance. 

In growing panic, you appeal to DAWN for help: "Did Kares miscal
culate Otlr trajectory? Have we plunged through the horizon? Are we 
doomed?!" 

P.4 The starship hovering above the black-hole bor.lzon, and the trajectories 
along which light tra:wels to it from distant galaxies (the light rd.~'S). The bole's 
gravity deflects the light rays downward ("gravitational Jens effect"). causi~ 
humans on the starship to 11ee all the l~ht concentrated in a brfBhl, circular spot 
overhead. 
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"Tikhii, tikhii," she replies soothingly. "We are safe; we are still 
outside the horizon. Darkness has covered most of the sky only because 
of the powerful lensing effect of the hole's gravity. Look there, where 
my pointer is, almost precisely overhead; that is the galaxy 3C295. 
Before you began your plunge it was in a horizontal position, 90 de
grees from the zenith. But here near Gargantua's horizon the hole's 
gravity pulls so hard on the light rays from 3C295 that it bends them 
around from horizontal to nearly vertical.lu a result 3C295 appears to 
be nearly overhead." 

Reassured, you continue your descent. The console displays your 
ship's progress in terms of both the radial (downward) distance trav
eled and the circumference of a circle around d1e hoJe that passes 
through your location. In the early stages of your descent, for each 
kilometer of radial distance traveled, your circumference decreased by 
6.283185307 ... kilometers. The ratio of circumference decrease to 
radius decrease was 6.283185307 kilometers/1 kilometer, which is 
equal to 27t, just as Euclid's standard formula for circles predicts. But 
now, as your ship nears the horizon, the ratio of circumference decrease 
to radius decrease is becoming much smaller than 27t: It is 5.960752960 
at 10 horizon circumferences; 4.442882938 at 2 horizon circumferences; 
1.894451650 at 1.1 horizon circumferences; 0.625200306 at 1.01 hori
zon circumferences. Such deviations from the standard Euclidean ge
ometry that teenagers learn in school are possible only in a cunred 
space; you are seeing the curvature which Einstein's general relativity 
predicts must accompanJ' the hole's tidal force.31 

In the final stage of your ship's descent, Kares blasts the rockets 
harder and harder to slow its falL At last the ship comE".s to a hovering 
rest at 1.0001 horizon circumferences, blasting with a 1 0-g acceleration 
to hold itself up against the hole's powerful gravitational pull. In its 
last l. kilometer of radial travel the circumference decreases by only 
0.062828712 kilometer. 

Struggling to lift their hands against the painful 10-g force, your 
crew direct their telescopic cameras into a long and detailed photo
graphic session. Except for wisps of weak radiation all around you from 
collisionally heated, in falling gas, the only electromaguetic waves to be 
photographed are those in the bright spot overhead. The spot is small, 
just 3 degrees of arc in diameter, six times the size of the Sun as seen 
from Earth. But squeezed into that spot are images of all the stars that 
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orbit Gargantua. and all the galaxies in the Universe. At the precise 
center are the galaxies that a1·e truly overhead. Fifty-five per<.-ent of the 
way from the spot's center to its edge are images of galaxies like 3C295 
which, if not for the hole's lens effect, would be in horizontal positions, 
90 degrees from the zenith. Thirty-five percent of the way to the spot's 
edge are images of galaxiE>..s that you know are really on the opposite 
side of the hole from you, directly below you. In the outermost 00 
percent of the spot is a second image of each galaxy; and 1n the outer
most 2 percent, a third image! 

Equally peculiar, the colors of all the stars and galaxies are WTong. A 
galaxy that you know is really green appears to be shining with soft 
X-rays: Gargantua's grc1.vity, in pulling the galaxy's radiation down
ward to you, has made the radiation more energetic by decreasing its 
wavelength from 5 X 10"7 meter (green) to 5 X zo-• meter (X-ray). 
And similarly, the outer disk of the- quasar 3C275, which you know 
emits infrared radiation of wavelength 5 X 10-s meter, appears to be 
shining with green 5 x to-7 meter light. 

After thoroughly recording the details of the overhead spot, you turn 
your attention to the interior of yaur starship. You half E'Xpect that 
here, so near the hole's horizon, the laws of physics will be changed in 
some way, and those changes will affect your own physiology. But no. 
You look at your first mate, Kares; she appears normal. You look at 
your second mate, Bret; he appears normal. You touch each other; you 
feel normal. You drink. a glass of water; aside from the effects of the 
1 0-g acceleration, the water goes down normally. Kares turns on an 
argon ion laser; it produces the same brilliant green. light as ever. Bret 
pulses a mby laser on and then off, and measures the time it takes for 
the pulse of light to travel from the laser to a miJTor and back; from his 
measurement he computes the speed of the light's travel. The result is 
absolutely d1.e same as in an Earth-based laborcttozy. 299,792 kilome
tel"ll per. second. 

Everything in the starship is normal, absolutely the same as if the 
ship had been resting on the mrface of a massive planet with 10-~ 
gravity. If you did. not look outside the starship and see the bizarre spot 
overhead and the engulfing blackness all around, you would not knQW 
that you were very near the horizon of a black hole rather than safely 
on the surface of a planet---or you almost wouldn't know. The hole 
curves spaC'.etime inside your starship as well as outside, and with suf
ficiendy accurate instruments, you can detect the curvature; for exam
ple, by its tidal stretch betweell your head and your feet. But whe·reas 
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the curvature is enormously important on the scale of the horizon's 
300-trillion-kilometer circumference, its effects are minuscule on the 
scale of your 1-kilometer starship; the curvature-produced tidal force 
between one end of the starship and the other is just one-hundredth of 
a trillionth of an Earth gravity (10-14 g), and between your own head 
and feet it is a thousand times smaller than that! 

To pursue this remarkable normality further, Bret drops from the 
starship a capsule containing a pulsed-laser-and-mirror instrument for 
measuring the speed of light. As the capsule plunges toward the hori
zon, the instrument measures the speed with which light pulses travel 
from the laser in the capsule's nose to the mirror in its tail and back. A 
computer in the capsule transmits the result on a laser beam up to the 
ship: "299,792 kilometers per seL-ond; 299,792; 299,792; 299,792 ... " 
The color of the incoming laser beam shifts from green to red to 
infrared to microwave to radio as the capsule nears the horizon, and 
still the message is the same: "299,792; 299,792; 299,79.2 ... "And then 
the laser beam is gone. The capsule has pierced the horizon, and never 
once as it fell was there any change in the speed of light inside it, nor 
was there any change in the laws of physics that governed the workings 
of the capsule's electronic systems. 

These experimental results please you greatly. In the early twen
tieth century Albert Einstein proclaimed, largely on philosophical 
grounds, that the local laws of physics (the laws in regions small 
enough that one can ignore the curvature of spacetime) should be the 
same everywhere in the Universe. This proclamation has been en
shrined as a fundamental principle of physics, the equivalence princi
ple. s'l Often in the ensuing centuries the equivalence principle was 
subjected to experimental test, but never was it tested so graphically 
and thoroughly as in your experiments here near Gargantua's horizon. 

You and your crew are now tiring of the struggle with 10 Earth 
gravities, so you prepare for the next and final leg of your voyage, a 
return to our Milky Way galaxy. Your crew will transmit an account of 
your Gargantua explorations during the early stages of the voyage; and 
since your starship itself will soon be traveling at nearly the speed of 
light, the transmissions will reach the Milky Way less than a year 
before the ship, as measured from Earth. 

As your starship pulls up and away from Gargantua, your crew make 
a careful, telescopic study of the quasar oC27o overhead 55 (Figure P.5). 
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lts jet$--thin spikes of hot gas shooting out of the quasar's core--are 
enormous: 5 mHlion light-years in length. Training your telescopes on 
the core, your <;rew see the source of the jets' power: a thick, hot, 
doughnut of gas less than 1 light· year in size, with a black hole at its 
center. The doughnut, which astrophysicists have called an "accretion 
disk," orbits around alld around tbe b}ack. hole. By measuring its rota
tioiJ period and circumference~ your crew infer the mass of the bole: 2 
billion (2 X 1 08) solar Ill asses, 7 500 times smaller thar1 Gargantua, but 
far larger than any hole in the Milky Way. A stream of gas flows from 
the doughm1t to the hori'lOil, pulled by the hole's gravity. As it nears 
the horizon the stream, unlike any you have seen before. swirls around 
and around the hole in a tornado-type motion. This hole must be 
spinning last.! The axis of spin is easy to identify; it is the a:xis ahoui 
whic-.h the gas stream swirls. The two jets, you notice, shoot out along 
the spin axis. They are born just above the ho-rizon's north and south 
poles, where they suck up energy from the hole's spin and from the 
doughnut)34 much like a tornado sucks up dust from the earth. 

The contrast between Gargantua and 3C."273 is amazing: Why does 
Gargantua, with its 1000 times greater mass and size, not possess an 
encircling doughnut of gas and gigantic quasar jets? B.ret, after a long 
telescopic study, tells you the answer: Once every few momhs a star in 
orbit around 3C273's smaller hole strays close to the horizon and gets 
ripped apart by the hole's tidal force. The st.ar's guts, roughly i $Olar 
ma.ss worth of gas, get spewed out and strewn around the hole. Gradu
ally internal friction drives the strewn-out gas down into the doughnut. 
This fresh gas compensates for the gas that t.he doughnut is continually 
feeding into the hole and the jets. The doughnut and jets thereby are 
kept ric-.hly full of gas, and contimze to shine brightly. 

Stars also stray close to Gargantua, Bret explains. But because Gar· 
gautua is far larger than 3C275, the tidal fon."e outside its horizon is too 
weak. to tear any star apart. Gargantua swallows stars whole without 
spewing their guts into a surrounding donghnut. And with no dough
nut, Gargantua has 110 way of producing )ets or other quasar violence. 

As your starship continues to rise out of Gargantua's gravitational 
grip, you make plans for the journey home. By the time your ship 
reaches the Milky Way, the Earth will be <1- billion years older than 
when you left. The changes in hwnan society will be so enormous that 
you don't want to return there. Instead, you and your crew decidt- to 
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P.5 The quasar 3C273: a 2·blllion-solar-mass black hole encircled by a dou8)\
nut of gas ('"accretion disk") and with two 818antlc jets shooting out along the 
hole's spin axis. 
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colonize the space around a spinning black hole. You know that just as 
the spin t?-nergy of tlte hole in 3C275 hE'lps power the quasar·s jets, so 
the spin energy of a smalle-r hole can be used as a power ~ource for 
human civilization. 

You do not want to arrive at some chosen hole and discover tltat 
other beings have already built a civilization around it; so instead of 
aimi11g youx starship at a rapidly spinning hole that already exists, you 
aim at a star system which w.ill give birth to a rapidly spinning hole 
shortly after your ship arrives. 

Ill the Milky Way's Orion nebula, at the time you left Earth, there 
was a binary star system composed of two ~-solar-mass stars orbiting 
each other. DAWN has calculated that each of those stars should have 
implod.ed, while you were outbound to Gargantua, to form a 94-solar. 
mass, nonspinning hole (with 6 solar masses of gas ejecte-d during the 
implosion). Those two 24-solar-mass holE:s should now be circling 
around each other as a black-hole binary, and as they circle, they should 
emit ripples of tidal force (ripples of "spacetime curvature'') called 
gravitational waves. 5 ' These gravitational waves should push back on 
the binary in much the same way as an outflying bullet pushes back on 
the gun that fire~; it, and this grat.'itationol-wave recoil should drive the 
holes into a slow but inexorable inward spiraL With a slight adjust
ment of your starship's acceleration, you can time your arrival to coin-. 
cide with the last stage of that inward spiral: Several days after you 
arrive, you will see the holes' nonspinnin.g horizo11s whirl around and 
around each other, closer and closer, and faster and faster, until tht-y 
coalesce to produce a single whirling, spinning, larger horizon. 

Because the t.wo parent holes do not spin, nP-ither alone can serve as 
an efficient power source for your colony. However, the n~wborn, rap
idly spinning hole will be ideal! 

Home 

Arter a 42-year voyage your starship finally decelerates into the 
Orion nebula, where DAWN predicted the two holes should be. There 
they are, right on the mar.k! By measuring the orbital motion of inter
stellar atoms as they fall into the holes, you verify that their horizons 
are not spinning and that each wt>ighs 24 solar masses, just as DAV\'N 
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predicted. Each horizon has a circumfereilC'.e of 440 kilometers; they are 
30,000 kilometers apart; and they are orbiting around each other once 
each 13 seconds. Inserting these nwnbers into the general relativity 
formulas for gravitational-wave recoil, you conclude that the two holes 
should coalesce seven days from now. There is just time enough for 
your crew to prepare their telescopic cameras and record the details. By 
photographing the bright ring of focused starlight that encircles each 
hole's black disk, they can easily monitor the holes' motions. 

You Wa.J.'lt to be near enough to see clearly, but far enough away to be 
safe from the holes' tidal forees. A good location, you decide, is a 
starship orbit ten times larger than the orbit in which the holes circle 
each other--an orbital diameter of 300,000 kilometers and orbital cir
cumference of 940,000 kilometers. Kares maneuvers the starship into 
that orbit, and your crew begin their telescopic, photographic observa
tions. 

Over the next six days the two hoJes gradually move closer to each 
other and speed up their orbital motion. One day before coalescence, 
the distance between thf'.m has shrunk from 30,000 to 18,000 kilome
ters and their orbital period has dec.reased from 15 to 6.3 seconds. One 
.hour before coalescence they are 8400 kilometers apart and their orbi
tal period is 1.9 seconds. One minute before coalescence: separation 
3000 kilometers, period 0.41 second. Ten seconds before coalescence: 
separation 1900 kilometers, period 0.21 second. 

Then1 in the last ten seconds, you and your starship begin to shake, 
gently at first, then more and rnore violently.ltis as though a gigantic 
pair of bands had grabbed your head and feet and were alternately 
compressing and stretching you harder and harder, faster and faster. 
And then, more suddenly than it started, the shaking stops. All is quiet. 

"What was that?" you murmur to DAWN, your voice trembling. 
"Tikhii, tikhii," she replies soothingly. ''That was the undulating 

tidal force of gravitational waves from the holes' coalescence. You are 
accustomed to gravitational waves so weak that only very delicate 
instruments can detect their tidal force. However, here, close to the 
coalescing holes, they were enormously strong--strong enough that, 
had we parked our starship in an orbit 30 times smaller, it would have 
been torn apart by the waves. But now we are safe. The coalescence is 
complete and the waves are gone; they are on their way out into the 
Universe, carrying to distant astronomers a symphonic description of 
the coalescence. 71341 
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Training one of your crew's telescopes on the source of gravity 
below, you see that DAWN is right, the coalescence is contplete. Where 
before there were two l1oles there now is just one, and it is spinning 
rapidly, as you see from the swirl of infalling atoms. This hole will 
make an ideal power generator for your crew and thousands of genera
tions of their descendants. 

By measuring the starship's orbit, Kares deduces that the hole 
weighs 45 solar :masses. Since the parent holes totaled 48 solar masses, 3 
solar masses must have bec?.n converted into pure energy and carried off 
by the gravitational waves. No wonder the waves shook you so hard! 

As you tum your telEPScopes toward the hole, a small object unexpect
edly hurtles past your starship, splaying brilliant sparks profusely in all 
directions, and then explodes, blasting a gaping hole in your ship's side. 
Your well-trained crew and robots rush to their battle stations, you 
search vainly for the attacking warship--and then, responding to at1 

appeal for her help, DA W)J announces soothingly over the ship's 
speaker system, "Tikhii, tikhii; we are not being attacked. That was 
just a freak primordial black hole, evaporating and then exploding."u 

''A what?!" you cry out. 
"A primordial black hole, evaporating and then destroying itself in 

an explosion," DA W.N repeats. 
"Kxplain!'' you demand. "What do you mean by primordial? What 

do you mean by evaporating and exploding? You're not making sense. 
Things can fall into a black hole, but nothing can ever cotne out; 
nothing can 'evaporate.' And a black hole lives forever; it always grows, 
never shrinks. There is uo way a black hole can 'explode' and destroy 
itself. That's absurd." 

Patiendy as always, DAWN educates you. "Large objects--such as 
humans, stars, and black holes formed by the implosion of a star-·are 
governed by the classical laws of physics," she explains, "by Newton's 
laws of motion, Einstein's relativity laws, and so forth. By contnlst, tiny 
objects-- for example, atoms, molecules, and black holes smaller than 
a..'l atom· ·-are governed by a very different set of laws, the quantum 
laws of phy!!iics.58 While the classical laws forbid a normal-sized black 
hole ever to evaporate, shrink, explode, or destroy itself, not so the 
quantum laws. They demand that any atom-sized black bole gradually 
evaporate and shrink until it reaches a critically small circumference, 
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about the same as an atomic nucleus. The hole, which despite its tiny 
size weighs about a billion tons, must then destroy itself in an enor
mous explosion. The explosion converts all of the hole's billion-ton 
mass into outpouring energy; it is a trillion times more energetic than 
the most powerful nuclear explosions that humans ever detonated on 
Earth in the twentieth century. Just such an explosion has now dam
aged our ship,u DAWN explains. 

"But you needn't worry that more explosions will follow," DAWN 
continues. "Such explosions are exceedingly rare because tiny blac-.k. 
holes are exceedingly rare. The only place that tiny holes were ever 
created was in our Universe's big bang birth, twenty billion years ago; 
that is why they are called primordial holes. The big bang created only 
a few such primordial holes, and those few have been slowly evaporat
ing and shrinking ever since their birth. Once in a great while one of 
them reaches its critical, smaJiest size and explodes.59 It was only by 
chance-··an extremely improbable occurrence--that one exploded 
while hurtling past our ship, and it is exceedingly unlike1y that our 
starship will ever encounter another such hole." 

Relieved, you order your crew to begin repairs on the ship while you 
and your mates embark on your telescopic study of the 45-solar-mass, 
rapidly spinning llole below you. 

The hole's spin is obvious not only from the swirl of infalling atoms, 
but also from the shape of the bright-ringed black spot it makes on the 
sky below you: The black spot is squashed, like a pumpkin; it bulges at 
its equator and is flattened at its poles. The centrifugal force of the 
hole's spin, pushing outward, creates the bulge and flattening. 40 But the 
bulge is not symmetric; it looks larger on the right edge of the disk, 
which is moving away from you as the horizon spins, than on the left 
edge. DAWN explains that this is because the horizon can capture rays 
of starlight more easily if they move toward you along its right edge, 
against the direction of its spin, than along its left edge, with its spin. 

By measuring the shape of the spot and comparing it with general 
relativity's black-hole formulas, Bret infers that the hole's spin angular 
momentum is 96 percent of the maximum allowed for a hole of its 
mass. And from this angular momentum and the hole's mass of 45 Suns 
you compute other properties of the hole, including the spin rate of its 
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horizon, 270 revolutions per second1 and its equatorial circumference, 
535 kilometers. 

The spin of the hole intrigues you. Never before could you observe a 
spinning hole up close. So with pangs of conscience you ask for and get 
a volunteer robot, to explore the neighborhood of the horizon and 
transmit back his experiences. You giYe the robot, whose name is 
Kolob, careful instructions: "Descend to ten meters above the horizon 
and there blast your rockets to hold yourself at rest, hovering directly 
below the starship. Use your rockets to resist both the inward pull of 
gravity and the tornado-like swirl of space." 

Eager for adventure, Kolob drops out of the starship's belly and 
plunges downwaJ·d, blasting his rockets gently at first, then harder, to 
resist the swirl of space and remain directly below the ship. At first 
Kolob has no problems. But when he reaches a circumference of 835 
kilometers, 56 percent larger than the horizon, his laser light brings the 
message, "I can't resist the swirl; I can't; I can't!" and like a rock caught 
up in a tornado he gets dragged into a circulating orbit around the 
hole.41 

"Don't worry," you reply. "Just do your best to resist the swirl, and 
continue to descend until you are ten meters a.bove the horizon." 

Kolob complies. AB he descends, he is dragged into more and more 
rapid circulating motion. Finally, when he stops his descent and hovers 
ten meters above the horizon, he is encircling the hole in near perfect 
lockstep with the horizon itself, 270 circuits per second. No matter how 
hard he blasts to oppose this motion, he cannot. The swirl of space 
won't let him stop. 

"Blast in the other direction," you order. •'If you can't circle more 
slowly than 270 circuits per second, try circling faster." 

Kolob tries. He blasts. keeping himself always 10 meters above the 
horizon but trying to encircle it faster than before. Although he feels 
the usual acceleration from his blast, you see his motion change hardly 
at all. He still circles the hole 270 times per second. And then, before 
you can transmit further instructions, his fuel gives out; he begins to 
plummet downward; his laser light zooms through the electromagnetic 
spectrum from green to red to infrared to radio waves, and then turns 
blaclt with no change in his circulating motion. He is gone, dawn the 
hole, plunging toward the violent singularity that you will never see. 
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After three weeks of mourning, experiments, and telescopic studies, 
your crew begin to build for the future. Bringing in materials from 
distant planets, they construct a girder-work ring around the hole. The 
ring has a circumference of 5 million kilometers, a thickness of 3.4 
kilometers, and a width of 4000 kilometers. It rotates at just the right 
rate, two rotations per hour, for centrifugal forces to counterbalance the 
hole's gravitational pull at the ring's central layer, 1.7 kilometers from its 
inner and outer faces. Its dimensions are carefully chosen so that those 
people who prefer to live in 1 Earth gravity can set up their homes 
near the inner or outer face of the ring, while those who prefer weaker 
gravity can live nearer its center. These differences in gravity are 
due in part to the rotating ring's centrifugal force and in part to the hole's 
tidal force--or, in Einstein's language, to the curvature of spacetime. 

The electric power that heats and lights this ring world is extracted 
from the black hole: Twenty percent of the hole's mass is in the form of 
energy that is stored in the tornado-like swirl of space outside but near 
the horizon.411 This is 10,000 times more energy than the Sun will 
radiate as heat and light in its entire lifetimel-and being outside the 
horizon, it can be extracted. Never mind that the ring world's energy 
extractor is only 50 percent efficient; it still has a 5000 times greater 
energy supply than the Sun. 

The energy extractor works on the same principle as do some qua
sars45: Your crew have threaded a magnetic field through the hole's 
horizon and they hold it on the hole, despite its tendency to pop off, by 
means of giant superconducting coils (Figure P.6). ~ the horizon spins, 
it drags the nearby space into a tornado-like swirl which in turn in
teracts with the threading magnetic field to form a gigantic electric 
power generator. The magnetic field lines act as transmission lines for 
the power. Electric current is driven out of the hole's equator (in the 
form of electrons flowing inward} and up the magnetic field lines to 
the ring world. There the current deposits its power. The-n it flows out 
of the ring world on another set of magnetic field lines and down into 
the hole's north and south poles (in the form of positrons flowing 
inward). By adjusting the strength of the magnetic field, the world's 
inhabitants can adjust the power output: weak field and low power in 
the- world's early years; strong field and high power in later years. 
Gradually as the power is extracted, the hole will slow its spin, but it 
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1'.6 A city on a girder-work ring around a spinning black hoJe, and the electro· 
mawtetic system by which the city extract.'i power from the bole's spin. 

wiU take many eons to exhaust the hole-'s enormous store of spin en
ergy. 

Your crew and countless generations of their desrendants can call this 
artificial world "home" and use it as a base for iuture explorations of 
the Universe. But not you. You long for the Narth and the friends 
whom you left behind, friends who must have been dead now for more 
t.ltan 4 billion years. Your longing is so great that you are willing to risk 
the last quaner of your normal, 200-year life span in a dangerous and 
perhaps foolhardy att~.znpt to return ta the idyllic era of your youth. 

Time travel into the future is rather easy, as your voyage among the 
holes has shown. Not so travel into the past. In fact, such travel might 
be completely forbidden by the fundamental laws of physics. However, 
DAWN tells you of specuJations1 dating badt to the twentieth century, 
that backward time travel might be achieved with the aid of a hypo
thetical space warp called a wormhole. 44 This space warp consists of two 

44. Ou1pter 14. 
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P. 7 The two mouths of a hypothetical wormhole. Enter either mouth, and you 
wiiJ emerge from the other, having traveled through a short tube (the wonn
hole's throat) that extends not through our Universe, but through hyperspaCf'_ 

entrance holes (the wormhole's mouths), which look much like black 
holes but without hori1:ons, and which can be far apart in the Cniverse 
(Figure P_7). Anything that enters one mouth finds itself in a very 
short tube (the wormhole's throat) that leads to and out of the other 
mouth. The tube cannot be seen from our Universe because it extends 
through hyperspace rather than through normal space. It might be 
possible for time to hook up through the wormhole .in a different way 
than through our Universe, DAWN explains. By traversing t.lte worm
hole in one direction, say from the left mouth to the right, one might 
go backward in our Cniverse's time, while traversing in the opposite 
direction, from right to left, one would go forward. Such a wormhole 
would be a time warp, as well as a space warp. 

The laws of quantum gravity demand that exceedingly tiny worm
holes of this type exist, 45 DA W~ telJs you. These quantum wormholes 
must be so tiny, just 1 o-.ss centimeter in size, that their existence is only 
fleeting- far too brief, 10-45 second, to be usable for time travel. They 

45. Chapters 13 and 14. 
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must flash into existence and then flash out in a random, unpredictable 
manner--here, there, and everywhere. Very occasionally a flashing 
wormhole will have one mouth near the ring world today and the 
other near Earth in the era + billi.on yeans ago when you embarked on 
your voyage. DAWN proposes to try to catch such a wormhole as it 
flickers, enlarge it like a child blowing up a balloon, and keep it open 
long er•ough for you to travel through it to the home of your youth. 

But DAWN warns you of great danger. Physicists have conjectured, 
t."IJ.ough it has never bee-n proved, that an instant before an enlarging 
wonnhole becomes a time machine, the wormhole must self-destruct 
with a gigantic, explosive flash. In this way the Universe might protect 
itself from time-travel paradoxes, such as a man going back in time and 
killing his mother before ht~ was conceived, thereby preventing himself 
from being born and killing his mother.45 

If the physicists' conjecture is wrong, then DAWN might be able to 
hold the wonnhole open for a few seconds, with a large- enough throat 
for you to travel through. By waiting nearby as she enlarges the worm
hole and then plunging through it, within a fraction of a second of your 
own time you will arrive home on Earth, in the era of your youth 4 
billion years ago. But if the time machine self-destructs, you will be 
destroyed with it. You decide to take the chance ... 

'*** 
The above tale sounds like science fiction. Indeed, part of it is: I 
cannot by any means guarantee that there exists a 10-solar-mas.s bla.ck 
hole near the star Vega. or a million-solar-mass hole at the center of the 
Milky Way, or a 15-trillion-solar-mass black hole anywhere at all in 
the Universe; they are all speculative but plausible fiction. Nor can I 
guarantee that humans will ever succeed in developing the technology 
for intergalactic travel, or even for interstellar tl'avel, or for construct
ing ring worlds on girder-work structures around black holes. These 
are also speculative fiction. 

On. the other hand, I can guarantee with considerable but not com
plete confidence that black holes exist in our Universe and have the 
precise properties described in the above tale. If you hover in a blasting 
starship just above the horizon of a 15-trillion-solar-mass hole, I guar
antee that the laws of physics will be the same inside your starship as 

+6. Chapter t 4-. 
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on Earth, and that when you look out at the hea.vens around you, you 
will see the entire Universe shining down at you in a brilliant, small 
disk of light. I guarantee that, if you send a robot probe down near the 
horizon of a spinning hole, blast as it may it will never be able to move 
forward or backward at any speed other than the hole's own spin speed 
(270 circuits per second in my example). I guarantee that a rapidly 
spinning hole can store as mucb as 29 percent of its mass as spin 
energy, and that if one is clever enmtgh, one can extract that energy 
and use it. 

How can I guarantee all these things with considerable confidence? 
After all, I have never seen a black hole. Nobody has. Astronomers have 
found only indh-ect evidence for the existence of black holes47 and no 
observational evidence whatsoever for their claimed detailed proper
ties. How can I be so audacious as to guarantee so much about them? 
For one simple reason. Just as the laws of physics predict the pattern of 
ocean tides on Earth, the time and height of each high tide and each 
low tide, so also the laws of physics, if we understand them correctly, 
predict these black-hole properties, and predict them with no equivoca
tion. From Newton's description of the laws of physics one can deduce, 
by mathematical calculations, the sequence of Earth tides for the year 
1999 or the year 2010; similarly, from Einstein's general relativity 
description of the laws, one can deduce, by mathematical calculations, 
everything there is to know about the properties of black holes, from 
the horiz.on on outward. 

And why do I believe that Einstein's general relativity description of 
the fundamental laws of physics is a highly accurate one? After all, we 
know that Ne\\'ton's description ceases to be accurate near a black hole. 

Successful descriptions of the fundame11tal laws contain within 
themselves a strong indication of where they will faiL48 Newton's de
scription tells us itself that it will probably fail near a black hole 
(though we only learned in the twentieth century how to read this out 
of Newton's description). Similarly, Einstein's general :relativity de
scription exudes confidence in itself outside a black hole, at the hole's 
horizon, and inside the hole all the way down almost (but not quite) to 
the singularity at its center. This is one thing that gives me confidence 
in general relativity's predictions. Another is the fact that, although 
general relativity's black-hole predictions have not yet been tested 

+7. Chapters 8 and 9. 
+8. Last section of Chapter 1. 
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directly, there have been high--precision tests of other features of gen
eral relativity on the Earth, in the solar system, and in binary systezns 
that contain compact, exotic stars called pulsars. General relativity has 
come through each teSt with flying colors. 

Over the pa.~ twenty years 1 have participated in the theoretical
physics quest whic-.h produc.:ed our present understanding of black holes 
and in the quest to test black-hole predictions by astronomical observa
tion. My own co11tributions have been modest, but with my physicist 
and astronomer colleagut.>s I have reveled in the exc.i.tement of the 
quest and ha"t·e marveled at the insight it has produced. This book is 
my attempt to convey some sense of that excitement and marvel to 
people who are not experts in either astronomy or physics. 



1 

The Relativity 
of Space and Time 

Professor Wilhelm Ostwald 
University of Leipzig 
Leipzig, Germany 

Esteemed Herr Professor! 

in which Einstein destroys 
Newton~ conceptions 
of space and time as Absolute 

13 April 1901 

Please forgive a father who is so bold as to turn to you, esteemed Herr 
Professor, in the interest of his son. 

1 shall start by telling you that my son Albert is 22 years old, that 
he studied at the Zurich Polytechnikum for 4 years, and that he 
passed his diploma examinations in mathematics and physics with 
flying colors last summer. Since then, he has been trying 
unsuccessf:Illy to obtain a position as Assistent, which would enable 
him to continue his education in theoretica1 & experimental physics. 
All those in position to give a judgment in the matter, praise his 
talents; in any case, I can assure you that he is extraordinarily studious 
and diligent and clings with gl"E'.at love to his science. 

My son therefore feels profoundly unhappy with his present lack of 
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position, and his idea that he has gone off the tracks with his career & 
is now out of touch gets more and more entren(;hed each day. In 
a.ddition, he is oppressed by the thought tbat he is a burden on us-, 
people of modest means. 

Since it is you, highly honored Herr Professor, whom my son seems 
to admire and esteem more than any other scholar currently acti\o·e in 
physics, it is ymt to whom I have taken the liberty of turning with the 
humble request to read his paper published in the Annalen f;ir 
Physick and to write biro, if possible, a few words of encouragement, 
so t.hat he nlight recover his ioy in living and working. 

If, in addition, you could secure him an A.ssistent's position for now 
or the next autumn, roy gratitude would know no bounds. 

I beg you once again to forgive me for roy impudenC'e in writing to 
.v-ou, and I am also taking the }ibeny of mentioning that my son does 
not know an.ything about my unusual step. 

I remain, highly esteE>.med Herr Professor, your devoted 
Herm.u1n Einstein 

It was, indeed, a period of depression for Albert Einstein. He had been 
jobless for eight months, since graduating from the Zurich Po)itech
nikum at age twenty-one, and he felt himself a failure. 

At the Polite-chnikum (usually called the .. ETH" after its German
language initials), Einstein had studied under several of the wol'ld's 
most renowned physicisu and mathematicians, but had not got on well 
with them. In the tun1-of-the-century academic world where most 
Professors (wit.lt a capital P) demanded and e:tpec.ted respect, Einstein 
gave little. Since childhood he had bristled against authol'ity, always 
questioning, never accepting anything without testing it.s truth him
self. "Unthinking t-espect for authority is the greatest enemy of truth," 
he asserted. Heinrich Weber, the most famous of his two ETH physics 
professors, complained in exasperation: "You are a smart boy, Einstein~ 
a very smart boy. But you have one great fault: you do not. let yourself 
be told anything." His other physics prtlfessor. Jean Pernet, asked him 
why he didn't study znedi(~ine, law, or philology rather than. physics. 
"You can do what you like,'' Pernet said, "l only wish to wam you in 
your own interest." 

Einatein did not. make matters better by his casual attitude toward 
coursework. ''One had to aam aU this stuff into one's mind for the 
examinatio11s whether one liked it or not," he later said. His mathe-
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matics professor, Hermann \1inkowski, of whom we shall hear much 
in Chapter 2, was so put off by Einstein's attitude that he called him a 
"lazy dog." 

But lazy Einstein was not. He was just selective. Some parts of the 
coursework .he absorbed thoroughly; others he ignored, preferring to 
spend his rime on self-directed study and thinking. Thinking was fun, 
joyful, and satisfying; on his own he could learn about the "new" 
physics, the physics that Heinrich Weber omitted from all his lectures. 

Newton's Absolute Space and Time, 
and the Aether 

The "old" physics, the physics that Einstein could learn from Weber, 
was a great body of knowledge that I shall call Newtonian, not because 
Isaac Newton was responsible for all of it (he wasn't), but because its 
foundations were laid by Newton in the seventeenth century. 

By the late nineteenth century, all the disparate phenomena of the 
physical Universe could be explained beautifully by a handful of sim
ple Newtonian physical laws. For example, all phenomena involving 
gravity could be explained by Newton's law.'i of motion and gravity: 

• Every object moves uniformly in a straight line unless acted on by 
a force. 

• When a force does act, the object's velocity changes at a rate pro· 
portional to the force and inversely proportional to its mass. 

• Between any two objects in the Universe there acts a gravitational 
force that is proportional to the product of their masses and in
versely proportional to the square of their separation. 

By mathematically manipulating1 thE'..se three laws, nineteenth-cen
tury physicists could explain the orbits of the planets around the Sun, 
the orbits of the moons around the planets, the ebb and flow of ocean 
tides, and the fall of rocks; and they could even learn how to weigh the 
Sun and the Earth. Similarly, by manipulating a simple set of electric 
and magnetic laws, the physicists could explain lightning, magnets, 
radio waves, and the propagation, diffraction, and reflection of light. 

1. Readers who wish !0 llnderstand what is meant by "nuuhemMkalJ.r manipulalvlff' the 
laws of physia. will find a discussion in the notes section at the end of the book. 
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Fame and fortune awaited those who could harness the Newtonian 
laws for technology. By mathematically manipulating the Newtonian 
laws of heat, James Watt figured out how to conv~rt a primitive- steam 
engine devised by others into the practical device that C'<Uile to bear his 
name. By leaning heavily on Joseph HE>.nry's understanding of the laws 
of elecu-icity and magnetism, Samuel Morse devised his profitable ver
sioll of the telegraph. 

ln ... entors and physicists aJike took pride in the perfection of their 
understanding. Everything in the heavens and on Earth seemed to 
obey the Newtonian laws of physir..s, and mastery of the laws was 
bringing humans a mastery of their environment- and perhaps one 
day would bring mastery of the entire universe. 

An the old, well-established Newtonian laws and their technological 
applications Einstein could learn in Hei11rich Weber's lectures, and 
learn well. Indt>ed, in his first several years at the ETH, Einstein was 
enthusiastic about Weber. To the sole woman in his F.TH class, Mileva 
Marie (of whom he was e-namored), he wrote in February 1898, 
"Weber lectured masterfully. J eagerly anticipate his every class.'' 

But in his fourth year at the liTH Einstein became highly dissatis
fied. Weber lectured only on the old physics. He completely ignored 
some of the most important developments of recent decades, including 
James Clerk Maxwell's discovery of a new set of elegant electromag
netic Jaws from which one could deduce all electromagnetic phenom
ena: the behaviors of magnets, electric sparks, electric circuits, radio 
waves, light. Einstein had to teach himself Maxwell's unifying laws of 
electromagnetism by reading up-to-date books written by physicists at 
other universities, and he presumably did not hesitate to inform Weber 
of his dissatisfaction. His relations with W eober deteriorated. 

In retrospect it is clear that of all things Weber ignored in his 
lectures, the most important was the mounting evidence of cracks in 
the foundation of Newtonian physit"s, a foundation whose bricks and 
mortar were ~ewton's concepts of space and tirne as absolute. 

Ne-wton's absolute space was the spat.-e of everyday experience, with 
its three dimensions: east-west, north-south, up-down. It was obvious 
from. everyday experience that there is one and only one such space. It 
is a spa<"..e shared by allllumanity, by the Sun, by all the planets and the 
stars. We all move through this space in our own ways and at our own 
speeds, and regardless of our motion, we experience the space in the 
same way. This space gives us our sense of lt>ngth and breadth and 
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height; and according to Newton, we all, regardless of our motion, will 
agree on the length, breadth, and height of an object, so long as we 
make sufficiently accurate measurements. 

Newton's absolute time was the time of everyday experience, the 
time that flows inexorably forward as we age, the time measured by 
high-quality clocks and by the rotation of the Earth and motion of the 
planets. It is a time whose flow is experienced in common by all 
humanity, by the Sun, by all the planets and the stars. According to 
Newton we all, regardless of our motion, will agree on the period of 
some planetary orbit or the duration of some politician's speech, so long 
as we all use sufficiently accurate clocks to time the orbit or speech. 

If Newton's concepts of space and time as absolute were to crumble, 
the whole edifice of Newtonian physical laws would come tumbling 
down. Fortunately, year after year, decade after decade, century after 
century, Newton's foundational concepts had stood firm, producing one 
scientific triumph after another, from the domain of the planets to the 
domain of electricity to the domain of heat. There was no sign of any 
crack in the foundation-until 1881, when Albert Michelson started 
timing the propagation of light. 

It seemed obvious, and the Newtonian laws so demanded, that if one 
measures the speed of light {or of anything else), the result must 
depend on how one is moving. If one is at rest in absolute space, then 
one should see the same light speed in all directions. By contrast, if one 
is moving through absolute space, say eastward, then one should see 
eastward-propagating light slowed and westward-propagating light 
speeded up, just as a person on an eastbound train sees eastward-flying 
birds slowed and westward-flying birds speeded up. 

For the birds, it is the air that regulates their flight speed. Beating 
their wings against the air, the birds of each species move at the same 
maximum speed through the air regardless of their flight direction. 
Similarly, for light it was a substance called the aether that regulated 
the propagation speed, according to Newtonian physical laws. Beating 
its electric and magnetic fields against the aether, Jight propagates 
always at the same universal speed through the aether, regardless of its 
propagation direction. And since the aether (according to Newtonian 
concepts) is at rest in absolute space, anyone at rest will measure the 
same light speed in all directions, while anyone in motion will measure 
different light speeds. 

Now, the Earth moves through absolute space, if for no other reason 
than its motion around the Sun; it moves in one direction in Januw:y, 

6) 



64 BLACK HOLES z\ND TlME WARPS 

then in the opposite direction six months later, in June. Correspolld
ingly, we on Earth &hould measure the speed of light to be different in 
different directions, and the difterences should change with the sea
sons--though only very slightly (about 1 part in 10,000), because the 
Earth moves so slowly compared to light. 

To verify this prediction was a fascinating challenge for experimen
tal physicists. Albert Michelson, a tweilty--eight-year--old American, 
took up the challenge in 1881, using an exquisitely areurate ex.peri
lnental technique (now called "Michelson interferometry"11

) that he 
had invented. But try as he might, Michelson could find no evidence 
whatsoever for any variation of light speed with direction. The speed 
turnt.>d out to be the same in all directions and at all seasona in his 
.ini6al 1881 experiments, and the same to much higher precision in 
later 1887 experiments that Michelson performed ill Cleveland, Ohio, 
;ointl)' with a chemist, Edward Morley. Michelson reacted with a mix
ture of elatiolt at his discovery and dismay at its consequem.-es. Hein
rich Weber and most other physicists of the 1890s reacted with skepti
cism. 

It was easy to be skeptical Interesting experimentS are often terribly 
difficult- -so difficult, in fact, that regardless of how carefully they are 
carried out, they can give wrong results. Just one little abnormality in 
the apparatt1s, or one tiny uncontrolled fluctuation in its temperature, 
or one unexpected vibration of the floor beneath it, might alter the 
e"periment's final result. Thus, it is not surprising that physicists of 
today, like physicists of the t890s, are occasional!y confronted by terri
bly difficult experiments which conflict with each other or conflict 
with our deeply cherished beliefs about the nature of the Univetse and 
its physical laws. Recent examples are experiments that purported to 
discover a "fifth force" (one not present in the standard, highly success
ful physical laws) and other experiments denyi:cg that such a force 
exists; also experiments claiming to discover ''cold fusion" (a phenome
non forbidden by the standard laws, if physicists understand th01;e Jaws 
correctly) and other experiments denying tha.t cold fusion occurs. Al
most always the experiments that threaten our deeply cherished beliefs 
are wrong; their radical results are artifacts of experimental error. 
However, occasionally they are right and point the way toward a revo
lution in our understanding of nature. 

One mark of an outstanding physicist is an ability to "smell" which 

2. (d!apti'.J' 1 0. 



1. THE RELATIVITY OF SPACE AND TIME 

experiments are to be trusted, and which not; which are to be worried 
about, and which ignored. As technology improves and the experi
ments are repeated over and over again, the truth ultimately becomes 
clear; but if one is trying to contribute to the progress of science, and if 
one wants to place one's own imprimatur on major discoveries, then 
one needs to divine early, not later, wl1ich experiments to trust. 

Several outstanding physicists of the 1890s examined the Michel
son-Morley experiment and concluded that the intimate details of the 
apparatus and the exquisite care with which it was executed made a 
strongly convincing case. This experiment "smells good," they decided; 
something might well be wrong with the foundations of Newtonian 
physics. By contrast, Heinrich Weber and most others were confident 
that, given time and further experimental effort, all would come out 
fine; Newtonian physics would triumph in the end, as it had so many 
times before. It would be inappropriate to even mention this experi
ment in one's university lectures; one should not mislead young minds. 

The Irish physicist George F. Fitzgerald was the first to accept the 
Michelson-Morley experiment at face value and speculate about its 
implications. By comparing it with other experiments, he came to the 
radical conclusion that the fault lies in physicists' understanding of the 
concept of "length," and correspondingly there might be something 
wrong with Newton's concept of absolute space. In a short 1889 article 
in the American journal Science, he wrote in part:· 

I have read with much interest Messrs. Michelson and Morley's 
wonderfully delicate experiment .... Their result seems opposed to 
other experiments .... I would suggest that almost the only hypothe
sis that can reconcile this opposition is that the length of material 
bodies changes, according as they are moving through the aether 
[through absolute space] or ac-..ross it, by an amount depending on the 
square of the ratio oftheir velocities :o that oflight. 

A tiny (five parts in a billion) contraction of length along the direc
tion of the Earth's motion could, indeed, account for the null result of 
the Michelson-Morley experiment. But this required a repudiation of 
physicists' understanding of the behavior of matter: No known force 
could make moving objects contract along their direction of motion, 
not even by so minute an amount. If physicists understood correcdy the 
nature of space and the nature of the molecular forces inside solid 
bodies, then uniformly moving solid bodies would always have to re-
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tain theit· same shape and size relative to absolute space, regardless of 
how fast they moved. 

HE".ltdrik Lorentz in Amsterdam also believed the Michelson -Mor
lt.>y experiment, and he took seriously Fitzgerald's suggestion that mov
ing objects cotltract. Fitzgerald, upon learning of this, wrote to Lorentz 
expressing delight, since ''I have been rather laughed at for my ,,.iew 
over here." In a search for deeper understanding, Lorentz-and inde
pendently Henri Poincare in Paris, F'rance, and Joseph Lannor in Cam
bridge, England-reexamined the laws of electromagnetism, and no
ticed a peculiarity that dovetailed with F'itzgerald's length-contraction 
idea: 

If one expressed Maxwell's ele<-1:romagnetic laws in terms of the 
electric and magnetic fields measured at rest in absolute space, the laws 
took on. an especially simple and beautiful mathematical form. For 
example, one of the laws said, simply, "As seen by anyone at rest in 
absolute spacE\ magnetic field lines have no ends" (see Figure 1.1a,b). 
However, if one expressed Maxwell's laws in terms of the slightly 
different fields measured by a moving person, then the laws looked far 
more complicated and ugly. In particular, the "no ends'' law became, 
"As seen by someone in motion, most magnetic field lines are endless, 
but a few get cut by the motion, thereby acquiring ends. Mo.reover, 
when the moving person shakes the magnet, new field lines get cut, 
then heal, then get cut again, then reheat" (see Figure t.1c). 

The new rnathematical discovery by T ..orentz, Poincare, and Larmor 
was a war to make the moving person's electromagnetic laws look 
beautiful, and in fact look identical to the laws used by a person at rest 
in absolute space: "Magnetic field lines never end, under any circum
stances whatsoever." One could make the laws take on this beautiful 
form by pretending, contrary to Newtonian precepts, that all moving 
objects get contracted along their direc:tion of motion by precisely the 
amount that Fitzge:rald needed to explain the Michelson-Morley ex
periment! 

If the ritzgerald contraction had been the only "new physics" that 
one needed to make the electromagnetic laws universally simple and 
beautiful, Lorentz, Poincare, and Larmor, with their intuitive faith 
that the laws of physii:!S ought to be beautiful, might have cast aside 
Newtonian precepts and believed firmly in the contraction. However, 
the contraction by itself was not enough. To make the laws beautiful, 
one also had to pretend that time flows more slowly as measured by 
someone moving through the Universe than by someone at rest; mo
tion "dilates" time_ 



( ~ ) ( b ) 

1.1 One of Maxwell's electromasnetic laws, as understood within the frame· 
work of nineteenth-century, Newtonian physics: (a) The concept of a magnetic 
field line: When one places a bar magnet under a sheet of paper and scatters iron 
min~ on top of the sheet, the filings mark out the magnet's field lines. Each field 
line leaves the magnet's north pole, s''Yings around the magnet and reenters it at 
the south pole, and then travels through the magnet to the north polt'., where it 
attaches onto itself. The field line is therefore a closed cun-t'., somewhat like a 
rubber band, without any ends. The statement that "magnetic field lines never 
have ends,. is Maxwell's law in its simplest, most beautiful form. (b) According to 
Newtonian physi('.S, this version of Maxwell's law is coiTect no matter what one 
does with the magnet (for example, even if one shakes it wildly) so long as one 
is at rest in absolute space. No ID8fl!netic field line ever has any ends, from the 
vie""-point or someone at rest. (c) When studied by someone riding on the surface 
of the Earth as it moves through absolute space, Maxwell's law is much more 
complicated, according to Newtonian physics. If the moving person•s magnet sits 
quietly on a tablt>., then a few of its field lines (about one in a hundred million) 
will have ends. lfthe person shakes the magnet wildly. additional field lines (one 
in a trillion) will get cut temporarily by the shakin& and then will heal. then get 
cut. then reheal. Although one field line in a hundred rnilllon or a trillion ~;,h 
ends was far too few to be discerned in any nineteenth-century physics experi
ment, the fact that Maxwell's laws predicted such a t.hin@ seemed rather oompli
cated and ugly to Lorentz, Poincare. and Larmor. 
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Now, the Newtonian laws of physics were unequivocal: Time is 
absolute. It flows uniformly and inexorably at the sante universal rate, 
independently of how one moves. If the Newtonian laws were correct, 
then motion cannot cause time to dilate any more than it c-.an cause 
lengths to contract. Unfortunately, the clocks of the 1890s were far too 
inaccurate to reveal the truth; and, fa€--ed with the scientific and techno
logical triwnphs of Newtonian physics, triumphs grounded firmly on 
the foundation of absolute time, nobody was willing to assert with 
conviction that time really does dilate. Lorentz, Poincare, and Larmor 
waffled. 

Einstein, as a student in Zurich, was not yet ready to tackle such 
heady issues as these, but alrt~ady he was beginning to think about 
them. To his frien.d Mileva Maril: (with whom romance was now 
budding) he wrote in August 1899, "I am more and more coltvinced 
that the electrodynamics of moving bodies, as presented today, is not 
correct." Over the next six years, as his powers as a physicist matured, 
he would ponder this issue and the reality of the contradiction of 
lengths and dilation of time. 

Weber, by contrast, showed no interest in such speculative issues. He 
kept right on lecturing about Newtonian physics as though all were in 
perfect order, as though there were no hints of cracks in the foundation 
of physics. 

As hf.' neared the end. of his studies at the ETH, Einstein naively 
assumed that, because he was intelligent and had not really done all 
that badly in his courses (overall mark of 4.91 out of 6.00), he would be 
offered the position of "Assistent" in physics at the ETH under Weber, 
and rould use it in the usual manner as a springboard into the academic 
world. As an Assistent he could start doing research of llis own, leading 
in a few years to a Ph.D. degree. 

But such was not to be. Of the four students who passed their final 
exams in the combined physics-mathematics program in August 1900, 
three got assistantships at the ETH working under mathematicians; 
the fourth, Einstein, got nothing. Weber hired as Assistents two engi
neering students rather than Einstein. 

Einstein kept trying. In September, one month after graduation, he 
applied for a vacant Assistent position in mathematics at the ETH. He 
was rejected. In winter and spring he applied to Wilhelm Ostwald in 
Leipzig, Germany, and Heike Kamerlingh Onnes in Leiden, the Neth
f'..rlands. From them he seems never to have received even the courtesy 
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of a reply-though his note to Onnes is now proudly displayed in a 
museum in Leiden, aud though Ostwald ten years later would be the 
first to nominate Einstein for a Nobel Prize. Even the letter to Ost\\rald 
from Einstein's father seems to have elicited no respome. 

To the saucy and strong-willed Mileva Marie, with whom his ro
mance had turned intense, Einstein wrote on 27 March 1901, "I'm 
absolutely convinced that Weber is to blame .... it doesn't make any 
sense to WTite to any more professors, because they'H surely tum to 
Weber for information about me at a certain point, and he'll just give 
me another bad recommendation." To a close friend, Marcel Gross
mann, he wrote on 14 April 1901, "I could have found [an Assistent 
position] long ago had it not been for Weber's underhandedness. All 
the same, I leave no stone unturned and do not give up my sense of 
humor ... God created the donkey and gave him a thick hide." 

A thick hide he needed; not only was he searching fruitlessly for a 
job, but his parents ·were vehemently opposing his plans to marry 
Mileva, and his relationship to Mileva was growing turbulent. Of 
Mileva his mother wrote, "This Miss Maril: is causing me the bitterest 
hours of my life, if it were in my power, I would make every effort to 
banish her from_ our horizon, I really dislike her." And of Einstein's 
mother, Mileva wrote, "That lady seems to have made it her life's goal 
to embitter as much. as possible n.ot only my life but also that of her son . 
. . . I wouldn't have thought it possible that there could exist such 
heartless and outright wicked people!" 

Einstein wanted desperately to escape his financial dependence on 
his parents, and to have the peace of mind and freedom to devote most 
of his energy to physics. Perhaps this could be achieved by some means 
other than an Assistent position in a university. His degree from the 
ETH qualified him to teach in a {CVTnlt4$ium (high school). so to this he 
turned: He managed in mid-May 1901 to get a temporary job at a 
technical high school in Winterthur, Switzerland, substituting for a 
mathematics teacher who had to serve a term in the anny. 

To his former history professor at the ETH, Alfred Stern, he wrote, 
"I am beside myself with joy about [this teaching job], because today I 
received the news that everything has been definitely arranged. I have 
not the slightest idea as to who might be the humanitarian who recom
mended lne there, because from what I have been told, I am not in the 
good books of any of my former teachers." The job in Winterthur, 
followed in autumn 1901 by another temporary high school teaching 
job in Schaffhausen, Switzerland, and then in June 1902 by a job as 
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"technical expert third class" in the Swiss Patent Office in Bern, gave 
him independence and stability. 

Despite continued turbulence in his personal life (long sepa1·ations 
fn'lm Mileva; an illegitimate child with Mileva in 1902, whom they 
seem. to have put up for adoption, perhaps to protect Eimtein's career 
possibilities in staid Switzerland; his marriage to Mileva a year later in 
spite of his parents' vjolent opposition), Einstein maintained an opti
mistic spirit and remained clear-headed enough to think, and think 
deeply ahout physi<:s: Fro1n 190 l through 1904 he seasoned his powers 
as a physicist by theorE'tical research on the nature of the forces be
tween molecules in liquids, such as water, and in metals, and research 
on the .nature of heat. His new insights, which were iubstantial, were 
published in a sequ~nce of five articles iu the most prestigious physics 
journal of the early 1900s: the Annalen tier Physik-

The patent office job in Bern was well suited to seasoning Einstein's 
powers. On the job he was challenged to flgure out whP.ther the inven
tions submitted would work-··-often a delightful task, and one that 
sharpened his mind. And the job left free half his waking hours and all 
weeke11d. Most of these he spent studying and thinking about physics, 
often in the midst of family dtaos. 

His abili.ty to concentrate d~pite distractions was described by a 
student, who visited him at home several yt>ars after his marriage to 
Mileva: "He wa.s sitting in his study in front of a heap of papen; cover(..cJ. 
with mathematical ft)rmulas_ Writing with his right band and holding 
his younger son in hi.s left, he kept replying to questions from his elder 
son Albert who was playing with his bricks. With the words, 'Wait a 
minute, I've nearly finished,' he gave me the children to look after for a. 
few moments and went on working." 

In Bern, Einstein was isolated from other physicists (though he did 
have a few close non-physicist friends with. whom he could discuss 
science and philosophy). For most physicists, such isolatioll would be 
disastrous. Most require continual contact with colleagues working on 
similar problems to keep their researclt from straying off in unproduc
tive directions. But Einstein's intellect was different; he worked mo:re 
fruitfully in isolation than ill a stimulating milieu of other physicists. 

Sometimes it. helped him to talk with others-··-not because they 
offered him deep new insights or information, but rather because by 
explaining paradoxes and prohlE'.ms to others, he could clarify them in 
his own mind. Particularly helpful was Michele Angelo Besso, an Ital
ian engineer who had been a classmate of Einstein's at ETH and 11.ow 



Lt;ft: Einstein seated at his desk in the patent oft'ioe in Bern, Switzerland, ca. 
1905. Right: Einstein with his wife, Mileva, and their son Hans Albert, ca. 1904. 
[Left: courtesy the Alben Einstein Archives of the Hebrew University of Jerusalem; right: 
courtesy Schwei:tcrisches Literaturachivf:\rchiv der Einstein-Gesellsdtaft, Bern.] 

was working beside Einstein in the patent office. Of Besso, Einstein 
said, "I could not have found a better sounding board in the whole of 
Europe." 

Einstein's Relative Space and Time, 
and Absolute Speed of Light 

Michele Angelo Besso was especially helpful in May 1905, when 
Einstein, after focusing for several years on other physics issues, re
turned to Maxwell's electrodynamic laws and their tantalizing hints of 
length contraction and time dilation. Einstein's search for some way to 
make sense of these hints was impeded by a mental block. To clear the 
block, he sought help from Besso. As he recalled later, "That was a very 
beautiful day when I visited [Besso] and began to talk with him as 
follows: 'I have recently had a question which was difficult for me to 
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understand. So I came here today to bring with me a battle on the 
question.' Trying a lot of discussions with him, I could suddenly com
prehend the matter. The next day I visited him again and said to him 
without greeting: 'Thank you. I've complet.ely solved the problem.' " 

Einstein's solution: There is no such thing as absolute space. There is 
no such thing as absolute time. Newwn 's foundation for all of physics was 
flawed And as for the aether: It does not exisL 

By rejecting absolute space, Einstein made absolutely meaningless 
the notion of "being at rest in absolute space.'' There is no way, he 
asserted, to ever measure the Earth's motion through absolute space, 
a11d that is why the Mic-.helson-Morley experiment turned out the way 
it did. One can measure the Earth's velocity only relative to other 
physical objects such as the Sun or the Moon, jt1st as one can measure a 
train's velocity only relative to physical objects such as the ground and 
the air. For neither Earth nor train nor anything else is there any 
standard of absolute motion; motion is purely "relative." 

By ·rejecting absolute space, Einstein also rejected the notion that 
everyone, regardless o{ his or her motion, must agree on the lengtb, 
height, and width of some table or train or any other object. On the 
contrary, Einstein insisted, length, height, and width are "relati1-V!" con
cepts. They depend on the relative motion of the object being measured 
and the person doing the measuring. 

By rejecting absolute time, Einstein rejected the notion that every
one, regardless of his or her motion, must experience the flow of time 
in the same manner. Time is relative, Einstein asserted. Each person 
traveling in his or her own way must experience a different time flow 
than others, traveKng differently. 

It is hard not to feel queasy when presented with these assertions. If 
correct, not only do they cut the foundations out from under the entire 
edifice of Newtonian physical law, they also deprive us of our common
sense, everyday notions of space and time. 

But Einstein was not just. a destroyer. He was also a creator. He 
offered us a new foundation to replace the old, a foundation just as firm 
and, it has tnmed. out, in far mo·re perfect accord with the Universe. 

Einstein's new foundation consisted of two new fundamental princi
ples: 

• The principle of the absoluteness of the speed of light: Whatever 
might be their nature, space and time must be so constituted as to 
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make the speed of light absolutely the same in all directions, and 
absolutely independent of the motion of the person who measures 
it. 

This principle is a resounding affirmation that the Michelson--Morley 
experiment was correct, and that regardless of how accurate light
measuring devices may become in the future, they must always con
tinue to give the same result: a universal speed of light. 

• The principle of relativity: Whatever might be their nature, the 
laws of physics must treat all states or" motion on an equal footing. 

This principle is a resounding rejection of absolute space: If the laws of 
physics did not treat all states of motion (for example, that of the Sun 
and that of the Earth) on an equal footing, then using the laws of 
physics, physicists would be able to pick out some "preferred" state of 
motion (for example, the Sun's) and define it as the state of "absolute 
rest." Absolute space would then have crept back into physics. We shall 
return to this later in the chapter. 

From the absoluteness of the speed of light, Einstein deduced, by an 
elegant logical argument described in Box 1.1 below, that if you and I 
move relative to each other, what I call space must be a mixture of your 
space and your time, and what you call space mu.~t be a mixture of my 
space and my time. 

This "mixing of space and time" is analogous to the mixing of 
directions on Earth. Nature offers us two ways to reckon directions, one 
tied to the Earth's spin, the other tied to its magnetic field. In 
Pasadena, California, magnetic north (the direction a compass needle 
points) is offset eastward from true north (the direction toward the 
Earth's spin axis, that is, toward the "North Pole") by about 20 degrees; 
see Figure 1.2. This means that in order to travel in the magnetic north 
direction, one must travel partly (about 80 percent) in the true north 
direction and partly (about 20 percent) toward true east. In this sense, 
rntl{Inetic north is a mixture of true north and true east; similarly, true 
north is a mixture of magnetic north and magnetic west. 

To understand the analogous mixing of space and time (your space 
is a mixture of~ space and my time, and my space is a mixture of your 
space and your time), imagine yourself the owner of a powerful spOrts 
car. You like to drive your car down Colorado Boulevard in Pasadena, 
California, at extremely high speed in the depths of the night, when I, 
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a policeman, am napping. To the top of your car you attach a series of 
firecrackers, one over the front of the hood, one OYer the rear of the 
trur1k, and many in between; see 'Pigure 1.3a. You set the firecrackers 
to detonate simu.ltaneously as seen by you, just as you are passing my 
police station. 

Figure 1.3b depicts this from your own viewpoint. Drawn vertically 
is the flow of time, as measured by you ("your time'"). Drawn horizon· 
tally is distance along your car, from back to front, as measured by yott 
("your space"). Since the firecrackers are all at rest in your space (that 
is, as seen by you), with the- passage of your time they all remain at the 
same horizontal locations in the diagram. The dashed lines, one for 
each firecracker, depict this. They extend vertically upward in the 
diagram, indicating no rightward or leftward motion in space whatso
ever as time passes--and they then terminate abruptly at the moment 
the firecrackers detonate. The detonation events are depicted by as
terisks. 

This figure is called a spacetime diagram because it plots space hori .. 
zontally and time vertically; the- dashed lines art> called world lines 
because thP.y sho\\• where in the world the firecrackers travel as time 
passes. V\!e shall make extensive use of spacetime diagrams and world 
lines latt".r in this book. 

If one mo\l'es hor~ontally in the diagram (Figure 1.3h), one is mov
ing through spa'--e at a fixed moment of your time. Correspondingly, it 
is convenient to think of each horizontal line in the diagram as depict.
ing space, as seen by you ("your space"), at a specific momellt of your 
time. For example, the dotted horizontal line is youl" space at the 
moment of firecracker detonation. As one movt-$ vertically upward .in 
the diagram, one- is moving through time at a fixed location in your 

1..2 Magnetic nortb is a mixture of 
true north and tme eallt, and 
trut" north is a mixture of magnetic 
north and magnetic wesl 
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space. Correspondingly, it is convenient to think of eac-.h vertical line in 
the spacetime diagram (for example, each firecracker world line) as 
depicting the flow of your time at a specific location in your space. 

I, in the police station, were I not napping, would draw a rather 
different spacetime diagram to depict your car, your firecrackers, and 
the detonation (Figure 1.3c). I would plot the flow of time, as measured 
by me, vertically, and distance along Colorado Boulevard horizontally. 
As time passes, each firecracker moves down Colorado Boulevard with 
your car at high speed, and corrE'.spondingly, the firecracker's world line 
tilts rightward in the diagram: At the time of its detonation, the fire
cracker is farther to the right down Colorado Boulevard than at earlier 
times. 

Now, the surprising conclusion of Einstein's logical argument (Box 
1.1) is that the absoluteness of the speed of light requires the fire
crackers not to detonate simultaneously as seen by me, even though 

1.5 (a) Your sports car speeding down (A!Iorado Boulel'ard with f'irecra<~kers 
attached to its roof. (b) Spacetime diagrctm depicting the firecrackers' motion 
and detonation from your viewpoint (riding in the car). (c) Spacetime diagram 
depicting the same 'firecracker motion and detonation from my \ieV\'POint (at 
rest in the polioe station). 

t c ) 
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they detonate simultanetmsly as seen by you. From my viewpoint the 
rearmost firecracker on your car detonates first, and the frontmost one 
detonates last. Correspondingly, the dotted line that we called "your 
space at moment of detonation" (Figure 1.3b) is tilted in my spacetime 
diagram (Figure t.~c). 

From Figure 1.3c it is clear that, to move through your space at your 
moment of detonation (along the dotted detonation line), I must move 
through both my space and my tinle. In this sense, your space is a 
mixture of my spare and my time. This is just the same sense as the 
statement that magnetic north is a mixture of true north and true east 
(compare Figure t.xwith Figure 1.2). 

You might be tP.mpted to assert that this "mixing of space and time'~ 
is nothing but a complicated, jingoistic way of saying that "simul
taneity depends on one's state of motion." True. However, physicists, 
building on I-:instein's foundations, have found this way of thinking to 
be powerful. It has helped them to decipher Einstein's legacy (his new 
laws of physics), and to discover in that legacy a set of seemingly 
outrageous phenomena: black holes, wormholes, singularities, time 
warps, and time machines. 

From the absoluteness of the speed of light and the principle of 
relativity, Einste-in deduced other remarkable features of space and 
time. In the language of the above story: 

• Einstein deduced that, as you speed eastward down Colorado Bou
levard, I must see y9ur space and everything at rt-.st in it (your car, 
your firecrackers, and you) contracted along the east-west direc
tion, but not north---south or up-down. This was the contraction 
inferred by Fitzgerald, but now put on a firm foundation: The 
contraction is caused by the peculiar nature of space and time, and 
not by any physical forces that act on moving matter. 
Similarly, Einstein deduced that, as you speed eastward, you must 
see my space and everything at rest in it (my police station, my 
desk, and me) contracted along the east-west direction, but not 
north-south or up-·down. That you see me contracted and I see 
you contracted may seem puzzling, but in fact it could not be 
otherwise: It leaves your state of motion and mine on an equal 
footing, in accord with the principle of relativity. 
Einstein also deduced that, as you speed past, I see your flow of 
time slowed, that is, dilated. The clock on your car's dashboard 
appears to tick more slowly than my clock on the police station 



Boxl.l 

Einstein's Proof of the Mixing of Space and Time 

Einstein's principle of the absoluteness of the speed of light enforces the 
mixing of space and time; in other words, it enforces the relativity of 
simultaneity: Events that are simultaneous as seen by you (that lie in your 
space at a specific moment of your time), as your sports car speeds down 
Coloudo Boulevard, are not simultaneous as seen by me, at rest in the 
police station. I shall prove this using descriptive words that go along with 
the spacetime diagrams shown below. This proof is essentially the same as 
the one devised by Einstein in 1905. 

Place a flash bulb at the middle of your car. Trigger the bulb. It sends a 
hurst of light forward toward the front of your car, and a burst backward 
toward the hack of your car. Since the two bursts are emitted simulta
neously, and since they travel the same distance as measured by you in 
your car, and since they travel at the same speed (the speed of light is 
absolute), they must arrive at the front and back of your car simulta
neously from your viewpoint; see the left diagram, below. The two evt-.nts 
of burst arrival (call them A at your car's front and Bat its back) are thus 
simultaneous from your viewpoint, and they happen to coincide with the 
firecrac-.ker detonations of Figure 1.4, as seen by you. 

Next, examine the light bursts and their arrival events A and B from 
my viewpoint as your car speeds past me; see the right diagram, below. 
From my viewpoint, the back of your car is moving forward, toward the 
backward-directed burst of light, and they thus meet each other (event B) 
sooner as seen by me than as seen by you. Similarly, the front of your car is 
moving forward, away from the frontward-directed burst, and they thus 
meet each other (event A) later as seen by me than as seen by you. (These 
conclusions rely crucially on the fact that the speeds of the two light bursts 
are the same as seen by me; that is, they rely on the absoluteness of the 
speed of light.) Therefore, I regard event Bas occurring before event A; 
and similarly, T see the firecrackers near the back of your car detonate 
before those near the front. 

Note that the locations of the detonations (your space at a specific 
moment of your time) are the same in the above spacetime diagrams as in 
Figure 1.4. This justif1es the asserted mixing of space and time discussed 
]n the text. 
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wall You speak mo1·e slowly, your hair grows more slowly, you age 
more slowly than I. 

• Sjmilarly, in accord with the principle of relativity, as you speed 
past rne, you see my fiow of time slowed. You see the clock on my 
station wall tick more slowly than the 011e on your dashboard. To 
you I seem to speak more slowly, rny hair gro""-s more slowly, and I 
age more slowly than you. 

How can it possibly be that I see your time flow slowed, while you 
see mine slowed? How is that. logically possible? And how cat\ 1 see 
your spacP. contracted., while you see my spacl' contracted? The answer 
lies in the relativity of simultaneity. You and .I disagree about whether 
events at difftorent locations in our respective spaces are simultaneous. 
and this disagreement turns out to mesh with our dilsagreements over 
the flow of time and the contraction of space in just such a wa)' as to 
keep everything logically consistent. To de1nonstrate this consistency, 
howevt-.r, would take- more pages than I wish to spend, so I refer you, 
for a ptoof, to Chapter 5 of Taylor and Wheeler (1992). 

How is it that we as humans have never noticed this weird behavior 
of space and time ii1 our everyday lives? Tl1e answer lies in our slow
ness. We always move relative to each other with speeds far Sinaller 
than that of light. (299,79g kilomet.ers per second). If your C'ctr 1..ooms 
down Colorado Boulevard at 150 kilometers per hour, I should see your 
time flow dilated and your space contracted by roughly one part in a 
hundred trillion ( 1 >< L0-1•)--far too little for us to notice. By <'.()ntrast, 
if your car were to move past me at 87 percent the speed of light, then 
(using instruments that respond very quickly) I should see your time 
flow twice as slowly as mine, while you see my time flow twice as 
slowly as yours; s1mi1arly, I should see everything in your car half as 
long, east--west, as normal, and you should see everything in my police 
station half as lung, east-west, as normal. Indeed, a wide variety of 
ex-periments in the late twentieth century have verified that spaee and 
titne do behave in just this way. 

How did Einst~in arrive at sud1 a radical description of space and 
time? 

Not by examining the ·results of experiments. Clocks of his era were 
too inaccurate to exhibit, at the low speeds available, any time dilation 
or disagreements about simultaneity, and measuring rods weie- too 
inaccurate to exhibit length contraction. The only releva·nt e)(per.i
ments were those few, sucl1 as Michelson and .Morley's, which ~ug-
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gested that the speed of light on the Earth's surface might be the same 
in all directions. These were very skimpy data indeed on which to base 
such a radical revision of one's notions of space and time! Moreover, 
Einstein paid little attention to these experiments. 

Instead, Einstein relied on his own innate intuition as to how things 
ought to behave. After much reflection, it became intuitively obvious to 

him that the speed of light must be a universal constant, independent 
of direction and independent of one's motion. Only then, he reasoned, 
could Maxwell's electromagnetic laws be made uniformly simple and 
beautiful (for example, "magnetic field lines never ever have any 
ends"), and he was firmly convinced that the Universe in some deep 
sense insists on having simple and beautiful laws. He therefore intro
duced, as a new principle on which to base all of physics, his principle 
of the absoluteness of the speed of light. 

This principle by itself, without anything else, already guaranteed 
that the edifice of physical laws built on Einstein's foundation would 
differ profoundly from that of Newton. A Newtonian physicist, by pre
suming space and time to be absolute, is forced to conclude that the speed 
of light is relat~it depends on one~ sto,te o/ motion (as the bird and 
train analogy earlier in this chapter shows). Einstein, by presuming the 

speed of light to be absolute, was forced to conclude that space and time 
are relat~they depend on ones state of motion. Having deduced that 
space and time are relative, Einstein was then led onward by his quest for 
simplicity and beauty to his principle of relativity: No one state of motion 
is to be pniferred over any otlutr; all states o/ motion must be equa~ in the 
eyes of physical law. 

Not only was experiment unimportant in Einstein's construction of a 
new foundation for physics, the ideas of other physicists were also 
unimportant. He paid little attention to others' work. He seems not 
even to have read any of the important technical articles on space, 
time, and the aether that Hendrik Lorentz, Henri Poincare, Joseph 
Larmor, and others wrote between 1896 and 1905. 

In their articles, Lorentz, Poincare, and Larmor were groping to

ward the same revision of our notions of space and time as Einstein, but 
they were groping through a fog of misconceptions foisted on them by 
Newtonian physics. Einstein, by contrast, was able to cast off the New
tonian misconceptions. His conviction that the Universe loves simplic
ity and beauty, and his willingness to be guided by this conviction, 
even if it meant destroying the foundations of Newtonian physics, led 
him, with a clarity of thought that others could not match, to his new 
description of space and time. 
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The principle of relativity will play an important role later in this 
book. F01· this reason 1 shall devot.e a few pages to a deeper expJanation 
of it. 

A deeper explanation requires the concept of a reference .frame. A 
reference frame is a laboratory that contains all the measuring appara
tus onE> might need for whatever rneasuremen ts one wishes to malte. 
The laboratory and all its apparatus must move through the Universe 
together; they must all undergo the same motion. Jn fact, the motion of 
the reference frame is really the central issue. When a physicist speaks 
of ''different referenc-.e frames," the emphasis is on different states of 
motion and not on different measuring apparatuses in the two labora
torie-s. 

A reference frame's laboratory and its apparatus need not be real. 
They perfectly well can he imaginary constructs, existing only in the 
mind of the physicist who wants to ask some question such as, "If I 
were in a spacecraft floating through the asteroid belt, and I were to 
measure the size of some specific a.~eroid, what would the answer be?'' 
Such physicists i.magine themselves as having a reference frame (labo
ratory) attached.to their spacecraft and as using that frame's apparatus 
to make the measurement. 

Einstein expressed his principle of relativity not in terms of arbitrary 
reference frames, but. in terms of ratl•er special ones: frames (laborato
ries) that rnove freely under their own inertia, neither pushed nor 
pulled by any forces, and that therefore continue always onward in the 
same state of unifom1 motion as they began. Such frames Einstein 
c-alled inertial because their motion is governed solei y by their own 
inertia. 

A reference frame attached to a firing rocket (a laboratory inside the 
rocket) is not inertial, bet.-ause its motion is affected by the rocket's 
thrust as well as by its inertia. The thrust prevents the frame's motion 
from being uniform. A reference frame attached to the space shuttle as 
it reenters the Earth's atmosphere also is not inertial, because friction 
between the shuttle's skin and the Earth's air molecules slows the 
shuttle, making its motion nonuniform. 

Most imp011:ant, neaT any massive body such as the Earth, all refer
ence franu:~s are pulled by gravity. There is no way whatsoever to s}J.ield 
a reference frame (or any other object) from gravity's pull. 1llert-fore, 
by restricting himself to inertial frames, Einstein pre'\'ented himself 
from considering, in 1.905, physical situations in which gravity is im-
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portants; in effect, he idealized our Cniverse as one in which there is no 
gravity at all. Extreme idealizations like this are central to progress in 
physics; one throws away, conceptually, aspects of the Universe that are 
difficult to deal with, and only after gaining intellectual control over 
the remaining, easier aspects does one return to the harder ones. Ein
stein gained intellectual control over an idealized universe without 
gravity in 1905. He th~.n turned to the harder task of understanding the 
nature of space and time in our real, gravity-endowed Universe, a task 
that eventually would force him to conclude that gravity warps space 
and time (Chapter 2). 

With the concept of an inertial reference frame understood, we are 
now ready for a deeper, more precise formulation of Einstein's princi
ple of relativity: Formulate any law of physics in terms of measurements 
rruule in one inertial reference frame. Then, when restated in terms of 
measurements in any other inertialframe, that law of physics must take 
on precisely the same mathematical and logical form as in the original 
frame. In other words, the laws of physics must not provide any means 
to distinguish one inertial reference frame (one state of uniform mo
tion) from any other. 

Two examples of physica11aws will make this more clear: 

· • "Any free object {one on which no forces act) that initial1y is at rest 
in an inertial reference frame will always remain at rest; and any 
free object that initially is moving through an inertial reference 
frame will continue forever forward, along a straight line with 
comtant speed." If (as is the case) we have strong reason to believe 
that this re]ativistic version of Newton's first law of motion is true 
in at least one- inertial reference frame, then the principle of rela
tivity insists that it must be true in all inertial reference frames 
regardless of where they are in the universe and regardless of how 
fast they are moving. 

• Maxwell's laws of electromagnetism must take on the same math
ematical form in all reference frames. They failed to do so, when 
physics was built on Newtonian foundations (magnetic field lines 
could have ends in some frames but not in others), and this failure 
was deeply disturbing to Lorentz, Poincare, Larmor, and Einstein. 

3. This mean& that it was a bit unfair of me to use a high-speed sports car, which feels thP. 
Earth'• gravity, in my examplP. above. However, it turns out that because the Earth'$ gravita· 
tiona1 pull is perpeneicular to the direction of the ear's motion (downward versus horizontal), it 
hat no effett on any of the issues <lisr.uued in the sports-car atoty. 
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In Einstein's view it was uttBly unacceptable that the laws were 
simple and beautiful in one frame, that of the aether, but complex 
and ugly in all frames that moved relative to the aether. By recon
structing the foundations of physics, Einstein enabled Maxwell's 
laws to take on one and the sam.e sirnple, beautiful form (for 
example, "magnetic field lines never ever have any ends") in each 
and every inE>.rtial reference frame--in accord with his principle of 
relativity. 

The principle of relativity is actually a metaprinciple iit the sense 
tha.t it is not itself a law of physics, but instead is a pattern or rule 
which (Einstein asserted) must be obeyed by all laws of physics, no 
rnatter what those laws might be, no matter whether they are laws 
governing electricity and magnetism, or atoms and molecules, or steam 
engines and sports cars. The power of this metaprinciple is breathtak
ing. Every new law that is proposed must be tested agaillst it. Tf ~he 
new law passes the test (if the law is the same in every inE>rtial refer
ence frame), then the law has some hope of d~ribing the behavior of 
our Universe. If it fails the test, then it has no hope, Einstein asserted; it 
must be rejected. 

All of our experience in the nearly 100 years since 1 905 suggests that 
Einstein was right. All new laws that l1a ve bee11 successful in describ
ing the real Universe have turned out to obey Einstein's principle of 
relativity. This metaprinciple has become enshrined as a governor of 
physical law. 

In May 1905, once his discussion with Michele Angelo Besso had 
broken llis mental block and enabled him to abandon absolute time 
and space, Einstein needed only a few weeks of thinking and calculat·· 
ing to formulate his new foundation for physics, and t9 deduce its 
consequences for the nature of space, time, electromagnetism, and the 
behaviors of l1igh-speed objects. Two of the consequencE'.s were spectac
ular: mass can be L'Onverted into energy (which would become the 
foundation for the atomic bomb; see Chapter 6), and the inertia of 
every object must increase so rapidly, as its speed approaches the speed 
of light, that no matter how hard one pushes on the object, one can 
never make it reach or surpass the speed of light ("nothing can go 
faster than light").4 

i. :Ri1t llee Gnapte.r 14lor a ca"eat. 
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In late June, Einstein wrote a technical article describing his ideas 
and their consequences, and mailed it off to the Annalen der Physik. 
His article carried the somewhat mundane title "On the Electro
dynamics of Moving Bodies." But it was far from mundane. A quick 
perusal showed Einstein, the Swiss Patent Office's "technical expert 
third class," proposing a whole new foundation for physics, proposir1g a 
metaprinciple that all future physical laws must obey, radically revis
ing our concepts of space and time, and deriving spectacular conse
quences. Einstein's new foundation and its consequences would soon 
come to be known as special relativity ("special" because it correctly 
describes the Universe only in those spec-ial situations where gravity is 
unimportant). 

Einstein's article was received at the offices of the Annalen der Phy
sik in Leipzig on 30 June t 905. It was perused for accuracy and impor
tance by a referee, was passed as acceptable, and was published. 

In the weeks after publication, Kinstein waited expectantly for a 
response from the great physicists of the day. His viewpoint and con
clusions were so radical and had so little experimental basis that he 
expected sharp criticism and controversy. Instead, he was met with 
stony silence. F'inally, many weeks later, there arrived a letter from 
Berlin: Max Planck wanted clarification of some technical issues in the 
paper. Einstein was overjoyed! To have the attention of Planck, one of 
the most renowned of all living physicists, was deeply satisfying. And 
when Planck went on, the following year, to use Einstein's principle of 
relativity as a central tool in his own research, Einstein was further 
heartened. Planck's approval, the gradual approval of other leading 
physicists, and· most important his own supreme self-confidence held 
Einstein firm throughout the following twenty years as the controversy 
he had expected did, indeed, swirl around his relativhy theory. The 
controversy was still so strong in 1922 that, when the secretary of the 
Swedish Academy of Sciences informed Einstein by telegram that he 
had won the Nobel Prize, the telegram stated explicitly that relativity 
was not among the works on which the award was based. 

The controversy finally died in the 1930s, as technology became 
sufficiently advanced to produce accurate experimental verifications of 
special relativity's predictions. By now, in the 1990s, there is absolutely 
no room ·for doubt: Every day more than 1017 electrons in particle 
accelerators at Stanford University, Cornell University, and elsewhere 
are driven up to!speed.s as great as 0.9999999995 of the speed of light· ... 
and their behaviors at these uJtra-high speeds are in complete accord 
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with Einstein's special relati\istic laws of physics. J4'or example, the 
electrons· inertia increases as they near the speed of light, preventing 
thE'.m from ever reaching it; and when the electrons collide with tar
gets, they produce high -speed particles called mu mesons that live for 
only ~.22 m.icro~con.ds as measured by their own time, but because of 
time dilation live for 100 microseconds or more as measured by the 
physicists' time, at rest in the laboratory. 

The Nature of Physical Law 

Does the succ-.ess of Einstein's special relativity mean that we must 
totally abandon the Newtonian laws of physics? Obviously not. The 
Newtonian laws are still used widely in everyday life, in most fields of 
science, and in :most technology. \Ve don.'t pay attention to time dila·· 
tion when planning an airplane trip, and engineers don't worry about 
length contraction when designing an airplane. The dilation and co·n
traction are far too small to be of t'Oncern. 

Of course, if we wished to, we could use E.instein's laws rath~r than 
Newton's in everyday life. The two give almost precisely the same 
predit:tioDs for all physical effect3, since everyday life entails relative 
speeds that are very small compared to the speed of light. 

Einstein's and Newton's predictions begin to diverge strongly only at 
relative speeds approar.hing the speed of light. Then and only then 
must one abandon Ne\1\'ton's predi<.:tions and adllere strictly to Einstein's. 

This is an example of a very general pattern, one that we shall meet 
again in future chapters. It is a pattern that has been repeated over and 
over in tbe history of twentieth-celtturr ph}•sics: One set of laws (in our 
case the i.\Tewtonian.laws) is widely accepted at first, because it accords 
beautifully with experiment. But then experiments become more accu. 
rate and this first set of laws turns o·ut to work well only in a lialited 
domain, itll domain af validity {for Ne\\1:on's laws, the domain of speeds 
small compared to the speed of light). Physicists then struggle, experi
mentally and theoretically, to understand what is going on at the 
boundary of that domain of validity, and they finally formulate a new 
set of laws which ia highly succesaful inside, near, and beyond the 
boundary (in Newton's case, Einstein~ special relativity, valid at speeds 
approaching light as well as at low speeds). The11 the process repeats. 
We shall meet the repetition in com.ing chapters: The failure of !lpecial 
relativity when gravity becomes important, and its replacement by a 
new set of laws called gtnBnzl rekltivi~ (Chapter 2); the failure of 
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general relativity near the singularity inside a black hole, and its re
p1 acement by a new set of laws called quantum gravitv (Chapter 13). 

There has been an amazing feature of each transition from an old set 
of laws to a new one: In each case, physicists (if they were sufficiently 
clever) did not need any experimental guidance to tell them where the 
old set would begin to break down, that is, to tell them the boundary of 
its domain of validity. We have seen this already for Newtonian phys
ics: Maxwell's laws of electrodynamics did not mesh nicely with the 
absolute space of Newtonian physics. At. rest in absolute spar.e (in the 
frame of the aether), Maxwell's laws were simple and beautiful-for 
example, magnetic field lines have no ends. In moving frames, they 
became complicated and ugly--magnetic field lines sometimes have 
ends. However, the complications had negligible influence on the out
come of experiments when the frames moved, relative to absolute 
space, at speeds small compared to light; then almost all field lines are 
endless. Only at speeds approaching light were the ugly complications 
predicted to have a big enough influence to be measured easily: lots of 
ends. Thus, it wa8 reasonable to suspect, even without the Michelson-
Morley experiment, that the domain of validity of Newtonian physics 
might be speeds small compared to light, and that the- Newtonian laws 
might break down at speeds approaching light. 

In Chapter 2 we shall see, similarly, how special relativity predicts 
it.s own failure in the presence of gravity; and in Chapter 13, how 
general relativity predicts its own failure near a singularity. 

When contemplating the above sequence of sets oflaws (Newtonian 
physics, special relativity, general relativity, quantum gravity)--and a 
similar sequence oflaws governing the structure of matter and elemen
tary particles--most physicists are driven to believe that these se
quences are converging toward a set of ultimate laws that truly governs 
the Universe, laws that force the Universe to behave the way it does, 
thatforce rain to condense on windows,force the Sun to burn nuclear 
fuel,force black holes to produce gravitational waves when they col
lide, and so on. 

One might object that each set of laws in the sequence "looks" very 
diffell!nt from the preceding set. (For example, the absolute time of 
Newtonian physics looks very different from the many different time 
flows of special relativity.) In the "look.<;" of the laws, there is no sign 
whatsoever of convergence. Why, then, should we expet.1: convergence? 
The anawer is that one must distinguish sharply between the predic
tions made by a set oflaws and the mental images that the Jaws convey 
(what the laws "look like"). I expect convergence only in terms of 
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predictions, but that is all that ultimately counts. The mental images 
(one absolute time in Newtonian physics versus many time tlows in 
relativistic physics) are not important to the ultimate nature of reality. 
In fact, it is possible to change complete-ly what a set of laws "looks 
like" without changing its predictions. In Chapter 11, I shall discuss 
this remarkablE' fact and give examples, and shall explain its implica
tions for the t1ature of reality. 

Why do I expect convergence in terms of predictions? Because all 
the evidence we have points to it. Each set of laws has a larger domain 
of validity than the sets that pr~ded it: Newton's laws work through
out the domain of everyday life, but not in physicists' particle accelera
tors and not in exotic parts of the distant Universe, such as pulsars, 
quasars, and black holes; Ein~in'& general relativity laws work every
where in our laboratories, and everywhere in the distant Universe, 
except deep inside black holes and in the big bang where the Universe 
was born; the laws of quantum gravity (which we do not yet under
stand. at all well) may turo out to work absolutely everywhere. 

Throughout this book. 1 shall adopt, without apology, the view that 
there does exist an ultiJDate set of physical laws (which we do not as yet 
know but which might be quantum gravity), and that those laws truly 
do govern the Unive-rse around us, everywhere. They fi·m:e the Uni
verse to behave the way it does. When I am being extremely acc11rate, I 
shall say that the laws we now work with (for example, general relativ· 
ity) are "an approximation to" or ''an approximate description of" the 
true laws. However, I shall usually drop the qualifiers and not distin
guish between the true laws and our approximations to them. At tht-.se 
times I shall assert, for example, that "the general relativistic laws 
(rather than the true laws}.force a black hole tO hold light so tightly in 
its grip that the light cannot escape from the hole's horiton.'" This is 
how my colleagues and I as physicists think, when struggling to under
stand the Universe. It is a fruitful way to think; it has helped produce 
deep new insight.o; into .imploding stars, black holes, gravitational 
waves, and other phenomena. 

This viewpoint is incompatible with the common view that physi
cists work with theories which try to describe the t!niverse, but which 
are only human inventions and have no real power ove-r the Universe. 
The word theory, in fact~ is .so ladened with connotations of tentative
ness and human quirkiness that I shall avoid using it wherever possi
ble. In lts place I shall use the phrase physical law with its firm conno
tation of truly ruling the Universe, that is, truly forcing the Universe to 
behave as it does. 



2 

The Warping 
of Space and Time 

in which Hermann Minkowski 
unifies space and time, 

and Einstein warps them 

Minkowski's Absolute Spacetime 

The views of space and time which I wish to lay before you have 
sprung from the roil of experimental physics, and therein lies their 
strength. They are radical Henceforth, space by itself, and time by 
itself, are doomed to fade away into mere shadows, and only a kind 
of union of the two will preserve an independent reality. 

Wiili these words Hermann Minkowski revealed to the world, in 
September 1908, a new discovery about the nature of space and time. 

Einstein had shown that space and time are "relative."The length of 
an object and the flow of time are different when viewed from different 
reference frames. My time differs from yours if I move relative to you, 
and my space differs from yours. My time is a mixture of your time and 
your space; my space is a mixture of your space and your time. 

Minkowski, building on Einstein's work, had now discovered that 
the Universe is made of a four-dimensional "spacetime" fabric that is 
absolute, not relative. This four-dimensional fabric is the same as seen 
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from all reference frames (if only one can learn how to ''see" it); it 
exists independently of referent.-e frames. 

The following tale (adapted from Taylor and Wheeler, 199~) illus
trates the idea underlying Minkowski's discovery. 

Once upon a tjme, on an island called Mledina in a far-off Eastern 
sea, there lived a people with strc1nge customs and taboos. Each June, 
ou the lougest day of the year, all the Mledina men journeyed in a 
huge sailing vessel to a distant, sacred island called Serona, there to 
commune with an enormous toad. All night long the toad would en
chant them with marvelous tales of stars and galaxies, pulsars and 
quasars. The nex.t day the men would sail back to Mledina, filled with 
h:tspiration that sustained them fol' the whole of the following year. 

Each December, on the longest night of the year, the Mledina 
women sailed to Serona, communed with the same toad all the next 
day, and returned the next night, inspired with t.he toad's visions of 
stars and galaxies, quasars and pulsars. 

~ow, it was absolutely taboo for any Mledina. woman to describe to 
any Mledina man her journey to the sacred island of Serona, or any 
details of the toad's tales. The Mledina men were ruled by the same 
taboo. !'lever must they expose to a woman anything about their an
nual voyage. 

In the summer of 1905 a radical Mledina youth named Albett, who 
cared little for the taboos of his cultute, discovered and exposed to all 
the Mledinans, female and male, tw() sacred maps. One was the rnap by 
which the Mledina priestess guided the sailing vessel on the women's 
midwinter journey. The other was the map used by the M1edina priest 
on the men's midsummer voyage. What shame the men felt, having 
their sacred map exposed. The women's sharne was 110 less. But there 
the maps wen~, for everyone to see-and they c.ontained a great shock: 
'they disagreed about the location of Serona. The women were sailing 
eastward. 210 furlongs, then northward 100 furlongs, while the men 
were sailing eastwanl 164.5 furlongs, then northward 164.5 furlongs. 
How could this be? Religious tradition was firm; tlu~ women and the 
men wert• to seEk their annual inspiration from the same sacred toad 
on the samt- sacred island of Serona-

Most of the Mledinans dealt with their shame by pretending the 
exposed maps were fakes. But a wise old Mledina man named Her
mann. believed. For three years he struggled to understand the mystery 
of the maps' discrepancy. Finally, one autumn day in 1908, the truth 
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came to him: The Mledina men must be navigating by magnetic com
pass, and the Mledina women by the stars (Figure 2.1). The Mledina 
men reckoned north and east magnetically, the Mledina women reck
oned them by the rotation of the Earth which makes the stars turn 
overhead, and the two methods of reckoning differed by 20 degrees. 
When the men sailed north ward, as reckoned by them, they were 
actually sailing "north 20 degrees east," or about 80 percent north and 
20 percent east, as reckoned by the women. In this sense, the men's 
north was a mixture of the women's north and east, and similarly the 
women's north was a mixture of the men's north and west. 

The key that led Hennann to this discovery was the formula of 
Pythagoras: Take two legs of a right triangle; square the length of one 
leg, square the length of the other, add them, and take the square root. 
The result should be the length of the triangle's hypotenuse. 

The hypotenuse was the straight-line path from Mledina to Serona. 
The absolute distance along that straight-line path was .J21 Oi + 1 OOi 
= 232.6 furlongs as reckoned using the women's map with its legs 

2.1 The two mapa of the route from Mledina to Serona superimposed on each 
other, tQ~ether with Hermann's notations of magnetic north, true north, and the 
absolute distance . 
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along true east and true north. As reckoned using the men's map with 
its legs along magnetic east and magnetic nonh, the absolute distance 
was Jt64.5'l. + 164.5~ :::: 232.6 furlongs. The eastward distance and 
the northward distance were "relative"; they depended on whether the 
.map's reference frame was magnetic or true. But from either pair of 
relative distances one t--ould compute the same, absolute, straight-line 
distance. 

History dOt>.s not record how the people of Mledina, with their cul
ture of taboos, responded to thjs marvelous discovery. 

Hermann Minkowski's discovery was analogous to the discovery by 
Hermann the Mledinan: Suppose that you move relative to rne (for 
example, in your ultra-high-speed sports car). Then: 

• Just as magnetic north is a mixture of true north and true east, so 
also my time is a mixture of your time and your space. 

• Just as magnetic east is a mixture of true east and true south, so 
also my space is a mixture of your space and your time. 

• Just as magnetic north and east, and true north and east, are 
merely different ways of making measurements on a preexisting, 
two-dimensional surface--the surface of the Earth· -so also my 
space and time, and your space a.nd time, are merely different ways 
of making measurements on a preexisting, four-dimensional "sur
face" or "fabri.c," which Minkowski called spacetime. 

• Just as there is ar1 absolute, straight-line distance on the surface of 
the Earth from Mledina to Serona, computable from Pythagoras's 
formula Ub-i.ng either distances along magnetic north and east or 
distances along true north and east, so also between any two e·vent$ 
in spacetime there is an absolute straight-line interoa4 computable 
from an analogue of Pythagoras's formula using lengths and times 
measured in either refE'.rence frame, mine or yours. 

It was this analogue of Pythagoras's formula (I shall call it Minlr.owski's 
formula) that led Hermann Minkowski to his discovery of absolute 
spacetime. 

The details of Minkowski's formula will not be important in the rest 
of this book. There is no need to master them (though for readers who 
are curious, they are spelled out in Box 2.1). The only imponant thing 
is that events in spacetime are analogous to points in 5pace, and there is 
an absolute interval between any two events in spacetime completely 



Box 2.1 

Minkowski's Formula 

You zoom past me in a powerful, 1-kilometer-long sports car, at a speed of 
162,000 kilometers per second (54 percent of the speed of light); recall 
Figure 1.3. Your car's motion is shown in the following spacetime dia
grams. Diagram (a) is drawn from your viewpoint; (b) from mine. A.s you 
pass me, your car backfires, ejecting a puff of smoke from its tailpipe; this 
backfire event is labeled B in the diagrams. Two microseconds (two
millionths of a second) later, as seen by you, a firecracker on your front 
bumper detonates; this detonation event is labeled D. 
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Because space and time are relative (your space is a mixture of my space 
and my time), you and I disagree about the time separation between the 
backfire event B and the detonation event D. They arc separated by 2.0 
microseconds of your time, and by 4.51 microseconds of mine. Similarly, 
we disagree about the events' spatial separation; it is 1.0 kilometer in your 
space and 1.57 kilometers in mine. Despite these temporal and spatial 
disagreements, we agree that the two events are separated by a straight 
line in four-dimensional spacetime, and we agree that the "absolute inter
val" along that line (the spacetime length of the line) is 0.8 kilometer. 
(This is analogous to the Mledinan men and women agreeing on the 
straight-line distance betwf*>.n Mledina and Serona.) 

We can use Minkowski's formula to compute the absolute interval: We 
each multiply the events' time separation by the speed of light (299,79!2 
kilometers per second), getting the rounded-off numbers shown in the 
diagrams (0.600 kilometer for you, 1.35 kilometers for me). We then 
square the events' time and space separations, we subtract the squared 

(continued next page) 
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tinte separation from the squared space separation, and we take the square 
root. (This is analogous to the Mlcdinans squaring the etitward and 
northward separations, a.ddirtg them, and taking t.be square root.) As is 
shown in the diagrams, although your time and !!pace separations differ 
from mine, we get the same final answer for the absolute interval: 0.8 
kilometer. 

There is only one important difference between Minkowski's formula, 
which you and I follow, and Pythagoras's formula, which the Mledinans 
follow: Our squared 11eparations are to be subtracted rather than added. 
This subtraction is intimately connected to the physical difference be
twt>en spacetime, which you and I are exploring, and the Earth's surface, 
which ihe Mledinans explore--but at the risk of infuriating you, I shall 
forgo explaining the connection, and simply refer you to the discussions in 
Taylor and Wheeler (1992). 

analogous to the straight--line distance between any two points on a flat 
sheet of paper. Tbe absoluteness of this inte-rval (the fact that its value 
is the same, regardless of whose reference frame is "IJ.sed to compute it) 
demonstrates that spacetime has an absolute reality; it is a four-dimen
sioual fabric whh properties that are independent of one's motion. 

As we shall see in the coming pages, gravity is produced by a CUl'Va

tu.re (a warpage) of spacetime's absolute, four-dimensional fabric, and 
black holes, wormholes, gravitational waves, and singularities are all 
constructed wholly and solei y from that fabric; tha.t is, each of them is a 
specific type of spacetime warpage. 

Because the absolute fabric of spacetime is responsible for su~h fasci
nating phenomena, it is frustrating that you and I do not e:rtperienc_e it 
in()~ ev~ryday lives. The fault lies in our low-velocity technology (for 
e:rtample, sports cars that travel far more slowly than light). Because of 
our low velocities relative to each other, we experience space and tin1e 
solely as separdte entities, we never notice the discrepancies between 
the lengths and times that you and I measure (we never notice that 
space and time are relative), and we never notice that our relative 
spaces and times are unified to form spacetime's absolute, four-dimen
sional fabric. 

Mirakowski, you may recall, was the mathematics professor who had 
labeled Einstein a lazy dog in his student days. In 1902 Minkowski, a 
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Russian by birth, had left the ETH in Zurich to take up a more attrac
tive professorship in Gottingen, Germany. (Science was as interna
tional then as it is now.) In Gottingen, Minkowski studied Einstein's 
article on special relativity, and was impressed. That study led him to 
his 1908 discovery of the absolute nature of four-dimensional space
time. 

When Einstein learned of Minkowski's di~;cove:ry, he was not im
pressed. Minkowski was merely rewriting the laws of special relativity 
in a new, more mathematical language; and, to Einstein, the mathe
matics obscured the physical ideas that underlie the laws. As Minkow
ski continued to extol the beauties of his spacetime viewpoint, Einstein 
began to make jokes about Gottingen mathematicians describing rela
tivity in such complicated language that physicists wouldn't be able to 
understand it. 

The joke, in fact, was on Einstein. Four years later, in 1912, he 
would realize that Minkowski's absolute spacetime is an essential foun
dation for incorporating gravity into special relativity. Sadly, Minkow
ski did not live to see this; he died of appendicitis in 1909, at age 
forty-five. 

I shall return to !\!inkowski's absolute spacetime later in this chap
ter. First, however, I must develop another thread of my story: New
ton's law of gravity and Einstein's first steps toward reconciling it with 
special relativity, steps he took before he began to appreciate Minkow
ski'a breakthrough. 

Newton's Gravitational Law, 
and Einstein's First Steps to Marry It 

to Relativity 

Newton conceived of gravity as a force that acts between every pair 
of objects in the Universe, a force that pulls the objects toward each 
other. The larger the objects' masses and the closer they are together, 
the stronger the force. Stated more precisely, the force is proportional 
to the product of Lhe objeL-ts' masses and inversely proportional to the 
square of the distance between them .. 

This gravitational law was an enormous intellectual triumph. 'When 
combined with Newton's laws of motion, it explained the orbits of the 
planets around the Sun, and the moons around the planets, the ebb and 
flow of ocea.n tides, and the fall of rocks; and it taught Newton and his 
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seventeenth-century compatriots how to weigh the Sun and the Eartli.1 

During the two t:enturies that separated Newton and Einstein, as
tronomers' measurements of celestial orbits improved manyfold, put
ting Newton's gra"\-itationallaw to ever more stringent tests. Occasion
ally new astronomkal measurements disagreed with Newton's law, but 
in due course the observations or their interpretation turned out to be 
wrong. Time after time Newton's law triumphed over experimental or 
.intellectual error. For example, when the motion of the planet Uranus 
(which had been discovered in 1i81) appeared to violate the predic· 
tions of Newton's gravitational law, it seemed likely that the gravity of 
some other: undiscovered planet must be pulling on Uranus, perturb
ing its orbit. Calculations, based solely on Newton'slaws of gravity and 
motion and on the observations of Uranus, predicted where in the sky 
that new planet should be. In 1846, when 0. J. J. Leverriel' trai.ned his 
telescope on the spot, there the predicted planet was, too dim to be seen 
by the naked eye but bright enough for his telescope. This new planet, 
which vindicated Newton's gravitational law, was given the name 
"Neptune." 

In the early 1900s, there remained two other exquisitely s:rnall, but 
puzzling discrepancies with Newton's gravitational law. One, a pecu
liarity in the orbit of tlte planet Mercury, would ultimately turn out to 
herald a failure of Newton's law. The other, a peculiarity in the Moon's 
orbit, would ultlmat.ely go away; it would turn out to be a misinterpre
tation of the astronomers' measurements. As is so often the case with 
exquisitely precise measurements, it was difficult to discern which of 
the two discrepancies, if either, should be worried about. 

Einstein correctly suspect.ed that Mercury's peculiarity (an anoma
l()us shift of its perihelion; Box 2.2) was real and the Moon'• peculiarity 
was not. Mercury's peculiarity "smelled" real; the Moon's did not. 
However, this· suspected disagreement of experiment with Newton's 
gravitational law wa~; far less interesting and important to Einstein 
than his conviction that Newton's law would turn out to violate his 
newly formulated principle of relativity (the "metaprinciple" that all 
the laws of physics must be the sam.e in every inertial reference frame). 
Since Einstein believed firmly in his principle of relativity, such a 
violation would mean that Newton's gr-avitational law must be flawed.11 

I. See the note-co pap 6! for dt:tails. 
2. It wa8notcompletely obviona that Newton's gravitational law violated H~nsteik!'s princi· 

pie of relativity, be<2use Einstein, i.'l foml!llating his principle, had relied on thP concept of an 



Box 2.2 

The Perihelion Shift of Mercury 

Kepler described the orbit of Mercury as an ellipse with the Sun at one 
focus (left diagram, in which the elliptical elongation of the orbit is exag
gerated). However, by the late 1800s astronomers had deduced from their 
observations that Mercury's orbit is not quite elliptical. After each trip 
around its orbit, Mercury fails by a tiny amount to return to the same 
point as it started. This failure can be described as a shift, with each orbit, 
in the location of Mercury's closest point to the Sun (a shift of its perihe
lion). Astronomers measured a perihelion shift of 1.58 seconds ()f arc 
during each orbit (right diagram, in which the shift is exaggerated). 

Newton's law of gravity could account for 1.28 arc seconds of this 
1.58-arc-second shift: It was produced by the gravitational pull of Jupiter 
and the other planets on Mercury. However, there remained a 0.10-arc
second discrepancy: an anomalous 0.10-arc-.recond shift of Mercury's 
perihelion during each orbit. The astronomers claimed that the errors and 
uncertainties in their measurement were only 0.01 arc St.>eond in size, but 
considering the tiny angles being measured (0.01 arc second is equivalent 
to the angle subtended by a human hair at a distance of 10 kilometers), it 
is not surprising that many physicists of the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries were skeptical, and expected Newton's laws to tri
umph in the end. 

~CU[tY'S O:R,&T 
A.CCOiit.DlNG TO ~E~ 

inertial reference frame, and this concept could not be used in tbe presence of gr<~.vity. (There is 
no way to shield a reference frame from gravity and thereby permit it to move eolely under the 
influenre of Its own inertia.) However, Einstein was convinced that there must be some wav to 
extend the sway of his relativity principle into the realm of gravity (some way to "genvalize" 
it to include gravitational effects), and he was convinced that Newton's gravitational law would 
violate that yet· 'CO-be-formulated "generali2ed principle of relativity." 
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Einstein's reasoning was simple: According to Newton, the gravita
tional force depends on the distance between the two gravitating oh
_jects (for example, the Sun and Mercury), but according to relativity, 
that distance is different in different reference frames. For example, 
Einstein's relativity laws predict that the distance between the Sun and 
Mercury will differ by about a part in a billion, depending on whether 
one is riding on Mercury's surface when measuring it or riding on the 
surface of the Sun. If botb reference frames, Mercury's and the Sun's, 
are equally good in the eyes of the laws of physics, then which frame 
should be used to measure the distance that appears in Newton's gravi
tational law? Either d1oice, Mercury's frame or the Sun's, would violate 
the principle of relativity. This quandary convinced Einstein that New
ton's gravitational law must be flawed. 

Einstein's audacity is breathtaking. Having discarded Newton's ab
solute space and absolute time with almost no experimental justifica
tion, he was now inclined to discard Newton's enormously successful 
law of gravity, and with e~·en less experimental justification. However, 
he was motivated not by experiment, but by his deep, intuitive insight. 
into how the laws of physics ought to behave. 

Einstein began his search for a new law of gra~ity in 1907. His initial 
steps were triggered and guided by a writing project: Although the 
patent office now classified him as only a "technical expert second 
class" (recently promoted from third class), he was sufficiently re
spected by the world's great physici!its to be ir1vited to w1·ite a review 
article for the annual publication Jahrbuch der Radioaktivitiit und 
Elektrom1r. about his special relativistic laws of physics and their conse
quences. As he worked on his review, Einstein discovered a valuable 
strategy for scientific research: The necessity to lay out a S\tbject in a 
self-contained, coherent, pedagogical manner forces one to think about 
it in new ways. One is driven tc> examine all the subject's gaps and 
flaws, and seek cures for them. 

Gravity was his subject's biggest gap; special relativity, with its iner
tial frames on which no gravitational force can act, was totally ignorant 
of gravity. So while Einstein wrote, he kept looking for ways to incor
porate gravity into his relativistic laws. As happens to most people 
immened in a puzzle, even when Einstein wasn't thinking directly 
about this problem, the back of his mind mulled it over. Thus it was 
that one day in November 1907, in Einstein's own words, ''l was sitting 
in a chair in the patent office at Bern, when all of a sudden a thought 
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occurred to me: 'If a person falls freeJy, he will not feel his own 
weight.'" 

Now you or I could have had that thought, and it would not have led 
anywhere. But Einstein was different. He pursued ideas to their ulti
mate ends; he wrung from them every morsel of insight that he could. 
And this idea was key; it pointed toward a revolutionary new view of 
gravity. He later called it "the happiest thought of my life." 

The consequences of this thought tumbled forth quickly, and were 
immortalized in Einstein's review article. If you fall freely (for exam
ple, by jumping off a cliff), not only will you not feel your own weight, 
it will seem to you, in all respects, as though gravity had completely 
disappeared from your vicinity. For example, if you drop some rocks 
from your hand as you fall, you and the rocks will then fall together, 
side by side. If you look at the rocks and ignore your other surround
ings, you cannot discern whether you and the rocks are falling together 
toward the ground below or are floating freely in space, far from all 
gravitating bodies. In fact, Einstein realized, in your immediate vicin
ity, gravity is so irrelevant, so impossible to detect, that all the laws of 
physics, in a small reference frame {laboratory) that you carry with you 
as you fall, must be the same as if you were moving freely through a 
universe without gravity. In other words, your small, freely falling 
reference frame is "equivalent to'' an inertial reference frame in a 
gravity-free universe, and the laws of physics that you experience are 
the same as those in a gravity-free inertial frame; they are the laws of 
special relativity. {We shall learn later why the reference frame must 
be kept small, and that "small" means very small compared to the size 
of the Earth--or, more generally, very small compared to the distance 
over which the strength and direction of gravity change.) 
~an example of the equivalence between a gravity-free inertial 

frame and your small, free}y falling frame, consider the special relativ
istic law that describes the motion of a freely moving object (let it be a 
cannonball) in a universe without gravity. As measured in any inertial 
frame in that idealized universe, the ball must move along a straight 
line and with uniform velocity. Compare this with the ball's motion in 
our real, gravity-endowed Universe: If the ball is fired from a cannon 
on a grassy meadow on Earth and is watched by a dog who sits on the 
grass, the ball arcs up and over and falls back to Earth (Figure 2.2). It 
moves along a parabola. (solid black curve) as measured in the dog's 
reference frame. Einstein asks that you view this same cannonball 
from a small, freely falling reference frame. This is easiest if the 
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meadow is at the edge of a cliff. Then you can jump off the cliff just as 
the cannon is fired, and watch the ball as you fall. 

lu an aid in depicting what you s~ as you fall, imagiz1e that you 
hold in front of yourself a window with twelve panes of glass, and you 
watch the ball through your window (middle segment of Figure 2.2). 
As you fall, you see the clockwise sequence of scenes shown in Figure 
2.2. In looking at this sequence, ignore the dog, cannon, tree, and cliff; 
focus solely on your windowpanes and the ball. As seen by you, relative 
to your windowpanes, the ball moves along the straight dashed line 
with t.'onstant ve)()City. 

Thus, in the dog's reference frame the ball obeys Newton's laws; it 
moves along a parabola. Iu you.r small, freely fa})jng :reference frame it 
obeys. the laws of gra'llity-free special relati,•ity; it moves along a 
straight line with constant velocity. And what is true in this example 
must be true in general, Einstein realized in a great leap of insight: 

In any smal~ freely falling reference frame aTZywkere in our rea4 
grtJVity-endoUJed Universe, the laws of' physics must. be tire same tU they 
are in an i'.n.ertial reference frame in an idealized, gravity-free utziverse. 
Einstein called this the principle of equivalence, because it asserts that 
small, freely falli11g frames in the presence of gravity are equivalent to 
inertial frames in the absE!'nce of gravity. 

This assertion, Einstein realized, had an enormously important con
sequence: It implied that, if w~ merely give the name "inertial refer
ence frame" to every small, freely falling reference frame in our real, 
gravity-endowed universe (for example, to a little laboratory that you 
carry as you fall over the cliff), then el-·erything that special relativity 
says about inertial frames in an idealized universe without gravity will 
automatically also be true in our real Universe. Most .important, the 
principle rf relativity must be true: All small, inertial (freely falling) 
rf'ierence frames in our real, gravity-endowed Universe must be "cre
ated equal"; none can be preferred over any other in the eyes of the 
laws of physics. Or, stated more precisely (see Chapter 1 }: 

Ji'ormulate IPlY Jaw o/ phx$iCs in tenns of measu~-ements made in one 
smal4 inertial (freely falli.ng) reference frame. Then, when restated in 
terms of flleasurements in. any other small inertial (freely falling) frame, 
that law of physics must take Qn precisely the same mathematical and 
logical form as in the origi~taljrame. And this must be true whethf'.r the 
(freely falling) inertial frame is in gravity-free intergalactic space, or is 
falling off a cliff on Earth, or is at the center of our galaxy, or is falling 
through the horizon of a black. hole. 



(e) ( h ) 

( d ) ( c) 

2~ Center: You jump off a clift' holding a twelve-paned window in front of 
yourself. Remainder of figure. clockwise from the top: What you see through the 
window when a cannon is fired. Relative to the falling window fl-ame, the ball's 
trajectory is the straisht. dashed line; relative to the dog and the Earth's surface, 
it is the solid parabola. 
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With this extension of his principle of relativity to include gravity, 
Einstein took his first step toward a new set of gravitational laws- -l1is 
first step from special relativity to general relativity. 

Be patient, dear reader. This L-hapter is probably the most difficult 
one ir1 the book. My story will get less technical in the next chapter, 
when we start t-xploring black holes. 

Wthin days after formulating his equivalence principle, Einstein 
used it to make an amazing prediction, called gravitational time dila
tion.: q one is at rest relo.tive lO a gravitating body, then the nearer one is 
to the body. the m.o~ ~·lowlJ' ortes time must fl.ouJ. li'or example, in a 
room on Earth, time must flow more slowly near the floor than near 
the ceiling. This Earthly difference t.ums out to be so minuscule, how
ever (only 3 parts in 1 016; that is, 300 parts in a billi~o billion), that it is 
exCE".edingly difficult to deteet. By c.ontrast (as we shall see in the next 
chapter), near a black hole gravitational time dilation is enonnous: If 
the bole weighs 10 times as much as the Sun, then time will flow 6 
million times more slowly at 1 centimeter height above the hole's 
horizon than far from its hori:ton; and right at the horizon, the flow of 
time will be completely stopped. (Imagine the possibilities for time 
travel: If you descend to just above a black hole's horizon, hover there 
for one year of nea.r-horiwn time flow, and then ·return to Earth, you 
will find that during that one year of your time, millions of years have 
flown past on Earth!) 

Einstein discovered gravitational time dilation by a somewhat com
plicated argument, but later he produced a sjmple and elegant demon
stration of it, one that illustrates beautifully his methods of physical 
reasoning. That demonstration is presented in Box 2.4, and the- Doppler 
shift of light, on which it relies, is explained in Box 2.~. 

When starting to write his 1907 ~eview article, Einstein expected it 
to describe relativity in a universe without gravity. However, while 
writing, he had disc:overed three clues to the mystery of how gravity 
might mesh with his relativity laws-the equivalence principle, gravi
tatjonal time dilation, and the E'.xtension of his principle of relativity to 
inclt1de gravity---110 he incorporated those clues into his article. Then, 
around the beginning of December, he mailed the article off to the 
editor of the Jah.rhu.ch de,. Radioaktivitat und Elek.tronik and turned his 
attention full force to the challenge of devising a complete, relativistic 
description of gravity. 



Box 2.3 

Doppler Shift 

Whenever an emitter and a receiver of waves are moving toward each 
other, the receiver sees the waves shifted to higher frequency-that is, 
shorter period and shorter wavelength. If the emitter and receiver are 
moving apart, then the receiver sees the waves shifted to lower fre
quency-that is, longer period and longer wavelength. This is called the 
Doppler shift, and it is a property of all types of waves: sound waves, waves 
on water, electromagnetic waves, and so forth. 

For sound waves, the Doppler shift is a familiar everyday phenomenon. 
One hears it in the sudden lowering of the sound's pitch when a speeding 
ambulance passes with siren screeching (drawing b), or when a landing 
airplane passes overhead. One can understand the Doppler shift by think
ing about the diagrams below. 

--lW~~-&..J-,.,J,... __ .j . ... ·.,· .... 
l> 
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I 
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What is true of waves is also true of pulses. If the emitter transmits 
regularly spaced pulses of light (or of anything else), then the receiver, as 
the eJJlitter moves toward it, will encounter the pulses at a higher fre
quency (a shorter time between pulses) than the frequency with which 
they were emitted. 



Box 2.4 

Gravitational Time Dilation 

Take two identical docks. Place one on the floor of a room beside a hole 
into which it later will fall, and attach the other to the room's ceiling by a 
string. The ticking of the floor clock is regulated by the flow of time near 
the floor, and the ticking of the ceiling clock i.s regulated by the flow of 
time near the ceiling. 

Let the ceiling clock emit a very short pulse of light whenever it ticks, 
and direct the pulses downward, toward the Roor clock. Immediately 
before the ceiling clock emits its first pulse, cut the string that holds it, so 
it is falling freely. If the time between ticks is very short, then at the 
moment it next ticks and emits its second pulse, the clock will have fallen 
only imperceptibly and wiU still be very nearly at rest with respect to the 
ceiling (diagram a). This in turn means that tbe clock is stilt feeling the 
same flow of time as does the ceiling itself; that is, the interval between its 
pulse emissions is governed by the ceiling's time flow. 

( .. ) ( b ) 

Immediately before the fint pulse of light reaches the floor, drop the 
floor dock into the hole (diagram b). The sec:ond pulse at·riYes so soon 
afterward that the freely falling floor clock has moved irnperceptibly 
between pulses, and is still very nearly at rest with respect to the floor, and 
therE>iore is still feeling the same flow of time as does the floo·r itself. 

In this wa.y, Einstein convened the problem of comparing the flow of 
time as felt by the ceiling and the floor into the problem of comparing the 
ticking rates of two freely falling clocks: the falling ceiling clock which 

(continued nat page) 



(Bar 2.4 continued) 

feels ceiling time, and the falling floor clock which feels floor time. Ein
stein's equivalence principle then permitted him to compare the ticks of 
the freely falling clocks with the aid of his special relativistic laws. 

Bec-.ause the ceiling clock was dropped before the floor clock, its down
ward speed is always greater than that of the floor clock (diagram b)j that 
is, it moves toward the floor clock. This jmplies that the floor clock will see 
the ceiling clock's light pulses Doppler-shifted (Box 2.3); that is, it will see 
them arrive more closely spaced in time than the time between its own 
ticks. Since the time betwee11 pulses was regulated by the ceiling's time 
flow, and the time between floor-clock ticks is regulated by the floor's 
time flow, this means that time must flow more slowly near the floor than 
near the ceiling; in other words, gravity must dilate the flow of time. 

On December 24, he wrote to a friend saying, "At this time I am 
busy with considerations on relativity theory in connection with the 
law of gravitation ... I hope to clear up the so-far unexplained secular 
changes of the perihelion shift of Mercury ... but thus far it does not 
seem to work." By early !908, frustrated by no real progress, Einstein 
gave up, and turned his attention to the realm of atoms, molecules, and 
radiation (the "realm of the small"), where the unsolved problems for 
the moment seemed more tractable and interesting.5 

Through 1908 (while Minkowski unified space and time, and Ein
stein pooh-poohed the unification), and through 1909, 1910, and 191 t, 
Einstein stayed with the realm of the small. These years also saw him 
move from the patent office in Bern to an associate professorship at the 
University of Zurich, and a full professorship in Prague--a center of 
the Austro-Hungarian empire's cultural life. 

Einstein's life as a professor was not easy. He found it irritating to 
have to give regular lectures on topics not close to his research. He 
could summon neither the energy to pTepare such lectures well nor the 
enthusiasm to make them scintillate, even though when lecturing on 
topics dear to his heart, he was brilliant. Einstein was now a full
fledged member of Europe's acadE'.mic circle, but he was paying a price. 
Despite this price, his research in the realm of the small moved for
ward impressively, producing insights that later would win him the 
Nobel Prize (see Box 4.1). 

Then, in mid-191 t, Einstein's fascination with the small waned and 
his attention returned to gravity, with which he would struggle almost 

!I. Chapter 4 and especially Box 4.1. 
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full time until his trilzmphant formulation of gemmsl relativity in 
November 1915. 

The initial focus of Einstein's gravit.ational struggle was tidtll gravi
tatiDML forces. 

Tidal Gravity 
and Spacetime Curvature 

Imagine yourself an astronaut out i11 space, far above the Earth's 
equator, and falling freely toward it. Although, as you fall, you will not 
feel your own weight, you will, in fact, feel some tiny, :residual effe,:ts 
of gravity. Those residuals are called "tidal gravity," and they can be 
understood by thinking about. the gravitational fon."eS you feel, first 
from the viewpoiT1t of 110n1e<>ue watching you from the Earth below, 
and rhen from your own viewpoint. 

.2.~ As you fall toward F..arth, tidal gratitational forces stretch you from head to 
foot and squeeze you from the sides. 

·.: _:-~ ~~ -~--·., .. 
"e~\~'JI view,-htii " 

( a ) 

1:ouJ: vlaw7oi,._~ .. 

( b ) 
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As seen from Earth (Figure 2.3a), the gravitational pull is slightly 
different on various parts of your body. Because your feet are closer to 
the Earth than your head, gravity pulls more strongly on them than on 
your head, so it stretches you from foot to head. And because gravity 
pulls always toward the Earth's <".enter, a direction that is slightly left
ward on your right side and slightly rightward on your left side, the 
pull is slightly leftward on your right and slightly rightward on your 
left; that is, it squeezes your sides inward. 

From your viewpoint (Figure 2.3b), the large, downward force of 
gravity is gone, vanished. You feel weightless. However, the vanished 
piece of gravity is only the piece that pulled you downward. The 
head-to-foot stretch and side-to-side squeeze remain. They are caused 
by the di;fferences between gravity on the outer parts of your body and 
gravity at your body's center, differences that you cannot get rid of by 
falling freely. 

The vertical stretch and lateral squeeze that you feel, as you fall, are 
called tidal gravity or tidal gravitational forces, because, when the 
Moon is their source rather than the Earth and when the Earth is 
feeling them rather than you, they produce the ocean tides. See Box 
~.5. 

In deducing his principle of equivalence, Einstein ignored tidal 
gravitational forces; he pretended they do not exist. (Recall the essence 
of his argument: As you fall freely, you "will not feel your own weight" 
and "it will seem to you, in all respects, as though gravity has disap
peared from your vicinity.") Einstein justified ignoring tidal forces by 
imagining that you (and your reference frame) are very small. For 
example, if you are the size of an ant or smaller, then your body parts 
will all be very close to each other, the direction and strength of grav
ity's pull will therefore be very nearly the same on the outer parts of 
your body as at its center, and the difference in gravity between your 
outer parts and your center, which causes the tidal stretch and squeeze, 
will be extremely small. On the other hand, if you are a 5000-kilorne
ter-tall giant, then the direction and strength of the Earth's gravita
tional pull will differ greatly between the outer parts of your body and 
its center; and correspondingly, as you fall, you will experience a huge 
tidal stretch and squeeze. 

This reasoning convinced Einstein that, in a sufficiently small, 
freely falling reference frame (a frame very small compared to the 
distance over which gravity's pull changes), one should not be able to 
detect any influences of tidal gravity whatsoever; that is, small, freely 
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Box 2.5 

Ocean Tides Produced by Tidal Forces 

On the side of the F..artb nearest the 
Moon, the lunar gr.avity is stronger 
than at the Earth's center, so it pulls 
the oce-c~ns toward lhe Moon more 
strongly than it pull~: tl1c solid .F~arth, 
and the oceans in response stretch out
ward a bit toward the Moon. On the 
side farthest from the Moon, the lunar 
gravity is weaker, so it pulls tbe oceans 
toward the Moon less strongly than it 
pulls the solid Earth, and the oceans in 
response stretch out a'\\"3Y from the 
Moon. On the left side of the l~arth, 
the Moon's gravitational pull, which 
points tc>ward the Moon's center, has a 
slight rightward component, and on 
the right side it has a slight leftward 
component; and these components 
squee?.e the oceans inward. This pat
tern of (lcear1i<: strP.tcb and squeezE!' 
produces two high tides and two low 
tides E'.ar.h day, as the :Eanh rotates. 

MOON If the tides at your favorite ocean 
beach do not behave in precisely this way, it i.~ 110t the fa11lt of the Moon's 
gr:avity; rather, it is because of two effects: ( 1) There is a lag in the 'va ter' s 
response tc> the tidal grav:ity. It take11 time for the water to move in aud out 
of bays, harbors, river channels, fjords, and other indentations in the 
coastline. (2) The Sun's ~rravitational stretch and squeeze are alrnost as 
strong ori. the Earth as the ~oon's, but are oriented differently bet:ause the 
Sun's position in t.he sky is (usually) different fro:rn the Moon's. The 
Earth's tides are a result-of tl.J:e combinecl tidal gravity of the Sun and the 
Moon. . 

falling reference frames in our gravity-endowe-d Universe are eq,~iva
lent to inertial fnune.; in a uniYerse without gravity. But not so for 
large frames. And the tidal forces felt iu large frames seemed to Ein
stein, in 1911, to be a key to the ultimate nature of gravity. 
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It was clear how Newton's gravitational law explains tidal forces: 
They are produced by a difference in the strength and direction of 
gravity's pull, from one place to another. But Newton's law, with its 
gravitational force that depends on distance, had to be wrong; it vio
lated the principle of relativity ("in whose frame was the distance to be 
measured?"). Einstein's challenge was to formtl1ate a completely new 
gravitational law that is simultaneously compatible with the principle 
of relativity and explains tidal gravity in some new, simple, compelling 
way. 

From mid-1911 to mid-1912, Einstein tried to explain tidal gravity 
by assuming that time is warped, but space is flat. This radical-sound
ing idea was a natural outgrowth of gravitational time dilation: The 
different rates of flow of time near the ceiling and the floor of a room 
on Earth could be thought of as a warpage of time. Perhaps, Einstein 
speculated, a more complicated pattern of time warpage might produce 
all known gravitational effects, from tidal gravity to the elliptical orbits 
of the planets to even the anomalous perihelion shift of Mercury. 

After a twelve-month pursuit of this intriguing idea, Einstein aban
doned it, and for a good reason. Time is relative. Your time is a mixture 
of my time and my space (if we move with respect to each other), and 
therefore, if your time is warped but your space is flat, then my time 
and my space must both be warped, as must be everybody else's. You 
and only you will have a flat space, so the laws of physics must be 
picking out your reference frame as fundamentally different from all 
others-in violation of the principle of relativity. 

Nevertheless, time warpage "smelled right" to Einstein, so per
haps-he reasoned- everybody's time is warped and, inevitably 
alongside that, everybody's space is warped. Perhaps tht>.se combined 
warpages could explain tidal gravity. 

The idea of a warpage of both. time and space was rather daunting. 
Since the Universe admits an infinite number of different reference 
frames, each moving with a different velocity, there would have to be 
an infinity of warped times and an infinity of warped spaces! lt'ortu
nately,-Einstein realized, Hermann Minkowski had provided a power
ful tool for simplifying such complexity: "Henceforth, space by itself, 
and time by itself, are doomed to fade away into mere shadows, and 
only a kind of union of the two will preserve an independent reality." 
There is just one, unique, absolute, four-dimensional spacetime in our 
Univene; and a warpage of everyone's time and everyone's space must 
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show up as a warpage of!Wink.ow.~ki~<; single, unique, absolute spacetime. 
This was the conclusion to which Einstein was driven in the summer 

of 1912 (though he preferred to use the word ''curvature" ratl1er than 
"warpage"). After four years of ridieuJing Minkowski's idea of absolute 
spac.etime, Einstein had finally been driven to t>mhrace it: and warp it. 

What does it mean for spacetime to be curved (or warped)? For 
elarity, ask first what it means for a two-dimensional surface to he 
curved {or warped). F'igure 2.4 shows a flat surface and a curved sur
face. On the flat surface (an ordinary sheet of pa.per) are drawn two 
absolutely straight lines. The lines start out side by side and parallel. 
'fhe ancient Greek mathematician Euclid, who created the subject now 
called "Euclidean geometry,•: used as one of his geometric postulates 
tbe demand that two such initially parallel lines 11e1·er erOS$. This 
non-crossing is all unequivocal tt"..&t for the flatness of the surface on 
which the lines are drawn. If space is flat, then initially parallel 
straight lines can never cross. If we ever find a pair of initially parallel 
straight lines that do cross. then we will know that space is not flat. 

The curved surface i11 Figure 2.4 is a globe of the Earth. Locate on 
that globe the city of Quito, Equador; it sits on the equator. Send out a 
pre<'..i.sely straight line from Quho, directed northv.rard. The line will 
travel northw~trd, at constant longitude, through the North Pole. 

In what sense is this a straight line? In two senses. One is the- sense so 
crucial to airlines: It is a great circle, and the great circles on the Earth's 

2.4 Two straifrht lines. initially paralleJ, nt.-ver cross on a flat surface sucb as the 
sheet of paper shown on the left. Two straight lines, 1nitially paral1el. will t)])i
ea.lly cross on a curved surtace such as the globe of the worJd shown on lhe right . 
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globe are the shortest routes between two points and thus are the kinds 
of routes along which airlines like to fly. Construct any other line 
connecting Quito to the North Pole; it will necessarily be longer than 
the great circle. 

The second sense of straightness is the one that we shall use below, 
when discussing spacetime: In sufficiently small regions on the globe 
along the great circle's route, the globe's curvature can hardly be no
ticed. In such a region, the great circle looks straight in the usual 
flat-sheet-of-paper sense of straightness--the sense of straightness used 
by professional surveyors, who lay out boundaries of property using 
transits or laser beams. The great circle is straight, in this surveyors' 
sense, in each and every small region along its route. 

Mathematicians use the name geodesic for any line, on a curved or 
warped surface, that is straight in these two senses: the airlines' "short
est route" sense, and the surveyors' sense. 

Now move eastward on the globe from Quito by a few centimeters, 
and construct a new straight line (great circle; geodesic) that is pre
cisely parallel, at the equator, to the one through Quito. This straight 
line, like the first one, will pass through the globe's .!Sorth Pole. It is the 
curvature of the globe~ surface thatforces the two straight lines, initially 
paralle~ to cross at the North Pole. 

With this understanding of the effects of curvature in two-dimen
sional surfaces, we can return to four-dimensional spacetime and ask 
about curvature there. 

In an idealized universe without gravity, there is no warpage of 
space, no warpage of time; spacetime has no curvature. In such a uni
verse, according to Einstein's special relativity laws, freely moving 
particles must travel along absolutely straight lines. They must main
tain constant direction and constant velocity, as measured in any and 
every inertial reference frame. This is a fundamental tenet of special 
relativity. 

Now, Einstein's eq~alence principle guarantees that gravity can
not change this fl.lndamental tenet of free motion: Whenever a freely 
moving particle, in our real, gravity-endowed Universe, enters and 
passes through a small, inertia1 (freely falling) reference frame, the 
particle must move along a straight line through that frame. Straight
line motion through a small inertial frame, however, is the obvious 
analogue of straight-line behavior as measured by surveyors in a small 
region of the Earth's surface; and just as such straight-line behavior in 
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small regions on Earth implies that a lme is actually a gei)desic of the 
Earth's 11urface, so also the particle's straight-line motion in small re
gions of spacetime implies that the particle moves along a geodesic of 
spacetime. And "'hat is true of this particle must be true of all particles: 
Every fi-eely m011ing particle (eve'Y particle on whick no forces, e:&eefH 
grar-•ity; act,) travels along a geodesic of sp«etime. 

As soon as .Einatein realized this, it became obvious to him that tidal 
gra,;ity is a manifestation <!f spacetime curvatw-e. 

To understand why, imagine the following thought experiment 
(mine, not Einstein's). Stand on the ice sheet at the North Po}e, holding 
two small balls, one in each hand (Figute 2.5). Throw the balls into the 
air side by side, so they rise upwa.rd along precisely parallel trajectories, 

~-5 ~ balls thrown Jnlo lhe air on precisely IJQJ'allel traJectories, if able to 
pas& UhUJipeded lhl'OIJ&b tbe F.artb, wUJ oolUde near the Earth's center. 
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and then watch them fall back to Earth. Now, in a thought experiment 
such as this, you can do anything you wish so long as it does not violate 
the laws of physics. You wish to watch the trajectories of the balls as 
they fall under the action of gravity, not only above the Earth's surface, 
but also below. For this purpose, you can pretend that the balls are 
made of a material that falls through the Earth's soil and rock without 
being slowed at all (tiny black holes would have this property), and you 
can pretend that you and a friend on the opposite side of the Earth, 
who also watches, can follow the balls' motion inside the Earth via 
"X-ray vision." 

As the balls fall into the Earth, the Earth's tidal gravity squeezes 
them together in the same way as it squeezes your sides if you are a 
falling astronaut (Figure 2.5). The strength of the tidal gravity is just 
right to make both balls fall almost precisely toward the Earth's center, 
and hit each other there. 

Now comes the payoff of this thought experiment: Each ball moved 
along a precisely straight line (a geodesic) through spacetime. Initially 
the two straight lines were parallel. Later they crossed (the balls col
lided). This crossing of initially parallel, straight lines signals a curva
ture of spacetime. From Einstein's viewpoint, spacetime curvature 
causes the crossing, that is, causes the balls' collision, just as the curva
ture of the globe caused straight lines to cross in Figure 2.4. From 
Newton's viewpoint, tidal gravity causes the crossing. 

Thus, Einstein and Newton, with their very different viewpoints on 
the nature of space and time, give very different names to the agent 
that causes the crossing. Einstein calls it spacetime curvature; Newton 
calls it tidal gravity. But there is just one agent acting. Therefore, 
spacetime curvature and tidal gravity must be precisely the same thing, 
expressed in different languages. 

Our human minds have great difficulty visualizing curved surfaces 
with more than two dimensions; therefore, it is nearly impossible to 
visualize the curvature of four-dimensional spacetime. Some insight 
can be gained, however, by looking at various two-dimensional pieces 
~f spacetime. Figure 2.6 uses two such pieces to explain how spacetime 
~rvature creates the tidal stretch and squeeze that produce the ocean 
tides. 

Figure 2.6a depicts one piece of spacetime in the vicinity of Earth, a 
piece that includes time, plus space along the direction toward the 
Moon. The Moon curves this piece of spacetime, and the curvature 
stretches apart two geodesics, in the manner shown. Correspondingly, 
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we humans see two freely moving particles, which travel along the 
geodesics, get stretched apart as they travel, and we inter.pTet that 
stretching as a ti.dal gravitational force. This stretching tidal force 
(spacetime curvature) affects not only freely moving partides, hut also 
the Earth's oceans; it stretches the oreans in the manner .shown in Box 
~.5, producing oceanic bulges on the sides of the Earth neaTe$t and 
farthest. from the Moon. The two bulges are trying to travel along 
geodesics of d1e curved spacetime (Jo'igure 2.6a), and therefore ate try
ing to fly apart; hut the Earth's gravity {the spacetime curvatul'e pro
duced by the Earth; not shown iu the diagram) is counteracting that 
flight, so the ocean merely bulges. 

Figure 2.6b is a diffeten.t piece of spacetime near Earth, a. piece that 
includes time, plus space along a direction transverse to the Moon's 
direction. The Moon curves this piece of spacetime, and the cun·ature 

squeezes geodesics together in the manner shown. Correspondingly, we 
humans see freely .moving particles that travel along ~esics trans
verse to the Moon's direction get squeezed together by the curvature 
(by the Moon's tidal gravity), and similarly we see the Earth's oceans 
get squeezed along directions transverse to the direction of the Moon. 
This tidal squeeze prodcices the transverse oceanic compressions shown 

in Box 2.5. 

2.6 T\'t·o two-dimensional ~ of curved spacetime, in the vicinity of the 
Earth. The curvature is produced by the Moon. The curvature creates a tidal 
stretch aJong the dil'ection towaro the Moon (a), and a tidal squee7.e along the 
direction tran.Sl'eJ'.!Ie to the Moon (b), and this stretch and squeeze produr.e the 
ocean's tides in !hP manner discussed in B<.Jx 2.5, above. 

( a) ( h ) 
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Einstein was a professor in Prague in the summer of 1912, when he 
realized that tidal gravity and spacetime curvature are one and the 
same thing. It was a wonderful revelation-though he was not yet 
certain of it and did not yet understand it as fully as I have described it, 
and it did not provide a complete explanation of gravity. It told Ein
stein that spacetime curvature dictates the motion of free particles and 
raises the tides on the ocean, but it did not tell him how the curvature is 
produced. Einstein believed that the matter inside the Sun and Earth 
and other planets is somehow responsible for the curvature. But how? 
How does matter warp spacetime, and what are the details of the warp
age? A quest for tpe law of warpage became Einstein's central concern. 

A few weeks -....ttfter ''discovering" spacetime curvature, Einstein 
moved from PraP,e back to Zurich, to take up a professorship at his 
alma mater, the liTH. Upon arriving in Zurich in August 1912, Ein
stein sought advice from an old classmate, Marcel Grossmann, who was 
now a professor of mathematics there. Einstein explained his idea that 
tidal gravity is spacetime curvature, and then asked whether any math
ematician had ever developed a set of mathematical equations that 
could help him figure out the law of warpage, that is, the law that 
describes how matter forces spacetime to curve. Grossmann, whose 
specialty was other aspects of geometry, wasn't sure, but after browsing 
in the library he came back with an answer: Yes, the necessary equa
tions did exist. They had been invented largely by the German mathe
matician Bernhard Riemann in the t 860s, the Italian Gregorio Ricci in 
the 1880s, and Ricci's student Tullio Levi-Civita in the 1890s and 
1900s; they were called the "absolute differential calculus" (or, in 
physicists' language of 1915-1960, "tensor analysis," or in the language 
of 1960 to the present, ~'differential geometry"). But, Grossmann told 
Einstein, this differential geometry is a terrible mess which physicists 
should not be involved with. Were there any other geometries that 
could be used to figure out the law of warpage? No. 

And so, with much help from Grossmann, Einstein set out to maste-r 
the intricacies of differential geometry. As Grossmann taught mathe
matics to Einstein, Einstein taught something of physics to Grossmann. 
Einstein later quoted Grossmann as saying, "I concede that I did after 
all gain something rather important from the study of physics. Before, 
when I sat on a chair and felt a trace of heat left by my 'pre-sitter,' I 
used to shudder a little. That is completely gone, for on this point 
physics has taught me that heat is something completely impersonal." 
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Learning differential geometry was not an easy task for Einstein. 
The spirit of the subject was alien to the intuitive p.'l].ysical arguments 
that he found so natural. In late October 1912 he wrote to Arnold 
Sommerfeld. a leading German physicist: "I am now occupying myself 
exclusively with the problem of gravitation and believe that, with the 
aid of a local mathematician [Grossmann] who is a friend of mine I'll 
now be able tO master all the difficulti~.s. But one thing is ce-min, that 
in all my life I have never struggled so hard, and that I have been 
infused with great respect for mathematics the subtler parts of wl1ich, 
in my simple--mindedness, I had considered pure luxury up to now! 
Compared to this problem the original relativity theory [special rela
tivity] is child's play. n 

Together Einstein and Grossmann struggled through the autumn 
and into the winter with the puzzle of how matter for<'..es spac--P.time to 
curve. But despite t!1eir all-out effort, the mathematics could not be 
brought into accord with F~instein's vision. The law of warpage eluded. 
them. 

Einstein was convinced that the l~w of warpage should obey a gener
alized (enlarged) version if his principle of relativity: It should look the 
&a.me in every reference frame -not just inertial (freely falling) 
frames, but non-inertial frames as well. The law of warpage should. not 
rely for it.s formulation on any special reference frame or any special 
clru;s of reference frames whatsoever:' Sadly, tl1e equations of differen
tial geometry did not see.m to admit such a law_ Finally, in late winteor, 
Einstein and Grossmann gave up the search and published the best law 
of warpage they could find--a law that relied for it5 definitjon on a 
special class of rP.ference frames-

EinsteirJ, eternally the optimist, managed to convince hinu;elf, 
briefly, that this was 110 catastrophe- To his physicist friend Paul .E.h
renfest he wrote in early 1913, "What can be more beautiful than that 
this necessary specialization follows from [the mathematical equations 
for the conservation of energy and momentumj?" But after further 
thought he regarded it a disaster. He wrote to Lorentz in August 1913: 
"My faith in the reliability of the theory [the "law of warpage"] still 
fluctuates ... - (Because of tl1e failure to obey the generali~ed principle 
of relativity,) the theory contradicts its own starting point and all is up 
in the air." 

4. Einstein used the new phrase '·gener-~1 rovarillllce" for this propertJ, ald1ough it was just 
a llatural extt~n.,ion of hi, pri<~cip!.- of relativity. 
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As Einstein and Grossmann struggled with spacetime curvature, 
other physicists scattered over the European continent took up the 
challenge of uniting the laws of gravity with special relativity. But 
none of them-Gunnar Nordstrom in Helsinki, Ii'inland; Gustav Mie 
in Greifswald, Germany; Max Abraham in Milano, Italy-adopted 
Einstein's spacetime eurvature viewpoint. Instead they treated gruity, 
like electromagnetism, as due to a force field which lives in Minkow
ski's flat, special relativistic spacetime. And no wonder they took this 
approach: The mathematics used by Einstein and Grossmann was hor
rendously complex, and it had produced a law of warpage that1violated 
its authors' own precepts. 

Controversy swirled among the proponents of the various view
points. Wrote Abraham, "Someone who, like this author, has had to 
warn repeatedly against the siren song of [the principle of relativity] 
will greet with satisfaction the fact that its originator has now con
vinced himself of its untenability." Wrote Einstein in reply, "In my 
opinion the situation does not indicate the failure of the relativity 
principle .... There is not the slightest ground to doubt its validity." 
And privately he described Abraham's theory of gravity as "a stately 
horse which lacks three legs." Writing to friends in 1913 and 1914 
Einstein said of the controversy, "1 enjoy it that this affair is at least 
taken up with the requisite animation. I enjoy the controversies. Figaro 
mood: I'll play him a tune." "1 enjoy it that colleagues occupy them
selves at all with the theory [developed by Grossmrum and me], al
though for the time being with the purpose of killing it .... On the face 
ofit, Nordstrom's theory ... is much more plausible. But it, too, is built 
on [flat, Minkowskian spacetime], the belief in which amounts, 1 feel, 
to something like a superstition." 

In April 1914 Einstein left the ETH for a professorship in Berlin 
which carried no teaching duties. At last he <'.ould work on research as 
much as he wished, and even do so in the stimulating vicinity of 
Berlin's great physicists, Max Planck and Walther Nernst. In Berlin, 
despite the June 1914 outbreak of the First World V\.T ar, Einstein con
tinued his quest for an acceptable description of how matter curves 
spacetime, a description that did not rely on any special class of refer
ence frames-an improved law of warpage. 

A three-hour train ride from Berlin, in the university village of 
Gottingen where Minkowski had worked, there lived one of the great
est mathematicians of all time: David Hilbert. During 1914 and 1915 
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Hilbert pursued a passionate interest in physics. Einstein's published 
ideas fascinated him, so in late June of 1915 he invited Einstein down 
for a visit. Einstein stayed for about a week and gave six two-hour 
lectures to Hilbert and his colleagues. Several days after the visit Ein
stein wrote to a friend, "I had the gre-at joy of seeing in Gottingen that 
everything [about roy work] is understood to the last detail. With 
Hilbert I am just enraptured." 

Several months after returning to Berlin, Einstein became more 
deeply distressed than ever with the Einstein-Grossmann law of warp
age. Not only did it violate his vision that the laws of gravity should be 
the same in all reference frames, hut also, he discovered after arduous 
calculation, it gave a wrong value for the anomalous perihelion shift of 
Mercury's orbit. He had hoped his theory would explain the perihelion 
shift, thereby triumphantly resolving the shift's discrepa11cy with New
ton's laws. Such an achievement would give at least some experimental 
confirmation that his laws of gravity were right and Newton's wr.ong. 
However, his calculation, based on the Einstein-Grossmann law of 
warpage, gave a perihelion shift half as large as ·was observed. 

Pouring over his old calculCl,tions with Grossmann, Einstein discov
ered a few crucial mistakes. Feverishly he worked through the month 
of October, and on 4 November he presented, at the weekly plenary 
session of the Prussian Academy of Sciences in Berlin, an account of his 
mistakes and a revised law of warpage--still slightly dependent on a 
special class of reference frames, bu.t less so than before. 

Remaining dissatisfied, Einstein struggled all the next week wit.h 
his 4 November law, found D1istab.a, and presented yet another pro
posal for the law of warpage at the Academy meeting of 11 November. 
But still the law relied on special frames; still it violated his principle of 
J-elath·i ty. 

Resigning himself to this violation, Einstein struggled during the 
next week to compute consequences of his new law that could be 
observed with telescopes. It predicted, he found, that starlight passil1g 
the limb of the Sun should be deflected gravitationally by an angle of 
1.7 seconds of arc (a prediction that would be verified four years later 
by careful measurements during a solar eclipse). More important to 
Einstein, the new law yielded the correct perihelion shift for Mercury! 
He was beside himself with joy; for three days he was so excited that he 
couldn't work. This triumph he presented at the next meeting of the 
Academy on 18 .November. 

But his law's violation of the relativity principle still troubled him. 
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So during the next week Einstein poured back over his calculations and 
found another mistake--the crucial one. At last everything fell into 
place. The entire mathematical formalism was now free of any depen
dence on special reference frames: It had the same form when ex
pressed in each and every reference frame (see Box 2.6 below) and thus 
obeyed the principle of relativity. Einstein's vision of 1914 was fully 
vindicated! And the new formalism still gave the same predictions for 
t~e shift of Mercury's perihelion and for the gravitational deflection of 
light, and it incorporated his 1907 prediction of gravitational time 
dilation. These conclusions, and the final definitive form of his general 
relativity law of warpage, Einstein presented to the Prussian Academy 
on 25 November. 

Three days later Einstein wrote to his friend Arnold Sommerfeld: 
"During the past month I had one of the most exciting and strenuous 
times of my life, but also one of the most successful." Then, in a 
January letter to Paul Ehrenfest: "Imagine my joy [that my new law of 
warpage obeys the principle of relativity] and at the result that the 
[law predicts] the correct perihelion motion of Mercury. 1 was beside 
myself V~--i.th ecstasy for days.n And, later, speaking of the same period: 
"The years of searching in the dark for a truth that one feels but cannot 
express, the intense desire and the alternations of confidence and mis
giving until one breaks through to clarity and understanding, are 
known only to him who has himself experienced them." 

Remarkably, Einstein was not the first to discover d1e correct form of 
the law of warpage, the form that obeys his relativity principle. Recog
nition for the first discovery must go to Hilbert. In autumn 1915, even 
as Einstein was struggling toward the right law, making mathematical 
mistake after mistake, Hilbert was mulling over the things he had 
learned from Einstein's summer visit to Gottingen. While he was on an 
autumn vacation on the island of Rugen in the Baltic the key idea 
came to him, and within a few weeks he had the right law--derived 
not by the arduous trial-and-error path of Einstein, but by an elegant, 
succinct mathematical route. Hi!bert presented his derivation and the 
resulting law at a meeting of the Royal Academy of Sciences in Gottin
gen on 20 November 1915, just five days before Einstein's presentation 
of the same law at the Prussian Academy meeting in Berlin. 

Quite naturally, and in accord with Hilbert's own view of things, the 
resulting law of warpage was quickly given the name the Ri.nsteinfield 
equation (Box 2.6) rather than being named after Hilbert. Hilbert had 
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Box 2.6 

The Einstein Field Equation: 
Einstein's Law of Spacetime Warpage 

Einstein's law of spacctimtJ warpage, the Einstein field equation, states that 
"mass and pressure warp spacetime." More specifi~ally: 

At any lo<".ation in spacetime, choose an arbitrary reference frame. In 
that referenre frame, explore the curvature of spacetime by stL1dying how 
the curvature (that is, tidal g:r·avity) pushes freely moving particles to
gether or pulls them apart along each of the three directions of the chosen 
frame's space: the east-west direction, the north-south direction, and the 
up-down direction. The particles move along geodesics of spacetime (Fig
ure ~.6), and the rate at which they are pushed together or pulled apart is 
proportional to the strength of the curvature along the direction between 
them. If they are pushed together as in diagrams (a) and (b), the curvature 
is said to be positive; if they are pulled apart as in (c), the curvature is 
negative. 

( ... ) ( b ) ( c ) 

Add together the strengths of the curvatures along all three directions, 
east--west [diagram (a)], nonh-south [diagram (b)], and up-down [dia
gram (c)]. Einstein's field equation states that. the sum of the strengths of 
r.hese three cU/'VIl.tU.res is proportional to the Jensity of mass in the partitle's 
vicinity (multiplied bJ· the speed of light squared to convert it into a density 
qf energy·'; see Box 5.2), plus } times the pres.vure of matter in the particles' 
vicinity. 

Even though yon and I may be at. the same location in spacetime (say, 
flying over Paris, France, at noon on 14 July 1996), if we move relative to 
each other, your space will be different from minl' and similarly the 
density of mass (for example, the mass of the air around us) that you 
measure will be different from the density that I measure, and the pre&
sure of matter (for example, the air pressure) that we measure will differ. 
Similarly, it turns out, the sum of the three curvatures of !!pacctime that 

(corninued next page) 
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you measure will be different from the sum that J measure. However, you 
and I must each lind that the sum of the curvatures we measure is propor
tional to the density of mass we measure plus 3 times the pressure we 
measure. In this sense, the Einstein field equation is the same in every 
reference frame; it obeys Einstein's principle of relativity. 

Under most circumstances (for example, throughout the solar system), 
the pressure of matter is tiny compared to its mass density times the speed 
of light squared, and dlerefore the pressure is an unimportant contributor 
to spacetime curvature; the spacetime warpage is due almost solely to mass. 
Only deep inside neutron stars (Chapter 5), and in a few other exotic 
places, is pressure a significant contributor to the warpage. 

By madlematically manipulating the Einstein field equation, Einstein 
and other physicists have not only explained the deflection of starlight by 
the Sun and the motions of the planets in their orbits, including the 
mysterious perihelion shift of Mercury, they have also predicted the exis
tence of black holes (Chapter 3), gravitational waves (Chapter 1 0), sin
gularities of spacetime (Chapter 13), and perhaps the existence of worm
holes and time machines (Chapter 14). The remainder of this book is 
devoted to this legacy of Einstein's genius. 

carried out the last few mathematical steps to its discovery indepen
dently and almost simultaneously with Einstein, but Einstein was re
sponsible for essentially everything that preceded those steps: the rec
ognition tltat tidal gravity must be the same thing as a warpage of 
spacetime, the vision that the law of warpage must obey the relativity 
principle, and the first 90 percent of that law, the Einstein fjeld equa
tion. In fact, without Einstein the general relativistic laws of gravity 
might not have been discovered until several decades later. 

As I browse through Einstein's published scientific papers (a brows
ing which, unfortunately, I must do in the 1965 Russian edition of his 
collected works because I read no German and most of his papers have 
not as of 1995 been translated into English!), I am struck by the pro
found change of character of Einstein's work in 1912. Before 1912 his 
papers are fantastic for their elegance, their deep intuition, and their 
modest use of mathematics. Many of the arguments are the same as 
those which I and my friends use in the 1990s when we teach courses 
on relativity. Nobody h~ learned to improve on those arguments. By 
contrast, after 1912, complex mathematics abounds in Einstein's pa-
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pers-thoug.h usually in combination with insights about physical 
laws. This combination of mathematics and physical insight, which 
only Einstein among all physicists working on gravity had in the pe
riod 1912-1915, ultimately led Einstein to the full form of his gravita
tional laws. 

But Einstein wielded his mathematical tools with some clumsiness. 
As Hilbert was later to say, "Every boy in the streets of Gottingen 
understands more about four-dimensional geometry than Einstein. 
Yet, in spite of that, Einstein did the work [formulated the general 
:relativistic laws of gravity] and not the mathematicians." He did the 
work because mathematics was not enough; Einstein's unique physical 
insight was also needed.. 

Actually, Hilbert exaggerated. Einstein was a rather good mathema
tician, though in mathematical technique he was not the towering 
figure that he was in physical insight. As a result, few of Einstein's 
post-1912 arguments are presented today in the way Einstein pre
sented them. People have learned improvements. And, with the quest 
to understand the laws of physics becoming more and more mathemat
ical as the years after 1915 passed, Einstein became less and less the 
dominant figure he had been. The torch was passed to others. 



"rp 

Black Holes 
Discovered and 

Rejected 

in which Ei11.~nllaws 
of warped spacetime 
predict black holes, 

and Einstein rejects the prediction 

.1 he essential result of this investigation.'' Albert Einstein wrote in 
a technical paper in 1939, "is a clear understanding as to why the · 
'Schwarz.schild singularities' do not exist in pl1ysical reality." With 
these words, Einstein made clear and unequivocal his rejection of his 
own intellectual legacy: the black holes that his general relativistic 
laws of gravity seemed to be predicting. 

Only a few features of black holes had as yet been deduced from 
Einstein's laws, and the name "black holes" had not yet been coined; 
they were being called "Schwarzschild singularities." However, it was 
clear that anything that falls into a black hole can never get back out 
and cannot send light or anything else out, and this was enough to 
convince Einstein and most other physicists of his day that black holes 
are outrageously bizarre objects which surely should not exist in the 
real Universe. Somehow, the laws of physics must protect the Universe 
from such beasts. 

What was known about black holes, when Einstein so strongly re
jected them? How firm was general relativity's prediction that they do 
exist? How could Einstein reject that prediction and still maintain 
confidence in his general relativistic laws? The answers to these ques
tions have their roots in the eighteenth century. 
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1..,hroughout the 1700s, scientists (then called natur.al philosophers) 
believed that gravity was governed by Newton's laws, and that light 
was made of corpuscles (particles) that are emitted by their sources at a 
very high, universal speed. That speed was known to he about 300,000 
kilometers per second, thanks to telescopic mt-asurements of light 
emitted by Jupiter's moons as they orbit around their parent planet. 

In 1783 John Michell, a British natural philosopher, dared to com
bine the corpuscular description of ligltt with Newton's gravitation 
laws and thereby predict what very compact stars should look like. He 
did this by a thought experiment which I repeat here in modified form: 

Launch a particle from the surface of a star with some initial speed, 
and let it movt- freely upward. I£ the initial speed is too low, the star's 
gravity will slow the particle to a halt and then pull it back to the star's 
surface. If the initial speed is high enough, gravity will slow the parti· 
cle bu.t not stop it; the particle will manage to escape. The dividing line, 
the minimum initial speed for escape, is called the "escape velocity." 
For a particle ejected from the Earth's surface, the escape velocity is 11 
kilometers per second; for a particle ejected from the Sun's surface, it is 
617 kilometers per second, or 0.2 percent of the speed of light. 

Michell could compute the f'.scape velocity using Newton's laws of 
gravity, and could show that it is proportional to the square root of the 
star's mass divided by its circumference. Thus, for a star of fixed mass, 
the smaller the circumference, the larger the escape velocity. The rea
son is simple: The smaller the circumference, the closer the star's sur
face is to its center, and thus the stronger is gravity at its surface, and 
the harder the particle has to work ·to escape the star's gravitational 
pull. 

There is a critical circumference, Michell reasoned, for which the 
escape velocity is the speed of light. If corpuscles of light are affected by 
gravity in the same manner as other kinds of particles, then light can 
barely escape from a star that. has this criti<-.al cirL'Umference. For a star 
a bit smaller, light cannot escape at all. When a corpuscle of light is 
launched from such a star with the standard light velocity of 299,792 
kilometers per second, it will fly upward at first, then slow to a halt and 
fall back to the star's surface; see Figure 3.1. 

Michell could easily compute the critical circumference; it was 18.5 
kilometers, if the star had the same mass as the Sun, and proportion
ately larger if the mass were larger. 

Nothing in the eighteenth-century laws of physics prevented so 
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3.1 The behavior of light emitted from a star that is smaller than the critical 
circumference, as computed in t785 by John ~ichell using Newton's laws of 
gravity and corpuscular description of light. 

compact a star from existing. Thus, Michell was led to speculate that 
the Universe might contain a huge number of such dark stars, each 
living llappily inside its own critical circumference, and each invisible 
from Earth because the corpuscles of light emitted from its surface are 
inexorably pulled back down. Such dark stars were the eighteenth· 
century versions of black holes. 

Michell, who was Rector of Thornhill in Yorkshire, England, re
ported his prediction that dark stars might exist to the Royal Society of 
London on 27 November 1785. His report made a bit of a splash among 
British natural philosoph~. Thirteen years later, the French natural 
philosopher Pierre Simon Laplace popularized the same prediction in 
the first edition of his famous work Le Systeme du Monde, without 
reference to Michell's earlier work. Laplace kept his dark-star predic· 
tion in the second (1799) edition, but by the time of the third (1808) 
edition, Thomas Young's discovery of the interference of light with 
itself' was forcing natural philosophers to abandon the corpuscular 
description oflight in favor of a wave description devised by Christiaan 
Huygens-and ic was not at all clear how this wave description should 
be meshed wit.~ Newton's laws of gravity so as to compute the effect of 
a star's gravity on the light it emits. For this reason, presumably, 
Laplace deleted the concept of a dark star from the third and subse
quent editions of his book. 

l. Chapter 10. 

12} 
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Only in November 1915, after Einstein had formulated his general 
relativistic laws of gravity, did physicists once again believe they un
derstood gravitation and light well enough to compute the effect of a 
star's gravity on the light it emits. Only then could they return with 
confidence to the dark stars (black holes) of Michell and Laplace. 

The first step was made- by Karl Schwanschild, one of the most 
distinguished astrophysicists of the early twentieth century. Schwan
schild, then serving in the German army on the Russian front of World 
War I, read Einstein's formulation of general relativity in the 25 No
vember 1915 issue of the Proceedings of the Prussian Academy of 
&iences. Almost immediately he set out to discover what predictions 
Einstein's new gravitation laws might make about stars. 

Since it would be very complicated, mathematically, to analyze a 
star that spins or is nonspherical, Schwarzschild confined himself to 
stars that do not spin at all and that. are precisely spherical, and to ease 
his calculations, he sought first a mathematical description of the star's 
exterior and delayed its interior until later. Within a few days he had 
the answer. He had calculated, in exact detail, from Einstein's new 
field equation, the curvature of spacetime outside any spherical, non
spinning star. His calculation was elegant and beautiful, and the 
curved spacetime geometry that it predicted, the &hwarz.schild geome
try as it soon came to be known, was destined to have enormous impact 
on our understanding of gravity and the Universe. 

Schwarzschild mailed to Einstein a paper describing his calculations, 
and Einstein presented it in his behalf at a meeting of the Prussian 
Academy of Sciences in Berlin on 13 January 1916. Several weeks later, 
Einstein presented the Academy a second paper by Schwarzschild: an 
exact computation of the spacetime curvature inside the star. Only four 
months later, Schwarzschild's remarkable productivity was halted: On 
19 June, Einstein had the sad task of reporting to the Academy that 
Karl Schwarzschild had died of an illness contracted on the Russian 
front. 

The Schwarzschild geometry is the first concrete example of space
time curvature that we have met in this book. For this reason, and 
because it is so central to the properties of black holes, we shall exam
ine it in detail. 

If we had been thinking all our lives about space and time as an 
absolute, unified, four-dimensional spacetime "fabric," then it would 



Karl Schwarzschild in his academic robe in GOtlin@en, Germany. [Courtesy AlP 
Emilio Segre Vi~ual Archives.] 
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be appropriate to describe the Schwarnchild geometry immediately in 
the language of curved (warped), four-dimensional spacetime. How
ever, ou.r everyday experience is with three-dimensional space and 
one-dimensional time, un-unified; therefore, l shall give a description 
in which warped spacetime is split up into warped space plus warped 
time. 

Since space and time are "relative" (my space differs from your 
space and my time from yours, if we are moving relative to each 
othefi), such a split requires first choosing a reference frame-that is, 
choosing a state of motion. For a star, there is a natural choice, one in 
which the star is at rest; that is, the star's own reference frame- In other 
words, it is natural to examine the &tar's own space and the star's own 
time ra.ther than the spare and time of someone moving at high speed 
through the star. 

A<r. an aid in visualizing the curvature (warpage) of the star's space, I 
shall use a drawing called an embedding diagram. Because embedding 
diagrams will play a major role in future chapters, I shall introduce the 
conrept carefully, 'vith the help of an analogy. 

Imagine a family of human-like creatures who live in a universe 
with only two sp'cltial dimensions. Their u11iverse is the curved, bowl
like surface depicted in Figure 5.2. They, like their universe, are two
dimensional; they are infinitesimally thin perpendicular to the surface. 
Moreover, they cannot see Oltt of the surface; they see by means of light 
rays that move in the surlace and never leave it. Thus, these ''!aD 
beings," as I shall call them, have no method whatsoever to get any 
information about anything outside their two-dimensional universe. 

These !lD beings can explore thf> geometry of their two-dimensio11al 
universe by making measurem~nts on stra.ight lines, triangles, and 
circles. Their straight lines are the "geodesics'' discussed in Chapter 2 
(Figure 2.+ and associated ~..xt): the straightest lines that exist il1 their 
two-dimensional universe. ln the bottom of their universe's "bowl," 
which we see in Figure 3.2 as a segment of a sphere, their straight lines 
are segments of great circles like the equatar of the Earth or its lines of 
coustant longitude- Outside the lip of the bowl their universe is flat, so 
their straight lines are what we would recognize as ordinary straight 
lines. 

If the 2.0 beings examitte any pair of parallel straight lines in the 
outer, flat part of their univt>rse (for exarnple, L1 and LZ of Figure 3.2), 

g. Figure 1.3, and the leswllS o( the talf! of ~fi..Oina and Serollil in Chapt.r.r 2. 
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then no matter how far the beings follow those lines, they will never 
see them cross. In d1is way, the beings discover d1e flatness of the outer 
region. On the other hand, if they construct the parallel straight lines 
L3 and L4 outside the bowl's lip, and then follow those lines into the 
bowl region, keeping them always as straight as possible (keeping 
them geodesics), they will see the lines cross at the bottom of the bowl. 
In this way, they discover that the inner, bowl region of their universe 
is curved. 

The 2D beings can also discover the flatness of the outer region and 
the curvature of the inner region by measuring circles and triangles 
(Figure 3.2). In the outer region, the cin:umferences of all circles are 
equal to 1t (3.14159265 ... ) times their diameters. In the inner region, 
circumferences of circles are less than 1t times their diameters; for 
example, the large circle drawn near the bowl's bottom in Figure 3.2 
has a circumference equal to 2.5 times its diameter. When the 20 
beings construct a triangle whose sides are straight lines (geodesics) 
and then add up the triangle's interior angles, they obtain 180 degrees 
in the outer, flat region, and more than 180 degrees in the inner, 
curved region. 

Having discovered, by such measurements, that their universe is 
curved, the 20 beings might begin to speculate about the existence of a 
three-dimensional space in which their universe resides·· in which it is 
embedded They might give that three-dimensional space the name 

3.~ A two-dimensional universe peopled by 20 beings. 
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hype1-space, and specu1ate about its properties; for example, they might 
presume it to be ''flat" in the Euclidean sense that straight, parallel 
lines in it never cross. You and l have no difficulty visualizing such a 
hyperspace; it is the three-dimensional space of Figure 3.2, the space of 
our everyday experience. However, the 2D beings, with their limited 
two-dimensional experience, would have great difficulty visuali?.ing it 
Moreover: there is no way that they could ever learn whether such a 
hyperspace rea1ly exists. They can never get out of their two-dimen
sional universe and into hyperspace's third dimension, and because 
they see only by means of light rays tha.t stay always in their llDiverse, 
they r.an never see into hyperspace. For thexn, hyperspace would be 
entirely hypothetical. 

The third dimension of hyperspace has nothing to do with the ZD 
beings' "time" dimen.sio·n, which they might also think of as a third 
dimension. 'When thinking about hyperspace, the beings would actu
ally have to think in terms of four dimensions: two for the space of 
their universe, one for its time, and cme- for the third dimension of 
hyperspace. 

W. are three-dimensional beings, and we live in a curved three
dimensional spa<.'e. If we were to make measllrements of the geometry 
of our space inside and near a star- -the &hwarzschild geometr,--we 
would discover it to be cu.rved in a manner clo~ly analogous to that of 
the 2D beings' universe. 

We can speculate about a higher-dimensiona1, 11at hyperspace in 
which our curved, three-dimensional space is embedded. It turns out 
that such a hyperspace must have six dimensions in order to accoznmo
da.te curved three-dimensional spaces like ours inside itself. (And when 
we remember that our Universe also has a time dimeltsi<m, we must 
think in terms of seven dimensi()Jls in all.) 

Now, it is even hardeT for me to visualize our three-dimensional 
space embedded in a six-dimensional hyperspace than it would be for 
2D beings to visualize tl1eir two-dimensional space embedded in a 
three-dimensional hypei'spa.re. However, there is a. trick tllat helps 
enormously, a trick depicted in Figure 5.5. 

Figure ?>.?> shows a thought experiment: A thin sheet of material is 
ir1serted through a star in its eqllatorial plane (upper left), so the sheet 
bisects the star leaving precisely identical halves above and below it. 
E"en though this equatorial sheet looks flat in the picture~ it is not 
really flat. The star's mab'S warps three-dimf'-nsional space inside and 
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around the star in a manner that the upper left picture cannot convey, 
and that warpage curves the equatorial sheet in a manner the picture 
does not show. We can discover the sheet's curvature by making geo
metric measurements on it in our real, physical space, in precisely the 
same way as the 2D beings make measurements in the two-dimen
sional space of their universe. Such measurements will reveal that 
straight lines which are initially parallel cross near the star's center, the 
circumference of any circle inside or near the star is less than 7t times 
its diameter, and the sums of the internal angles of triangles are greater 
than 180 degrees. The details of these curved-space distortions are 
predicted by Schwanschild's solution of Einstein's equation. 

To aid in visualizing this Schwarzschild curvature, we, like the 2D 
beings, can imagine extracting the equatorial sheet from the curved, 
three-dimensional space of our real Universe, and embedding it in a 
fiL'titious, flat, three-dimensional hyperspace (lower right in Figure 
3.3). ln the uncurved hyperspace, the sheet can maintain its curved 
geometry only by bending downward like a bowl. Such diagrams of 
two-dimensional sheets from our curved Universe, embedded in a hy
pothetical, flat, three-dimensional hyperspace, are called embedding 
diagrams. 

5.5 The curvature of the three-dimensional space inside and around a star 
(upper left), as depicted by means of an embeddifl8 diagram (lower ri8ht). This 
is the curvature predicted by Schwarzschild's solution to Einstein's field equa
tion. 

PHYSICAL SPACE 
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It is tempting to think of hyperspace's third dimeusion as being the 
same as the third SJ>atia1 dimension of our own Universe. We must 

avoid this temptation. Hyperspace's third dimension has nothi.ng what
soever to do with anJ of the dimensions of our own Universe. It is a 
dimension in to which we can never go and never see, and from whi(;h 
we car1 never get any informatio11; it is purelr hypothetical. Nonethe
less, it is useful. It helps us visualiz~ the Schwarzschild geometry, and 
later in this book it will help us visualize other curved--space geome
tries: those of black holes, gravitational waves, singularities, and worm· 
holes (Chapten 6, 7, 10, 13, and 14). 

As the embedding diagram in Figure 5.5 shows. the Schwarzschild 
geometry of the star's equatorial sheet is qualitatively the same as the 
geometry of the 2D beings' universe: Inside the star, the geometry is 
bowl-like ~UJd curved; far from the star it becomes flat. As with the 
large circle in the 2D beings' bowl (Figure 3.2), so also here (Figure 
5.3), the star's circumference divided by its diameter is less than 1t. For 
our Sun, the ratio of circumference to diamet.er is predicted to be less 
than 1t by several parts in a milliun; in other words, inside the Sun, 
space is flat to within several parts in a rnillion. However, if the Sun 
kept its same .mass and were made smaller and smaller in circumfer
ence, then the cnrvature inside it would be<:ome stronger and stronger. 
the downward dip of the bowl in the embedding diagrarn of F'ig11re 3.3 
would become more and more pronounced, and the ratio of circumfer
ence to diameU>..r would becon1e substantially less than 1t. 

Because space is different in different reference frames ("your space 
is a mixture of my spare and my time, if we move relative to each 
other"), the details of the star's spatial curvature wiH be different as 
measured in. a reference frame that moves at high speed relative to the 
star than as measured in a frame where the star is at rest. In the space 
of the high-speed reference frame, the star is somewhat squashed per
pendicular to its direction of motion, so the embedding diagram looks 
much like that of Figure 5.5, but with the howl compressed trans· 
versely into an oblong shape. This squashing is the curved-space vari
ant of the coutraction of space that Fitzgerald discovere-d in a universe 
without gravity (ChapteT 1 ). 

Schwarzschild's solution to the Einstein field equation describes not 
only this cun-ature (or warpage) of space, but also a warpage of time 
near the star--a warpage produced by the star's strong gravity. lu a 
reference frame that is at rest with respect to the star, and not flying 
past it at high speed, this time warpage is precisely the gravitational 
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time dilation discussed in Chapter 2 (Box 2. 4 and associated discussion): 
Near the star's surface, time flows more slowly than far away, and at 
the star's center, it flows slower still. 

In the case of the Sun, the time warpage is small: At the Sun's 
surface, time should flow more slowly by just 2 parts in a milhon (64 
seconds in one year) than far from the Sun, and at the Sun's center it 
should flow more slowly than far away by about 1 part in 100,000 (5 
minutes in one year). However, if the Sun kept its same mass and were 
made smaller in circumference so its surface was closer to its center, 
then its gravity would be stronger, and correspondingly its gravita·· 
tional time dilation-its warpage of time--wou1d become larger. 

One consequence of this time warpage is the gravitational redshift of 
light emitted from a star's surface. Since the light's frequency of oscil
lation is governed by the flow of time at the place where the light is 
emitted, light emerging from atoms on the star's surface will have a 
lower frequency when it reaches Earth than light emitted by the same 
kinds of atoms in .illterstellar space. The frequency will be lowered by 
precisely the same amount as the flow of time is slowed. A lower 
frequency mean.s a longer wavelength, so light from the star must be 
shifted toward the red end of tbe spectrum by the same amount as tirne 
is dilated on the star's surface. 

At the Sun's surface the time dilation is 2 parts in a million, so the 
gravitational redshift of light arriving at the Earth from the Sun 
should also be 2 parts in a million. This was too small a redshift to be 
measured definitively i.n Einstein's day, but in the early 1960s, technol
ogy began to c-..a.tch up wi.th Einstein's laws of gravity: Jim Brault of 
Princeton University, in a very delicate experiment, measured the red
shift of the Sun's light, and obtained a result in nice agreement with 
Einstein's prediction. 

Within a few years after Schwarzschild's untintely death, his space-
time geometry became a standard working tool for physicists and astro
physicists. Many people, including Einstein, studied it and computed 
its implications. All agreed and took seriously the conclusion that, if the 
star were rather large in circumference, like the- Sun, then spacetime 
inside and around it should be very slightly curved, and light emitted 
from it.c; surface and received at Earth should be shifted in color, ever so 
slightly, toward the red. All also agreed that the more compact the star, 
the greater must be the warpage of its spacetime and the larger the 
gravitational redshift of light from its surface. However, few were 

1)1 
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willing to take seriously the extreme predictions that the Schwarz
schild geometry gave for highly compact stars (Figure 5.4 ): 

The Schwarzschild geometry predicted that for each star there is a 
critical circumference, which depends on the star's mass- --the r;ame 
critical circumference as had been discovered by John Michell and 
Pierre Simon Laplace more than a century earlier: 18.5 kilometers 
tirnes the mass of the star il!/u-nits of the mass of the Sun. If the star's 
actual circumference is ,larger than this critical one by a factor of 4 
(upper part of F'igure ~.4), then the star's space will be- moderately 
curved as showlt, time ·at its surface will flow 15 percent more slowly 
than far away, and light emitted from its surface will be shifted toward 
the red end C>[ the spectrum by 15 percent. If the star's circwnference is 
smaller, ju"t twice the critical one (middle part of Figure 3.4 ), its space 
will be more strongly curved, time at its surface will flow 41 percent 

:5.4 <'~neral r.elativity•s predictions for the curvature of space and the red&hift 
of light from lhree highly compact stan with the same mass but different cir· 
cmnferences. The first is four timP.S la~ than the critical circumference, the 
second is twice as laJ'8e as critical. and the third has its circumference precisely 
critical. In modern language. the surface of the third star is a black ·hole horizon. 

PHl51CAL SPACE HIPE~.SPAC.E 
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more slofily than far away, and light from its surface will be redshifted 
by 41 p~cent. These predictions seemed acceptable and reasonable. 
What did-~ot seem at all reasonable to physicists and astrophysicists of 
the 1920s, or even as late as the 1960s, was the prediction for a star 
whose actual circumference was the same as its critical one (bottom 
part of Figure 3.4 ). For such a star, with its more strongly curved space, 
the flow of time at the star's surface is infinitely dilated; time does not 
flow at aU-it is frozen. And (:orrespondingly, no matter what may be 
the color of light when it begins its journey upward from the star's 
surface, it must get shifted beyond the red, beyond the infrared, beyond 
radio wavelet1gths, all the way to infinite wavelengths; that is, all the 
way out of existence. In modem language, the star's surface, with its 
critical circumference, is precisely at the horizon of a black hole; the 
star, by its strong gravity, is creating a black-hole horizon around itself. 

The bottom line of this Schwarzschild-geometry- discussion is the 
same as that found by Michell and I..aplace: A star as small as the 
critical circumference must appear completely dark, when viewed 
from far away; it must be what we now call a black hole. The bottom 
line is the same, but the mechanism is completely different: 

Michell and Laplace, with their Newtonian view of space and time 
as absolute and the speed of light as relative, believed that for a star just 
a bit smaller than the critical circumference, corpuscles of light would 
very nearly escape. They would fly up to great heights above the star, 
higher than any orbiting planet; but as they climbed, they would be 
slowed by the star's gravity, then halted somewhere short of interstel
lar space, then turned around and pulled back down to the star. 
Though creatures on an orbiting planet could see the star by its slow
moving light (to them it would not be dark), we, living far away on 
Earth, could not see it at all. The star's light could not reach us. For us 
the star would be totally black. 

By contrast, Schwarzschild's spacetime eurvature required that light 
always propagate with the same universal speed; it can never be 
slowed. (The speed of light is absolute, but space and time are .relative.) 
However, if emitted from the critical circumference, the light must get 
shifted in wavelength an infinite amount, while traveling upward an 
infinitesimal distance. (The wavelength shift must be infinite because 
the flow of time is infinitely dilated at the horizon, and the wavelength 
always shifts by the same amount as time is dilated.) This infinite shift 
of wavelength, in effect, removes all the light's energy; and the light, 
thereupon, ceases to exist! Thus, no matter how close a planet might be 

1JJ 
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to the critical circumference, creatures on it cannot see any light at all 
emerging from the star. 

In Chapter 7, we shall study how the light behaves as seen from 
inside a black hole's t-Titical circumference, and shall discover that it 
does not cease to exist after all. 1\ather, it simply is unable to escape the 
criti<'.al cirClunference (the hoJe's horizon) even though it is moving 
outward at the standard, universal speed of 299,792 kilometers per 
seco11d. But this early in the book, w~ are not yet ready to comprehend 
such seemingly contradictory behavior. WP. must first build up our 
understanding of other things, as did physicists during the decades 
between 1916 and 1960. 

During the 1920& and into the 1950s, the world's most renowned 
expens on general relativity we1·e Albert. Einstein and the British astro
physicist Arthur Eddington. Others understood relativity. but .Einstein 
and Eddingtoll set the in~llectual tone of the subject. And, while a few 
others wer~ willing to take black holes seriollilly, Einste-in and Edding
ton were 110t. Black holes just didn't. "smell right"; they were outra
geously bizarre; they violated Einstein's and Eddington's intuitions 
abollt how our Universe 011ght to behave. 

In the 1920s Einstein seems to have dealt with the issue by ign()r}ng 
it. Nobody was pushing black holes as a serious prediction, so there was 
n.ot IDllCh need on that score to straighten things out. And since other 
mysteries of nature were more interesting and puzzling to Einstein, he 
put his energies elsewhere. 

Eddington in the 1920s took a more whimsical approach. He was a 
bit of a ham, he enjoyed popularizing scienC'..e, and so long as uobody 
was taking black holes too seriously, they were a playful thing to 
dangle in front of others. Thus, we fmd him writing in 1926 in his book 
The Internal Constituti.Oil of the Stllrs that no observable star can possi
bly he more compact than the critical circumference: "Firstly," he 
Wl'Ote, ''the force of gravitation would be so great that light would be 
unable to escape from it, the rays falling back to the star like a stone to 

the Earth. Secondly, the redshift of the spectral lines would be so great 
that the spectrum would be shifted out of existence. Thirdly, the mass 
would produce so much curvature of the space-time metric that space 
would close up round the star, leaving us outside (i.e. nowhere)." The 
first conclusion was the Newtonian version of light not escaping; the 
second was a semi-accurate, relativistic desc-.ription; and the third was 
typical Eddingtonian hyperbole- As one sees clearly from the embed-
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ding diagrams of Figure 3.4, when a star is as sma11 as the critical 
circumference, the curvature of space is strong but not infinite, and 
space is definitely not wrapped up around the star. Eddington may 
have known this, but his description made a good story, and it captured 
in a whimsical way the spirit of Schwarzschild's spacetime curvature. 

In the 1 930s, as we shall see in Chapter 4, the pressure to take black 
holes seriously began to mount. As the pressure mounted, F..ddingtoll, 
Einstein, and others among the "opinion setters" began to express 
unequivocal opposition to these outrageous objects. 

In 1939, Einstein published a general relativistic calculation that he 
interpreted as an example of why black holes cannot exist. His calcula
tion analyzed the behavior of an idealized kind of object which one 
might have thought could be used to make a black hole. The object was 
a cluster of particles that pull on each other gravitationally and thereby 

3.5 Einstein's evidence that no object can ever be as small as its critical circum· 
ference.f.4l·lf Einstein's spherical cluster of particles is smaller than 1.5 criti<'.ttl 
circumferences, then the particles' speed" must exceed the speed of light, which 
is impossible. Right: If a star with constant density is smaller than 9/8 = 1.125 
critical circumferences, then the pressure at the star's center must be infinite, 
which is impossible. 
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hold the cluster together, in much the same way as the Sun holds the 
solar system together by pulling gravitation.ally on its pla11ets. The 
particles in Einstein's clmter all moved in circular orbits around a 
common center; tlu~ir orbits formed a sphere, with particles on one side 
of the sphere pulling gravitationally on those on the othet· side (left 
half of Figure 5.5). 

Ein~tein imagined making this clus~r smaller and smaller 1 trying to 
drive its actual circumference down towd.rd the critical circumference. 
As one might expect, his calculation showed that tbe n1ore compact the 
cluster, the stronge·r the gravity at its spheri<".al surface and the faster 
the particles must move on its surface to prevent themselves from 
being pulled in. If the cluster were smaller than 1.5 times the critical 
circumference, Einstein's calculations showP.d, then its gravity would 
be so strong that the particles would have to move faster than the speed 
of light to a.void being pulled in. Since nothing can move faster than 
light, there was no way the cluster (:ould ev~r be sinaller th.an 1.5 times 
r.ritical. "The essential result of this investigation," Einstein wrote, "is 
a clear understanding as to why the 'Schwanschild singularities' do not 
exist in phy8ical reality." 

AiJ backing for his view, Einstein could also appeal to the internal 
structure of an id.ealized star. made of matter whose density is constant 
throughout the stellar interior (right half of Figure 3.5). Such a star 
was prevented from imploding by the pressure of the gas inside it. Karl 
Schwarzschild had used general relativity to derive a complete mathe
matical description of such a star, and his fonnulas showed that, if one 
makes the star more and more <'Ompact, then in order to counteract the 
increased streugth of its internal gravity, the star's internal pressure 
must rise higher. and higher. As the star's shrinking circumference 
nears% = 1.125 times its critical cin.:umference, Schwar,.schild's for
mula~ show the central pressure becoming infinitely large. Since no 
real gas can ever produce a truly infinite pressure (nor (.'an any other 
ki11d of matter), such a star could never get as small as 1.125 times 
critical, Ein:.tein belieYed. 

Einstein's calculations were correct, but his reading of their message 
was not. The message he extracted, that no object can eveT become as 
small as the critical circumference, was determined more by Einstein's 
intuitive opposition to Schwarzschild singularities (black holes) than 
b}' the calculations themselves. The correct message, we now know in 
retrospect, was this: 

Einstein's cluster of particles and the oonstant-density star could 
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never be so compact as to form a black hole because Einstein demanded 
that some kind of force inside them counterbalance the squeeze of 
gravity: the force of gas pressure in the case of the star; the centrifugal 
force due to the particles' motions in the case of the cluster. In fact, it is 
true that no force whatsoever can resist the squeeze of gravity when an 
object is very near the critical circumference. But this does not mean 
the object can never get so small. Rather, it means that, if the object 
does get that small, then gravity necessarily overwhelms all other forces 
inside the object, and squeezes the object into a catastrophic implosion, 
which forms a black hole. Since Einstein's calculations did not include 
the possibility of implosion (he left it out of all his equations), he 
missed this message. 

We are so accustomed to the idea of black. holes today that it is hard 
not to ask, "How could Einstein have been so dumb? How could he 
leave out the very thing, implosion, that makes black holes?" Such a 
reaction displays our ignorance of the mindset of nearly everybody in 
the 1920s and i 950s. 

General relativity,s predictions were poorly understood. Nobody 
realized that a sufficiently compact object must implode, and that the 
implosion will produce a black hole. Rather, Schwarzschild singulari
ties (black holes) were imagined, incorrectly, to be objects that are 
hovering at or just inside their critical circwnference, supported 
against gravity by some sort of internal force; Einstein therefore 
thought he could debunk black holes by showing that nothing sup
ported by internal forces can be as small as the critical circumference. 

If Einstein had suspected that "Schwarzschild singularities" can re
ally exist, he might well have realized that implosion is the key to 
forming them and internal forces are irrelevant. But he was so firmly 
convinced they cannot exist (they "smelled wrong',; terribly wrong) 
that he had an impenetrable mental block against the truth-as did 
nearly all his colleagues. 

In T. H. White's epic novel The Once and Future King there is a 
society of ants which has the motto, "Everything not forbidden is 
compulsory!' That is not how the laws of physics and the real Universe 
work.. Many of the things permitted by the laws of physics are so 
highly improbable that in practice they never happen. A simple and 
time-worn example is the spontaneous reassembly of a whole egg from 
fragments splattered on the floor: Take a motion picture of an egg as it 
falls to the floor and splatters into fragments and goo. Then run the 
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motion picture backward, and watch the egg spontaneously regenerate 
itself and fly up into the air. The laws of physics permit just such a 
regeneration with time going forward, but it never happens in practice 
because it is highly improbable. 

Physicists' studies of black holes during the 1920s and 1930s, and 
even on into the 1940s and 1950s, dealt only with the issue ohvhether 
tht- laws of physi<'.s permit such objects to exist---and the answer was 
equivocal: At first sight, black holes seemed to be permitted; then 
Einstein, Eddington, and others gave (incorrect) arguments that they 
are forbidden. In the 1950s, when those arguments were ultimately 
disproved, many physicists turned to arguing that black holes might be 
permitted by the laws of physi(.'s, but are so highly improbable that 
(like the reassembling egg) they never occur in practice. 

In reality, black holes, unlike the reassembling egg, are comptllsory 
in certain common situations; but only in the late 1960s, when the 
evidence that they are compulsory became overwhelming, did most 
physicists begin to take black holes seriously. In the next three chapters 
I shall describe how that evidence mounted from the i 930s through 
the 1960s, and the widespread resistance it met. 

This widespread and almost universal twentieth-century resistance to 
black holes is in marked contrast to the enthusiasm with which black 
holes were met in the eighteenth-century era of John Michell a!ld 
Pierre Simon Laplace. Werner Israel, a modern-day physic-ist at the 
Gniversity of Alberta who has studied the history in depth, has specu
lated on the reasons for this difference. 

"I am sure [that the eighteenth-century acceptance of black. holes] 
was not just a symptom of the revolutionary fervour of the 1790s," 
Israel writes, "The explanation must be that Laplacian dark stars 
(black holes] posed no threat to our d1erished faith in the permanence 
and stabHity of matter. By contrast, twentieth-centluy black holes are a 
great threat to that faith." 

Michell and Laplace both imagined their dark stars as made from 
mlltter with about the same density as water or earth or rock. or the 
Sun, about 1 grarn per cubic inch. With this density, a star, to be dark 
(to be contained within its critical circumfer~nce), must have a mass 
about 400 million times greater than the Sun's and a circumference 
about 3 tirnes larger than the ~arth's orbit. Such stars, goven1ed by 
i'iewton's laws of pl1ysics, might be exotic, but tht~y surely were no 
threat to any cherished beliefs about nature. If one wanted to see the 
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star, one need only land ·on a planet near it and look at its light 
corpuscles as they rose in their orbits, before plummeting back to the 
star's surface. If one wanted a sample of the material from which the 
star was made, one need only fly down to the star's surface, scoop some 
up, and bring it back to Earth for laboratory study. I do not know 
whether Michell, Laplace, or others of their day speculated about such 
things, but it is clear that if they did, there was no reason for concern 
about the laws of nature, about the permanence and stability of matter. 

The critical circumference (horizon) of a twentieth-century black 
hole presents quite a different challenge. At no height above the hori
zon can one see any emerging light. Anything that falls through the 
horizon can never thereafter escape; it is lost from our universe, a loss 
that poses a severe challenge to physicists' notions about the conserva
tion of mass and energy. 

"There is a curious parallel between the histories of black holes and 
continental drift [the relative drifting motion of the Earth's conti
nents]," Israel writes. "Evidence for both was already non-ignorable by 
1916, but both ideas were stopped in their tracks for half a century by a 
resistance bordering on the irrational. I believe the underlying psycho
logical reason was the same in both cases. Another coincidence: resist
ance to both began to crumble around 1960. Of course, both fields 
[astrophysics and geophysics] benefitted from postwar technological 
developments. But it is nonetheless interesting that this was the mo
ment when the Soviet H-bomb and Sputnik swept away the notion of 
Western science as engraved in stone and beyond challenge, and, per
haps, instilled the suspicion that there might be more in heaven and 
earth than Western science was prepared to drearn of." 
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4 

The Mystery of 
the White Dwarfs 

in which Eddington and Chandra.se.khar do battle 
over the deaths ofl/'laS$ive stars; 

must they shrink when they die, 
creating black holes? 

or will quantum mechanics save them? 

11e year was 1928; the place, southeast India, the city of Madras on 
the Bay of Bengal. Tht>.re, at the University of Madras, a SP.Venteen
year-old Indian boy named Subrabmanyan Chandrasekhar waa .im
mersed in the study of physics, chemistry, and mathemati('_s. Chand
rasekhar was tall and handsome, with regal hearing and pride in his 
academic achievements. He had recently read Arnold Sommerfeld's 
classic textbook .-1 tomic Structure and Spectral Lines and was 11ow over
joyed that Sommerfeld, one of the world's great theoretical physicists, 
had come from his home in Munich to visit Madras. 

Eager for personal contact, Chandrasekhar went to Sommerfeld's 
hotel r.oom and asked for an interview. Sommerfeld granted an ap
pointment for several days hence. 

On the day of his appointment Chandra.sekhar, filled with pride and 
confidence in his ma.rtery of mode-m physics, walked up to Sommer
feld's hotel room and ·knockP.d on the door. Sommerfeld greeted him 
politely, inquired about his studies, then deflated him. ••The physics 
you have been studying is a thing of the past. Physi<>.s has all changed 
in the five years since- my textbook was written," he explained. He 
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went on to describe a revolution in physicists' understanding of the 
laws that govern the realm of the small: the realm of atoms, molecules, 
electrons, and protons. In this realm, the Newtonian laws had been 
found to fail in ways that relativity had not anticipated. Their replace
ment was a radically new set of physical laws-laws that were called 
quantum mechanics1 because they deal with the behavior (the "me
chanics") of particles of matter ("quanta,). Though only two years old, 
the new quantum mechanical laws were already having great success 
in explaining how atoms and molecules behave. 

Chandrasekhar had read in Sommerfeld's book about the first, tenta
tive version of the new laws. But the tentative quantum laws had been 
unsatisfactory, Sommerfeld explained to him. Although they agreed 
well with experiments on simple atoms and molecules such as hydro
gen, the tentative laws could not account for the behaviors of more 
complicated atoms and molecules, and they did not mesh in a logically 
consistent way with each other or with the other laws of physics. They 
were little more than a mishmash of unaesthetic, ad-hoc rules of com
putation. 

The new version of the laws, though radical in form, looked far 
more promising. It explained complicated atoms and complicated mol
ecules, and it seemed to be meshing quite nicely with the rest of 
physics. 

Chandrasekhar listened to the details, entranced. 

Quantum Mechanics 
and the Guts of White Dwarfs 

When they parted, Sommerfeld gave Chandrasekhar the galley 
proofs of a technical article that he had just written. It contained a 
derivation of the quantum mechanical laws that govern large collec
tions of electrons squeezed together into small volumes, in a metal for 
instance. 

Chandrasekhar read Sommerfeld's galley proofs with fascination, 
understood them, and then spent many days in the {;niversity library 
studying all the research articles he could find relating to them. Espe
cially interesting was an article entitled "On Dense Matter" by the 
English physicist R. H. Fowler, published in the 10 December 1926 

1. For a clear discussion of the laws of quantum mechanics. ser The Co.fmic Code by Heinz 
Pagels (Simon and Sc.hmn:er, 1982). 
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i~sue of Monthly Notices c!f the Royal Astronomical Society. Fowler's 
article pointed Chandrasekhar to a most fascinating book, The Internal 
Constitution if the Stars, by the eminent British astrophysicist Arthur S. 
Eddington, in which ChandraSP..khar found a description of the mystery 
o/ white-tiwaifstars. 

White dwarfs were a type of star that astronomers had discovered 
through their telescopes. The mysterious thing about white dwarfs was 
the extremely higl1 den.sity of the matter inside them, a density far 
greater than humans had ever before encountered. Chandrasekhar had 
no way of knowing it when he opened Eddington's book, but the 
struggle to unravel the- mystery of this high density would ~lltimately 
force him and Eddington to confront the possibility that massive stars, 
when they die, might shrink to form black holes. 

"White dwarfs are probably very abundant," Chandrasekhar read in 
Eddington's book. "Only three are definitely known, but they are all 
witl1in a small distance of the Sun .... The most famous of these stars is 
the Companion of [the ordinary star) Sirius," which has the name 
Sirius B. Sirius and Sirius Bare the sixth and seventh nearest stars to 
the Earth, 8.6 light-years away, and Sirius is the brightest star in our 
sky. Sirius B orbits Sirius just as the Earth orbits the Sun, but Sirius B 
requires 50 years to complete an orbit, the R-a.rth only one. 

Eddington dt.'SCl'ibed how a~tronomers had estimated, from tele
scopic observations, the ma.ss and circumference of Sirius B. The mass 
was that of 0.85 Sun; the circumference, 118,000 kilometers. This 
meant that the mean density of Sirius B was 61,000 grcUlls per cubic 
centimeter· -61,000 times greater density than water and just about a 
ton to the cubic inch. "This argument has been known fo·r some years,'' 
Eddington wrote. "I think it has generally been considered proper to 
add the conclusion 'which is absurd.' " Most astronomers could not take 
seriously a density so much greater than ever encountered on Earth
and llad they known the real truth, as revealed by more modern astro
nomical observations (a mass of 1.05 Suns, a circumference of 31,000 
kilometers, and a density of 4 million grams per cubic centimeter or 60 
tons per cubic inch), they would have considered it even more absurd; 
see Figure 4.1. 

Eddington went on to describe a key new observation that reinforced 
the "absurd" conclusion. If Sirius B were, indeed, 61,000 times denser 
than water, then according to Einstein's laws of gravity, light climbing 
out of its intense gravitational field would be shifted to the red by 6 
parts in 100,000--a shift 30timt.>s greater than for light emerging from 
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4.1 Comparison of the sizes and mean densities of the Sun. the F..arth, and the 
white-dwarf star Sirius 8, using modem values. 

the Sun, and therefore easier to measure. This red.shift prediction, it 
seemed, had been tested and verified just before Eddington's book went 
to press in 1925, by the astronomer W. S. Adams at Mount 'Wilson 
Observatory on a mountaintop above Pasadena, California.2 "Professor 
Adams has killed two birds with one stone,'' Eddington wrote; "he has 
carried out a new test of Einstein's general theory of relativity and he 
has confirmed our suspicion that matter 2000 times denser than plati
num is not only possible, but is actua1ly present in the Cniverse." 

Further on in Eddington's book, Chandrasekhar found a description 
of how the internal structure of a star, such as the Sun or Sirius B, is 
governed by the balan<.:e of internal pressure against gravitational 
squeeze. This squeeze/pressure balance can be understoad (though this 
was not Eddington's way) by analogy with squeezing a balloon in your 
hands (left half of .Figure 4_2): The inward force of your squeezing 
hands is precisely counterbalanced by the outward force of the bal
loon's air pressure-air pressure that is created by air molet--ules inside 
the balloon bombarding the balloon's rubber wall. 

·2. lt is dangerously easy, in a delicate meilsuremcnt, to get the result that one think.~ one is 
supposed to get. Adams's gravitational redshift measurement is an example. His re.sull agret>d 
with the predictions, but the predictions were severely wrong (five timP-~ too small) due t.o 
errors in astroflomers' t>stirnatcs of the mas.~ and circumfere11ce of Sirius B. 
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4.2 I$ '1'1le balance betWCE"Jt the squeeze of your hands and the pressure 
inside a balloon. Right: The anal9g(!Us balance between the gravitational 
squeeze (wei8ht) of an outer shell of stellar matter and the prt>.ssure of an inner 
ball of stellar matter . 

. For a star (right h.alf of Figure 4.2) the analog11e of your squeezing 
hands is the weight of an outer shell of stellar matter, and the analogue 
of the air in the balloon is Lite spherical ball of matter inside tbat shell. 
The boundary betweeJl the outer shell and inner ball can bP. <~hosen. 
any·,.,. here one wishes--a meteT deep into the staT, a kilometer deep, a 
thousand kilomete.rs deep. Wherever one choose.;; the boundary, it must 
fulfill the requirement that the weight of the outer shell squeezing on 
the inner ball (the outer shell's "gravitational squeeze") is precisely 
cciUnterbalailced by t.he pressure of the imler ball's molecules bombard
ing the outer shell. This balance, enforced at each and E-very location 
inside the star, determines the star's .~t1Ucture; that is, it determines the 
details of how the star's pressure, gravity, and density yary from the 
star's surface down to its center. 

Eddington's book also described a troubling paradox iu what was 
then known about the structures of white-dVI,..srf stars. Eddington be
lieved-indeed all astronon1ers believed in l925--that the pressure of 
white-dwarf matter. like that in your balloon, must be caused by its 
heat. Heat makes the matter's atoms fly about inside the- star at high 
speed, bombarding each other and bombarding the interface between 
the star's outer shell and its inner ball. Jf we take a "macroscopic" 
vieVI•point, too coarse to detect the individual atoms, then all we can 
measure is the total bombaJdment force of all the atoms that hit., say, 
one square ~entimeter of t..lte interface. That total force is the star's 
pressure. 
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As the star cools by emitting radiation into space, its atoms will fly 
about more slowly, their prt>.ssure will go down, and the weight of the 
star's outer shell will then squeeze its inner ball into a smaller volume. 
This compression of the ball, however, heats it up again, raising its 
pressure so a new squeeze/pressure balanL-e can be achieved ·-one with 
the star slightly smaller than before. Thus, as Sirius B continues gradu
ally to cool by radiating heat into interstellar space, it must gradually 
shrink in size. 

How does this gradual shrinkage end? What will be the ultimate 
fate of Sirius B? The most obvious (but wrong) answer, that the star 
will shrink until it is so small that it becomes a black hole, was anath
ema to Eddington; he refused even to consider it. The only reasonable 
answer, he asserted, was that the star must ultimately turn cold and 
then support itself not by thermal pressure (that is, heat-induced pres
sure), but rather by the only other type of pressure known in 1925: the 
pressure that one finds in solid objects like rocks, a pressure due to 
repulsion between adjacent atoms. But such "rock pressure" was only 
possible, Eddington believed (incorrectly), if the star's matter has a 
density something like that of a rock, a few grams per cubic centime
ter ······10,000 times less than the present density of Sirius B. 

This line of argument led to Eddington's paradox. In order to reex
pand to the density of rock and thereby be able to support itself when it 
turns cold, Sirius B would have to do enormous work against its own 
gravity, and physicists did not know of any energy supply inside the 
star adequate for such work. "Imagine a body continually losing heat 
but with insufficient energy to grow cold!" Eddington wrote. "It is a 
curious problem and one may make many fanciful suggestions as to 
what actually wi11 happen. We here leave aside the difficulty as not 
necessarily fatal." 

Chandrasekhar had found the resolution of this 1925 paradox in R. 
H. Fowler's 1926 article "On Dense Matter." The resolution lay in the 
failure of the laws of physics that Eddington used. Those laws had to be 
replaced by the new quantum mechanics, which described the pressure 
inside Sirius B and other white dwarfs as due not to heat, but instead to 
a new, quantum mechanical phenomenon: the degenerate motio~U cif 
electrons, also called electron degeneracy. 5 

~. This usage of the word "degenerate" does not have its origins in the concept of "rnocal 
degeneracy·" (the lowest possible level c!f morality), bul rather in the <'.Oncept of the electrons 
having reached their lowest possible levf:ls f!!'etteTI{)". 
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Electron degenera<..-y is somewhat like human claustrophobia. When 
matter is squoozed to a density 10,000 times higlu~·r than that of rock, 
the cJoud of dectrons around each of its atomic nucle-i gets squashed 
10,000-fold. Each electr(m thereby get.'! confined to a "cell" with 10,000· 
times smaller volume than the one it previously was allowed to move 
around in. With so little space available to it, the electron, like a 
claustrophobic human, starts to shake uncontrollably. Jt flies about its 
tiny cell at high speed, kicking with great force against adjacent eJec· 
trons in their cells. Thi~ de(Jf!nerate motion, as physkists call it. cannoi 
be stopped by cooling the matter. Nothing can stop it; it is forced on the 
electron by the laws of quant\lm mechanics, even when the matter is at 
absolute zero temperature. 

This degf.-nerate motion is a COI:l$eqnence of a feature of matter that 
Newtonian physicists never dreamed of, a feature called wave/particle 
duality: Every kind of particle. according to quantum mechanics, soine
times behaves like a wave, and every kind of wa\·e sometimes behaves 
like a particle. Thus, waves and particles are really the same thing, a 
"thing" that sometimes behaves like a wave and sometimes like a 
particle; see Box 4.1. 

Ele<..1:ron degeneracy is easily understood in term~ of wave/particle 
duality. When matter is compressed to high densities, and each elec
tron inside the matter gets confined to an extremely small cell 
squeE>zecl up against neighboring electrons' cells, the electron begins to 
behave ill part like a wave. The wavelength of the electron wave (the 
distance betwet-..n its crests) cannot be larger than the electron's cell; if 
it were, the wave would extend beyond the cell. ~ow, particles with 
very short wavelengths are necessarily highly energetic. (A common 
example is the particle associated with an electromagnetic wave, the 
photon. An X-ray photon has a wavelength far sho:rter than that of a 
photon of light, and as a result X-ray photons are far more energetic 
than photons of light. Their higher energies eD.able the X-ray photom 
to penetrate human flesh and honP..) 

In the case oi an electron inside very dense matter, the electron's 
short wavelength and aCC<Jmpanying high energy imply rapid motion, 
and this ntE'ans that the elef.-tron must fly around inside its cell, behav· 
ing like an erratic, high-speed mutant: half partide, half wave. Physi
cists say that d1e electron is "degenerate," and they call the pressure 
that its erratic high speed motion produces "electron degeneracy pres
suye." There is no way to get rid of this degeneracy pressure; it is an 



Box 4.1 

A Brief History of Wave/Particle Duality 

Already in Isaac Newton's time (the late 1600s), physicists were struggling 
over the issue of whether light is made of particles or waves. ~ewton, 
though equivocal about the issue, leaned toward particles and r.alled them 
corpuscles, while Christiaan Huygens argued for waves. Newton's particle 
view prevailed until the early 1800s, when the discovery that light can 
interfere with itself (Chapter 10) converted physicists to Huygens' wave 
viewpoint. In the mid-1800s, Jan1es Clerk Maxwell put the wave descrip
tion on a firm footing with his unified laws of electricity and magnetism, 
and physicists then thought the issue had finally been settled. However, 
that was before quantum mechanics. 

In the 1890s Max Planck noticed hints, in the shape of the spectrum of 
the light emitted by very hot objects, that something might be missing in 
physicists' understanding of light. Einstein, in 1905, showed what was 
missing: Light sometimes behaves like a wave and sometimes like a parti· 
cle (now called a photon). It behaves like a wave, Einstein explained, when 
it interferes with itself; but it behaves like a particle in the photoelectric 
effect: When a dim beam of light shines on a piece of metal, the beam 
ejects electrons from the metal one at a time, precisely as though individ
ual particles of light (individual photons) were hitting the electrons and 
knocking them out of the metal's surface one by one. From the electrons' 
energies, ~~instein inferred that the photon energy is always inversely 
proportional to the light's wavelength. Thus, the photon and wave proper
ties of light are intertwined; the wavelength is inexorably tied to the 
photon energy. Einstein's discovery of the wave/particle duality of light, 
and the tentative quantum mechanical laws of physics that he began to 
build around this discovery, won him the 1921 Nobel Prize in 192'2. 

Although Einstein almost single-handedly formulated general relativ
ity, he was only one among many who contributed to the laws of quantum 
mechanics-the laws of the "realm of the small." 

When Einstein discovered the wave/particle duality of light, he did not 
realize that an electron or proton might also behave soJlletirnes like a 
particle and sometimes like a wave. Nobody recognh:ed it until the mid-
1920s when Louis de Broglie raised it as a conjecture and then Erwin 
Schrodinger used it as a foundation for a fuJI set of quantum mechanical 
laws, laws in which an electron is a wave of probability. Probability for 
what? For the location of a particle. These "new" quantum mechanical 
laws (which have been enormously successful in explaining how electrons, 
protons, atorns, and molecules behave) will not concern us much in this 
book. However, from time to time a few of their features will be iinpor
tant. In this chapter, the important feature is electron degeneracy. 
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inevitable consequence of confining the electron to such a smalJ cell. 
Moreover, the higher the matter's density, the smaller the cell, the 
shorter the electron wavelength, the higher tl1e electron energy, the 
faster the electron's motion, and thus the larger its degeneracy pl·es
sure. In ordinary matter with ordinary demities, the degeneracy pres
sure is so tiny that one never notices it, but at the huge densities of 
white dwarfs it is enormous. 

When .E.ddi~uton wrote his book, electron degeneracy had not yet 
been predicted, and it was not possible to compute corret-'tly how rock 
or other materials will respond if compressed to the ultra-high densi
ties of Sirius B. With the laws of electron degeneracy in hand such 
computations were now possible, and they had been conct-lved and 
carried out by R. H. Fowler in his 1926 article. 

According to Fowler's computations, ber.a.use the electrons in Sirius 
B and other white-dwarf stars have been compressed int.o such tiny 
cells, their degenerat.y pressure is far larger tllan their thermal (heat
induced) pressure. Accordingly, when Sirius B cools off, its minus<;ule 
thennal pressure will disappear, but its enormous degeneracy pressure 
will remai11 and will continue to support it against gravity. 

Thus, the resol"Ution of Eddington's white-dwarf paradox was two
fold: (1) Sirius B is not supported against its own gravity ptimarily by 
thenn.al prt-.ssure as everyone had thought before the advent of the new 
quantum mechanics; rather, it is supported primarily by degenera(.-y 
pressure. (2) 'When Sirius B cools off, it nt.-ed not reexpand to the 
density of rock in order to support itself; rather, it will continue to be 
supported quite satisfactorily by degenerac..-y pressure at. its present den
sity of 4 millitm grams per cubic centimeter. 

Chandrasekhar~ reading these things and studying their mathemati· 
cal fonnulations in the library in Madras, was en('.hanted. This was his 
first contact with modern astronomy, and he was finding her.e, side by 
side, deep consequences of the two twentieth-century revolutions in 
physics: Einstein's general relativity, with its new viewpoints on space 
and time, was showing up in the gravitational redshift of light from 
Sirius B; and the new quantum mechanics, with its wave/particle dual· 
ity, was responsible for Sirius B's internal pressure. This astronomy was 
a fertile field in which a young man could make his mark. 

As he continued his university studies in Madras, Chandrasekhar 
explored f·urther the consequences of quantum mechanics for the astro
nomical Univel'St'. He even wrote a small article on his ideas, mailed it 
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to England to 1\. H. Fowler, whom he had never met, and Fowler 
arranged for it to he published. 

Finally, in 1950 at age nineteen, Chandrasek.har completed the In
dian equivalent of an American bachelor's degree, and in the last week 
of Ju!y he boarded a steamer bound for far-off England. He had been 
accepted for graduate study at Cambridge University, the home of his 
heroes, R. H. Fowler and Arthur Eddington. 

The Maximum Mass 

Those eighteen days at sea, steaming from Madras to Southampton, 
were Chandrasekhar's first opportunity in many months to think qui
etly about physics without the distraction of formal studies and exami
nations. The solitude of the sea was conducive to thought, and Chand· 
rasekhar's thoughts were fertile. So fertile, in fact, that they would help 
to win him the Nobel Pri1.e, but on.ly fifty-four years later, and only 
after a great struggle to get them accepted by the world's astronomical 
community. 

Aboard the steamer, Chandrasekhar let his mind reminisce over 
white dwarfs, Eddington's paradox, and Fowler's resolution. Fowler's 
resolution almost certainly had to be correct; there was none other in 
sight. However, Fowler had not worked out the full details of tht
balance between degeneracy pressure and gravity in a white-dwarf 
star, nor had he computed the star's resulting internal structure·---the 
manner in which its density, pressure, and gravity change as one goes 
from its surface down to its center. Here was an interesting challenge 
to help ward off boredom during the long voyage. 

& a tool in working out the star's structure, Chandrasekhar needed 
to know the answer to the following question: Suppose that white
dwarf matter has already been compressed to some density (for exam
ple, a density of a million grams per cubic centimeter). Compress the 
matter (that is, :reduce its volume and increase its dt>nsity) by an addi
tional 1 percent. The matter wi11 protest against this additional com
pression by raising its pressure. By what percentage will its pressure go 
up? Physicists use the name adiabatic index for the perC'.entage increase 
in pressure that results from a 1 percent additional compression. In this 
book I shall use the more graphic name resistance to compression or 
simply resistance. (This "resistance to compression" should not be con-
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fused with "electrical resistance"; they are completely different cOI)

cepts.) 
Chandra.sekhar worked out the resistance to compression by exarJJin

ing step by step the consequences of a t percent increase in the density 
of white-dwarf matter: the resulting decrease in electron cell size, the 
decrease in electron wavelength, the increase in electron energy and 
speed, and finally the increase in pressure. The result was clear: A 1 
percent increase in density produced sj, of a percent (1.667 percent) 
increase in pressure. The resistance of white-dwarf matter, therefore, 
was%. 

Many decades before Chandrasekhar's voyage, astrophysicists had 
computed the details of the balance of gravity and pressure inside any 
star whose matter has a resistance to compression that is independent 
of depth in the star-- ·-that is, a star whose pressure and density increase 
in step with each other, as one moves deeper and deeper into the star, 
with a 1 percent increase in density always accompanied by the same 
fixed percentage increase in pressure. The details of the resulting stel
lar structures were contained in Eddington's book The Internal Consti
tution of the &ars, which Chandrasekhar had brought on boord the ship 
because he treasured it so much. Thus, when Chandrasekhar discov
ered that white-dwarf matter has a resistance to compression of 5h, 
independent of its density, he was pleased. He could now go directly 
to Eddington's book to discover Lite star's internal structure: the man
ner in which its density and pressure changed from surface to center. 

Among the things that Chandrasekhar discovered, by combining the 
formulas in Eddington's book with his own formulas, were the density 
at tl1e center of Sir.ius B, 360,000 grams per cubic centimeter (6 tons per 
cubic irtch), and th~ speed of the electrons' degeneracy rnotion there, 57 
percent of the speed of light. 

This electron speed was disturbingly large. Chandrasekhar, like R. 
H. Fowler before him, had computed the resistance of white-dwarf 
matter using the laws of quantum mechanics, hut ignoring the effects 
of relativity. Howev~r, when any object moves at almost the speed of 
light, even a particle obeying the laws of quantum mechanics, the 
effects ofspecjal relativity must become important. At 57 percent ofthe 
speed of" light, relativity's effects might not be- too terribly big, but a 
more massive white dwarf with its stronger graYity would require a 
larger central pressure to support itself, and the random speeds of its 
electrons would be correspondingly higher. In such a white dwarf the 
effects of relativity surely could not he ignored. So ChandrasekhaT 
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returned to the starting point of his analysis, the calculation of the 
resistance to compression for white-dwarf matter, vowing to include 
the effects of relativity this time around. 

To include- relativity in the computation would require- meshing the 
laws of special relativity with the laws of quantum mechanics ··-a mesh 
that the great minds of theoretical physics were only then working out. 
Alone on the steamer and barely graduated from university, Cha.nd
rasekhar could not producE: that full mesh. However, he was able to 
produce euough to indicate the principal effects of high electron speeds. 

Quantum mechanics insists that when already dense matter is com
pressed a bit, making each electron's cell smaller than it was, the 
electron's wavelength must decrease and correspondingly the energy of 
its degeneracy motion must increase. However, Chandrasekhar real
ized, the nature of the additional electron energy is different, depelld
ing on whed1er the electron is moving slowly compared to light or at 
close to light speed. If the ele<..'tron's motion is slow, then, as in every
day life, an increase of energy means more rapid motion, that is, higher 
speed. If the electron is already moving at close to light speed, however, 
there is no way its speed can go up much (if it did, it would exceed the 
speed limit!), so the energy increase takes a different form, one unfa
miliar in everyday life: The additional energy goes into inertia; that is, 
it increases the electron's resistance to being speeded up-· it makes the 
eJectron behave as though it had become a bit heavier. These two 
different fates of the added energy (added speed versus added inertia) 
produce different increases in the electron's pressure, and thus different 
resistances to compression, Chandrasekhar deduced: at low electron 
speeds, a resistance of 5h, the same as he had computed before; at high 
speeds, a resistance of ~. 

By combining his ~ resistance for relativistically degenerate matter 
(that is, matter so dense that the degenerate electrons move at nearly 
the speed of light) with the formulas given in Eddington's book, 
Chandrasekhar then deduced the properties of high-density, high-mass 
white dwarfs. The answer was astonishing: The high-density matter 
would have difficulty supporting itself against gravity--sufficient dif
iiculty that only if the star's mass were less than that of 1. -f. Suns could the 
squeeze of gravity be counterbalanced This meant that no white dwarf 
could ever have a mass exceeding 1.4 solar masses! 

With his limited knowledge of astrophysics, Chandrasekhar was 
deeply puzzled about the meaning of this strange result. Time and 
again Chandrasekhar checked his calculations, but he could find no 
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error. So, in the last few days of his voyage, he wrote two technical 
manuscripts for publication. In one he described his conclusions about 
the structure of low-mass, low-density white dwarfs such as Sirius B. In 
the other he explained, very briefly, his conclusion that no white dwarf 
can ever be heavier than 1.4 Suns. 

When Chandra~khar arrived in Cambridge, Fowler was out of the 
country. In September, when Fowler returned, Chandrasekhar eagerly 
went to his office and gave him the two manuscripts. Fowler approved 
the first one and sent it to Pltilo.mphical MagtJ.:zine for p11blication, but 
the second one, the white-dwarf maximum mass, puzzled him. He 
could not understand Chandrasekhar's proof that no white dwarf can 
be heavier than 1.4 Suns; but then, he was a physicist rather than an 
astronomer, so he asked his colleague, the famous astronomer E. A. 
Milne, to look at it. When Milne couldn't understand the proof either, 
Fowler declined to send it for publication. 

Chandrasekhar ·was annoyed. Three months had passed since his 
arrival in England, and Fowler had been sitting on his paper for two 
months. This was too 1ong to wait for approval to publish. So, piqued, 
Chandrasekhar abandoned his attempts to publish in Britain and 
mailed the manuscript tQ the Astrophysical Journal in America. 

After some weeks there came a response from the editor at the 
University of Chicago: The manuscript. had been sent to the American 
physicist Carl Eckart for refereeing. In the manuscript Chandrasekhar 
stated, without explanation, the result of his relativistic and quantum 
mechanical calculation, that the resistance to compression is 4h at 
ultra-high densities. This ·~ resistance was essential to the Jimit 011 

how heavy a white dwarf can be. If the resistance were larger than 
4A, then white dwarfs could be as heavy as they wished --and Eckart 
thought it should be larger. Chandrasekhar fired off a r.eply containing 
a mathematical derivation of the ·~ resistance; Eckart, reading the 
details, conceded that Chandrasekhar was right and approved his paper 
for publication. Finally, a full year after Chandrasekhar had vl'ti:tten it, 
his paper got published:' 

The response of the astronomical community wa~ deafening silence. 
Nobody seemed interested. So Chandrasekhar, wanting to complete his 
Ph.D. degree, turned to other, more ac.ceptable research. 

1-. ln the meantime, Edmuud G. Stoller had independently derived and pub}ished the 
e:xistenr.e of the white-dwarf mallimum m.l!IS, lou~ his deriV'dtion waa rather less oonviricing 
t..\an Chandrasekhar's because il pretended the :~~tat had a ooostant dc!lSity througb<>ut :b 
interior. 
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Three years later, with his Ph.D. finished, Chaudrasekhar visited 
Russia to exchange research ideas with Soviet scientists. In Leningrad a 
young Armenian astrophysicist, Viktor Amazapovich Anlbartsumian, 
to!d Chandrasekhar that the world's astronomers would not believe his 
strange limit on the masses of white dwarfs unless he computed, from 
the laws of physics, the masses of a representative sample of white 
dwarfs and demonstrated explicitly that they were all below his 
c1aimed limit. It was not enough, Ambartsumian asserted, that Chand
rasekhar had analyzed white dwarfs with rather low densities and 
resistances of 5A, and white dwarfs with extremely high densities and 
resistances of •A: he needed also to analyze a goodly sample of white 
dwarfs with densities in between and show that they, too, always have 
masses below 1.4 Suns. Upon returning to Cambridge, Chandrasekhar 
took up Ambartsumian's challenge. 

One foundation that Chandrasekhar would need was the equation of 
state o.f white-dwarf matter over the entire range of densities, running 
from low to extremely high. (By the "state" of the matter, physicists 
mean the matter's dtmsity and pressure-or equivalently its density 
and its resistance to compression, since from the resistance and the 
density one can compute the pressure. By "equation of state" is meant 
the relationship between the resistance and the density, that is, the 
resistance as a Junction of density.) 

In late 1934, when Chandrasekhar took up Ambartsumian's chal
lenge, thP. equation of state for white-dwarf matter was k11own, thanks 
to calculations by Edmund Stoner of Leeds University in England and 
Wilhelm Anderson of Tartu University in Estonia. The Stoner-Ander
son equation of state showed that, as the density of the white-dwarf 
matter is squeezed higher and higher, moving from the nonrelativistic 
regime of low densities and low electron speeds into the relativistic 
domain of extrtme]y high densities and electron speeds near the speed 
of light, the matter's resistance to compression decreases smoothly 
from 5/s to +A (left half of Figure 4 . .3 ). The resistance could not have 
behaved more simply. 

To meet Ambartsumian's challt-.nge~ Chandrasekhar had to combine 
this equation of state (this dependence of resistance on density) with 
the star's Jaw of balance between gravity and pressure, and thereby 
obtain a differential equation' describing the star's internal structure--

5. A differential equation is one that rombines in a single formula variom fur.ctions and 
tb.ejr rates of change, that i1, the f:mctious and "!heir "derivatives." 1n Chandrasekhar's differ
ential equation, thf! functJ.ons were the star's density and pressure and the s:rength of its 

1)) 



154 BLACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

~ ..... 
ll"l 
111 2. 2. 
~ 

.. 
~ 

.. 
c,f'r 

~ .sl"b 

~ s ~ ~ ~ 

~ .I.: 
~ " ·o~ 

• 'Ya 
tfl ~ u 

0 i\ \Q "b~ 
c:r 

~ 

1 ~ ~,{ f\ til 
1 tJ.l 

~ u ~.,. ~ 

~ 
~ ' \ ~ 

~ Ill 

~ ~ 
0 0 

1 lOg w" 10
6 lO'JIJ to" 104 101 

D.E.N51TY, itt ~5 per CENTIMETEJ\:t CntctJMF~CE. -itt 
l(.ILOME.TE\tS 

4.5 Lrjt: The Stoner--Anderson eqrUJ.lion of SUite for white-dwarf matter, that is, 
the relationship between lhe matter's density and it<~ resistance to comp7'essfon. 
Plotted horizontally is the density to which the matter has been squee-.tt'd. Plotted 
verticaLly is its resistance (the perrentage increase of preuure that accomp8Jiies 
a 1 percent incl't'ase of density). Along the curve is marked the squeeze pressure 
(equal to internal pre'ISure), in multiples of the pressure of the Earth's atmo
sphere. Right: The circumferences (plotted horizontally) and maases (plotted 
vertically) of white-dwarf stars as computed by Chandrasekhar using 1-Aidlns
ton's Braunschweiger mechanical calculator. Along the curve is marked the 
density of the maUer at the center of the star, in grams per r.ubic centimeter. 

that is, describing the variation of its density with distance from the 
star's center. He then had to solve that differential equation for a doz.en 
or so stan that have central densities spanning the range from low to 

extremely high. Only by solving the dift'erential equation for each star 
could .he learn the star's mass, and see whether it is lE>Ss than 1.4 Suns. 

For stars with low or extremely high central density, which Chand
rasekhar had studied on t.."i.e steamer, he had found the solution to the 
differential equation and the resulting stellar structures in Eddington's 

gravity, ar.d they WP.re functions of distlmce fr-om thP. star's center. The differential equation 
was a relation between these functions ar1d !he rate tl•at rbey cha~ as one moves outward 
through the star. By "solve the differential equation" ia me-.mt "compute the functions them
selvl'S from this differential equation." 
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book; but for stars with intermediate densities Eddington's book was of 
no help and, despite great effort, Chandrasekhar was not able to deduce 
the solution using mathematical formulas. The mathematics was too 
complicated. There was no recourse but to solve his differential equa
tion numerically, on a computer. 

Now, the colnputers of 1934 were very different from those of the 
1990s. They were more like the simplest of pocket calculators: They 
could only multiply two numbers at a time, and the user had to enter 
those numbers by haud, then tum a crank. The crank set into motion a 
complicated morass of gears and wheels which performed the multi
plication and gave the answer. 

Such computers were precious machines; it was very hard to gain 
access to one. But Arthur Eddington ow·ned one, a "Braunschweiger" 
about the size of an early 1990s desk-top personal computer; so Chand
rasekhar, who by now had become well acquainted wid1 the great man, 
went to Eddington and asked to borrow it. Eddington at the time was 
embroiled in a controversy with Milne over wl1ite dwarfs and was 
eager to see the full details of white-dwarf structure worked out, so he 
let Otaudrasekhar cart the Braunschwe.iger off to the rooms in Trinity 
College where Chandrasekhar was living. 

The calculations were long and ~dious. Each eveni11g after dinner 
Eddington, who was a fellow of Trinity College, would ascend the 
stairs to Chandrasekhar's rooms to see how tl1ey were coming and to 
givP. him encouragement. 

At last, after many days, Chandrasekhar finish~d. He had met Am
bartsumian's challenge. F'or each of ten representative white-dwarf 
stars, he had computed the internal structure, and then from it the 
star's total mass and its circumference. All the masses Wf!re less than 1.4 
Suns, as he had firmly expected. Moreover, when he plotted the stars' 
masses and circumferences on a diagram and "connected the dots," he 
obtained a single, smooth curve (right half of Figure 4.5; see also Box 
4.2), and the measured masses and circumferences of Sirius B and other 
ltnown white dwarfs agreed with that curve moderately well. (With 
improved, modern astronomical ob..'lervations, the fit has become much 
better; note the new, 1990 values of the mass and circumf£,rence of 
Sirius B in Figure 4 . .3.) Proud of his results and anticipating that the 
world's astronomers would finally accept his claim that white dwarfs 
cannot be heaviP.r than 1.4 Suns, Chandrasekhar was very happy. 

Especially gratifying would be the opportunity to prt~sent these re
sults to the R.<>yal Astronomical Society in London. Chandrasekhar was 
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scheduled for a presentation on Friday, 11 January 1935. Protocol dic
tated that the details of the meeting's program be k.ept secret until the 
meeting started, but Miss Kay Williams, the assistallt secretary of the 
Society and a friend of Chandrasek.har's, was in the habit of sending 
him programs secretly in advance. On Thursday evening when the 
program arrived in the mail, he was surpri3ed to discover that imrnedi
ately following his own talk there would be a talk by Eddington on the 
subject of "Relativistic Degeneracy." Chandrasek:har was a little an
Iloyed. For the past few months Eddington had been coming to see him 
at least once a week about his work and had been reading drafts of tht-

Box 4.2 

An Explanation of the Masses and Circumferences 
of White-Dwarf Stars 

To understand qualitatively why white dwarfs have the masses and cir
cumferences shown in Figure 4.3, examine the drawing below. Jt shows 
the average pressure and gravity inside a white dwarf (plotted upward) as 
functions of the star's circumference (plotted rightward) or density (plot
ted leftward). If one compresses the star, so its density increases and its 
circlUnference decreases (leftward motion in the drawing), then the star's 
pressure goes up in the manner of the solid curve, with a sharper rise at 
low densities where the resistance to compression is 5/5, and a slower rise 
at high densities where it is 4/3. This same compression of the star causes 
the star's surface to move in toward its center, thereby increasing the 
strength of the star's internal gmvity in the manner of the dashed lines. 
The rate of gravity's increase is analogous to a 4/3 resistance: There is a 
4/'3 percent increase in gravity's strength for each 1 percent compression. 
The drawing show~ several dashed gravity lines, one for each value of the 
star's mass, because the greater the star's mass, the stronger it& gravity. 

Inside each star, for example a 1.2-solar-rnass star, gravity and pressure 
must balance each other. The star, therefore, must reside at the intersec
tion of the dashed gravity line marked "1.2 solar masses" and the solid 
pressure curve; this i....'"ltersection determines the star's circumference 
(marked on bottom of graph). If the circumference were larger, then the 
star's dashed gravity line would be above its solid pressure curve, gravity 
would. overwhelm pressure, and the star would implode. If the circumfer
ence were smaller, pressure would overwhelm gravity, and the star would 
explode. 

(concinued next page) 



(Box 4.2 continued) 

The intersections of the sevt-.ral dashed lines with the soJid curve corre
spond to the masses and circumferences of equilibrium white dwarfs, as 
shown in t..l,.e right half of Figure 4.3. For a star of smal1 mass (lowest 
dashed line), the <..'ircumference at the intersection is large. For a star of 
higher mass (higher dashed Jines), the circumference is smaHer. For a sta·r 
with mass abm.·e 1.4 Suns, there is no intersection whatsoever; the dashed 
gravity line is always above the solid pressure curve, so gravity always 
overwhelms pressure, no matter what the star's circumference may be, 
forcing the star to implode. 

articles he was wntmg, but never once had Eddington mentioned 
doing any research of his own on the same subject! 

Suppressing his annoyance, Chandrasekhar went down to dinner. 
Eddington was there, dining at high table, but protocol dictated that, 
just because you knew so eminent a man, and just because he had been 
expressing an interest in your work, you did not thereby have a right to 
go bother him about such a matter as this. So Chandrasekhar sat down 
elsewhere and hP.ld his tongue. 

After dinner Eddington himself sought Chaudrasekhar out and said, 
"I've asked Smart to give you half an hour tomorrow instead of the 
customary fifteen minutes." Chandrasekhar thanked him and waited 
for him to say something about his own talk, but Eddington just ex
cused himself and left. Chandrase~har's annoyance acquired an anx
ious twinge. 
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The Battle 

The next morning Chandrasekhar took the train down to London and 
a taxi to Burlington House, the home of the Royal Astronomical Soci
ety. While he and a friend, Bill McCrae, were waiting for the meeting 
to start, Eddington came walking by, and McCrae, having just read the 
program, asked, "Well, Professor Eddington, what are we to under
stand by 'Relativistic Degeneracy'?" Eddington, in reply, turned to 
Chandrasek.har and said, "That's a surprise for you," and walked off 
1eaving Chandrasekha:r even more anxious. 

l..t'jt: Arlbur Stanley f.::.ddit~ton in 1952./iighl: Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar in 
1934. !Left: !."t•urtesy Ui>l/Bcttmann; right: courtesy S. Cbandrasekhar.j 
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At last the meeting 11'1arted. Time dragged by as the Society presi
dent made various announcements, and various astronomers gan~ mis
cellaneous talks. At last it was Chandrasek.har'~ tum. Suppressing his 
anxie-ty, he gave an impeccable presentation, emphasizing particularly 
his maximum mass for white dwarfs. 

After polite applause from the fellows of the Society, the president 
invited Eddington to speak. 

Eddington began gently, by reviewing the history of white-dwarf 
resean:h. Then, gathering steam, he described the disturbing implica
tions of Chcu1drasekhar's maximllm-mass result~ 

In Chandrasekhar's diagram of the mass of a star plotted vertically 
and its circumference plotted horizontally (Figure 4.4), there is only 
one set of masses and circumferences for which gravity can be counter
balanced by nonthermal pressure (pressure that remains after the star 
turns cold): that of white dwarfs. In the region to the left of Chand
rasekhar's white-dwarf curve (shaded region; stars with smaller cir
cumferences), the star's nonthermal degeneracy pressure completely 
overwhelms gravity. The degeneracy pressure will drive any star in the 
shaded region to explode. In the region to the right of the white-dwarf 
curve (white region; stars with larger circumferences), gravity com
pletely overwhelms the star's degeneracy pressure. A11y cold star which 
finds itself in this region will immediately implode under gravity's 
squeeze. 

The Sun can live in the white region only because it is :now very hot; 
its thermal (heat-induced) pressure manages to counterbalance its 
gravity. However, when the Sun ultimately L'OOls down, its th~rmal 
pressure will disappear and it no longer will be able to support itself. 
Gravity will force it to shrink smaller and smaller, squeezing the Sun's 
electrons into smaller and smaller cells, until at last they protest with 
enough degene.racr pressure (nonthermal pressure) to halt the shrink· 
age. During this shrinkage "death," the Sun's mass will remain nearly 
constant, but its circumference will decrease, so it will move leftward 
on a horizontal line in Figure 4.4, finally stopping on the white-dwarf 
curve-its grave. There, as a white dwarf, the Sun will cominue to 
Teside forever, gradually roo ling and becoming a black dwarf-a rold, 
dark, solid object about the size of the Earth but a million times heavier 
and denser. 

This ultirnate fate Q{ the Sun seemed quite satisfactory to Edding
ton. Not so. the- ultimate fate of a star more massive than Chandrasek
har's white-dwarf limit of 1.4 solar masses-- for example, Sirius, the 
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2.3-solar-mass companion of Sirius B. If Chandrasek.har were right, 
such a star could never die the gentle death that awaits the Sun. When 
the radiation it emits into space has carried away enough beat for the 
star to begin to cool, its thermal pressure V\--i.ll dedine, and gravity's 
squeeze will make it shrink smaller and smaller. For so massive a star 
as Sirius, the shrinkage cannot be halr.ed by nonthermal degeneracy 
pressure. This is dear from Figure 4.4, where the shaded region does 
not extend high enough to intercept S1rius's shrinking track. Edding· 
ton found this prediction disturbing. 

"The star has to go 011 radiating and radiating a11d c:ontracting and 
contracting," Eddington told his audien('.e, "until, I suppose, lt gets 
down to a few kilometen radius, when gravit) becomes strong enough 
to hold in the radiation, and the star can at last find peace." (In the 
words of the 1990s, it rnust fonn a black hole.) "Dr. Chandrasekhar had 
got this result before, but he has rubbed it in in his last paper; and, 
when discussing it with him, I felt drh•en to the conclusion that this 
was almost a reductio ad absurdwn of the relativistic degeneracy for
mula. Various accidents may intervene to eave the star, but I want 
mort- protection than that. I think there should be a law of Nature to 
prevent a star from behaving in this absurd way!" 

Then Eddington argued that Chandrasekhar's mathematical proof 
of his result could not be trusted because it was based on an inade
quatPly sophisticated meshing of special relativity with quantum me
chanics ... I do not regard the offspring of such a union as born in lawful 
wedlock," .Eddington said. "I feel satisfied myself that [if the meshing 
is made correctly), the relativ)ty corrections are compensated, so that 
we come back to the •ordinary' formula" (that is, to a 5A resistance, 
which would permit white dwarfs to be arbitrarily massive and thereby 
would enable pressure to halt the contraction of Sirius at the hypotheti· 
cal dotted Cllrve in Figlll-e 4.4). Eddington then sketched how he 
thought special relativity and quantum mt.-chani"..s should be meshed, a 
rather differem kind of mesh than. Chandrasekbar, Stoner, and .I\J:1der· 
son had used, and a mesh, Eddiztgt:on claimed, that would save all ~tars 
frorn the black-hole fate. 

Chandrasekhar was shocked. He had never expected such an attack 
on his work. Why had Eddingto1l not discussed it with him in advance? 
And as for Eddington's argument, to Chandrasekhar it looked spe
cious--almost certainly wrong. 

Now, Arthur F..ddington was the great man of British astronomy. His 
discoveries were almost legendary. He was largely responsible for as-
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4.4 When a DOI'Dlal ~o1ar such as lhe Sun or Sirius (not Sirius R) starts to cool 
off, it must shrink, movq lefhnad in this diagram of mass versus circumfer .. 
ence. The shrinkage of the Sun will stop when it reaches the edge of the shaded 
region (the white-dwarf curve). There degeneracy pressure balances gravity's 
squee7..e. The shrinkage of Sirius, by contrast, cannot be so stopped because it 
never reaches the edge of the shaded region. See Box 4.2 for a different depiction 
of these conclusions. If, as F..ddington claimed, white-dwarf matter's resistance to 
compression were always 5/l, that is, if relativity did not reduce it to 4/3 at high 
densities, then the graph of mass versus circumf~nce would have the form of 
the faint dotted curve, and the shrinkage of Sirius would stop there. 

tronomers' understanding of normal stars like the Sun and Sirius, their 
interiors, their atmospheres, and the light that they emit; so, naturally, 
the fellows of the Society, and astronomers throughout the world, lis
tened with g7eat respect. Clearly, if Eddington thought Chandl"asek
har's analysis incorrect., then it must be incorrect. 

After the meeting, one fellow after another caine up to Chandrasek
.har to offer condolences. "I feel it in my bones that Eddington is right," 
Milne told him. 

The next day, Chandrasekhar began appealing to his physicist friends 
for help. To Leon Rosenfeld in Copenhagen, he wrote, "If Eddington is 
right, my last four months' work all goes in the frre. Could Eddington 
be right? I should very much like to know Bohr's opinion." (Niels Bohr 
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was one of the fathers of quantum mecban.ics and the most respected 
physicist of the 1930s.) Rosenfeld replied two days latert with assur
ances that he and Bohr both Wl'.fe- convinced that Eddington was VI'Tong 
and Chandrasekhar right. ''1 may say that your letter was some ~;urprise 
for me," he V\Tote; "for nobody had ever dreamt of questioning the 
equations [that you used to derive the "A resistance J and Edd-ington's 
remark as reported in your letter is utterly obscurP.. So I think you had 
better cheer up and not let you scare [sic] so much by high priests." In 
a follow-up letter on the same day, Rosenfeld wrote, '•Bohr and I are 
absolutely unable to see any meaning i.n Eddington's statements." 

But for astrol\omers, the matter was not so dear at first. They bad 110 

expertise in tht>.sE.' issues of quantum mechanics and relativity, so Ed
dington's authority held sway amongst them for severdl years. More
over, Eddington stuck to his guns. He was so blinded by his opposition 
to black. boles that his judgment was totally clouded. He so deeply 
wanted there to "be a law of Nature to prevent a star from behaving in 
this ab!lurd way'' that he continued to bE-lieve for the rest of his life that 
there is such a lavv- -when, in fact, there is none. 

By the late 1950s, astronomers, having talked to their physicist col
leagues, understood Eddington's err6r, but their respect for his enor
mous earlier achievements prevented them frQm sayi11g so in public. In 
a lecturt! at an astronomy <:onference iu Paris in 1939, Eddington once 
again atta.cked Chandrasekhar's COltclusions. As Eddington attacked, 
Chandrasek.har passed a note to Henry Norris I\ossell (a famous astron
omer from Princeton University in Americ-a), who was presiding. 
Cha11drasekhar's note asked for permission to .reply. RltSsell passed 
back a note of his own sayingt "I preler you don't," even though earlier 
in the day I\ussell had told Chandrasekhar privately, "Out there we 
don't believe in Eddington.tt 

W"ith the world's leading astronomers having finally- -at least be· 
hind Eddingtonts ba.ck.--ae<!epted Chandrasekbar's maximum mass for 
white dwarfs, were they then ready to admit that black holes might 
mcist in the real Universe? Not at all. If nature provided no law against 
them llf the sort that Eddington had sought, then naturt- would surely 
find another way out: Presumably, every massive star wou1d ejeet 
enough matter into interstellar spar.e, as it ages or during its death 
throes, to reduce its mass below 1.4 Suns and thereby enter a safe, 
white-dwarf grave. This was the view to which .roost astronomers 
turned when Eddington lost his battlet :md they adhered to it through 
the 1940s and 1950s, and into the early 1960s. 



4. THE MYSTERY OF THE WHITE DWARlt'S 

As for Chandrasekhar, he was badly burned by the controversy with 
Eddington. As he recalled some forty years later, "I felt that astrono
mers without exception thought that I was wrong. They considered me 
as a sort of Don Quixote trying to kill Eddington. As you can imagin~, 
it was a very discouraging experience for me-to find myself in a 
controversy with the leading figure of astronomy and to have my work 
completely and totally discredited by the astronomical community. I 
had to make up my mind as to what to do. Should I go on the rest of my 
life fighting? After all I was in my middle twenties at that time. I 
foresaw for myself some thirty to forty years of scientific work, and T 
simply did not think it was productive to constantly harp on something 
which was done. It was much better for me to change my field of 
interest and go into something else." 

So in 1939 Chandrasekhar turned his back on white dwarfs and 
stellar death, and did not return to them for a quarter century (Chapter 
7). 

And what of Eddington? Why did he treat Chandrasekhar so badly? 
To Eddington, the treatment may not have seemed bad at all. Rough
and-tumble, freewheeling .intellectual conflict was a way of life for 
him. Treating young Chandrasekhar in this manner may have been, in 
some sense, a measure of respect, a sign that he was accepting Chand
rasekhar as a member of the astronomical establishment. In fact, from 
their first confrontation in 1935 until Eddington's death in 1944, Ed
dington displayed warm personal affecti~n for Chandrasekhar, and 
Chandrasekhar, though burned by the controversy, reciprocated. 
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Implosion 
Is Compulsory 

in which even lite nuclear force, 
supposedly the strongest of aU forces, 

cannot resist the crush of gravity 

Zwicky 

In the 1930s and 1940s, many of Fritz Zwicky's colleagues regarded 
him as an irritating buffoon. Future generations of astronomers would 
look back on him as a creative genius. 

"By the time I knew Fritz in 1933, he was tbor.oughly convinced that 
he had the inside track to ultimate knowledge, and that everyone else 
was wrong," says William Fowler, then a student at Caltech (the Cali
fornia Institute of Technology) where Zwicky taught and did research. 
Jesse Greenstein, a Caltech colleague of Zwicky's from the late 1940s 
onward, recalls Zwicky as "a self-proclaimed genius .... There's no 
doubt that he had a mind which was quite extraordinary. But he was 
also, although he didn't admit it, untutored and not self-controlled . 
. . . He taught a cour.se in physics for which admission was at his 
pleasure. If he thought that a person was sufficiently devoted to his 
ideas, that person could be admitted. . . . He was very much alone 
[among the Caltech physics faculty, and was] not popular with the 
establishment. , .. His publications often included violent attacks 011 

other people." 
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Zwicky-a stocky, cocky man, always ready for a fight --did uot 
hesitate to proclaim his inside track to ultimate knowledge, or to tout 
the revelations it brought. lt1lecture after lecture during the 1930s, and 
article after published article, he trumpeted the concept of a neutron 
star--a concept that he, Zwicky, had invented to explain the origins of 
the most energetic phenomena seen by astronomers: supernovae, and 
cosmic rays. He even went on the air in a nationally broadcast radio 
show to popularize his neutron stars. But under dose scrutiny, his 
articles and lectures were unconvincing. They contained little substan
tiation for his ideas. 

It was rumored that Robert Millikan (the man who had built Cal
tech into a powerhouse among science institutions), when asked in the 
midst of all this hoopla why he kept Zwicky at Caltech, replied that it 
just migllt turn out that some of Zwicky's far-out ideas were right. 
Millikan, unlike some others in the science establishment, must have 
seen hints of Zwicky's intuitive genius ··a genius that became widely 

Fritz Z""icky among a gathering of scientists at Caltecb in 1931. Also in the 
photograph are Richard Tolman (who will be an important figure later in this 
chapter), Robert Millikan, and Albert Einstein. (Courtesy of the Archives, California 
Institute of Technology.j 
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recoguized only thirty-five years later, when observational astronomers 
discovered real neutron stars in the sky and verified some of Zwicky's 
extravagant claims about them. 

Among Zwicky's claims, the most relevant to this hook is the ro]e of 
neutron stars as stellar corpses. A:s we shall see, a normal !!tar that is too 
massive to die a white--dwarf death may die a neutron-star death in
stead. If all mas.."ive stars were to die that way, then the universe 
would be saved from the most outrageous of hypothesi1.ed stellar 
corpse~;: black holes. With 1ight stars bt1L'Oming white dwarfs when they 
die, and heavy stars becoming neutron stars, there would be no way for 
nature to make a black hole. Einstein and Eddington, and most physi
<:ists and astt·onorners of their era, would heave a sigh of relief. 

Zwicky had been lured to Caltech in 1925 by Millikan. Millikan 
expec:ted him to do theoretical research on the quantum medtanica1 
structures of atoms and crystals, but more ;md rnort- during the late 
t 920s and early 1930s, Zwicky was drawn to astrophysic~. It was hard 
not to be entrancE'd by the astronomical Universe when one worked in 
Pasadena, the home not only of Caltech but also of the Mount 'Wilson 
Observatory, which had the world's largest telescope, a 1·eflector 2.5 
meters (100 inches) in diameter. 

In 1931 Zwicky latched on to Walter Baade, a new arrival at Mount 
Wilson fz·om Hamburg and Gott.ingen and a superb observational a&
tronomer. Baade and Z.wick.y shared a conunon cultural ba.c.kground: 
Baade was German, Zwicky was S'A-iss, and both spoke German as their 
native language. They also shared respect for each other's brillian(:e. 
But there the L'Ommonality ended. Baade's temperament was different 
from Zwicky's. lie was rese1:ved, proud, hard to get to know, univer
sally well informed-and tolerant of his colleagues' pecuHarities. 
Zwicky would test Baade's tolerance during the coming years until 
finally, during World War II, he and Zwicky would split violently. 
''Zwicky called Baade a Nazi, which he wasn't, and Baade said he was 
afraid that Zwicky would kill him. They became a dangerous pair to 
put in the same room," recalls Jt"..sse Greenstein. 

During 1932 and 1933, Baade and Zwicky were often seen in 
Pasadena, animated1y £:onversing in German abollt stars called 
"novae," whi<:h suddenly flare up and shine 10,000 times mor~ brightly 
than before; and then, after about a month, slowly dim down to nor· 
malcy. Baade, with his encyclopedic knowledge of astronomy, ·was 
awaTe of tentative evidence that, in addition to these "ordinary" novae, 
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there might also be unusual, rare, superluminous novae. Astronomers 
at first had not suspected that those novae were superluminous, since 
they appeared through telescopes to be roughly the same brightness as 
ordinary novae. However, they resided in peculiar nebulas (shining 
"clouds"); and in the 1920s, observations at Mount Wilson and else
where began to convince astronomers that those nebulas were tlot 
simply clouds of gas in our own Milky Way galaxy, as had been 
thought, but rather were galaxies in their own right-giant assem
blages of nearly 101

j (a trillion) stars, far outside our own galaxy. The 
rare novae seen in these galaxies, being so much farther away than our 
own galaxy's ordinary novae, would have to be intrinsically far more 
luminous than ordinary novae in order to have a similar brightness as 
seen from Earth. 

Baade collected from the published literature a11 the observational 
data he could find about each of the six superluminous novae that 
astronomers had seen since the turn of the C'..entury. These data he 
combined with all the observational information he could get about 
the distances to the galaxies in which they lay, and from this combina
tion he computed how much light the superluminous novae put out. 
His conclusion was startling: During flare-up these superluminous 
novae were typically 1011 (100 million) times more luminous than our 

The galaxy NGC 4725 in the constellation Coma Berenices. Left: As photo· 
8J'aphed on 10 May 1940, before a supernova outburst Right: On 2 January 1941 
duriJ18 tile supernova outburst. The white line point.~ to the SUJ)ernova, in the 
outer reaches of the galaxy. This galaxy is now known to he 50 million light
years from Earth and to contain 3 x 1011 (a third of a trillion) stars. J':ounesy 
California Institute of Technology. J 
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Sun! (Today we know, thailks largely to work in 1952 by Baade him
self, that the distances were ·underestimated in the 1930s by nearly a 
factor of 10, and that correspondingly1 the superluminous novae are 
nearly 1010-10 billion-· times more luminous than our Sun.) 

Zwicky, a lover of extremes, was fascinated by these superluminous 
novae. He and Baade discussed them endlessly and coined for them the 
name supernovae. F..aeh supernova, they presumed (correctly), was pro
duced by the explosion of a norrnal star. And the explosion was so hot, 
they suspected (this time incorrectly), that it radiated far more energy 
as ultraviolet light and X-rays than as ordinary light. Since the ultravi
olet light and X-rays c.ould not penetrate the Earth's atmosphere, it was 
impossible to meaStn·e just how much energy they contained. However, 
one could try to estimate their energy from the spectrum of the ob
served light and the laws of physics that govern the hot gas in the 
exploding supernova. 

By combining Baade's knowledge of the observations and of ordi
·nary novae with Zwicky's understanding of theoretical physics, Baade 
and Zwicky concluded (incorrectly) that the ultra\"iolet radiation and 
X-rays from a supernova must carry at least 10,000 and perhaps 10 
million times more enf'.rgy even than the visible light. Zwicky, with his 
love of extremes, quickly assumed that the larger factor, 10 million, 
was correct and quoted it with enthusiasm. 

This (incorrect) factor of tO million mP.ant that during the severd 
days that the supernova was at its brightest, it put out an enormous 
amount of energy: roughly a hundred times more energy than our Sun 
wil1 radiate in heat and light. during its entire tO-billion-year lifetime. 
This is about as much energy as one wot1ld obtain if one could convert 
a tenth of the mass of our Sun into pure, luminous energy! 

(Thanks to decades of subsequent observational studies of super
novae --many of them by Zwicky himself-we now know that the 
Baade-Zwicky estimate of a supernova's energy was not far off the 
mark. However, we also know that their calculation of this energy was 
badly flawed: Almost all the outpouring energy is c-.arried by particles 
called neutrinos and not by X-ray and ultraviolet radiations as they 
thought. Baade and Zwicky got the right answer purely by luck.) 

V\''hat could be the origin of this enormous supernova enP.rgy? To 
explain it, Zwicky invented the neutron star. 

1. The arnou.nt of light re-ceived at Earth is inversely propo>rtional to the sqwzre of ~ll~ 
distance to thE' supl".rnova, so a factor 10 error in distance znea!ll a factor I 00 error in Baade's 
et.tlmatc of the total Iight output. 



5. IMPLOSION IS COMPULSORY 

Zwicky was interested in all branches of physics and astronomy, and 
he fancied himself a philosopher. He tried to link together all phenom
ena he encountered in what he later called a "morphological fashion." 
Tn 1932, the most popular of all topics in physics or astronomy was 
nuclear physics, the study of the nuclei of atoms. From there, Zwicky 
extracted the key ingredient for his neutron-star idea: the concept of a 
neutron. 

Since the neutron will be so important in this chapter and the next, I 
shall digress briefly from Zwicky and his neutron stars to describe the 
discovery of the neutron and the relationship of neutrons to the struc
ture of atoms. 

After formulating the "new" laws of quantum mechanics in 1926 
(Chapter 4), physicists spent the next five years using those quantum 
mechanical laws to explore the re.alm of the small. They unraveled the 
mysteries of atoms (Box 5.1) and of materials such as molecules, met
als, crystals, and white-ewarf matter, which are made from atoms. 
Then, in 1931, physicists turned their attention inward to the cores of 
atoms and the atomic nuclei that reside there. 

The nature of the atomic nucleus was a great mystery. Most physi
cists thought it was made from a handful of electrons and twice as 
many protons, bound together in some as yet ill-understood way. How
ever, Ernest Rutherford in Cambridge, England, had a different hy
pothesis: protons and neutrons. Now, protons were already known to 

exist. They had been studied in physics experiments for decades, and 
were known to be about 2000 times heavier than electrons and to have 
positive electric charges. Neutrons were unknown. Rutherford had to 
postulate the neutron's existence in order to get the laws of quantum 
mechanics to explain the nucleus successfully. A successful explanation 
required three things: (1) F..ach neutron must have about the same mass 
as a proton but have no electric charge, (2) each nucleus must contain 
about the same number of neutrons as protons, and (3) all the neutrons 
and protons must be held together tightly in their tiny nucleus by a 
new type of force, neither electrical nor gravitational-a force called, 
naturally, the nuclear force. (It is now also called the strongforce.) The 
neutrons and protons would protest their confinement in the nucleus 
by claustrophobic, erratic, high-speed motions; these motions would 
produce degeneracy pressure; and that pressure would counterbalance 
the nuclear force, holding the nucleus steady at its size of about 10-ts 
centimeter. 
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Box 5.1 

The Internal Structures of Atoms 

An atom consists of a cloud of electrons surrounding a central, mas ... ~ive 
nucleus. The electron cloud is roughly 10-a centimeter in size (about a 
millionth the diameter of a human hair), and the nucleus at its core is 
100,000 times smaller, roughly 1 o-u centimeter; see the diagram below. If 
the electron cloud were enlarged to the size of the Earth, then the nucleus 
would become the size of a foot ballfield. Despite its tiny size, the nucleus 
is seve:ral thousand times heavier than the tenuous electron cloud. 

The negatively charged electrons are held in their cloud by the electri
cal pull of the positively charged nucleus, but they do not fall into the 
nucltms for the same reason as a white-dwarf star does not implode: A 
quantum mechanical law called the Pauli exclusion principle forbids 
more than two electrons to occupy the same region of space at the same 
time (two can dD so if they have opposite ''spins," a subtlety ignored in 
Chapter 4). The cloud's electrons therefore get pairecl together in cells 
C'.alled ''orbitals." Each pair of electrons, in protest against being confined 
to its small cell, undergoes erratic, high-speed "claustrophobic" motions, 
like those Q{ electrons in a white-dwarf star (Chapter 4). These motions 
give rise to "electron degeneracy pressure," which CO\mteracts the ~leL-tri
cal pull of the nucleus. Thus, one can think of the atom as a tiny white
dwarf star, with an electric force rather than a gravitational force pulling 
the electrons inward, and with electron degeneraL-y pressure pushing them 
outward. 

The right-hand diagram below sketches the structure of the atomic 
nucleus, as discussed in the te1et; it is a tiny cluster of protons and neutrons, 
held together by the nuclear force. 

ATOM NUCLEUS 
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In 1931 and early 1932, experimental physicists competed vigor
ously with each other to tt"..st this description of the nucleus. The 
method was to try to knock some of Rutherford's postulated neutrons 
out of atomic nuclei by bombarding the nuclei with high-energy radia
tion. The competition was won in Ji'ebruary 1932 by a member of 
Rutherford's own experimental team, JamP.s Chadwick. Chadwick's 
bombardment succeeded, neutrons emerged in profusion, and they had 
just the properties that Rutherford had postulated. The discovery was 
announced with fanfare by newspapers around the world, and natu
rally it caught Zwicky's attention. 

The neutron arrived on the scene in the same year as Baade and 
Zwicky were struggling to understand supernovae. This neutron was 
just what they needed, it seemed to Zwicky. Perhaps, he reasoned, the 
core of a normal star, with dt".nsities of, say, 100 grams per cubic centi
meter, could be made to implode until it reached a density like that of 
an atomic nucleus, 1014 (100 trillion) grams per cubic centimeter; and 
perhaps the matter in that shrunken stellar core would then transform 
itself into a "gas" of neutrons ·-·a "neutron star" Zwicky called it. If so, 
Zwicky computed (correctly in this case), the shnmken core's intense 
gravity would bind it together so tightly that not only would its cir
cumference have been reduced, but so would its mass. The stellar core's 
mass would now be 10 percent lower than before the implosion. Where 
would that tO percent of the core's mass have gone? Into explosive 
energy, Zwicky reasoned (correctly again; see Figure 5.1 and Box 5.2). 

If, as Zwicky believed (correctly), the mass of the shrunken stellar 
core is about the same as the mass of the Sun, then the 10 percent of it 
that is converted to explosive energy, when the core becomes a neutron 
star, would produce 1()46 joules, which is close to the energy that 
Zwicky thought was needed to power a supernova. The explosive en
ergy might beat the outer layers of the star to an enormous tempera
ture and blast them off into interstellar space (Figure 5.1 ), and as the 
star exploded, its high temperature might make it shine brightly in 
just the manner of the supernovae that he and Baade had identified. 

Zwicky did not know what might initiate the implosion of the star's 
core and convert it into a neutron star, nor did he know how the core 
might behave as it imploded, and therefor~ he could not estimate how 
long the implosion would take (is it a slow contraction or a high-speed 
implosion?). (When the full details were ultimately worked out in the 
1960s and later, the core turned out to implode violently; its own 
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5.1 Fritz Zwicky's hypothesis for trWI'il18 supemova ~.xplosions: The super· 
nova's explosive enersy comes from the implosion of a star's normal-density core 
to form a neutron star. 

Box 5.2 

The Equivalence of Mass and Energy 

Mass, according to Einstein's .special relativity laws, is just a very compact 
form of energy. It is possible, though how is a nontrivial issue, to convert 
any mass, including that of a person, into explosive energy. The.> amount of 
enet-gy that comes from such conversion is enormous. It is given by Ein
stein's famous formulaE ::::: Me~, where .E is the explosive energy, 11tf is 
the mass t.ltat gets converted to energy, and c = 2.99792 X 108 meters per 
second is the speed of light. From the 75-kilogram mass of a typical person 
this {onnula predicts an explosive energy of 7 X 10'8 joules, which is 
thirty times larger than the energy of the most powerful hydrogen bomb 
that has ever been exploded. 

The conversion of mass int.o heat or into the kinetir. energy of an 
explosion underlies Zwicky's explanation for superno,·ae (Figure 5.1), the 
nuclear burning that keeps the Sun hot (later in this chapter), and nuclear 
explosions (next chapter). 
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intense gravity drives it to implode from about the size of the Earth to 
100 kilometers circumference in less than 10 seconds.) Zwicky also did 
not understand in detail how the energy from the core's shrinkage 
might create a supernova explosion, or why the debris of the explosion 
would shine very brightly for a few days and remain quite bright for a 
few months, rather than a few seconds or hours or years. However, he 
knew-· or he thought he knew-that the energy released by forming a 
neutron star was the right amount, and that was enough for him. 

Zwicky was not content with just explaining supernovae; he wanted 
to explain everything in the Universe. Among all the unexplained 
things, the one getting the most attention at Cal tech in 1932-1933 was 
cosmic rays--high-speed particles that bombard the Earth from space. 
Caltech's R.obert Millikan was the world leader in the study of cosmic 
rays and had given them their name, and Caltech's Carl Anderson had 
discovered that some of the cosmic-ray particles were made of antimat· 
ter.~ Zwicky, with his love of extremes, managed to convince himself 
(correctly it turns out) that most of the cosmic rays were coming from 
outside our solar system, and (incorrectly) that most were from outside 
our Milky Way galaxy-indeed, from the most distant reaches of the 
Universe-and he then convinced himself (roughly correctly) that the 
total energy carried by all the Universe's cosmic rays was about the 
same as the total energy released by supernovae throughout the Uni
verse. The conclusion was obvious to Zwicky (and perhaps correct5

): 

Cosmic rays are made in supernova explosions. 
It was late 1933 by the time Zwicky had convinced himself of these 

connections between supernovae, neutrons, and cosmic rays. Since 
Baade's encyclopedic knowledge of observational astronomy had been 
a crucial foundation for these connections, and since many of Zwicky's 
calculations and much of his reasoning had been carried out in verbal 
give-and-take with Baade, Zwicky and Baade agreed to present their 
work together at a meeting of the American Physical Society at Stan
ford University, an easy day's drive up the coast from Pasadena. The 
abstract of their talk, published in the 15 January t934 issue of the 

2. .\ntimat ter gets its name from the fact that when a particle of matter meet~ a particle of 
llntimatter, they annihtlate cacb other. 

~- Tt tu:::ns out that CD~>mit' rays are made in many different ways. It is not yet known which 
way produoet the most cosmic rays, but a ~trong pot~~~ibiiity is the acceleration of particles to 
high speeds b}' shock waves in gas-cloml remnants of supernova explosions, long after the 
e)(plosions are fin\shecl. If this is the case, then in an indiret-1: sense Zwicky was correct. 
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Physical Revieu;, is shown in Figure 5.2. It is one of the most prescient 
doc..'UIIleUts in the history of physics and astronomy. 

It asserts unequivocally the e:x.istence of supernovae as a distinct 
class of astronomical objects-although adequate data to prove finnly 
that they are different from ordinary novae would be produced by 
:Baade and Zwicky only four years latP.r, in 1938. It introduces for the 
first time the name "supernovae" for these objec:ts. It estimates, cor
rectl:v, the total energy released in a supernova. Tt suggests that cosmic 
rays are produced by supemovae-a hypothesis still thought plausible 
in t 993, but not firmly established (see Footnote 3). It invents the 
concept of a star made out of neutrons-a concept that would not 
become widely accepted as theoretically viable until 1939 and would 
not be verified observationally until 1968. It coins the name neutron 
star for this concept. And it suggests "with a.ll reserve" (a phrase pre
sumably inserted by the cautious Baade) that supernovae are produced 
by the transformation of ordinary stars into neutron stars· -a sugges
tion that would be shown theoretically viable oniy in the early 1960s 
and would be confirmed by observation only in the late 1960s with the 
discovery of pulsars {spinning, magnetized neutron stars) inside the 
exploding gas of ancient supernovae. 

5.l Abstract of the talk. on supernovae, neutron stars. and cosmic ra}'S given by 
Walter Baade and Fritz Zwicky at Stanford Univenity in [)e('.ember 1955. 

JANUARY U, lOH PHYSICAL IEVIEW VOLlJMF. 45 

............ ud c.-a ltap. W. IIMD£, MI. 
W~ a.-.. ..... .oUQI F. ZWICKY, C~ /,.,;,. 
~/T~.-SupeniOVae l!.ftUJJ iae_,.tel!ac-.,-. 
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Astronomers in the 1930s responded enthus1astica1ly to the Baade
Zwicky concept of a supernova, but treated Zwicky's neutron-star and 
cosmic-ray ideas with some disdain. "Too speculative" was the general 
consensus. "Based on unreliable calculations," one might add, quite 
correctly. Nothing in Zwicky's writings or talks provided more than 
meager hints of substantiation for the ideas. In fact, it is clear to me 
from a detailed study of Zwicky's writings of the era that he did not 
understand the laws of physics well enough to be able to substantiate 
his ideas. I shall return to this later in the chapter. 

Some concepts in science are so obvious in retrospect that it is amaz
ing nobody noticed them sooner. Such was the case with the connection 
between neutron stars and black holes. Zwicky could have begun to 
make that connection in 1933, but he didn't; it would get made in a 
tentative way six years later and definitively a quarter century later. 
The tortured route that finally rubbed physicists' noses in the connec
tion will occupy much of the rest of this chapter. 

1·o appreciate the story of how physicists came to recognize the 
neutron-star/black-hole connection, it will help to know something 
about the connection in advance. Thus, the following digression: 

What are the fates of stars when they die? Chapter 4 revealed a 
partial answer, an answer embodied in the right-hand portion of Fig· 
ure 5.3 (which is the same as Figure 4.4). That answer depends on 
whether the star is less massive or more massive than 1.4 Suns (Chand
rasekhar's limiting mass). 

If the star is less massive than the Chandrasekhar limit, for example 
if the star is the Sun itself, then at the end of its life it follows the path 
labeled "death of Sun" in Figure 5.3. As it radiates light into space, it 
gradually cools, losing its thermal (heat-induced) pressure. With its 
pressure reduced, it no longer can withstand the inward pull of its own 
gravity; its gravity forces it to shrink. As it shrinks, it moves leftward in 
Figure 5.3 toward smaller circumferences, while staying always at the 
same height in the figure because its mass is unchanging. (~otice that 
the figure plots mass up and circumference to the right.) And as it 
shrinks, the star squeezes the electrons in its interior into smaller and 
smaller cells, until finally the electrons protest with such strong degen
eracy pressure that the star can shrink no more. The degeneracy pres
sure counteracts the inward pull of the star's gravity, forcing the star to 
settle down into a white-dwarf grave on the boundary curve (white
dwarf <.."t.uve) between the white region of Figure 5.3 and the shaded 
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region. If the star were to shrink even more (that is, move leftward 
from the white-dwarf curve into the shaded region), its electron degen
eracy pre~ure would grow stronger and make- the star expand back to 
tht- white-dwarf curve. If the star were to expand into the white region, 
its electron degeneracy prp_ssure would weaken, permitting gravity to 
shrink it back to the white-dwarf curve. Thus, the star has no choice 
but to remain forever on the white-dwarf curve, where gravity and 
pressure balance perfectly, gradually cooling and turning into a black 
dwarf -a cold, dark, solid body about the size of the Earth but with the 
mass of the Sun. 

If the star is more massive than Chandrasekhar's 1.+-solar-mass 
limit, for E"xample if it is the star Sir.ius, then at the end of its life it will 
follow the path labeled "death of Sirius." As it emits radiation and cools 
and shrinks, moving leftward on this path to a smaller and smaller 
circwnference, its electrons get squeezed into smaller and smaller cells; 
they protest with a rising degeneracy pressure, but they protest in vain. 
Because of its lal"ge mass, the star's gravity is strong enough to squelch 
all elP.ctron protest. The electrons car. never produce enough degener
acy pressure to counterbalance the star's gravity4

; the star mu.st, in 
Atthur Eddington's words, "go on radiating and radiating and contract
ing and contracting, until, 1 suppose, it gets down to a few kilometers 
radius, wheu gravity becomes strong enough to hold in the radiation, 
and the star c-.an at last find peace." 

Or that would be its fate, if not for neutron stars. If Zwicky was right 
that neutron stars can exist, then they must be rather analogous to 
white-dwarf rt:ars, but with their internal pressure produced by neu
trons instead of electrons. This means that there must be a neutron-star 
L"llrve in Figure 5.3, analogous to the white-dwarf curve, but at circum
ferences (marked on the horizontal axis) of roughly a hundred kilome
ters, instead of tens of thousands of kilometers. On this neutron-star 
curve neutron pressul"e would balance gravity perfectly, so neutron 
stars could reside there forever. 

Suppose that the neutron-star curve extends upward in Figure 5.3 to 
large masses; that is, suppose it has the shape labeled Bin the figure. 
Then Sirius, when it dies, cannot create a black hole. Rather, Sirius will 
shrink until it bits the neutron-star curve, and then it can shrink no 
more. If it tries to shrink farther (that is, mO\·e to the left of the 
neutron-star curve into the shaded region), the neutrons inside it will 

4. The reason was explained in Box 4.2. 
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CIR.CUMFE~ENCE, h1 KJ.LO:t-.,fETEI(.S 

5.3 The ultimate fate of a star more massive than the Chandrasekhar limit of 
1.4 Suns depends on how massive neutron stars (',an lw- If they can be arbitrarily 
massive (curve 8), then a star such as Sirius, when il dies, can only implode to 
form a neutron star; it cannot form a black hole. If there is an upper mass limit 
for neutron stars (as on curve A), then a massive dyill8 star can become neither 
a white dwarf nor a neutron star; and unless there is some other graveyard 
available, it will die a black-hole death. 

protest against being squeezed; they will produce a large pressure 
(partly due to degeneracy, that is, "claustrophobia," and partly due to 
the nuclear force); and the pressure will be large enough to overwhelm 
gravity and drive the star back outward. If the star tries to reexpand 
into the white region, the neutrons' pressure will decline enough for 
gravity to take over and squeeze it back inward. Thus, Sirius will have 
no choice but to settle down onto the neutron-star curve and remain 
there forever, gradually cooling and becoming a solid, cold, black neu
tron star. 

Suppose, instead, that the neutron-star curve does not extend upward 
in Figure 5.5 to large masses, but bends over in the manner of the 
hypothetical curve marked A. This will mean that there is a maximum 
mass that any neutron star can have, analogous to the Chandrasekhar 
limit of 1.4 Suns for white dwarfs. As for white dwarfs, so also for 
neutron stars, the existence of a maximum mass would herald a mo
mentous fact: In a star more massive than the maximum, gravity will 
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completely overwhehn the neutron pressure. Therefore, when so mas
sive a star dies, it must either eject. enough mass to bring it below the 
maximum, or else it will shrink inexorably, under gravity's pull, right 
past the neutron-star curve, and then-if there are no other possible 
stellar graveyards, nothing but white dwarfs, neutron stars, and black 
h()les- -it will contin11e shrinking until it forzns a black hole. 

Thus, the central question, the question that holds the k.ey to th~ 
ultimate fate of massive stars, is this: llow massive can a neutron star 
be? If it can be very massive, more massive than any normal s~r. then 
black holes can never form in the real Universe. If there is a maximwn 
possible mass for neutron stars, a.'ld that max.imum is not too large, 
then black holes U'ill for.m- --unless there i.."' yet another stellar grave
yard, unsuspected in the 1930s_ 

This line uf reasoning is so obvious in retrospect that it se~ms amaz·
ing that Zwicky did not pursue it, Chandrasekhar did not pursue it, 
Eddington did not pursue it. Had Zwicky tried to pursue it, however, 
he would not have got far; he understood too Jittle nuclear physics and 
too little relativity to be able to discover whether the laws of physics 
plac..-e a mass limit on neutron stars or not. At Caltech there were, 
however, two others who did understand the physics well enough to 

deduce neutr.on-star masses: Richard Chace Tolman, a chemist turned 
physicist who bad written a classic textbook called Relativity, 1'hermo
dy11.amics, and Cosmology; and J. Robert Oppenheimer, who would 
later lead t."te Americ-.an effort to develop the atomic bomb. 

Tolman and Oppeuheimer, however, paid no attention at all to 
Zwicky's neutron stars. They paid no attention, that is. until 1938, 
when the idea of a neutron star was published (under tl•e slightly 
different name of neutron co~) by li"OIDt~body else, somebody whom, 
unlike Zwicky, they respeL-ted: Lev Davidovich Landau, in Moscow. 

Landau 

Landau's publication on neutron cores was actually a cry for help: 
Stalin's purges were in full swing in the 1J.S.S.l\.., and Landau was in 
dauger. Landau hoped that by making a big splash in tht- newsp-apers 
with his neutron-core idea, be might protect himself from arrest and 
death. But of this, Tolman and Oppenheimer knew nothing. 

l..andau was in danger because of his past contacts with Western 
scientists: 
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Soon after the Russian revolution, science had been targeted for 
special attention by the new Communist leadership. Lenin himself had 
pushed a resolution through the Eighth. Congress of the Bolshevik 
party in 1919 exempting scientists from requirements for ideological 
purity: "The Problem of industrial and economic development de
mands U1e immediate and widespread use of experts in science and 
technology whom we have inherited from capitalism, despite the fact 
that they inevitably are contaminated with bourgeois ideas and cus
toms." Of special concern to the leaders of Soviet science was the sorry 
state of Soviet theoretical physics, so, with the blessing of the Commu
nist party and the government, the most brilliant and promising ymmg 
theorists in the t;.S.S.R. were brought to Leningrad (Saint Petersburg) 
for a few years of graduate study, and then, after completing the equiv
alent of a Ph.D., were sent to Western Europe for one or two years of 
postdoctoral study. 

Why postdoctoral study? Because by the 1920s physics had become 
so complex that Ph.D.-level training was not sufficient for its mastery. 
To promote additional training worldwide, a system of postdoctoral 
fellowships had been set up, funded largely by the Rockefeller Founda
tion (profits from capitalists' oil ventures). Anyone, even ardent Rus
sian Marxists, could compete for these fellowships. The winners were 
called "postdoctoral fellows" or simply "postdocs." 

Why Western Europe for postdoctoral study? Because in the 1920s 
Western Europe was the mecca of theoretical physics; it was the home 
of almost every outstanding theoretic.al physicist in the world. Soviet 
leaders, in their desperation to transfuse theoretical physics from West
ern Europe to the U.S.S.R .. , had no choice but to send their young 
theorists there for trainit;tg, despite the dangers of ideological contcuni
nation. 

Of all the young Soviet theorists who traveled the route to Lenin
grad, then to Western Europe, and then back to the U.S.S.R., Lev 
Davidovich Landau would have by far the greatest influence on phys
ics. Born in 1908 into a well-to-do Jewish family (his father was a 
petroleum engineer in Baku on the Caspian Sea), he entered Leningrad 
l:niversity at age sixteen and finished his undergraduate studies by age 
nineteen. After just two years of graduate study at the Leningrad 
Physicotechnical Institute, he completed the equivalent of a Ph.D. and 
went off to Western .Europe, where he spent eighteen months of 
1929--50 making the rounds of the great theoretical physics centers in 
Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, England, Belgium, and Holland. 
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L¢: Lev Landau. as a student in Leningrad in the mid-1920s. Righ.t: l.andau, 
with fellow physics student., George Gamow and l·evgenia Kanegiesser·, horsing 
around In the midst of their studies in Leningad, ca. 1927. ln reality, Landau 
never played any mush•.al instrurnenL [Left: c.f)llrtesy AU• l!:milio SP.gr~ Visual Archives, 
:Margarethe Bohr Collection; right: oounc.sy Library of Congress.] 

A fellow postdoctoral student in Zurich, German-born Rudolph 
Peierls, later wrote, ''I vividly reme-mber the great impressiQn Landau 
made on all of us when he appeared in Wolfgang Pauli's department in 
Zurich in 1929 .... It did not take long to discover the depth of his 
understanding of modern physics, and his skill in solving basic prob
lems. He rarely read a paper on theoretical physics in detail, but looked 
at it long enough to see whether the problem was interesting, and if so, 
what was the author's approach. He then set to work to do the cak-ula
tion himself, and if the answer agreed with the author's he approved of 
the paper." Peierls and Landau became the best of friends. 

Tall, skinny, intensely critical of others as well as himself, Landau 
despaired that he had been born a few years too late. The golden age of 
physics, he thought, had been 1925-27 when de Broglie, Schrodinger, 
Heisenberg, Bohr, and others were creating the new quantwn mechan
ics; if born earlier, he, Landau, could have been a participant. "All the 
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nice girls have been snapped up and married, and all the nice problems 
have been solved. I don't really like any of those that are left/' he said 
in a moment of despair in Berlin in 1929. But, in fact, explorations of 
the consequences of the laws of quantum mechanics and relativity were 
only beginning, and those consequences would bold wonderful sur
prises: the structure of the atomic nucleus, nuclear energy, black holes 
and their evaporation, superfluidity, superconductivity, transistors, las
ers, and magnetic resonance imaging, to name only a few. And Landau, 
despite his pessimism, would become a c.entral figure in the quest to 

discover these consequences. 
Upon his return to Leningrad in 1931, Landau, who was an ardent 

Marxist and patriot, resolved to f<>L'Us his C'.areer on transfusing modern 
theoretical physics into the Soviet Union. He succeeded enormously, as 
we shall see in later chapters. 

Soon after Landau's return, Stalin's iron curtain descended, making 
further travel to the West almost impossible. As George Gamow, a 
Leningrad classmate of Landau's, later recalled: "Russian science now 
had become one of the weapons for fighting the capitalistic world. Just 
as Hitler was dividing science and the arts into Jewish and Aryan 
camps, Stalin created the notion of capitalistic and proletarian science. 
1t [was becoming] ... a crime for Russian scientists to 'fraternize' with 
scientists of the capitalistic countries!' 

The political climate went from bad to horrid. In 1936 Stalin, hav
ing already killed 6 or 7 million peasants and kulaks (landowners) in 
his forced collectivization of agriculture, embarked on a severaJ-year
long purge of the country's political and intellectual leadership, a purge 
now called the Great Terror. The purge included execution of almost 
all members of Lenin's original Politburo, and execution or forced 
disappearance, never to be seen again, of the top commanders of the 
Soviet army, fifty out of seventy-one members of the Central Commit
tee of the Communist party, most of the ambassadors to foreign coun
tries, and the prime ministers and chief officials of the non-Russian 
Soviet Republics. At lower levels roughly 7 million people were ar
rested and imprisoned and 2.5 million died-half of them intellectuals, 
including a large number of scientists and some entire research teams. 
Soviet biology, genetics, and agricultural sciences were destroyed. 

Tn late 1937 Landau, by now a leader oftheoretical physics research 
in Moscow, felt the heat of the purge nearing himself. In panic he 
searched for protection. One possible protection might be the focus of 
public attention on him as an eminent scientist, so he searched among 
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his scientific ideas for one that might make a big splash in West and 
East alike. His choice was an idea that he had been mulling over since 
the early 1930s: the idea that "normal" stars like the Sun might possess 
neutron stars at their centeis-----neutron cores Landau called them. 

The reasoning behind Landau's idea was this: The Sun and other 
normal stars support themselves ag-ainst the crush of their own gravity 
by means of thermal (heat-induced) pressure. As the Sun radiates heat 
and light into space, it must cool, contract, and die in about 50 million 
years' time--unless it has some way to replenish the heat that it loses. 
Since there was compelling geological evidence, in the 1920s and 
1950s, that the Earth had been k.ept at roughly constant temperature 
for 1 billion years or longer, the Sun must be replenishing its heat 
somehow. Arthur Eddington and others had suggested (correctly) in 
the 1920s that the new heat mi.ght come from nuclear rea<.--tions, in 
which one kind of atomic nucleus is transmuted into another--what is 
now called nuclear burning or nuclear fusion; see Box 5.3. However, the 
details of this nuclear burning had not been worked out sufficiently, by 
1937, for physicists to know whether it could do the job. Landau's 
neutron core provided an attractive alternative. 

Just as Zwicky could imagine powering a supernova by the energy 
released when a normal star impJodes to form a neutron star, so Lan
dau cou]d imagine powering the Sun and other normal stars by the 
energy released when its at.oms, one by one, get captured onto a neu
tron core (Figure 5.4). 

5.4 Lev J..andau's speculation as to the origin oflhe energy that keeps a normal 
star hot. 
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Box 5.3 

Nuclear Burning (Fusion) Contrasted with 
Ordinary Burning 

Ordinary burning is a chemical rr!action. In chemical reaL'tions, atoms get 
combined into molecules, where they share their electron clouds with 
each other; the electron clouds hold the molecules together. Nu.clear burn
ing is a nuclear reacticn. In nuclear burning, atomic nuclei get fused 
together (nuclear fusion) to form more massive atomic nllclei; the nuclear 
force holds the more massive nuclei together. 

The following diagram shows an example of ordinary burning: the 
burning of hydrogen to produce water (a:n. explosively powerful form of 
burning that is used to power some rockets that lift payloads into space). 
Two hydrogen atoms combine with an oxygen atom to form a water 
molecule. In the water molecule, the hydrogen and oxygen atoms share 
their elec..'tron clouds with f>..ach other, but do not share their atomic nuclei. 

-------+ 

W""tJe~ 
Mo1ecule 

The following diagram shows an example of nuclear burn;ng: the fusion 
of a deuterium ("heavy hydrogen") nucleus and an ordinary hydrogen 
nucleus to form a helium-o nucleus. This is one of the fusion reactions 
that is now known to power the Sun and other stars, and that powers 
hydroge."l bombs (Chapter 6). The deuterium nucleus contains one neu
tron and one proton, bound together by the nuclear force; the hydrogen 
nucleus consists of a singJe proton; the helimn-3 nucleus created by the 
fusion contains one neutron and two protons. 
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Capturing an atom onto a neutron core was much like dropping a 
roek onto a cement slab from a great height: Gravity pulls the rock 
down, accelerating it to high speed, and when it hits the slab, its huge 
kinetic energy (energy of motion) can shatter it into a thousand pieces. 
Similarly, gravity above a neutron core should accelerate infalling 
atoms to very high speeds, Landau reasoned. When such an atom 
plununets into the core, its shattering stop converts its huge kinetic 
energy (an amount equivalent to 10 percent of its mass) into heat. In 
this scenario, the ultimate source of the Sun's heat is the intense grav
ity of its neutron core; and, as for Zwicky's supernovae, the core's 
gravity is 1.0 percent efficient at converting the mass of infalling atoms 
into heat. 

The burning of nuclear fuel (Box 5.3), in contrast to capturing atoms 
onto a neutron core (Figure 5.4 ), can convert only a few tenths of 1 
percent of the fuel's mass into heat. In other words, Eddington's heat 
source (nuclear energy) was roughly 50 times less powerful than Lan
dau's heat source (graYitational energy).5 

Landau had actually developed a more primitive version of his neu
tron-core idea in 1931. However, the neutron had not yet been discov
ered then and atomic nuclei had been an enigma, so the capture of 
atoms onto the core in his 1931 model had released energy by a totally 
speculative process, one based on an (incorrect) suspicion that the laws 
of quantum mechanic-.s might fail in atomic nuclei. Now that the neu
tron had been known for five years <Uld the properties of atomic nuclei 
were beginning to be understood, Landau could make his idea much 
more precise and convincing. By presenting it to the world wit.h a big 
splash of publicity, he might deflect the heat of Stalin's purge. 

In late 1937, Landau wrote a manuscript describing his neutron-core 
idea; to make sure it got maximum public attention, he took a series of 
unusual steps: He submitted it for publication. in Russian, to Doklady 
Akademii Nauk (Reports of the Academy of Sciences of the U.S.SR.: 
published in Moscow). and in parallel he mailed an English veTSion to 

5. This rnay seem surprising to people who think of the nuclear force as far more powerful 
than the gravitational force. The nttcl<!ar foi'CIC> i1, indeed, far .more powerful when one has or.ly 
a ff!W atoms or atoznic nuclei at one's disposal. However, when one ltas se\•eral solar rnasses' 
worth of atoms (1057 atom!) ur .more, tl"'ll the gravitational f(lrce of all the atoms put together 
can become overwhnlmiragly !ll<lrc powerful than lheir nude11r fnrcc. This sia:ple ft'ct in the 
end guar..ntees, as we shall .see later in this chapter, that when a mll88iVP. star dies its huge 
gravity will overwhelm the repulsibn of it~ atumic nur.lei and will crunch th~:n:a to f<>rm a black 
hole. 
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the same famous Western physicist as Chandrasekhar had appealed to, 
when Eddington attacked him (Chapter 4), Niels Bohr in Copenhagen. 
(Bohr, as an honorary member of the Academy of Sciences of the 
U.S.S.R., was more or less acceptable to Soviet authorities even during 
t.he Great Terror.) With his manuscript, Landau sent Bohr the follow
ing letter: 

5 November 1937. Moscow 
Dear Mr. BohTl 

I enclose an article about stellar energy, which I have written. If 
it makes physical sense to you, I ask that you submit it to Nature. If 
it is not too .much trouble for you, I would be very glad to learn 
your opinion of this work. 

With deepest thanks. 
Yours, L. Landau 

(Nature is a British scientific magazine that publishes, quickly, an
nouncements of disco~·eries in aU fields of science and that has one of 
the highest worldwide circulations among serious scientific journals.) 

Landau had friends in high places- -high enough to arrange that, as 
soon as word was received back that Bohr had approved his article and 
had submitted it to Nature, a telegram would be sent to Bohr by the 
editorial staff of Izvestia. (Izvestia was one of the two most influential 
newspapers in the U.S.S.R., a newspaper run by and in behalf of the 
Soviet government.) The telegram went out on 16 November 1937 
saying: 

Inform us, please, of your opinion of the work of Professor Landau. 
Telegraph to us, please, your brief conclusion. 

Editorial Staff, Izvestia 

Bohr, evidently a bit puzzled and worried by the rE"quest, replied from 
Copenhagen that same day: 

The new idea of Professor l..at•dau about neutron cores of massive 
stars is of the highest level of excelJence and promise. I will be 
happy to send a short evaluation of it and of various other 
researches by Landau. Inform me please, more exactly, for what 
purpose my opinion is needed. 

Bohr 
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The Izvestia staff responded that they wanted to publish Bohr's evalua
tion iu their ne-wspaper. They did just that on 2o :November, in an 
article that described Landau's idea and praised it highly: 

This work of Professor Landau's has aroused great interest among 
Soviet physicists, and his bold idea gives new life to one of the most 
important processes in astrophysics. There is every reason to think. 
that l..andau'11 new hypothesis will turn out to be correct and will 
lead to solutions to a wh<>le series of unsolved problems in astrophys
it.'S .... Niels Bohr has given an f'.xtremely complementary evaluation 
of the work of this Soviet sciP.ntist [Landau}, saying that "The new 
idea of L. Landau is excellent and very promising." 

This campaign was not enough to save Landau. Early in the morn
ing of 28 April 1938, the knock came on the door of his apartment, and 
he was taken away in an official black limousine as his wife-to-be Cora 
watched in shock from the apartment door. The fate that had befallen 
so many others was now also Landau's. 

The limousine took Landau to one of MosL'OW's most notorious polit
ical prisons, the Butyrskaya .. There he was told that his activities as a 
German spy had been disco"·ered, and he was to pay the price for them. 
That the chargt'S were ludicrous (Landau, a Jew and an ardent Marxist 
spying for Nazi Germany?) was irrelevant. The chargeos almost always 
were lud1crous. In Stalin's Russia one rarely knew the real reason olle 
had been imprisoned--though in Landau's case, there are indications 
in recently revealed KGB files: In conversations with colleagues, he 
had criticized the Communist party and the Soviet government for 
their manner of org-dnizing scientific research, and for the massive ar
rests of 1936-37 that ushered in the Great Terror. Such criticism was re
garded as an "anti-Soviet activity" and could easily land one in prison. 

Landau was lucky. His imprisonment lasted but one year, and he 
survived it-· just barely. He was released in April 1939 after Pyotr 
Kapitsa, the most famous Soviet experimental physicist of the 1930s, 
appealed directly to Molotov and Stalin to let him go on grounds that 
Landau and only Landau, of all Soviet theoretical physicists, had the 
ability to solve the mystery of how superfluidity come-.s about.6 (Su
perfluidity had been discovered in Kapitsa's laboratory, and indepen-

6. Supt".rfluidity i8 a romplete absence of viiC()<;ity (internal friction) that OCC>Jts in rome 
fluids wh•m they are cooled to a fuw degrees above absolute T.P.ro temperature--that is, cooled 
to about mi<tus 270 degrees Celsius. 



5. LVIPLOSIO.K IS C0:.\1PULSOR. Y 

de:nt1y by J. F. Allen and A. D. Misener in Cambridge, England, and if 
it could be explained by a Soviet scientist, this would rlemon~trat.e 
doubly to the world the power of Soviet science.) 

Landau ernergt-d from prison emaciated and extremely ill. Tn due 
course, he recovered physically and mentally, solved the mystery of 
superfl.uidity using the laws of quantum mechanics, and received the 
Nobel Prize for his solution. But his spirit was broken. Never again 
could he withstand even mild psychological pressure from the political 
authorities. 

Oppenheimer 

In California, Robert Oppenheimer was in the habit of reading with 
care every scientific art.ide published by Landau. Thus, Landau's arti
cle on neutron cores in the 19 F'ebruary 1938 issue of Nature caught his 
immediate attention. Coming from Fritz Zwicky, the idea of a neutron 
star as t.1.e energizer for supernovae was ·-in Oppenheimer's view .. -a 
far-out, flaky spe<:ulation. Coming from Lev Landau, a neutron core as 
the energizer for a normal star was worthy of serions thought. Might 
the Sun actually possess such a core? Oppenheimer vowec! to find out. 

Oppenheimer's style of research was completely different from any 
encountered thus far in this book. Whereas Baade and Zwicky worked 
together as co-equal colleagues whose talents and knowledge comple
tnented each other, and Chandrasekhar and Einstein each worked very 
much alone, Oppenheimer worked enthusiastically amidst a 1arge en
tour~e of students. Whereas Einstein had suffered when requu·ed to 
teach, Oppenheimer thrived on teaching. 

Like Landau, Oppenheimer had gone to the mecca of theoretical 
physics, Wt-stern Europe, to get educated; and like Landau, Oppen
heimer, upon returning home, had launched a transfus)on of theoreti
cal physics from Europe to his native land. 

By the time of his return to America, Oppenheimer had acquired so 
trem~ndous a reputation that he received offers of faculty jobs from ten 
American universities including Harvard and Caltech, and from two in 
Europe. Among the offers was one from the University of California at 
Berkeley, which had no theoretical physics at all. "I visitffi Berkeley," 
Oppenheuner recalled later, "and I thought I'd like to go there because 
it was a desert." At Berkeley he could create something entirely his 
own .. However, fearing the consequences of intellectual isolation, Op-

187 



188 BLACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

penheimer accepted both the Berkeley offer and the Caltech offer. He 
would spend the autumn and winter in Berkeley, and the spring at 
Caltech. "I kept the connection with Caltech .... it was a place where I 
would be checked if l got too far off base and where I would learn of 
things that might not be adequately reflected in the published litera
ture." 

At first Oppenheimer, as a teacher, was too fast, too impatient, too 
overbearing with his students. He didn't realize how little they k.new; 
he couJdn't bring himself down to their level. His first lecture at Cal
tech in the spring of t 930 was a tour de force--powerful, elegant, 
insightful. When the lecture was over and the room had emptied, 
Richard Tolman, the chP.mist-turned-physicist who by now was a close 
friend, remained behind to bring him down to earth: "Well, Robert,'1 

he said; "that was beautiful but. I didn't understand a damned word." 
However, Oppenheimer learned quickly. Within a year, graduate 

students and postdocs began tlocking to Berkeley from all over America 
to learn physics from him, and within several years he had made 
Berkeley a more attractive place even than Europe for American theo
retical physics postdocs. 

One of Oppenheimer's postdocs, Robert Serber, later described what 
it was like to work with him: "Oppie (as he was known to his Berkeley 
students) was quick, impatient, and had a sharp tongue, and in the 
earliest days of his teaching he was reputed to have terrorized the 
students. But after five years of experience he had mellowed (if his 
earlier students were to be believed). His course [on quantum mechan
ics] was an inspirational as weU as an educational achievement. He 
transmitted to his students a feeling of the beauty of the logica] struc
ture of physics and an excitement about the development of physics. 
Almost everyone listened to the course more than once, and Oppie 
occasionally had difficulty in dissuading students from coming a third 
or fourth time .... 

"Oppie's way of working with his research students was also origi
nal. His group consisted of 8 or 10 graduate students and about a half 
dozen postdoctoral fellows. He met the group once a day in his office. A 
little before the appointed time, the members straggled in and disposed 
themselves on the tables and about the walls. Oppie came in and 
discussed with one after another the status of the student's research 
problem while the others listened and offered comments. All were 
exposed to a broad range of topics. Oppenheimer was interested in 
everything; one subject after another was introduced and coexisted 
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with all the others. In an afternoon they might discuss electrodyllam
ics, cosmic rays, astrophysics and nuclear physics." 

Each spring Oppenheimer piled books and papers into his convert
ible and se,•eral students into the rumble seat, and drove down to 

Pasadena. ·•w e thought nothing of giving up our houses or apartments 
in Ber.k:e1ey," said Serber, "confident that we could find a garden cot
tage in Pasadena for twenty-five dollars a month." 

.For each problem that interested him, Oppenheimer would select a 
student or postdoc to work out the details_ For Landau's problem, the 
question of whether a neutron core could keep the Sun hot, he selected 
Serber. 

Robert Serbt-r (left) and Robert Oppenheimer (right) discussing physics, <'.a. 1942. 
[Counesy U.S. Information Ag~.Jacy.) 
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Oppenheimer and Serber quickly realized that, if the Sun has a 
neut.ron core at its center, and if the core's mass is a large fraction of the 
Sun's mass, the11 the core's intense gravity will hold the Sun's outer 
layers in a tight grip, making the Sun's circumference far smaller than 
it actually is. Thus, Landau's neutron-core idea could work only if 
neutron cores can be far less massive than the Sun. 

"How small can the mass of a neutron core be?" Oppenheimer ar1d 
Serber were thus driven to ask themselves. "What is the minimum 
possible mass for a neutron core?" -:'llotice that this is the opposite ques
tion to the one that is crucial for the existenc.e of black hol~; to learn 
whether black holes can form, one needs to know the maximum possi
ble mass for a neutron star (Figure 5.3 above). Oppenheimer as yet had 
no inkling of the importance of the maximum-mass question, but he 
now knew that the minimum neutron-core ma$ was central to Lan
dau's idea. 

In his article Landau, also aware of the importance of the minimum 
neutron-core mass, had used the laws of physics to estimate it. With 
care Oppenheimer and Serber scrutini-zed Landau's estimate. Yes, they 
found, Landau had properly taken account of the attractive forces of 
gravity inside and near the core .. -\nd yes, he had properly taken ac
CQunt of the de-generacy pressure of the core's neutrons (the pressure 
produced by the neutrons· c!au..~trophobic motions when they get 
squeezed into tiny cells). But no, he had not taken proper account of the 
nuclear force that neutrons exert on each other. That force was not yet 
fully understood. However, enough was understood for Oppenheimer 
and Serber to conclude that probably, not absolutely defiuitely, but 
probably, no neutron core can ever be lighter than 1Ao of a solar mass. 
If nature ever succeeded in creating a neutron core lighter than this, 
its gravity would be too weak to hold it together; its pressure would 
make it explode. 

At first sight this did not. rule out the Sun's possessing a neutron core; 
after all, a 1Ao-solar-mass core, which was allowed by Oppenheimer 
and Serber's estimates, might be small enough to hide inside the Sun 
without affecting its surface properties very much (without affecting 
the things we see). But further calculations, balancing the pull of the 
core's gravity against the pressure of surrounding gas, showed that the 
core's effects could not be hidden: Around the core there would be a 
shell of white-dwarf- type matter weighing nearly a full solar mass, 
and with only a tiny amount of normal gas outside that shell, the Sun 
could not look at all like we see it. Thus, the Sun coul.d not possess a 
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neutron core, and the energy to keep the Sun hot must come from 
somewhere else. 

Where else? At the same time as Oppenheimer and Serber in Berke
ley were doing these cal<:ulations, Hans Bethe at Cornell University in 
Ithaca, New York, and Charles Critchfield at George Washington Uni
versity in Washington, D.C., were using the newly developed laws of 
nuclear physics to demonstrate in detail that nuclear burning {the 
fusion of atomic nuclei; Box 5.3) can keep the Sun and other stars hot. 
Eddington had been right and l..andau had been wrong--at least for 
the Sun and most other stars. (As of the early 1990s, it appears that a 
few giant stars might, in fact, use Landau's mechanism.) 

Oppenheimer and Serber had no idea that Landau's paper was a 
desperate attempt to avoid prison and possible death, so on 1 Septem
ber 1958, as Landau languished in Butyrskaya Prison, they submitted 
their critique of him to the Physical Review. Since Landau was a great 
enough physicist to take the heat, they said quite frankly: "An estimate 
of Landau : . . led to the value 0.001 solar masses for the limiting 
[minimum] mass [of a neutron core]. This figure appears to be wrong . 
. . . [Nuclear forces) of the often assumed spin exchange type preclude 
the existence of a [neutron] core for stars with masses comparable to 
that of the Sun." 

Landau's neutron cores and Zwicky's neutron stars are really the 
same thing. A neutron core is nothing but a neutron star that happens, 
somehow, to find itself inside a normal star. To Oppenheimer this must 
have been clear, and now that he had begun to think about neutron 
stars, he was drawn inexorably to the issue that Zwicky should have 
tackled but could not: What, precisely, is the fate of massive stars when 
they exhaust the nuclear fuel that, according to Bethe and Critchfield, 
keeps them hot? Which corpses will they create: white dwarfs? neutron 
stars? black holes? others? 

Chandrasekhar's calculations had shown unequivocally that stars 
less massive than 1.4 Suns must become white dwarfs. Zwicky was 
speculating loudly that at least some stars more massive than 1.4 Suns 
will implode to form neutron stars, and in the process generate super
novae. Might Zwicky be right? And will all massive stars die this way, 
thus saving the Universe from black holes? 

One of Oppenheimer's great strengths as a theorist was an unerring 
ability to look at a complicated problem and strip away the complica
tions until he found the central issue that controlled it. Several years 
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later, this talent would contribute to Oppenheimer's brilliance as the 
leader of the American atomic bo1nb project. Now, in his struggle to 
understand stellar d.eath, it told him to ignore all th~ complications 
that Zwicky was trumpeting about--the details of the stellar implo
sion, the transformation of normal matt.er into m~utron matter, the 
relea1e of enormous energy and its possible powering of supernovae 
and cosn1ic rays. All this wa.s irrelevant to tb.e issue of the star's final 
/ate. The only 1-elevant thing was the maximum mass that a neutron 
star call have. If neutron stars r..an be arbitrarily massive (curve B iu 
Figure 5.~ above), then black holes can n.ever form. If there is a maxi
mum possible neutron-star mass (cune A in Figure 5.3}, then a star 
heavier thatl that maximum, when it dies, might form a black hole. 

Having posed this maximum-mass question with stark clarity, Op
penheimer went about solving it, methodically and unequivocally--· 
and, as was his standard practice, in collaborc~.tioll with a student, in 
this ~e a young man named George Volkoft: The tale of Oppen
heimer and Volkoff's quest to leam tl1e masses of neutron stars, aJ:td the 
central contributions of Oppenheimer's Caltech friend Richard Tol
man, is told in Box 5.4. It is a tale that illustrates Oppenheimer's mode 
of research and several of th.e strategi~ by which physicists operate, 
when they understand dearly some of the laws that govern the phe
nomenon they are studying, but not all: Jn this case Oppenheimer 
understood the laws of quaJ1turn mechanic.s and general relativity, but 
neither be nor anyone else understood the nuclear force very well. 

Despite their poor knowledge of the nuclear force, Oppenheimer 
and Volkofi were able to show unequivocally (Box 5.4) that there is a 
maximum ma.vs for neutron .stars, alld it lies between about half a solar 
mass and several solar masses. 

In the 1990s, after fifty years of additional study, we know that 
Oppenheimer and Vo]koff were correct; neutron stars do, indeed, have 
a maximum allowed Illass, and it is now known to lie between 1.5 and 
3 solar masses, roughly the same ballpark as their estimate. Moreover, 
since 1967 hundreds of neutron stan haYe been observed by astrono
mers, and the masses of several have been measured with high accu
racy. The measured n1asses areal! close to 1.4 Suns; why, w~ do not 
know. 



Box 5.4 

The Tale of Oppenheimer, Volkoff, and Tolman: 
A Quest for Neutron-Star Masses 

When embarking on a complicated analysis, it is helpful to get one's 
bearings by beginning with a rough, "order-of-magnitude" calculation, a 
calculation accurate only to within a fa<--tor of, say, 10. Tn keeping with this 
rule of thumb, Oppenheimer began his assault on the issne of whether 
neutron stars can have a maximum mass by a crude calculation, just a few 
pages long. The result was intriguing: He found a maximum mass of 6 
Suns for any neutron star. If a detailed calculation gave the same result, 
then Oppenheimer could conclude that black holes might form when stars 
heavier than 6 Suns die. 

A "detailed calculation" meant selecting a mass for a hypothetical neu
tron star, then asking whether, for that mass, neutron pressure inside the 
star can balance gravity. If the balance can be achieved, then neutron stars 
can have that mass. It would be necessary to choose one mass after an
other, and for each ask about the balance between pressure and gravity. 
This enterprise is harder than it might sound, because prE>.ssure and grav
ity must balance each other everywhere inside the star. However, it was an 
enterprise that had been pursued once before, by Chandrasekhar, in his 
analysis of white dwarfs (the analysis performed using Arthur Eddington's 
Braunschweiger calculator, with Eddington looking over Chandrasekhar's 
shoulder; Chapter 4). 

Oppenheimer could pattern his neutron-star calculations after Chand
rasekhar's white-dwarf calculations, but only after making two crucial 
changes: First, in a white dwarf the pressure is produced by electrons, and 
in a neutron star by neutrons, so the equation of state (the relation between 
pressure and density) will be different. Second, in a white dwarf, gravity is 
weak enough that it can be described equally well by Newton's laws or by 
Einstein's general relativity; the two descriptions will give almost pre
cisely the same predictions, so Chandrasekhar chose the simpler descrip
tion, Newton's. By contrast, in a neutron star, with its much smaller 
circumference, gravity is so strong that using Newton's laws might cause 
serious errors, so Oppenheimer would have to describe gravity by Ein
stein's general relativistic laws.* Aside from these two changes-a new 
equation of state (neutron pressure instead of electron) and a new descrip· 
tion of gravity (Einstein's instead of Newton's)-Oppenheimer's calcula
tion would be the same as Chandrasekhar's. 

Having gotten this far, Oppenheimer was ready to turn the details of 
the calculation over to a student. He chose George Volkoff, a young man 

*See t.he discussion in the last sect. ion of Chap1er 1 ("The X ature of Physical Law'') of the 
relationship between different descriptions ofthe laws of physics and their domains of validity. 
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from Toronto, who had emigrated from Russia in 1924. 
Oppenheimer explained t11c problem to Volkoff and told him that the 

mathematical description of gravity that he would need was in a textbook 
that RichiU'd Tohrtan had written, Relativity, 1'hennadynamic~;, and Cos
mowgy. The equation of State for the neutron pressure, however, \\T<lS a 
more difficult issue, since the pressure would be influ.enccd by the nuclear 
force (wit!1 which neutrons push and pull on each other). Although the 
:nuclear force was becoming well understood at th.e densitie!f inside atomic 
r1uclci, it was very poorly understood at the higher densities that neutrons 
would face deep inside a massive neutron star. Physicists did n.ot even 
know wbethP.r the rmcl(•ar force \Vas attractive at thE>.se densities or .repul
sive (whether neutro11s pulled on each other or pushed), and thus there 
was 110 way to know whetlter the nuclear force reduced the m:mtrol1s' 
pre~ure or increased it. But Oppenheimer had a strategy to deal with 
these unknowns. 

PretEmd, at first, that tht: nuclear force doesn't exist, Oppcnheirnt-r 
suggli'..sted to Volkoff. Then ~u the pressure will be of a sort that is well 
understood.; it will be neutron degt:'.ne1·acy pressure (prr.ssure prodllred by 
tlu• neutrons' "daustrophobic'' motions). Balance this neutrorJ degeneracy 
pressure agaiitst gravity, and from the balan~, r..a1cuiate the structure~; 
and masses that neutron stars would have in a \miverse without any 
nudear force. Then, aft.erw11ro, try to e!timate ho'v t.he stars' structures 
and 1nasses will change if, in our real Univt~rse, the nuclear force behaves 
iu this, that, or some other way. 

With such well-posed instructions it was hard to miss. lt took only a few 
days fQT Vul.k.off, guided hy daiiy discussions witb Oppenheimer and (,y 
Tolman's book, to derive the general relativistic description of gravity 
inside a nemron star. And it took only a few days for him to translate the 
wcJl--ku.own equation of state for dt-generate electron pressure iztto one fo·r 
degE>.Iterate neutron pre!iSurt-. Dy balancing the pressure against the grav
ity, Volkoff obtained a complicated differential equation whost.• solution 
would tell him the star's intP.rnal structure. Then he was .stymied. Try as 
he might, V lllk<>ff could not solve his differential equation to get a formula 
for the star's structure; so, lik.e Chandrasels.har with whitt! dwarfs, he was 
forc.-ed to solve rus equation numeric-<llly. Just as Chandrasekhar had spent 
many days in 1904 punc..~ing the buttons of Eddington's Braunsd1weiger 
calculator to compute tht> analogous white-dwarf structure, so Volkoff 
labored through much of November and Decemher 1938, punching the 
b\lttons of a Mardtant calClllator. 

While Yolk.off punched buttons in Berkeley, Richard To.lrnan in 
Pasadena was taking a difftn-ent tack.: He strongly preferred to express the 
stellar structure in teTill.s of formula.-; instead of jt1st numbers off a cakula-
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tor. A single formula can embody all the information contained in many 
many tables of numbers. If lu~ could get the right forr.nula, it would 
contain simultaneously the structures of stars of 1 solar mass, 2 solar 
masses, 5 solar masses-any mass at all. Rut even with his briUiant math
ematical skill~, Tolman was unable to solve Volkoffs equation in tenns of 
formulas. 

"On the other hand," Tolman presumably argued to himself, "we know 
that the correct E"qUation of state is not really the one Volkoff is using. 
Volk:off has ignored the nuclear force; and since we don't know the details 
of that force at high densities, w~ don't know the correct equation of state. 
So let me ask a different quE'~~tion from Volkoff. Let me ask how the 
masses of neutron stars depend on the equation of state. Let rne pretend 
that the equation of state is ve:ry 'stiff,' that is, that it gives exceptionally 
high pressures, and let me ask what the neutron-star ma~.s would be in 
that case. And then let me pretend the equation of state is very 'soft,' that 
is, that it gives exceptionally low pressures, and ask what then would be 
the neutron-star masses. In ea(;h case, I wiil adjust the hypothetical eqtta
tion of state into a form for which I can solve Volkoff's differential equa
tion in formulas. Though the equation of state 1 use wi11 almost certainly 
nut be the right one, my calculation will stiU give me a general idea of 
what the neutron-star masses might be if nature happens to choose a &'tiff 
equation of state, and what they might be if nature dwost-.s a soft one." 

On 19 October, Tolman sent a long letter to Oppenheimer dcsc.:ribing 
s01ne of the stellar-structure formulas and neutron-star masses he bad 
derived for several hypothetical equations of state. A wt:ek or so latt:r, 
Oppenheimer drove down to Pasadena to spend a few <lays talking with 
Tolman about the project. On 9 November, Tolman ,,,-rote Oppenheimer 
another long letter, with more formulas. In the meantime, Volkoff was 
punching away on his Marchant buttons. lu early December, Volkoff 
finished. He had numerical models for neutron stars with masses 0.3, 0.6, 
and 0.7 solar mass; and he had found that, if there were no nuclear force in 
OUr liniverse, the1r. neutron Stars would alwa)'S be less massive than a 7 S'O[ar 
mass. 

'\'Vhat a surprise! Oppenheimer's crude estimate, before Volkoff started 
computing, had been a maximum ma6S of 6 solar masses. To protect 
massive stars against forming black holes, the careful calculation would 
have had to push that maximum mass up to a hundred Suns or more. 
Instead, it pushed the ma.~ down-way down, to 0. 7 solar mass. 

Tolman came up to Berkeley to learn more of the details. Fifty years 
later Volkoff recalled the scene with pleasure: "I remember being greatly 
overawed by having to explain to Oppenheimer and Tolman what 1 had 
done. We were sitting out on the lawn of the old faClllty club at Berkeley. 

(r:onrinued next page) 
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A1nidst the nice green grass and taU trees, here were the3c two venerated 
gentlemen and here was I, a graduate student. just completing my Ph.D .• 
explaining my calculations." 

Now that they klll.o:W the ma.<;St.'S of neutron stars in an idealized uni
verse with no nuclear force, Oppenheimer and V olkoff were ready to 
estimate the influence of the nur.lear fon:e. Here the formulas that Tol
man bad worked out so carefully for various hypothetical equations of 
state we·re helpful. From Tolman's formulas one <..~.mld see roughly bow 
the star's structnre would t:bange if the nuclear foTCe was repulsive and 
thereby made t.'>.e equation of state more "stiff" than the one Volkoff had 
used, -and the change if jt was attractive aud thereby !Jlade the equation of 
state more "soft." Withi."'' the range of beliel'ablc nuclear forces, those 
changes were not great. There must still be a maximum mass fm· neutroii 
stars, Tolntan, Oppenheime-r, and Volkoff concluded, and it must lie some
where between about a half solar mass a.nd several solar masses. 

oppenheimer and Volkoft~s conclusion cannot have been pleasing tO 

people like Eddington and Einstein, who found blad~. holes anathema. 
If Cbandrasekhaz· was to be believed (as, in 1938, most astTonome-rs 
were coming to understand he should), and if Oppenheimer and Volk
off were to be believed (and it was hard to refute them), tlten neither 
the white-dwarf graveyard nor the neutrozHtar gra\·eyard could inter 
massive stars. Was there any conceh·ahle way at all, then, for massive 
stars to avoid a black-hole death? Yes; two ways. 

First, all massive stars might e-ject so much ma.tter as they age (for 
example, by blowing strong winds off their surfaces or by nuclear 
explosions) that they reduce themselves below lA· solar masst>S and 
enter the white-.dwarl graveyard, or (if one believed Zwicky's mecha
nism for supernovae, whic.h few people did) they might eject so mt1ch 
matter in supemova explosions that they redut.>e themselves below 
about 1 solar mass during the explosion and wind up in the neutron
star graveyard. Most astronomers, through the 1940s and 1950s, and 
into the early 1 960s--if they thought at all about the issue---espoused 
this view. 

Second, besides the white·.dwarf, neutron-star, and black-hole gra,·e
yards, there might be a fourth graveyard for massive stars, a graveyard 
unknown in the 19005'. For example, one could imagine a. graveyard in 
Figure 5.3 at circumferffiCi?S intermediate between neutron stars and 
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white dwarfs-a few hundred or a thousand kilometers. The shrinkage 
of a massive star might be halted in such a graveyard before the star 
ever gets small enough to form either a neutron star or a black hole. 

If World War II and then the cold war had not intervened, Oppen
heimer and his students, or others, would likely have explored such a 
possibility in the 1940s and would have showed firmly that there is no 
such fourth graveyard. 

However, World War II did intervene, and it absorbed the energies 
of almost all the world's theoretical physicists; then after the war, crash 
programs to develop hydrogen bombs delayed further the return of 
physicists to normalcy (see the next chapter). 

Finally, in the mid-1950s, two physicists emerged from their respec
tive hydrogen bomb efforts and took up where Oppenheimer and his 
students had left off. They were John Archibald Wheeler at Princeton 
University in the 'C'nited States and Yakov Borisovich Zel'dovich at the 
Institute of Applied Mathematics in :\lloscow- ·two superb physicists, 
who will be major figures ln the rest of this book. 

Wheeler 

In March 1956, Wheeler devoted several days to studying the articles 
by Chandrasekhar, Landau, and Oppenheimer and Volkoff. Here, he 
recognized, was a mystery worth probing. Could it really be true that 
stars more massive than about 1.4 Suns have no choice, when they die, 
but to fonn black holes? "Of all the implications of general relativity 
for the structure and evolution of the l..iniverse, this question of the fate 
of great masses of matter is one of the most challenging," Wheeler 
wrote soon thereafter; and he set out to complete the exploration of 
stellar graveyards that Chandrasekhar and Oppenheimer and Volkoff 
had begun. 

To make his task very precise, Wheeler fonnulated a careful charac
terization of the kind of matter from which cold, dead stars should be 
made: He called it matter at the endpoint of theTTnQnuclear evolution, 
since the word thermonuclear had become popular for the fusion reac
tions that power nuclear burning in stars and also power the hydrogen 
bomb. Such matter would be absolutely cold, and it would have burned 
its nuclear fuel completely; there would be no way, by any kind of 
nuclear reaction, to extract any more energy from the matter's nuclei. 
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For this reason, the nickname cold. dead matter will be used in this 
book instead of ''matter at the endpoint of thermonuclear evolution." 

Wheeler set himself the goal to understand all objects that can be 
made from cold, dead matter. These would h1clude small objects like 
ba.lls of iron, heavier objects such as cold, dead. planets made of iron, 
and still heavier objects: white dwarfs, neutron stars, and whatever 
other kinds of cold, dead objects the laws of physics allow. Wheeler 
wanted a comprehensive catalog of cold, dead things. 

John Archibald Wheeler, ca. 1954. [Photo by .!llaclrstor•e·Sbelbnrrtt', New York City; 
courtesy J. A. Wheeler.] 
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Wheeler worked in much the same mode as had Oppenheimer, with 
an entourage of students and postdocs. From among the:rn he selected 
ll. Kent Harrison, a serious-minded Mormon from Utah, to work out 
the details of the equation of state for cold, dead matter. This equation 
of state would describe the details of how the pressure of such matter 
rises as one gradually compresses it to higher and higher density--or, 
equivalently, how its resistance to compression changes as its density 
increases. 

Wheeler was superbly prepared to give Harrison guidance in com
puting the equation of state for cold, dead matter, since he was among 
the world's greatest experts on the laws of physics that govern the 
structure of matter: the laws of quantum mechanics and nuclear phys
ics. During the preceding twenty years, he had developed powerful 
mathematical models to describe how atomic nuclei behave; with !'liels 
Bohr he had developed the laws of nuc1ear fission (the splitting apart of 
heavy atomic nuclei such as uranium and plutonium, the principle 
underlying the atomic bomb); and he had been the leader of a team 
that designed the American hydrogen bomb (Chapter 6). Drawing on 
this expertise, Wheeler guided Harrison through the intricacies of the 
analysis. 

The result of their analysis, the equation of state for cold, dead 
matter, is depicted and discussed in Box 5.5. At the densities of white 
dwarfs, it was the same equation of state as Chandrasekhar had used in 
his white-dwarf studies (Chapter 4); at neutron-star densities, it was 
the same as· Oppenheimer and Volkoff had used (Box 5.4); at densities 
below white dwarfs and between white dwarfs and neutron stars, it was 
completely new. 

With this equation of state for cold, dead matter in hand, John 
·wheeler asked Masami Wakano, a postdoc from Japan, to do with it 
what Volkoff had done for neutron stars and Chandrasekhar for white 
dwarfs: Combine the equation of state with the general relativistic 
equation describing the balance of gravity and pressure inside a star, 
and from that combination deduce a differential equation describing 
the star's structure; then solve the differential equation numerically. 
The numerical calculations would produce the details of the internal 
structures of all cold, dead stars and, most important, the stars' masses. 

The calculations for the structure of a single star (the distribution of 
density, pressure, and gravity inside the star) had required Chandrasek
har and Volkoff many days of effort as they punched the buttons of 
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Box 5.5 

The Harrison-Wbeeler Equation of State for 
Cold, Dead Matter 

N"omt-M 11!'~<t"ter; 
2'- e1<~~c~ .. m orhi:h 
':M"Oltt\d ~:~~ irol1, 
ttud.eul". 

fl1:'as:;ura, coi!'!Pa..r"d 
OpJ>E~illtei.l:tel:'-Vo!ltoff 

~iSqed cu'!'Ve. 

The drawing above depicts the HarriSQn-Wheeler equation of state. Plot
ted horizontally is the matter's density. Plotted vertically is its resistanc..-e 
to compression (or adiabatic index, as p.~ysicists Hke to call it)-the per
centage increase in pressure that accompanies a 1 percent increase in 
density. The boxes attached tQ the curve show what is happening to the 
matter, microscopically, as it is compressed from low densities to high. 
The size of each box, in centimeters, is written along the box's top. 

At normal densities (left edge of the figure), cold, dead matter is com
posed of iron. If the matter's atomic nuclei were heavier than iron, energy 
could be released by splitting them apart to make iron (m1dear fission, as 
in an ato:rnic bomb). If its nuclei were lighter than iron, energy could be 
released by joining them together to make iron (nucle-ar fusion, as in a 
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hydrogen bomb). Once in the form of iron, the matter can release no rnore 
nuclear energy by any means whatsoever. The nuclear force holds neu
trons and protons together more tightly when they form iron nuclei than 
when they form any other kind of atomic nucleus. 

As the iron is squeezed from its normal density of 7.6 grams per cubic 
<.-entimeter up toward 100, then 1000 grams per cubic centimeter, the iron 
resists by the same means as a rock resists compression: The electrons of 
eacll atom protest with "claustrophobic" (degeneracy-like) motions 
against being squeezed by the electrons of adjacent atoms. The resistance 
at first is huge not because the repulsive forces are especially strong, but 
rather because the starting pressure~ at low density, is very low. (Recall 
that the resistance is the percentage increase in pressure that accompanies 
a 1 percent increase in density. When the pressure is low, a strong increase 
in pressure represents a huge percentage inLTease and thus a huge "resist
ance." Later, at higher densities where the pressure has grown large, a 
strong pressure in<..Tease represents a much more modest percentage in· 
crease and thus a more modt-.st resistance.) 

At first, as the cold matter is compressed, the electrons congregate 
tightly around their iron nuclei, forming eleL'I:ron clouds made of electron 
orbitals. (There arc actually two electrons, not one, in each orbital-a 
subtlety overlooked in Chapter 4 but discussed briefly in Box 5.1.) As the 
compression proceeds, eaC'h orbital and its two electrons are gradually 
confined into a smaller and smaiJer cell of space; the claustrophobic elec
trons protest this confinement by becoming more wave-like and develop
ing higher-speed, erratic, claustrophobic motions ("degeneracy motions"; 
see Chapter 4). When the density has reached 105 (100,000) grams per 
cubic centimeter, the electrons' degeneracy motions and the degeneracy 
pressure they produce have become so large that they completely over
whelm the electric forces with which the nuclei pull on the electrons. The 
electrons no longer congregate around the iron nuclei; they completely 
ignore the nudei. The cold, dead matter, which began as a lump of iron, 
has now become the kind of stuff of which white dwarfs are made, and the 
equation of state has become the one that Chandrasekhar, Anderson, and 
Stoner computed in the early 1 930s (Figure 4.3): a resistance of 5/3, and 
then a smooth switch to 4/3 at a density of about 107 grams per cubic 
centimeter when the erratic speeds of the electrons near the speed of light. 

The transition from white-dwarf matter ro neutron-star matter begins 
at a density of 4 X 1011 grams per cubic centimeter, according to the 
Harrison-WheE>ler calculations_ The calculations show several phases to 
the transition: In the first phase, the electrons begin to be squeezed into 
the atomic nuclei, and the nuclei's protons swallow them to form neu
trons. The matter, having thereby lost some of its pressure-sustaining 

(continued ne:t:t page) 
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electro11s, suddenly be<--ornes much less resistant to compression; this 
causes the sharp cliff in the equation of state (see diagram above). As this 
first phase proceeds and the resistance plunges, the atnmic nuclei bCL'Ome 
more and more bloated with neutrons, thereby triggering the second 
phase: Neutrons begin to drip out of (get squeezed out of) the nuclei and 
into the space between them, alongside the few remaining electrons. 
These dripped-out neutrons, like the electrons, protest the continuing 
squee1:e with a degenP.racy pressure of their own. This neutron degeneracy 
pressure terminates the over-the-cliff plunge in the equation of state; the 
resistance to compression recovers and starts rising. In the third phase, at 
densities between about 101!1 and 4 X tot!l grams per cubic centimeter, 
each neutron-bloated nucleus completely disintegrates, that is, breaks up 
into indh·idua1 neutrons, forming the neutron gas studied by Oppen
heimer and Volkoff, plus a tiny smattering of electrons and protons. F'rom 
there on upward in density, the equation of state takes on the Oppen
heimer-Volkoff neutron-star fonn (dashed curve in the diagram when 
nu.clear forces are ignored; solid curve usi11g the best 1990s understanding 
of the influence of nuclear forces). 

their c-.alculators in Cambridge and Berkeley in the 1930s. Wakano in 
Princeton in the 1950s, by contrast, had at his disposal one of the 
world's first digital computers, the MANIAC- a room full of vacuum 
tubes and wires that had been constructed at the Princeton I nst.itute for 
Advanced Study for use in the dP.sign of the hydrogen bmnb. With the 
MA..~TAC, Wakano could crunc.lt out the structure of each star ill less 
than an hour. 

The results of Wakano's calculations are shown in Figure 5.5. This 
figure is the finn and final catalog of cold, dead object:~~; it an.~u-en; all the 
que.~tions we raised, early in this chapter, in our discussion of Figure 5.J. 

In Figure 5.5, the circumference of a star is plotted rightward and its 
rnass upward. Any star with circumference and mass in the white 
region of the figure has a stronger internal gravity than its pressure, so 
its gravity makes the star shrink leftward in the diagram. Any star in 
the shaded region has a stronger pressure than gravity, so its pressure 
makes the star expand rightward in the diagram. Only a)ong the 
boundary of white and shaded do gravity and pressure balaJJCe each 
other perfectly; thus, the boundary curve is the curve of cold, dead stars 
that are in pi·essure/gravity equilibrium. 



5 

~ 
~ 

------ - ---- -~e~!b_ ~ .:'~~~----- - -- - -----

't' 2 

1.11 

De-..th o~ ProGyoft 
------------------------------------~~ 

\() 

~ 

~ t/) 
l6":i 

.i"' v>-"91 
o~;.~>« ~· 

De~tl\ ~ Su11. ------------- .... ~ 

~ .P" e11~ 
~( 

0 

to 102 103 10~ .to' 10' 

CII~.CUMPEReNCE, ~ KJLOMETER5 

5.5 The circumferences (plotted hori1.ontally), massf'-'1 (plotted vertically), and 
central densitie'.s (labeled on curve) for cold, dead stars, as t'.omputed by Masami 
Wakano under the diJ't'.ction of John Wheeler, using the equation of sLate of Box 
5.5. At central densities above those of an atomic rwcleus (above 2 x 1014 grams 
per cubic centimeter), the solid curve is a modern, 19908. one that takes proper 
account of the nuclear force, and the dashed curve is that of Oppenheimer and 
Volkoff without nuclear forces. 

As one moves along this equilibrium curoe, one is tracing out dead 
"stars" of higher and higher densities. At the lowest densities (along 
the bottom edge of the figure and largely hidden from view), these 
"stars" are not stars at all; rather, they are cold planets made of iron. 
(When Jupiter ultimately exhausts its internal supply of radioactive 
heat and cools off, although it is made mostly of hydrogen rather than 
iron, it will nevertheless lie near the rightmost point on the equilib
rium curve.) At higher dt-.nsities than the planets are Chandrasekhar's 
white dwarfs. 

When one reaches the topmost point on the white-dwarf part of the 
curve (the white dwarf with Chandrasekhar's maximum mass of 1.4 
Suns7

) and then moves on to still higher densities, one meets cold, dead 

1. Actually, the maximwn w!Jitl!-dwarf m~US in Figure 5.5 (Wak.ano's ~nlation) is U! 
Suns, which is slight!r less than the 1.1- Suns that Chandrasekhar calculated. 'l'hc diffP.rence is 
due to a different chc:ni('.al composition: Wakano's stars were made of "cold, de-o1d matter" 
(mostly iron), whi<"h haa 4-6 percP.nt as many electrons as nucleons (neuttons anc protons). 
Cha11drasekhar's stars were made of eleme111.11 sud1 as h11lium, carbon, nitrogen, and OJ(ygen, 
which have 50 percent as many electrons as nucleons. In fact, most \vbitc dwarts in our 
l:nivP.rse are more nearly like Chandrasekhar's than like Wakano's. That is wh_v, in this book, 
I consistently quo\e Chandrasekhac's value for the maximum 1nass: L4 Suns. 

.SUN 



Box 5.6 

Unstable Inhabitants of the Gap between 
White Dwarfs and Neutron Stars 

Along the equilibrium curve iu Figure 5.5, all the stars between the white 
dwarfs and the neutron stars are unstable. An e~ample is the star with 
central density i 015 grams per cubic centimeter, whose ma..-.s and circum
ference are those of the point in Figure 5.5 marked wu. At tht:' 1015 point 
this star is in equilibrium; its gravity and pressure ba)an<>e each other 
perfectly. However, the star is as unstable as a pencil standing on its tip. 

If some tiny random force (for example, the fall of interstellar gas onto 
the star) squeezes the star ever so slightly, that is, reduces it.~ cin~umfcr
ence so it moves leftward a bit in Figure 5.5 into the white region, then 
the star·~ gravity will begin to overwhelm its pressure a11d will pull the 
star into an implosion; as the star implod~ it will move strongly leftward 
through Figure 5.5 until it crosses the neutron-staT curve into the shaded 
region; there i~ neutron pressure wilJ skyrocket, halt the implosion, and 
push the star's s~.trface back outward until the star settles down into a 
neutron-star grave, on the neutl"on-star cun-e. 

By contrast, if, when tlte star is at the 10n point, instead of being 
squeezed inward by a tiny random force, its surface gets pushed outward a 
bit (for example, by a random increase in the erratic motions of some of its 
neutrons), then it will entP.r the shaded region where prE>..ssure over
whelms gravity; the star~s pressure will then m.ake its surface t•xplode on 
outward across the white-dwarf curve and into the whit.e region of the 
figure; and there its gravity will take over and pull it back inward to the 
white-dwarf curve and a white-dwarf grave. 

This instability (squeeze the 10u star a t.iny bit and it will implode to 
become a nE:Utron stcl.r; expand it a tillY bit and it will expl1)de to become a 
white dwdrf) means that no real star can el·er live for lollg at the 1015 

poiltt-or at any other point along the portion of the equili.hrium curve 
marked .. unstable." 

stars that cannot exist in nature because they are unstable against 
implosion or explosion (Box 5.6). As one moves from white-dwarf 
densities toward neutron-star densities, the masses of these unstable 
equilibrium stars decrease until they reach a minimum of about 0.1 
solar :mass at a circumference of 1000 kilometers and a central density 
of o X 1015 grams per cubic centimeter. This is the first of the neutron 
stars; it. is the "neutron core" that Oppenheimer and Serber studied and 
showed cannot possibly he as light as the 0.001 solar mass that Landau 
wanted for a core inside the Sun. 
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Moving on along the equilibrium curve, we meet the entire family 
of neutron stars, with masses ranging from 0.1 to about 2 Suns. The 
maximum neutron-star mass of about 2 Suns is somewhat uncertain 
even in the 1990s because the behavior of the nuclear force at very 
high densities is still not well understood. The maximum could be as 
low as 1.5 Suns but not much lower, or as high as 3 Suns but not much 
higher. 

At the (approximately) 2-solar-mass peak of the equilibrium curve, 
the neutron stars end. AB one moves further along the curve to still 
higher densities, the equilibrium stars become unstable in the same 
manner as those between white dwarfs and neutron stars (Box 5.6). 
Because of this instability, these "stars," like those between white 
dwarfs and neutron stars, cannot exist in nature. Were they to fonn, 
they would immediately implode to become black holes or explode to 
become neutron stars. 

Figure 5.5 is absolut.ely firm and unequivocal: There is no third 
family of stable, massive, cold, dead objects between the white dwarfs 
and the neutron stars. Therefore, when stars such as Sirius, which are 
more massive than about 2 Suns, exhaust their nuclear fuel, either they 
must eject all of their excess mass or they will implode inward past 
white-dwarf densities, past neutron-star densities, and into the critical 
circumference--where today, in the 1990s, we are completely certain 
they must form black holes. Implosion is compulsory. For stars of 
sufficiently large mass, neither the degeneracy pressure of electrons nor 
the nuclear force between neutrons can stop the implosion. Gravity 
overwhelms even the nuclear force. 

There rf'.mains, however, a way o'..lt, a way to save all stars, even the 
most massive, from the black-hole fate: Perhaps all massive stars eject 
enough mass late in their lives (in winds or explosions), or during their 
deaths, to bring them below about 2 Suns so they can end up in the 
neutron-star or white-dwarf graveyard. During the 1940s, 1950s, and 
early 1960s, astronomers tended to espouse this view, when they 
thought at all about the .issue of the final fates of stars. (By and large, 
however, they didn't think about ·the issue. There were no observa
tional data pushing them to think about it; and the observational data 
that they were gathering on other kinds of objects· -··normal stars, 
nebulas, galaxies-were so rich, challenging, and rewarding as to ab
sorb the astronomers' full attention.) 

Today, in the 1990s, we know that heavy stars do eject enormous 
amounts of mass as they age and die; they eject so much, in fact, that 
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most stars born with masses as large as 8 Suns lose enough to wind up 
in the white-dwarf graveyard, and most born between about 8 and 20 
Suns lose enough to wind up in the neutron-star graveyard. Thus, 
nature seems almost to protect herself against black holP.s. But not 
quite: The preponderance of the observational data suggest (but do not 
yet firmly prove) that most stars born heavier than about 20 Suns 
remain so heavy when they die that their pressure provides no protec
tion against gravity. When they exhaust their nuclear fuel and begin to 
cool, gravity overwhelms their pressure and they implode to form black 
holes. We shall meet some of the observational data suggesting this in 
ChapterS. 

There is much to be learned about the nature of science and scientists 
from the neutron-star and neutron-core studies of the 1930s. 

The objects that Oppenheimer and Volkoff studied were Zwicky's 
neutron stars and not Landau's neutron cores, since they had no sur
rounding envelope of stellar matter. Nevertheless, Oppenheimer had so 
little respect for Zwicky that he declined to use Zwicky's name for 
them, and insisted on using Landau's instead. Thus, his article with 
Vol.koff describing their results, which was published in the 15 Febru
ary 1939 issue of the Physical Review, C'..arries the title "On Massive 
Neutron Cores." And to make sure that nobody would mistake the 
origin of his ideas about these stars, Oppenheimer sprinkled the article 
with references to Landau. Not once did he cite Zwicky's plethora of 
prior neutron-star publications. 

Zwicky, for his part, watched with growingconstemat.ion in 1938 as 
Tolman, OppenheimE>.r, and Volkoff pursued their studies of ne\ltron
star structure. How could they do this? he fumed. Neutron stars were 
his babies, not theirs; they had no business working on neutron stars ·
and, besides, although Tolman would talk to him occasionally, Oppen
heimer was not consulting him at all! 

In the plethora of papers that Zwicky had written about neutron 
stars, however, there was only talk and speculation, no real details. He 
had been so busy getting under way a major (and highly successful) 
observational search for supernovae and giving lectures and writing 
papers about the idea of a neutron star and its role in supernovae that 
he had never gotten around to trying to fill in the details. But now his 
competitive spirit demanded action. Early in 1938 he did his best to 
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develop a detailed mathematical theory of neutron stars and tie it to his 
supernova observations. His best effort was published in the 15 April 
1939 issue of the Physical Review under the title "On the Theory and 
Observation of Highly Collapsed Stars." His paper is two and a half 
times longer than that of Oppenheimer and Volkoff; it contains not a 
single reference to the two-months-earlier Oppenheimer-Volkoff arti
cle, though it does refer to a subsidiary and minor article by Volkoff 
alone; and it contains nothing memorable. Indeed, much of it is simply 
wrong. By contrast, the Oppenheimer-Volkoff paper is a tour de force, 
elegant, rich in insights, correct in all details. 

Despite this, Zwicky is venerated today, more than half a century 
later, for inventing the concept of a neutron star, for recognizing, cor
rectly, that neutron stars are created in supernova explosions and ener
gize them, for proving observationally, with Baade, that supemovile 
are indeed a unique class of astronomical objects, for initiating a11d 
carrying through a definitive, decades-long observational study of 
supernovae-and for a variety of other insights unrelated to neutron 
stars or supernovae. 

How is it that a man with so meager an understanding of the Jaws of 
physics could have been so prescient? My own opinion is that he em
bodied a remarkable combination of charat.-ter traits: enough under
standing of theoretical physics to get things right qualitatively, if not 
quantitatively; so intense a curiosity as to keep up with everything 
happening in all of physics and astronomy; an ability to discern, intui
tively, in a way that few others could, connections between disparate 
phenomena; and, of not least importance, such great faith in his own 
inside track to truth that he had no fear whatsoever of making a fool of 
himself by his speculations. He knew he was right (though he often 
was not), and no mountain of evidence could convince him to the 
contrary. 

Landau, like Zwicky, had great self-confidence and little fear of 
appearing a fool. For example, he did not hesitate to publish his t 931 
idea that stars are energized by superdense stellar cores in whid1 the 
laws of quantum mechanics fail. In mastery of theoretir-.al physics, 
Landau totally outclassed Zwicky; he was among the top ten theorists 
of the twentieth century. Yet his speculations were wrong and 
Zwicky's were right. The Sun is not energized by neutron cores; super
novae are energized by neutron stars. Was Landau, by contrast with 
Zwicky, simply unlucky? Perhaps partly. But there is another factor: 
Zwicky was irnmersed in the atmosphere of Mount Wilson, then the 
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world's greatest center for astronomical observations. And he col
laborated with one Q{ the world's greatest observational astronomers, 
Walter Baade, who was a master of the observational data. And at 
C..altech he could and di.d talk almost daily with the world's greatest 
cosmic-ray obsen·ers. By contrast, Landau had almost no direct contact 
with observational astronomy, and his articles show it. Without suc..i. 
L'Olltact, he could not develop an acute sense for what things are like out 
there, far beyond the Earth. Landau's greatest triumph was his master
ful use of the laws of quantum mechanics to explain the phenomenon 
of SU})erfluidity, and in t.ltis research, he interacted extensively with the 
experimenter, Pyotr Kapitsa, who was probing superfluidity's details. 

For Einstein, by contrast with Zwicky and Landau, close coutat-1: 
between observation and theory 'vas oflittle importance; he discovered 
his general relativistic laws of gravity with almost no observational 
input. But that was a rare exception. A rich interplay between observa
tion and theory is essentiaJ to progress in most branche-s of phys.ic..'l and 
astronomy. 

And what of Oppenheimer, a man whose mastery of physics was 
comparable to Landau's? His artkle, with Volkoff, on the structure of 
neutron stars is one of the great astrophysics articles of all time. But, as 
great and beautiful as it is, it "merely" filled in the details of the 
n.eutron-star concept. The concept was, indeed, Zwicky's baby-as 
we.re sup~rnovae and the powering of supernovae by the implosion of a 
stellar C.'Ore to form a neutron star. Why was Oppenheimer, with so 
much going for him. far less innovative than Zwicky? Primarily, 1 
d1ink, because he declined-perhaps even feared --to speculate. Isi
dore I. Rabi, a close friend and admirer of Oppenheimer, has described 
this in a rnuch deeper wa}·: 

''[I]t seems to me:- that in some respects Oppenheimer was over
educated in those fields which lie outside the scientific tradition, such 
as his interest in religion, in the Hindu religion in particular, which 
resulted in a feeling for the mystery of the Univ~rse that surrounded 
him almost like a fog. He saw physics clearly, looking toward what had 
already been done, but at the border he tended to feel that there was 
much more of the mysterious and novel than there actually was. He 
was insufficiently confident of the power of the intellectual tools he 
already possessed and did not drive his thou.ght to the ve·ry end because 
he felt instinctively that new ideas and new methods were necessary to 
go further than he and his students had already gone." 
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Implosion to What? 

in which aU the armaments 
of theoretical physics 

cannot ward off the conclusion: 
implosion produces black holes 

The confrontation was inevitable. These two intellectual giants, J. 
Robert Oppenheimer and John Archibald Wheeler, had such different 
views of the Universe and of the human condition that time after time 
they found themselves on opposite sides of deep issues: national secu
rity, nuclear weapons polit:y-and now black holes. 

The scene was a lecture hall at the University of Brussels in Bel
gium. Oppenheimer and Wheeler, neighbors in Princeton, New Jersey, 
had journeyed there along with thirty-one other leading physicists and 
astronomers from around the world for a full week of discussions ou 
the structure and evolution of the Universe. 

It was Tuesday, 10 June 1958. Wheeler had just finished presenting, 
to the assembled savants, the results of his recent calculations with 
Kent Harrison and Masami Wakano-the r.alculations that had identi
fied, unequivocally, the masses and circumferences of all possible cold, 
dead stars (Chapter 5). He had filled in the missing gaps in the Chand
rasekhar and Oppenheimer-Volkoff calculations, and had confirmed 
their conclusions: Implosion is compulsory when a star more massive 
than about 2 Suns dies, and the implosion cannot produce a white 
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dwarf, or a neutron star, or any other kind of cold, dead star, unless the 
dying ~tar eje(:ts enough mass to pull itself below the maximum-mass 
lirnjt of about Q Suns. 

''Of all the implications of general relativity for the structure and 
evolution of the Universe, this question of the fate of great masses of 
matter is one of the most challenging," Wheeler asserted. On this his 
audience (,"'uld agree. Wheeler then, in a near replay of Arthur Edding
ton's attack on Chandrasekhar twenty-four yean earlier (Chapter 4), 
described Oppe:1he.imer's view that rnassive stars must die by implod-. 
ing to form black holes, and then he opposed it: Such implosion "does 
not give an acceptable answer," Wheeler asserted. Why not? For essen
tially the same reason ~s Eddington had rejected it; in Eddington's 
words, "the.re should he a law of ~ature to prevent a star from behav
ing in this absurd way." But there was a deep difference between 
Eddington and Wheeler: W.ht.reas Eddington's 1935 speculative mech
anism to save the Universe from black holes was immediately br~'lded 
as wrong by such e"Xperts as Niels Bohr, Wheeler's 1958 speculative 
me(:hanisrn could not at the time ~ proved or disproved- and fifteen 
years later it would turn out to be partially right (Chapter 12). 

Wheeler's speculation was this. Since (in his view) implosion to a 
black hole must be rejected as physicaHy implausible, "there seems no 
escape from the c:onclusion that the nucleons [neutrons and protons] at 
the center of an imploding star must nec.essarily dissolve away into 
radiation, and d1at this radiation must escape from the star fast enough 
to reduce its mass fbelow about 2 Suns]" and permit it to wind up in 
the neutron-star graveyard. Wheeler readily acknowledged that such a 
comrersiou of nucleons intO escaping radiation was outside the bounds 
of the known laws of physics. However, such conversion might result 
from the as yet ill-understood "marriage" of the laws of general relativ
ity with the laws of quantum mechanics (Chapters 12--1+). This, to 
Wheeler, was the most ~nticing aspect of "the problem of great 
masses": The absurdity of implosion to form a black hole for<:ed him to 

contemplate an entirely new physical process. (See Figure 6.1.) 
Oppenheimer was not impr~ssed. When Wheeler finished speaking, 

he was the first to take the floor. Maintaining a politeness that he had 
not displayed as a younger man, he affirmed his own view: "I do not 
know whether non.-rotating masses m.uch heavier than the suu really 
occur in the course of stellar evolution; but if they do, I believe their 
implosion can he described in the framework of general relativity 
(without asserting new laws of physics]. Would not the simplest ar;;-
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6.1 C'..ontrast of Oppenheimer's view of the fates of laJ'8e masses (upper sequence) 
ltith Wheeler's 1958 view (IQwer seqllt'.nce). 

sumption be that such masses undergo continued gravitational contrac· 
tion and ultimately cut themselves off more and more from the rest of 
the Universe [that is, form black holes]?'' (See F'igure 6.1.) 

Wheeler was equa!ly polite, but held his ground. "It is very difficult 
to believe 'gravitational cutoff' is a satisfactory answer," be asserted. 

Oppenheimer's confidence in black holes grew out of detailed calcu
lations he had done nineteen years earlier: 

Black-Hole Birth: 
A First Glimpse 

In the winter of 1938-39, having just completed his computation with 
George Volkoff of the masses and circumferences of neutron stars 
(Chapter 5), Oppenheimer was firmly convinced that massive stars, 
when they die, must implode. The next challenge was obvious: use the 
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}tiWS of physics to t:ompute the details of thP. implosion. What would 
the implosion look like as seen by people in orbit around the star? What 
would it look like as seen by people riding on the star's surfacf:'? What 
wou!d be the final state of th~ irnploded star, thousands of years after 
the implosion? 

This computation would not be easy. Its mathematical manipula
tions would be the most challenging that Oppenheimtr and his stu
dellts had yet tackled: The imploding star would change its properties 
rapidly as time passes, whereas the Oppenhei:rner--Volkoff neutron 
stars had been static, unchanging. Spacetime CU!:vature would become 
enormous inside the imploding star, whereas it had been much more 
modest in neutron stars. To deal with these complexities would require 
a very special student. The choice was obvious: Hartland Snyder. 

Snyder was different from Oppenheimer's other students. ThE" oth·
ers came from middle-class fatnilif'S; Snyder was working class. Berke
ley rumor had it that. he was a truck driver in Utah before turning 
physicist. As Robert Serber recalls, "Hartland pooh-poohed a lot of 
things that were standard for Oppie's students, like appreciating Bach 
and Mozart and going to string quartets aud liking fine food and liberal 
politics." 

The Caltech m:tclear ph~icists were a more rowdy bunch than Op
penheimer's entourage; on Oppenheinter's annual spring trek to 
Pasadena, Hartland fit right in. Says Caltech's William Fowler, "Oppie 
was extremely cu.ltured; knew literature, art, music, Sanskrit. But Hart
land-he was like the :rest of us bums. He loved the Kellogg I..ab 
parties, where Tommy Lauritsen played the piano and Charlie Laurit
sen [leader of the lab] played thE: fiddle and we sang college songs and 
drinking songs. Of all of Oppie's students, Hartland was the most inde
pendent." 

Hart1and was also different mentally. "Hartland had more talent for 
difficult mathematics than the rest of us," recalls Serber. "He was very 
good at improvi11g the cruder calculations that the rest of us did." It 
was this talent that made him a natural for the jmplosion calculation. 

Before embarking on the full, complicated calculation, Oppen
heime-r insisted (as always) on making a first, quick. survey of the 
problem. How much could be learned with only a little effort? The key 
to this first survey was Sc~hwarzschild's geometry fot· the curved space
time outside a star (Chapter 3). 

Schwan..'IChild had discovered his spacetime geometry as a solution 
to Einstein's general relativistic field equation. It was the solution for 
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the exterior of a static star, one that neither implodes nor explodes nor 
pulsates. However, in 1923 George Birkhoff, a mathematician at Har
vard, had proved a remarkable mathematical theorem: Schwarzschild's 
geometry describes the exterior of any star that is spherical, induding 
not only static stars but also imploding, exploding, and pulsating ones. 

For their quick calculation, then, Oppenheimer and Snyder simply 
assumed that a spherical star, upon exhausting its nuclear fuel, would 
implode indefinitely, and without probing what happens inside the 
star, they computed what the imploding star would look like to some
body far away. With ease they inferred that, since the spacetime get>m
etry outside the imploding star is the same as outside any static star, the 
imploding star would look very much like a sequence of static stars, 
eacb one more compact than the previous one. 

Now, the external appearance of such static stars had been studied 
two decades earlier, around 1920. Figure 6.2 reproduces the embedding 
diagrams that we used in Chapter 3 to discuss that appearance. Recall 

6.2 (Same as Figure 3.4.) General relali\'ity's predictions for the curvature of 
space and the redshif\ of light from a seque-.nce of three h~hly compact, static 
(non-imploding) &1.ars that all have the same mass but have different circumft-.r
ences. 

flfi.51CAL .SPACE I lYPE~..SPACf 
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that each embedding diagram depicts the curvature of space inside and 
near a star. To make the depiction comprehensible, the diagram dis
plays the curvature of only two of the three dimensions of spat:e: the 
two dimensions on a sheet that lies precisely in the star's equatorial 
"plane" (left half of the figure). The curvature of space on this sheet is 
visualized by imagining that we pull the sheet out of the star and out of 
the physical space in which we and the star live, and move it into a flat 
(uncurved), fictitious hyperspace. In the uncurved hyperspace, the 
sheet can maintain its curved ~metry only by bending downward 
like a bow] (right half of the figure). 

The figure shows a sequence of three static stars that mimic the 
implosion that Oppenheiiner and Snyder were preparing to analyze. 
Each star has the same mass, but they have different circumferences. 
The first is four times bigger around than the critical circumference 
(four times bigger than the circumference at which the star's gravity 
would become so strong that it forms a black hole). The se-cond is twice 
the critical circumference, and the third is precisely at the critical 
cirt:urnference. The embedding diagrams show that thf! closer the star 
is to its t""ritical circ:umference, the more extreme is tb~ curvature of 
space around the star. However, the curvature does not become infi
nitely extreme. The bowl-like geometry is smooth everywhere with no 
sharp cusps or points or creases, even when the star is at ito; critical 
cirt:wnference; that is, the spacetime curvature is not infinite, and, 
correspondingly, since tidal gravitatwnalforr:es (the kinds of forces that 
stretch one from head to foot and produce the tides on the Earth) are 
the physical manifestation of spacetime curvature, tidal gravity is not 
infinite at the critical circumference. 

In Chapter 3 we also discussed the fate of ligbt emitted from the 
surfaces of static stars. We learned that because time flows more slowly 
at the stellar surface than far away (gro:vitatiofltll time dilation), light 
waves emitted f'rom the star's surface and ret.-eived far away will have a 
lengthened period of oscillation and correspondingly a lengthened 
wavelength and a redder color. The light's wavelength gets shifted 
toward the red end of the spectrum as the light climbs out of the star'!! 
intense gravitational field {gravitatio!l.al redshift). When the static star 
is four times larger than its critical circumference, the light's wave
length .is lengthened by 15 percent (see the photon oflight in the upper 
right part of the figure); when the star is at twice its critical circumfer
ence, the redshift is 4.f percent (middle right); and when the star is 
precisely at its critical circumference, the light's wavelength is infi-
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nitely redshifted, which means that the light has no energy left at all 
and therefore has ceased to exist. 

Oppenheimer and Snyder, in their quick calculation, inferred two 
things from this sequence of static stars: First, an imploding star, like 
these static stars, would probably develop strong spacetime curvature as 
it nears its critical circumference, but not infinite curvature and there
fore not infinite tidal gravitational forces. Second, as the star implodes, 
light from its surface should get more and more redshifted, and when it 
reaches the critical circumference, the redshift should become infinite, 
making the star become completely invisible. In Oppenheimer's words, 
the star should "cut itself off" visually from our external Universe. 

Was there any way, Oppenheimer and Snyder asked themselves, 
that the star's internal properties--· ·ignored in this quick calculation
could save the star from this cutoff fate? For example, might the implo
sion be forced to go so slowly that never, even after an infinite time, 
would the critical circumference actually be reached? 

Oppenheimer and Snyder would have liked to answer these ques
tions by calculating the details of a realistic stellar implosion, as de
picted in the left half of Figure 6.3. Any real star will spin, as does the 
Earth, at least a little bit. Centrifugal forces due to that spin will force 
the star's equator to bulge out at least a little bit, as does Earth's 
equator. Thus, the star cannot be precisely spherical. As it implodes, the 
star must spin faster and faster lik.e a figure skater pulling in his arms; 
and its faster spin will cause centrifugal forces inside the star to grow, 
making the equatorial bulge more pronounced sufficiently pro
nounced, perhaps, that it evE'.n halts the implosion, with the outward 
centrifugal forces then fully balancing gravity's pull. Any real star has 
high density and pressure in its center, and lower density and pressure 
in its outer layers; as it implodes, high-density lumps will develop here 
and there like blueberries in a blueberry muffin. Moreover, the star's 
gaseous matter, as it implodes, will form shock waves-analogues of 
breaking ocean waves--and these shocks may eject matter and mass 
from some parts of the star's surface just as an ocean wave can eject 
droplets of water into the air. Finally, radiation (electromagnetic 
waves, gravitational waves, neutrinos) will pour out of the star, cauy
ing away mass. 

All these effects Oppenheimer and Snyder would have liked to in
clude in their cak11lations, but to do so was a formidable task, far 
beyond the capabilities of any physicist or computing machine in 1939. 
It would not become feasible until the advent of supercomputers in the 
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1980s. Thus, to make any progress at aB, it was necessary to build an 
idealized model of the imploding star and then compute the predic
tions of the laws of physics for that model. 

Such idealizations were Oppenheimer's forte: When confronted 
with a horrendously complex situation such as this one, he CO"ttld dis
cern almost unerringly which phenomena were of crucial importance 
and which were peripheral. 

For the imploding star, one feature was crucial above all others, 
Oppenheimer believed: gravity as deS<'.ribed by Einstein's general rela
tivistic laws. It, and only it, must not be compromised when fonnulat
ing a calculation that. could he done. By contrast, the star's spin and its 
nonspherical shape could be ignored; they might be crucially impor
tant for some imploding stars, but for stars that spin slowly, they proba
bly would have no strong effect. Oppenheimer could not really provf" 
this mathematically, but intuitively it seemed clear, and indeed it has 
tttrned out to be true. Similarly, his intuition said, the outpouring of 
radiation was an unimportant detail, as were shock waves and density 
lumps. Moreover, since (as Oppenheimer and Volkoff had shown) grav
ity could overv.'helm all pressure in massive, dead st..1.rs, it seemed safe 
to pretend (incorrectly, of course) that the imploding star has no inter·
na1 pressure whatsoever-neither thennal p-ressure, nor pressure aris
ing from the electrons' or neutrons' claustrophobic degeneracy mo
tions, nor pressure arising from the nuclear force. A rea} star, with its 
real pressure~ might implode in a different manner from an idealized, 
pressureless star; but the differences of implosion should be only ru.od
est, not great, Oppenheimer's intuition insisted. 

Thus it was that Oppenheimer suggested to Snyder an idealized 
computational problem: Study, using the precise laws of general rela· 
tivity, the implosion of a star that is idealized as precisely spherical, 
nonspinning, and nonradiating, a star with uniform density (tbe same 
near its surface as at its center) a11d with no internal pressure whatso
ever; see Figure 6-3. 

Even with all these idealizations- ··idealizations that would generate 
skepticism in other physicists for thirty years to (:orne-the calculation 
was exceedingly difficult. Fortunately, Richard Tolma11 was available 
in Pasadena for help. Leaning heavily on Tolman and Oppenheimer 
for advice, Snyder worked out. the equations governing the entire im
plosion ·-and in a tour de fon.:e, he managed to solve them. He now 
had the full details of the implosion, expressed in formulas! By scruti
nizing those fo.nnu1as, first fronr. one direction and then anotht>.r, p.hysi-
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6.:3 f.4t: Physical phenomena in a realistic, imploding star. /fight: The idealiza
tions that Oppenheimer and Snyder made in order to oompute stellar implosion. 

cists could read off whatever aspect of the implosion they wished
how it looks from outside the star, how it looks from inside, how it 
looks on the stax's surface, and so forth. 

Especially intriguing is the appearance of the imploding star as ob
served from a static, external reference frame, that is, as seen by observ
ers outside the star who remain always at the same fixed circumference 
instead of riding inward with the star's imploding matter. The star. as 
seen in a static, external frame, begins its implosion in just the way one 
would expet.-t. Like a rock dropped from a rooftop, the star's surface 
falls downward (shrinks inward) slowly at first, t..'ten more and more 
rapidly. Had Newton's laws of gravity been correct, this acceleration of 
the implosion would continue inexorably until the star, lacking any 
internal pressure, is crushed to a point at high speed. Not so according 
to Oppenheimer and Snyder's relativistic formulas. Instead, as the star 
nears its critical cirt."Umference, its shrinkage slows to a crawl. The 
smaller the star gets, the more slowly it implodes, until it becomes 
frozen precisely at the critical circumference. No matter how long a 
time one waits, if one is at rest outside the star {that is, at rest in the 
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static, external reference frame), one will never be able to see the star 
implode through the critical circumference. That is the unequivocal 
message of Oppenheimer and Snyder's formulas. 

Is this freezing of the implosion caused by some unexpected, general 
relativistic force inside the star? No, not at all, Oppenheimer and Sny
der realized. Rather, it is caused by gravitational time dilation (the 
slowing of the flow of time) near the critical circumference. Time on 
the imploding star's surface, as seen by static external observers, must 
flow more and more slowly when the star approaches the critical cir
cumference, and correspondingly everything occurring on or inside the 
star including its implosion must appear to go into slow motion and 
then gradually freeze. 

As peculiar as this might seem, even more peculiar was another 
predit:tion made by Oppenheimer and Snyder's formulas: Although, as 
seen by static external observers, the implosion freezes at the critical 
circumference, it does rwtfreeze at all as viewed by observers riding 
inward on the star's surface. If thE.' star weighs a few solar ma.~es and 
begins about the size of the Sun, then as observed from its own surface, 
it implodes to the critical circumference in about an hour's time, and 
then keeps right on imploding past criticality and on in to smaller 
circumferences. 

By 1939, when Oppenheimer and Snyder discovered these things, 
physicists had become accustomed to the fact that time is relative; the 
flow of time is different as measured in different reference frames that 
move in difl'E>.rent ways through the Universe. But never before had 
anyone encountered such an extreme difference between reference 
frames. That the implosion freezes forever as measured in the static, 
e.-eternal frame but continues rapidly on past the freezing point as mea
slJ.red in the frame of the stars surface \vas extremely hard to compre
hend. Nobody who studied Oppenheimer and Snyder's mathematics 
felt comfortable with such an extreme warpage of time. Yet there it 
was jn their formulas. One might wave one's arms with heuristic expla
nations, hut no explanation seemed very satisfying. It would not be 
fully understood until the late 1950s (near the end of this chapter). 

By looking at Oppenheimer and Snyder's formulas from the view
point of an observer on the stal''s surface, one can deduce the details of 
the implosion even after the star sinks within its critical circumference; 
that is, one can discover that the star gets crunched to infinite density 
aud zero volume, and one can deduce the details of the spacetime 
curvature at the crunch.. However, in their article describing thel.T 
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calculations, Oppenheimer and Snyder avoided any discussion of the 
crunch whatsoever. Presumably Oppenheimer was prevented from dis
cussing it by his own innate scientific conservatism, his unwil1ingness 
to speculate (see the last two paragraphs of Chapter 5). 

If reading the star's final crunch off their formulas was too much for 
Oppenheimer and Snyder to face, even the details outside and at the 
critical circumference were too bizarre for most physicists in 1939. At 
Caltech, for example, Tolman was a believer; after all, the predictions 
were unequivocal CQnsequences of general relativity. But nobody elsP
at Caltech was very convinced. General relativity had been tested ex
perimentally only in the solar system, where gravity is so weak that 
Newton's laws give almost the same predictions as general relativity. 
By contrast, the bizarre Oppenheimer-Snyder predictions relied on 
ultra-strong gravity. General relativity might welJ fail before gravity 
ever became so strong, most physicists thought; and even if it did not 
fail. Oppenheimer and Snyder might be misillterpreting what their 
mathematics was trying to say; and even ifthey were not misinterpret
ing their mathematics, their calculation was so idealized, so devoid of 
spin, lumps, shocks, and radiation, that it should not be taken seriously. 

Such skepticism held sway throughout the United States and West
ern Europe, but not in the U.S.S.R. There Lev Landau, still recuperat
ing from his year in prison, kept a "Golden List" of the most important 
physics research articles published anywhere in the world. l:pon read
ing the Oppenheimer-Snyder paper, Landau entered it in his List, and 
he proclaimed to his friends and associates that these latest Oppen
heimer revelations had to be right, even though they were extremely 
difficult for the human mind to comprehend. So great was Landau's 
influence that his view took hold among leading Soviet theoretical 
physicists from that day forward. 

Nuclear Interlude 

W.re Oppenheimer and Snyder right, or were they wrong? The 
answer would likely have been learned definitively during the 1940s 
bad World War IT and t..l:ien LTash programs to develop the hydrogen 
bomb not intervened. Rut the war and the bomb did intervene, and 
research on impractical, esoteric issues like black holes became frozen 
in time as physicists turned their full energies to weapons design. 

Only in the late 1950s did the weapons efforts wind down enough to 
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bring stellar implosion back into phyticists' consciousness. Only then 
did the skeptics laune;h their first serious attack on the Oppenheixner
Snyder predictions. Carrying the banner of the skeptics at first., but not 
for long, was John Archibald Wheeler. From the outset, a leader of the 
believers was V\'heeler's Soviet counterpart, Yakov Borisovich Zel'
dovich. 

The characters of Wheeler and Zel'dovich were shaped in the fire of 
nuclear weapons projects during the nearly two decades that black-hole 
research was frozen i11 time, the decades of the 1 94-0s and t 950s. From 
their weapons work, Wheeler and Zel'dovich emerged with crucial 
tools for analyzing black holes: powerful computational techniques, a 

deep understanding of the laws of physics, and interactive research 
styles in which they would continually stimulate younger colleagues. 
They also emerged carrying difficult baggage ~a set of complex rela
tionships with some of their key colleagues: Wheeler with Oppen
heimer; Zel'dovich with Landau and with Andrei Sakharov. 

John Wheeler, fre~h out of graduate school i11 1933, and the winner of 
a Rockefeller-financed National Research Council postdoctoral fellow
ship, had a choice of wllere and with whom to do his postdoctoral 
study. He could have chosen Berkeley and Oppenheimt~r. as did most 
NRC theoretical physics postdoc.s in those days; instead he chose New 
York l:niversity and Gregory Breit. "In personality they [Oppen
heirner and Breit] were utterly different," Wheeler says. "Oppen
heimer saw things in black and white and was a quick decider. Breit 
worked in shades of grey. Attracted to issues that require long reflec
tion, I chose Breit." 

FrQm ~ew York University in 1933, Wheeler moved on to Copenha
gen to study with Niels .Bohr, then to an assistant professorship at the
University of North Carolina, foliowed by one at Princeton "Cniversity, 
in ~ew Jersey. Itt 1939, while Oppenheimer and students in California 
were probing neutron stars and black holes, Wheeler and Bohr at 
Princeton (where Bohr was visiting) were developing the theory of 
nuclear fi~sion; the breakup of heavy atomic nuclei such as uranium 
into smaller pieces, when the nuclei are bombarded by neutrons (Box 
6.1 ). Fission had just been discovered quite unexpectedly by Otto Hahn 
and F'rit7. Strassman in Gennany, and its implications were ominous: 
By a chain reaction of fissions a weapon of unprecedented power might 
be made. But Bol1r and Wheeler did not concern themselves with chain 
reactions or weapons; they just wanted to understa:ld how fission comes 



Box 6.1 

Fusion, Fission, and Chain Reactions 

Thefo.sion of very light nuclei to form medium-sized nuclei releases huge 
an1ounts of energy. A simple example from Box 5.3 is the fusion of a 
deuterium nucleus ("heavy hydrogen," with one proton and one neutron) 
and an ordinary hydrogen nucleus (a single proton) to form a helium-3 
nucleus (two protons and one neutron): 

Such fusion rea(:tions keep the Sun hot and _power the hydrogen bomb 
(the "superbomb" as it was called in the 1940s and 1950s). 

The fission (splitting apart) of a very heavy nucleus to form two me
dium-sized nuclei releases a large amount of energy··-far more than 
comes from chemical reactions (since the nudear force which governs 
nuclei is far str<mger than the electromagnetic force which governs chemi
cally reacting atoms), but much less energy than comes from the fusion of 
light nuclei. A few very heavy nuclei undergo fission naturally, without 
any outside help. More interesting for this chapter arc fission reactions in 
which a neutron hits a very hea\")' nucleus such as uranium-235 (aura-· 
nium nucleus with 235 protons and neutrons) and splits it roughly in half: 

®--

(continued rwxt pat:f!) 



(Box 6.1 continued) 

There are two special, heavy nuclei, uranium-2.:~5 and plutonium-239, 
with the property that their fission produces not only two medium-sized 
nuclei, but also a handful of neutrons (as in the drawing above). These 
neutrons make possible a chain reaction: If one con(:entratt>.s enough ura
nium-235 or plutonium-239 into a small enough package, then the neu
trons released from one fission will hit other uranium or plutonium nuclei 
and fission them, producing more neutrons that fission more nuclei, pro
ducing stil1 more neutrons that fission still more nuclei, and so on. The 
result of this chain reaction, if uncontrolled, is a huge explosion (an atomic 
bomb blast); if controlled in a reac.:tor, the result can be highly efficient 
electric power. 

about. What is the underlying mechanism? How do the laws of physics 
produce it? 

Bohr and Wheeler were remarkably successful. They discovered 
how the laws of physics produce fission, and they predicted which 
nuclei would be the most effective at sustaining chain reactions: ura
nium-235 (which would become the fuel for the bomb to destroy Hiro
shima) and plutonium-239 (a type of nucleus that does not exist in 
nature but that the American physicists would soon learn how to make 
in nuclear reactors and would use to fuel the bomb to destroy 
:'llagasaki). However, Bohr and Wheeler were not thinking of bombs in 
1939; they only wanted to understand. 

The Bohr· Wheeler article explaining nuclear fission was published 
in the same issue of the Physical Review as the Oppenheimer Snyder 
article describing the implosion of a star. The publication date was 1 
September 1959, the very day that Hitler's troops invaded Po1and, 
triggering World War II. 

Yakov Borisovich Zel'dovich was born into a Jewish family in Minsk in 
1914; 1ater that year his family moved to Saint Petersburg (renamed Len
ingrad in the 1920s, then restored to Saint Petersburg in the 1990s). Zel'
dovich completed high school at age fifteen and then, instead of enter
ing university, went to work as a laboratory assistant at the Physico
technical Institute in Leningrad. There he taught himself so much phy
sics and chemistry and did such impressive research that, without any for
mal university training, he was awarded a Ph.D. in 1934, at age twenty. 
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In 1939, while Wheeler and Bohr were developing the theory of 
nuclear fission, Zel'dovich and a close friend, Yuli Borisovich Khariton, 
were developing the theory of chain reactions produced by nuclear 
fission: Their research was triggered by an intriguing (incorrect) sug
gestion from French physicist Francis Perrin that volcanic eruptions 
might be powered by natural, underground nuclear explosions, which 
result from a chain reaction of fissions of atomic nuclei. However, 
nobody including Perrin had worked out the details of such a chain 
reaction. Zel'dovich and Khariton-already among the world's best 
experts on chemical explosions-leaped on the problem. Within a few 
months they had shown (as, in parallel, did others in the West) that 
such an explosion cannot ot:cur in nature, because naturally occurring 
uranium consists mostly ofuranium-238 and not enough uranium-235. 
However, they concluded, if one were to artificially separate out ura
nium-235 and concentrate it, then one could make a chain-reaction 
explosion. (The Americans would soon embark on such separation to 

make the fuel for their Hiroshima bomb.) The curtain of secrecy had 
not yet descended around nuclear research, so Zel'dovich and Khariton 
published their calculations in the most prestigious of Soviet physics 
journals, the Journal of Experimental and Theoretical Physics, for all 
the world to see. 

During the six years of World War II, physicists of the warring 
nations developed sonar, mine sweepers, rockets, radar, and, most fate
fully, the atomic bomb. Oppenheimer led the "Manhattan Project" at 
Los Alamos, New Mexico, to design and build the American bombs. 
Wheeler was the lead scientist in the design and construction of the 
world's first production-scale nuclear reactors, in Hanford, Washing
ton, which made the plutonium-259 for the Nagasaki bomb. 

After the bombs' decimation of Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the 
deaths of several hundred thousand people, Oppenheimer was in an
guish: "If atomic bombs are to be added to the arsenals of a warring 
world, or to the arsenals of nations preparing for war, then the tirne 
will com.e when mankind will curse the name of Los Alamos and 
Hiroshima." "In some sort of crude sense which no vulgarity, no 
humor, no overstatement can quite extinguish, the physicists have 
known sin; and this is a knowledge which they cannot lose.'' 

But Wheeler had the opposite kind of regret: "As I look back on 
[1939 and my fission theory work with Bohr], I feel a great sadness. 
How did it come about that I looked on fission first as a physicist 
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[simply curious to know how fission woTks]. and only secondarily as a 
c...-itizen [intent on defending my country]? Why did I not look at it 1irst 
as a citizen and only secondarily as a physicist? A. simple suJVey of the 
records sho'\\'8 that between twenty and twenty-five million people 
perished in World War II and more of them in the later years than in 
the earlier years. Every month by which the war was shortened would 
have mear1t a. saving of the order of half a Jnillion to a million lives. 
An1ong those granted life would have been my brother Joe, kiJled in 
October 1944 in the .Battle for Italy. What a difference it would have 
made if the critical date [of the atomic bomb's first use in the war] had 
been not August 6, 1945, but August 6, 1943.'' 

In the U.S.S.R., physicists abandoned all nuclear research in June 
1941, when Gexmany attacked 1\ussia, since other physics would pro
duce quicker payoffs for national defense. As tl1e German army 
marched on and S\1rrounded Leningrad, Zel'dovich and his friend 
K.hariton were evacuated to Kazan: where they worked intensely on the 
theory of the explosion of ordinary types of bombs, trying to improve 
the bombs' explQ.Siye power. Then. tn 1943, they were summoned to 

Moscow. It had become clear, they were told, that both the Americans 
aod the Gerrnans were mounting efforta to corutruct an atomic bomb. 
They were to be pal"t o£ a small, elite, Soviet bomb development effort 
under the leadership of Igor V. Kurchatov. 

By two years later, when the Americans bombed Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, Kurchatov's team bad developed a thorough theoretical un
derstanding of nuclear reactors for making plutonium-259, and bad 
dE:"veloped several possible bomb designs- and Khariton and Zel'·· 
dovich had become the lead theorists on the project. 

When Stalin leamed of the Alr.terican atomic bomb explosions, he 
angrily berated KUJ·chatov for the Soviet team's slowness. Kurchatov 
defended his team: Amidst the war's deva.statioz1. and with its lilnited 
resources, the team could not move .more rapidly. Stalin told him 
angrily that if a child doesn't cry, its mother can't know what it needs. 
Ask for anything yon net.-d, he commanded, nothing will be refu~-ed; 
and he then demanded a no-holds-barred, crash prQject to construct the 
bomb, a projet:t under the ultimate authority of Lavrenty Pavlovich 
Beria, the fearsorne head of the secret polk-e. 

The magnitude of the effort that Beria mounted is hard to imagine. 
He commandeered the forced labor of .millions of Soviet citi:r.ens from 
Stlllin"s prison camps. These :zeks, as they were coll<>Guially called, 
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constructed uranium mines, uranium purification factories, nucl~ar 
reactors, theoretical research centers, weapons test centers, and self
contained, small cities to support these facilities. The facilities, scat
tered across the face of the nation, were surrounded by levels of secu
rity unhe.ard of in the iunericans' Manhattan Project. Zel'dovich and 
Khariton were moved to one of these facilities, in. "a far away place" 
whose location, though almost certainly well kuown to Western au
thorities by the ]ate 1950s, was forbidden to be revealed by Soviet 
citizens until l 990.1 The facility was k.nowr1 simp I y as Obyekt ("the 
Installation"); Khariton became its director, and Zel'dovich the leader 
of one of its key bomb design teams. under Beria's authority, Kur
chatov set up several teams of physicists to pursue, in parallel and 
completely independently, each aspect of the bomb project; redun
dancy brin~ security. The teams at the Installation fed design prob
lems to the other teams, including a small one led by Lev Landau at 
the Institute of Physical Problems in Moscow. 

While this massive effort was rolling inexorably forward, Soviet 
spies were acquiring, through Klaus Fuchs (a British physicist who had 
worked on the American bomb project), the design of the Americans' 
plutonium-based bomb. It differed somewhat from the design that 
Zel'dovich and his colleagues had produced, so Kurchatov, Khariton, 
and company faced a tough decision: They were under excruciating 
pressure from Stalin and Beria for results, and they feared the t:onse
quences of an unsuccessful bomb test in an era when failure often 
meant execution; they knew that the American design had worked at 
Alamogordo and Nagasaki, but they could not be completely sure of 
their own design; and they possessed enough plutonium for only one 
bomb. The decision was clear but painful: They put their own design 
on hold2 ar1d converted their crash program over to the Americatt 
design. 

At last, on 99 August 1949-after four yearr. of crash t.ffort, untold 
misery, untold deaths of slave-labor zeks, and the beginning of all 

accumulation of waste from nuclear reactors near Cheliabinsk that 
would explode ten years later, contaminating hundreds of square miles 
of countryside-the crash program reached fruition. The first Soviet 
atomic bomb was exploded near Semipalatinsk in Soviet Asia, in a test 

1. It is near tbe lOwn of Arzimas, between Cheliabinslr and the Ural Mountains. 
2. After their au~.l test of a bmn b boued on the American design, t:he Soviets retumecl 

to thei1 awn neaign, constructed a boonb 'Dased l)1l it, and tested i.t au~cessfu\ly in \951. 
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witnessed by the Supreme Command of the Soviet army and govenl
ment leaders. 

On 3 Septt>.mber 1949 an American WB-29 Wt>.ather :reconnaissan(:e 
plane, on a routine flight from Japan to Alaska, discovered products of 
nuclear fission from the Soviet test. The data were given to a commit
tee of experts, 1nduding Oppenheimer, for evaluation. The verdict was 
unequivocaL The Russians had tested an atomic bomb! 

Amidst the panic that ensued (backyard bomb shelters; atomic bomb 
drills fox· schoolchildren; McCarthy's "witch hunts" to root out spies, 
Communists, and their fellow travelers frorn goYernment, army, 
media, and universities), a profound debate occurred amongst physi
cists and politicians. Edward Tellt>..r, one of the mos·t innovativt~ of the 
~nerican atomic bomb design physicistS, advocated a crash program to 
design attd build the "superbomb" (or "hydroge·n bomb") --a weapon 
based on the fusion of hydrogen nuclei to form helium. The hydrogen 
hom b, if it could be bullt, would be aw~me. There seemed IlO limit to 
its power. Did one want a bomb ten times more powerful than Hiro
shima? a hu11dred times more powerful? a th()usand? a million? If the 
bomb could be made to work at aU, it could be made as powerful as one 
wished. 

John Wheeler bac.ked Teller: A crash program for the "super" was 
essential to counter the Soviet th.reat, he btlieved. R.obert Oppen
}~.eimer and his General Advisory Committee to the U.S. Atomic .En
ergy Commission were opposed. It was not at all obvious whether a 
superbomb as then conceived could ever be made to work, Oppen
heimer and his committee argued. Moreover, even if it did work, any 
super that was vastly more powerful than an ordinary atomic bomb 
would likely be too heavy for delivery by airplane or ror.ket. And then 
there were the moral issues, which Oppenheimer and his committee 
addressed as foHows. ''We base our recommendations [against a crash 
programj on our belief that the extx·eme dangers to mankind inherent 
in the proposal whol1y outweigh any military advantage that could 
corne from this development. Let it be clearly realized that this is a 
super weapon; it is in a totally different category from an atomic bomb. 
The reason for developing such super bombs would be to have the 
capacity to devastate a vast area with a single bomb. Its use would 
involve a decision to slaughter a vast number of civilians. We are 
alarmed as to the possible global effects of the radioac.tivity generated 
by the explosion of a few super bombs of conceivable magnitude. If 
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super bombs will work at all, there is no inherent limit in the destmc
tive power that may be attained with them. Therefore, a super bomb 
might become a weapon of genocide." 

To Edward Teller and John Wheeler these arguments made no 
sense at all. The Russians surely would push forward with the hydro
gen bomb; if America did not push forward as well, the free world 
could be put in enormous danger, they believed. 

The Teller-Wheeler v\ew prevailed. On 10 March 1950, President 
Truman ordered a crash program to develop the super. 

The Americans' 1949 design for the super appears in retrospect to 
have been a prescription for failure, just as Oppenheimer's committee 
had suspet:ted. However, since it was not certain to fail, and since 
nothing better was known, it was pursued intensely until March 1951, 
when Teller and Stanislaw 1ilam invented a radically new design, one 
that showed bright promise. 

The Teller--Ulam invention at first was just an idea for a design. As 
Hans Bethe has said, "Nine out of ten of Tel1er's ideas are useless. He 
needs men with more judgement, even if they be less gifted, to select 
the tenth idea, which often is a stroke of genius." To test whether this 
idea was a stroke of genius or a deceptive dud required turn1ng it into a 
concrete and detailed bomb design, then carrying out extensive compu
tations on the biggest available computers to see whether the design 
might work, and then, if the calculations predicted success, construt:t
ing and testing an actual bomb. 

Two teams were set up to carry out the calculations: One at Los 
Alamos, the other at Princeton University. John Wheeler led the 
Princeton team. Wheeler's team worked night and day for several 
months to develop a full bomb design based on the Teller-Ulam idea, 
and to test by computer calculations whether it would work. As 
Wheeler recalls, "We did an immense amount of calculation. We were 
using the computer facilities of New York, Philadelphia, and Washing
ton-in fact, a very large fraction of the computer capacity of the 
United States. Larry Wilets, John Toll, Ken Ford, Louis Henyey, Carl 
Hausman, Dick l'Olivier, and others worked d1ree six-hour stretches 
each day to get things out." 

When the calculations made it clear that the Tel1er Ulam idea 
probably would work, a meeting was called, at the Institute for Ad
vanced Study in Princeton (where Oppenheimer was the diret:tor ), to 
present the idea to Oppenheimer's General Advisory Committee and 
its parent U.S. Atomic Energy Commission. Teller described the idea, 
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and then Wheeler described his t.eam's specific design and its predicted 
explosion. 'Wheeler 1·ecalls, "While I was starting to give rny talk, Ken 
Ford rushed up to the window from outside, lifted it up, and passed in 
this big chart. I unrolled it and put it on the wall; it showed the 
progress of the ther.monucleaT combustion [as we had computed it.] 

... The Committee had no option hut to conclude that this thing made 
sense .... Our calculation turned Oppie around on the project." 

A portion of John Wheeler's hydro&en bomb design team at Princeton University 
in 1952. Front row, left to right.' Margaret Fellows, Margaret Murray, Dorothea 
Ruffel, Audrey Ojala, Christene Shack, Roberta Casey. Second row: Walter A ron, 
William Clendenin, Solomon Bochner, John Toll, John Wheeler, Kenneth Ford. 
'l'hird and fourth rows: David Layzer, l.awrent>.e Wilets, Dalid Carter, Edward 
Frieman, Jay Ber8er, John Mclnt.osh, Ralph Pennington, unidentified, Robert 
Goenss. [Photo by Howard Schrader; coun.esy Lawrence Wilets and Jolm J\ Wheeler.] 



6. IMPLOSIOl' TO WHAT? 

Oppenheimer has described his own reaction: "The program we had 
in 1949 [the 'prescription for failure'] was a tortured thing that you 
could well argue did not make a great deal of technical sense. It was 
therefore possible to argue also that you did not want it even if you 
could have it. The program in 1952 [the new design based on the 
Teller-Ulail'l idea] was technically so sweet that you could not argue 
about that. Tbe issues became purely the military, tbe political and the 
humane problems of what you were going to do about it once you had 
it." Suppressing his deep misgivings about the ethical issues, Oppen
heimer, together with the other members of bis committee, closed 
ranks with Teller, Wheeler, and the super's proponena, and the project 
moved forward at an accelerated pace to constru<-1: and test the bomb. It 
worked as predicted by Wheeler's team and by parallel calculations at 
Los Alamos. 

Wheeler's team's extensive design calculations were ultimately 
written up as the secret Project Matterhorn Division B Report Jt or 
PMB-31. "I'm told," says Wheeler, "that for at least ten years PMB-31 
was the bible for design of thermonuclear devices" (hydrogen bombs). 

ln 1949-50, while America was in a state of panic, and Oppenheimer, 
Teller, and others were debating whether America should mount a 
crash program to develop the su)>E'.r, the Soviet linion was already in 
the midst of a crash superbomb project of its own. 

In spring 1948, fifteen months before the first Soviet atomic bomb 
test, Zel'dovich and his team at the Installation had carried out theoret
ical calculations on a superbomb design similar to the Americans' "pre
scription for failure."5 In June J948, a second superbomb team was 
established in Moscow under the leadership of Igor Tamm, one of the 
most eminent of Soviet theoretical physicists. Its members were Vitaly 
Ginzburg (of whom we shall hear much in Chapters 8 and 10), Andrei 
Sakharov (who would become a dissident in the 1970s, and then a hero 
and Soviet saint in the late t980s and 1990s), Semyon Belen'ky, and 
Yuri Romanov. Tamm's team was charged with the task of checking 
and refining tbe Zel'dovich team's design calculations. 

5. Sakharov has speculated that this dellign was directly inspired by information acquired 
from the Americans through espionage, perhaps via the spy Klaus Fuchs. Zel'dovich by con
trast has asserted that neither Fucha nor any other spy produced any signitlcant information 
about the superbomb that his design team did not already know; the principal value of the 
Soviet superbomb e.~ionage was to convince Soviet political authorities that their physicists 
knew what they were doing. 
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The Tamm team's attitude toward this task is epitomized by a state
ment of Belen'ky's at the time: "Our job is to lick Zel'dovich's anus." 
Zel'dovich, with his paradoxical combination of a forceful, demanding 
personality and extreme political timidity, was not among the most 
popular of Soviet physicists. But he was among the most brilliant. 
Landau, who as a leader of a small subsidiary design team occasionally 
received orders from Zel'dovich's team to analyze this, that, or another 
facet of the bomb design, sometimes referred to him behind his back. as 
"that bitch, Zel'dovich." Zel'dovich, by contrast, revered La11dau as a 
great judge of the correctness of physics ideas, and as his greatest 
teacher--though Zel'dovich had never taken a fonnal course from 
him. 

It required only a few months for Sakharov and Ginzburg, in 
Tamm's team, to come up with a far better design for a superbomb 
than the "prescription for failure" that Zel'dovich and the Americ-ans 
were pursuing. Sakharov proposed constructing the bomb as a layered 
cake of alternating shells of a heavy fission fuel (uranium) and hght 
fusion fuel, and Ginzburg proposed for the fusion fuel lithium deute
ride (LiD). In the bomb's intense blast, the LiD's lithium nudei would 
fission into two tritium nuclei, and these tritiums, together with the 
LiD's deuterium, would then fuse to form helium nuclei, releasi11g 
enormous amounts of energy. The heavy uranium would strengthen 
the explosion by preventing its energy from leaking out too q11ickly, by 
helping compress the fusion fuel, and by adding fission energy to the 
fusion. When Sakharov presented these ideas, Zel'dovich grasped their 
promise immediately. Sakharov's layered cake and Ginzburg's LiD 
quickly became the foc:us of the Soviet superbomb effort. 

To push the superbomb forward more rapidly, Sakharov, Tam:m, 
Belen'ky, and Romanov were ordered transferred from Moscow to the 
Installation. But not Gin7.burg. The reason seems obvious: Three years 
earlier, Ginzburg had married Nina lvanovna, a vivaciou.s, brilliant 
woman, who in the early 19408 had been thrown into prison on a 
trumped-up charge of plotting to kill Stalin. She and her fellow plot· 
ters supposedly were planning to shoot Stalin from a window in tl1e 
room where she lived, as he passed by on Arhat Street below. When a 
troika of judges met to decide her fate, it was pointed out that her room 
did not have any windows at all looking out on Arhat Street, so in an 
unusual exhibition of mercy, her life was spared; she was merely sen
tenced to prison and then to exile, not death. Her imprisonment and 
e:dle presumably were enough to taint Ginzburg, the inventor of the 
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LiD fuel for the bomb, and lock him out of the Installation. Ginzburg, 
preferring basic physics research over bomb design, was pleased, and 
the world of science reaped the rewards: While :l..el'dovich, Sakharov, 
and Wheeler concentrated on bombs, Ginzburg solved the mystery of 
bow cosmic rays propagate through our galaxy, and with Landau he 
used the laws of quantum mechanics to explain the origin of supercon
ductivity. 

ln 1949, as the Soviet atomic bomb project reached fruition, Stalin 
ordered that the full resources ofthe Soviet state be switched over, with
out pause, to a superbomb effort. The slave labor of zeks, the theoretical 
research facilities, the manufacturing facilities, the test facilities, the 
multiple teams of physicists on each aspect of the design and construc
tion, all must be focused on trying to beat the Americans to the hydro
gen bomb. Of this the Americans, in the midst of their debate over 
whether to mount a crash effort on the super, knew nothing. However, 
the Americans had SUJW.rior technology and a large head start. 

On 1 November 1952, the Americans exploded a hydrogen bomb
type device code-named A1ike. Mike was designed to test the 1951 
Teller-Ulam invention and was based on the design computations of 
Wheeler's team and the parallel team at Los Alamos. It used liquid 
deuterium as its principal fuel. To liquify the deuterium and pipe it 
into the explosion region required an enormous, factory·like apparatus. 
Thus, this was not the kind of bomb that one t."'uld deliver on any 
airplane or rocket. Nevertheless, it totally destroyed the island of 
Elugelab in the Eniwetok Atoll in the Pacific Ocean; it was 800 times 
more powerful than the bomb that killed over 100,000 people in Hiro
shima. 

On 5 March 1953, amidst somber music, Radio Moscow announced 
that Joseph Stalin had died. There was rejoicing in America, and grief 
in the U.S.S.R. Andrei Sakharov wrote to his wife, Klava, "I am under 
the influence of a great man's death. I am thinking of his humanity." 

On 12 August 1953, at Semipalatinsk, the Soviets exploded their first 
hydrogen bomb. Dubbed Joe-4 by the Americans, it used Sakharov's 
layered-cake design and Ginzburg's LiD fusion fuel, and it was small 
enough to deliver in an airplane. However, the fuel in Joe-4 was not 
ignited by the Teller-Ulam method, and as a result Joe-4 was rather 
less powerful than the Americans' Mike: "only" about 30 Hiroshimas, 
compared to Mike's 800. 

In fact, in the language of the American bomb design physicists, 
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Joe-4 was not a hydrogen bomb at all; it was a boostRd atomic bomb, 
that is, an atomic bomb whose power is boosted by the inclusion of 
some fusion fuel. Such boosted atomic bombs were alreadr part of the 
American arsenal, and the Americans refused to regard them as hydro-
gen bombs beca.use their layered-cake design did not €'11.able thern to 

ignite an arbitrari~y large amo1mt of fusion fuel. There was no way by 
this design to make, for example-, a "doomsday weapon" thousands of 
times more powerfu] than Hiroshima. 

But 30 Hiroshirnas was not t<> be sneezed at, nor was delive:rahility. 
Joe·-4 was an awesome weapon indeed, and Wheeler and other Ameri
cans heaved a sigh of relief that, thanks to their own, true superbO.tnb, 
the new Soviet leader, Georgi Malenkov, could not threaten America 
with it. 

On 1 March 1954, the Amf>..ricans exploded their first LiD-fueled, 
deliverable superbomb. It was code named Bravo and like Mike, it 
relied on design calculations by the Wheeler and Los Alamos teams 
and used the Teller- Ulam invention. The e::llplosive energy was 1300 
Hiroshimas. 

In March 1954, Sakharov and Zel'dovidt jointly invented (indepen
dently of the Americans) the Teller--Ulam idea, and wit.ltin a few 
months Soviet resources were focused on implementing it in a real 
superbomb, one that could have as laJ'ge a destructive power as anyone 
might wish. It took just eighteen months to fully design and construct 
the bomb. On .25 November 1955, it was detonated, with an explosive 
energy of 300 Hiroshimas. 

As Oppenheimer's General Advisory Committee had suspected, in 
their opposition to the crash program for the super, these enonnously 
powerful bombs--and the behemoth 5000--Hiroshima. weap<m ex
ploded later by the Soviets in an attempt to intimidate John 
Kennedy-have not been very attractive to the military establishments 
of either the United States or the U.S.S.R.. The weapons t:uJTently in 
Russian ar1d American arsenals are around 30 Hiroshimas, not thou-· 
sands. Although they are true h_ydrogen bombs. they at·e no more 
powerful than a large- atomic bomb. The military neither needed nor 
wanted a ~'doomsday" deYice. The sole use of su.ch a device would be 
psychological intimidation ofthe adversary--but intimidation can be a 
serious matter in a world with leaders like Joseph Stalin. 

On Z July 1955, Lewis Strauss, a membf.'l' of the Atomic Energy 
Commission who had fought bitterly with Oppenheimer over the crash 



Box 6.2 

Why Did Soviet Physicists Build the Bomb for Stalin? 

Why did Zel'dov)ch, Sakharov, aud other gr~at Soviet physicists work so 
hard to build atomic bombs and hydrogen bombs for Joseph Stalin? Stalin 
was responsible for the deaths of millions of Soviet citizens: 6 million or 7 
million peasants ancl kulaks in forced collectivization in the early 1950s, 
2.5 million from the top strata of the military, government, and society in 
the Great Terror of 1937-39, 10 million from all strata of society in the 
prisons and labor camps of the 1930s through 1950s. How could any 
physidst, in good conscience, put the ultimate weapon into the hands of 
such an t-'fJil man? 

Those who ask such questions forget or don't krtow the conditions
phy~ical and psychological-that pervaded the Soviet Union in the late 
1940s and early 1950s: 

1. The So\.-l.et lin ion had just 'oarely emerged from the bloodiest, most 
devastating war ·in its history-a war in which Germany, the ag
gres.ror, had killed 27 million Soviet people and had laid waste to 
their homeland-when Winston Churchill fired an early salvo of 
the oold war: In a 5 March 1946 speech in Fulton, Missouri, Church
ill warned the West about a Soviet threat and coined the phrase 
"iron curtain" to describe the boundaries that Stalin had established 
around his empire. Stalin's propaganda machinery miiked Church
ill's speech for all it could, c.reating a deep fear among Soviet citizens 
that the British and Americans might attack. The :\mericans, the 
subsequent propaganda claimed,* were planni1:1g a nuclear war 
against the Soviet Union, with hundreds of atomic bombs, c-.:trried 
by airplanes, and targeted on hundrt.'Cls of Soviet cities. Most Soviet 
physicists believed the propaganda and accepted the- absolute neces
sity that the U.S.S.R. create nuclear weapons to protect ag"dinst a 
repeat of Hitler's devastation. 

2. The machinery of Stalin's state was so effet.1.ive at controlling inf()r
matiort and at brainwashing even the leading scientists that few of 
them understood the evil of the man. Stalin was revered by most 
Soviet physicists (even Sakharov), as by most Soviet dtizens, as the 
Great Leader-a harsh but benevolent di(:tator who had mllSter
minded the victory ovEr Germany and would protect his people 
against a hostile world. The Soviet physicists were frightfully aware 
that evil pervaded lower levels of the government: The flimsiest of 
denunciations by somebody one hardly knew could send oJle to 

*Begin:ting in 194j, An1erir.an strategic planning did, indeed, include an optior.-·· if the 
{.;.s.S.R initiated a conventional war--for a ma88ive nuclear attack on Soviet citie5 and on 
milir~ry and industriu.l targetS; see Brown ( 1978). 

(cc>n.tii'IU.I!d next par,r!) 
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prison, and ofren to death. (ln the late 1960s, Zel'dovich recalled for 
me what it was like: "l..ife is so wonderful now," he said; "Ute knocks 
no longer come in the middle of the night, and one's friends no 
longl'r disappear, never to be heard frorn aga;n.'') But the source of 
this evil, most physicists believed, could not be the Great Leader; it 
must be others below him. (Landau knew bctt~r; he had learned 
much in prison. 'But, psychologicall~· devastated by his imprison
ment, he rarely spoke of Stalin's guilt, and when he did, his friends 
did not believe.) 

3. Though one lived a life of fear, information was so tightly con
trolled that one could not deduce the enormity of the toll that Stalin 
had taken. That toll would only become known in Gorbachev':s 
epoch of glasnost, the late 1980s. 

4. Many Soviet physicists were "fatalists." They didn't thillk. about 
these issues at all Life was so hard that one merely struggled to keep 
going, doing one's job as best one cou1dt whatever it might be. 
Besides, the technical challenge of figuring out how to make a bomb 
that wol'ks was fascinating, and there was some joy tQ be had in the 
camaraderie of the design tea.m and the prestige and suhsta'lltial 
salary that (lne's work brought. 

program for the super, became the Commission's chairman. As one of 
his first acts in power, he ordered removal of all classi!ied material 
froru Oppenheimer's Princeton ofiice. Strauss and many others in 
Washington were deeply suspicious of Oppenheimer's loyalty. Bow 
could a man loyal to America oppo.se the super effort, as he had before 
Wheeler's team demonstrated that the Tellt-r-Ulam inventi()n would 
worki1 William Borden, who had been chief counsel of Coll.gress's Joint 
Committee on Atomic Energy during the super debate, sent a letter to 
J. Edgar Hoover saying, in part: ''The purpose of this letter is to fstate 
my own exhaustively considered opinion, based upon years of study of 
the available classified evidence, that :more probably than not J. Robert 
Oppenheimer is an agent of the Soviet Union." Oppenheimer's security 
clearam~ was can(:eled, and in A.pril and .May of 195+, simultaneous 
with the first American tests of deliverable hydrogen bombs, the 
AtQmic Energy Commission conducted hearings to determine whether 
or not Oppenheimer was really a security risk. 

Wheeler was in Washington on other business at the time of the 
heill'ings. He was not i11volved in any way. However, Tdler, a close 
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personal friend, went to Wheeler's hotel room the night before he was 
to testify, and paced the floor for hours. If Teller said what he really 
thought, it would severely damage Oppenheimer. But how could he 
not say it2 Wheeler had no doubts; in his view, Teller's integrity would 
force him to testify fully. 

Wheeler was right. The next day Teller, espousing a viewpoint that 
Wheeler understood, said: "In a great number of cases I bave seen Dr. 
Oppenheimer act ... in a way which for me was ex(:eedingly hard to 
understand. I thoroughly disagreed with him in numerous issues and 
his actions frankly appeared to me confused and complicated. To this 
extent I feel that I would like to see the vital interests of the muntry in 
hands which 1 understand better, and therefore trust more .... I 
believe, and that is merely a question of belief and there is no expert· 
ness, no real information behind it, that Dr. Oppenheimer's character 
is such that he would not knowingly and willingly do anything that is 
designed to endanger the safety of this country. To the extent, there
fore, that your question is directed toward intent, I would say I do not 
see any reason to deny clearance. lf it is a question of wisdom and 
judgment, as dP..monstrated by actions since 1945, then I would say one 
would be wiser not to grant clearance." 

Almost all the other physicists who testified were unequivocal in 
their support of Opp~nheimer--and were aghast at Teller's testimony. 
Despite this, and despite the absence of credible evidence that Oppen
heimer was "an agent of the Soviet Union," the climate of the times 
prevailed: Oppenheimer was declared a security risk and was denied 
restoration of his security clearance. 

To most American physicists, Op~nheimer became an instant mar
tyr and Teller an instant villain. Teller would be ostracized by the 
physics community for the rest of his life. But to Wheeler, it was Teller 
who was the martyT: Teller had "had the courage to express his honest 
judgment, putting his country's security ahead of solidarity of the t:om
munity of physicists," Wheeler believed. Such testimony, in Wheeler's 
view, "deserved consideration," not ostracism. Andrei Sakharov, thirty
five years later, came to agree.• 

4. Just for the record, 1 strongly disagree with Wheeler (though he is one of my r:losest. 
friends and my znenw:r) and with Sakharov. For thoughtful and knowledgeable insights into 
the Tellet'-Qppenheimer L"Oiltroversy and the pros and cons of the American debt\te over 
whether to build the superbomb, 1 re<:ununend reading Bethe (1982) and York (1976). For 
Sak.harov's view, see SakharO'\" (1990); for a critique uf Sakharov's view, see Rethe (I 990). For a 
transcript ofthe Oppenheimer hearings, see lJS:\EC (19!54). 
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Black -Hole Birth: 
Deeper Understanding 

Not only did Wheeler and Oppenheim43r differ profoundly on issues 
of natioual security, they also differed profoundly i11 their approach to 
theoretical physics. Where Oppenheimer hewed ·narrowly to the pre
dictions of well-established physical law, Wheeler was driven by a deep 
yearning to know what lies beyond well-established law. He was con
tinually 1-eac.bing, mentally, toward the domain where known laws 
break down and new laws come into play. He tried to leapfrog his way 
into the twenty-first century, to catdt a glimpse of what the law~; of 
physics might be like beyond twentieth-century frontiers. 

Of all the places that suc.h a glimpse might be had, none looked 
more promising to Wheeler, from the 1950s onward, than the interface 
between general relativity (the domain of the large) and quantum 
mechanics (the domain of the small). General relativity and quantum 
mechanics did not mesh with each other in a logically c.onsister.Lt way. 
They were lik.e the rows and !X)lumns of a crossword puzzle early 
in one's attempts to .solve it. One has a tentative s~t of words written 
along the rows and a tentative set written down the columns, 

and one discovers a logical inconsistency at some of the intersections of 
rows and columns: Where the row word GENERAL demands an E, the 
(:olumn word QUAl'\I"TUM demands aU; where the row word RELA
TIVITY demands an E, the column word QGANTUM demands a T. 
Looking at the row and column, it is obvious that one or the other or 
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both must be changed to get consistency. Similarly, looking at the laws 
of general relativity and the laws of quantum mechanics, it was obvi
ous that one or the other or both must he changed to make them mesh 
logically. If such a mesh could be achieved, the resulting union of 
general relativity and quantu:rn mechanics would produce a powerful 
new set of laws that physicisu were calling quantum gravity. However, 
physicists' understanding of how to marry general relativity with 
quantum mechanics was so pri:rnitive in tl1e 1950s that, despite great 
effort, nobody was ntaking much progress. 

Progress was also slow on trying to understand the fundamelltal 
building blocks of atomic nuclei--the neutron, the proton, the elec
tr<m, and the plethora of other elementary particles that were being 
created ir1 particle accelerators. 

Wheeler had a dream of leaping over these impasses and catching a 
simultaneous glimpse of the nature of quantum gravity and the nature 
of elementary particles. Such a glimpse, he thought, might come from 
seeking out those places. in theoretical physics where paradoxes 
abound. From resolving a paradox comes deep understanding. The 
deeper the paradox, the more likely that the understanding would 
probe beyond twentieth-century frontiers. 

It was in this spirit that, soon after emerging from the superbomb 
effort, Wheeler, with Harrison and Wakan.o, filled in the missing gaps 
in our knowledge of cold, dead stars (Chapter 5); and it was in this 
spirit that Wheeler contemplated the resulting "fate of great masses." 
Here was a deep paradox of just the sort Wheeler was seeking: i'ol o cold, 
dead star can be more massive tl1an about 2 Suns; and yet the heavens 
seem to abound in hot stars far more massive than that ·-stars which 
some day must cool and die. Oppenheimer, in his straightforward way, 
had asked the well-established laws of physics what happens to such 
stars, and had got (with Snyder) an answer that seemed outrageous to 
Wheeler. This reinforced Wheeler's conviction that here, in the fates of 
great masses, he might catch a glimpse of physics beyond twentieth
century frontiers. Wheeler was right, as we shall see in Chapters 12 
and 13. 

Wheeler had fire in his belly-· a deep, unremitting need to know 
the fate of great masses and learn whether their fate might unlock the 
mysteries of quantum gravity and elementary particles. Oppenheimer, 
by contrast, seemed not to care much in 1958. He believed his own 
calculations with Snyder but showed no need to push further, no drive 
for deeper understanding. Perhaps he was tired from the intense bat-
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des of the preceding two decades--weapons design battles, political 
battles, personal battles. Perhaps he was overawed by the mysteries of 
the unknown. In any event, he lVould never again contribute answers. 
The torch was being pa.~ to a new generation. Oppenheimer's legacy 
would become Wheeler's foundation; and in the U.S.S.R., Landau's 
legacy would become Zel'dovich's foundation. 

In his 1958 Brussels confrontation with Oppenheimer, Wheeler as
serted that the Opper1heimer-Snyder calculations could not be trusted. 
Why? Because of their severe idealizations (Figure 6.3 above). M:ost 
especially, Oppenheimer had pretended from the outset that the im
ploding star has no pressure whatsoever. Without pressure, it was im
possible for the imploding material to fonn shock waves (the analogue 
of breaking ot:ean waves, with their froth and foam). Without pressure 
and shock waves, there was no way the imploding material could heat 
up. Without heat and pressure, there wa.~ no way for nuclear reactions 
to be triggered and no way to emit radiation. Without outpouring 
radiation, and without the outward ejection of material by nuclear 
reactions, pressure, or shock waves, there was no way for the star to lose 
mass. With mallS loss forbidden from the outset, there was no way the 
massive star could ever. reduce itself below 2 Suns and become a cold, 
dead, neutron star. No wonder Oppenheimer's imploding sta.r had 
formed a black hole, Wheeler reasoned; his idealizations prevented it 
from doing anything else! 

In 1939, when Oppenheimer and Snyder did their work, it had been 
hopeless to compute the details of implosion with realistic pressure 
{thermal pressure, degeneracy pressure, and pressure produced by the 
nuclear force) and with nuclear reactions, shock waves, heat, radiation, 
and mass ejection. However, the nuclear weapons design efforts of the 
intervening twenty years provided precisely the necessary tools. Pres
sure, nuclear reactions, shock waves, heat, radiation, at1d mass ejection 
are all t:entral features of a hydrogen bomb; without them, the bomb 
won't explode. To design a bomb, one had to in<'Orporate all these 
things into one's computer caJculations. Wheeler's team, of c.:-ourse, had 
done so. Thus, it wou]d have been natural for 'Vheeler's team now to 
rewrite their computer programs so that, instead of simulating the 
explosion of a hydrogen bomb, they sim1Ilated the implosion of a mas
sive star. 

It would have been natural, that is, if the team still existed. How-
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ever, the team was now disbanded; they had written their PMB-31 
report and had dispersed to teach, do physics research, and become 
administrators at a variety of universities and government laboratories. 

America's born b design expertise was now concentrated at Los 
Alamos, and at a new government laborawry in Livermore, California. 
At Livermore in the late 1950s, Stirling Colgate became fascinated by 
the problem of stellar implosion. With encouragement from Edward 
Teller, and in collaboration with Richard White and later Michael 
May, Colgate set out to simulate such an implosion on a computer. The 
Colgate-White·· May simulations kept some of Oppenheimer's ideali
zations: They insisted from the outset that the imploding star be 
spherical and not rotate. Without this restriction, their computations 
would have been enormously more difficult. However, their simula
tions took account of all the things that worried Wheeler- pressure, 
nuclear reactions, shock waves, heat, radiation, mass ejection-and did 
so by relying heavily on bomb design expertise and computer codes. To 
perfet.-t the simulations required several years of effort, but by the early 
1960s they were working well. 

One day in the early 1960s, John Wheeler rushed into a relativity 
class at Princeton University that I, as a graduate student, was taking 
from him. He was slightly late. but beaming with pleasure. He had just 
returned from a visit to Livermore, where he had seen the results of the 
most recent Colgate, White, and May simulations. With excitement in 
his voice, he drew diagram after diagram on the blackbD"d.rd, explain
ing what his Livermore friends had learned: 

When the imploding star had a small mass, it triggered a supernova 
explosion and formed a neutron star in just the manner that Fritz 
Zwicky had speculated thirty years earlier. When the mass of the star 
was much larger than the 2-Suxls maximum for a neutron star, the 
implosion-despite its pressure, nuclear reactions, shock waves, heat, 
and radiation -produced a black hole. And the black bole's birth was 
remarkably similar to the highly idealized one computed nearly 
twenty-five years earlier by Oppenheimer and Snyder. As seen from 
outside, the implosion slowed and became frozen at the critical circum
ference, but as seen by someone on the star's surface, tbe implosion did 
not freeze at all. The star's surface shrank right through the critical 
circumference and on inward, without hesitation. 

Wheeler, in fact, had already come to expect this. Other insights (to 
be described below) had already transformed him from a t.Titic of 
Oppenheimer's black holes to an enthusiastic supporter. But here, for 
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the first time, was a L'Oncrete proof from a realistic computer simula
tion: lrnplosion must produce black holes. 

Was Oppenheimer pleased by Wheeler's conversion? He showed 
little interest and little pleasure. At a December 1963 international 
conference in Dallas, Te:x:as, on the oocasion of the discovery of quasars 
(Chapter 9), "V\'heeler gave a long lecture on stellar implosion. In his 
leLture, he described with enthusiasm the 1939 calculations of Oppen·· 
heimer and Snyder. Oppenheimer attended the conference, but during 
Wheeler's lecture he sat on a bench in the hallway chatting with 
friends about other things. Thirty years later, Wh~ler recalls the scene 
with sadness in his eyes and voice. 

In the late 1950s, Zel'dovicb began tQ get bored with weapons design 
work. Most of the really interesting problems had bee11 solved. In 
search of new challenges, he forayed, part time, into the theory of 
elementary _particles and then into astrophysics, while keeping com
mand of his bomb design team at the Installation and of another team 
that did subsidiary bomb calculations at the Institute of Applied Ma.th
elnatics, in Moscow. 

In his bomb design work, Zel'dovich would pummel his teams with 
.ideas, and the team Inem bers would do calculations to see whether the 
ideas worked. "Ze!'dovicb's sparks and his team's gasoline1

' was the 
way Ginzburg described it. As he moved into astrophysics, Zel'dovich 
retained this style. 

Stellar implosion was among the astrophysical problems that caught 
Zel'dovich's fan<..'Y.lt. was obvious to him, as to Wheeler, Colgate, May, 
and White in America, that the tools of hydrogen bomb design were 
ideally suited to the- mathematical simulation of imploding stars. 

To puzzle out the details of realistic stellar implosion, ZePdovich 
collared several young colleagues: Dmitri Nadezhin and Vladimir lm
shennik at the Institute of Applied Mathematics, and Mikhail Podurets 
at the Installation. In a series of intense discussions, he gave them his 
vision of how the implosion could be simulated on a ('Omputer, includ
ing all the key effects that were ro important for the hydrogen bomb: 
pre-ssure, nuclear reactions, sho(.-k waves, heat, radiation, mass ejection. 

Stimulated by these discussions, Imshennik and Nadezhin simulated 
the implosion of stars with small mass-and verified, independently of 
Colgate and White in America, Zwicky's conjectures about supernovae. 
Jn paz·allel, Podurets simulated the implosion of a massive star. Podu· 
rets's results, publiabed. almost simultaneously with those from May 
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and White in America, were nearly identical to the Americans'. There 
could be no doubt. Implosion produces black holes, and does so in just 
the way that Oppenheimer and Snyder had claimed. 

The adaptation of bomb design codes to simulate stellar implosion is 
just one of many intimate connections between nuclear weapons and 
astrophysics. These connections were obvious to Sakharov in 1948. 
Upon being ordered to join Tamm's bomb design team, he embarked 
on a study of astrophysics to prepare himself. My own nose was rubbed 
into the connections unexpectedly in 1969. 

I never really wanted to know what the Teller-·Ulam/Sakharov
Zel'dovich idea was. The superbomb, one that by virtue of their idea 
could "be arbitrarily powerful," seemed obscene to me, and I didn't 
want even to speculate about how it worked. But my quest to under
stand the possible roles of neutron stars in the Universe forced the 
Teller-··Ulam idea onto my consciousness. 

Zel'dovich, several years earlier, had pointed out that gas from inter
stellar space or a nearby ~r, falling onto a neutron star, should heat up 
and shine brightly: It should become so hot, in fact, that it radiates 
mostly high-energy X-rays rather than less energetic light. The infall
ing gas controls the rate of outflow of X-rays, Zel'dovich argued, and 
conversely, the outflowing X-rays control the rate of infall of gas. 
Thereby, the two, gas and X-rays, working together, produce a steady, 
self-regulated flow. If the gas falls in at too high a rate, then it will 
produce lots of X-rays, and the outpouring X-rays will strike the infall
ing gas, producing an outward pressure that slows the gas's fall (Figure 
6.4a). On the other hand, if the gas falls in at too low a rate, then it 
produces so few X-rays that they are powerless to slow the infalling gas, 
so the infall rate increases. There is just one unique rate of gas infall, 
not too high and not too low, at which the X-rays and gas are in mutual 
equilibrium. 

This picture of the flow of gas and X-rays disturbed me. I knew full 
well that if, on F..arth, one tries to hold a dense fluid such as liquid 
mercury up by means of a less dense fluid such as water below it, 
tongues of mercury quickly eat their way down into the water, the 
mercury goes whooshing down, and the water goes whooshing up 
(Figure 6.4b). This phenomenon is called the Rayleigh-Taylor insta
bility. In 7'..el'dovich's picture, the X-rays were like the low-density 
water and the infalling gas was like the high-density mereury. 
Wouldn't tongues of gas eat their way into the X-rays, and wouldn't 

241 



242 RLAC.K. HOLES AND TDU~ WARPS 

the gas thE'.ll fall freely down those tongues, destroying Zel'dovi<'ll'll 
self-regulated t1ow (Figure 6.4c)? A detailed calculation with the laws 
of physics could. tell me whether this happens, but such a calcqlation 
would he very complex and time consuming; so, rather than calculate, l 
a&ked Zel'dovich one afternoon in 1969, when we were discussing 
physi<:s in his apartment in Moscow. 

Zel'dovich looked a. bit uncomfortable when I raised the qut!Stion, 
but his answer was firm: "No, Kip, that doesn't happen. There are no 
tonguf'.s into the X-rays. The gas flow is stable." "How do you know, 
Yakov Borisovidt?" 1 asked. Amazingly, 1 could not get an an&-wer. It 
seemed clear that Zel'dovich or sc.mebody had done a detailed calcula
tion or experiment sho·\'\'ing that X-rays can push hard o11 gas without 
Rayleigh-Taylor tongues destroying the push, but Zel'dovicb could 
not point rne to any such cakulation or experiment in the published 
literature, no·r would he describe fi.lr me the detailed physics that goes 
on. How uncharacteristic of him! 

A.. few mont..lts later I was hiking in the high Sierras in California 
with Stirling Colgate. (Colgate is one of the best An1erican experts on 
the flows of fluids and radiation, he was deeply involved jn the late 
st.ages of the American Sllperbomb effort, and he was one of the three 
Livennore physicists who had simulated a star's implosion on a <'-<>m-

6.4- (a) Gas f"aHing onto a neutron star i11 slowed by the pressure of outpouring 
X-ra-ys. (b) Liquid mer,:ury trying 10 fall in the Earth's gr~nitatinnal field is beld 
back by water beneath it; a Ra:ylei~h-TayJor instability results. (e) ls it po..o;sible 
that there is al8o a 1\a-yleigh-Taylor h1Stability for the infallt~ g&~~ bf'Jd back by 
a neutron star's X-rays? 

lt·!f~nlns ps :Jlowed 
by_X~_~:s 

·,· .. 

.Rll.yleit,lt-T~ylor 
inst@.il\ty 

1 

( 'a.. ) ( b ) ( c ) 



6. IMPLOSIO~ TO WHAT? 

puter.) As we hiked, I posed to Colgate the same question I had asked of 
:l.el'dovich, and he gave me the same answer: The flow is stable; the gas 
cannot esc-.ape the force of the X-rays by developing tongues. "How do 
you know, Stirling?" Tasked. "It has been shown," be replied. "Where 
can I find the calculations or experiments?" 1 asked. "1 don't know ... " 

"That's very peculiar," I told Stirling. "Zel'dovich told me precisely 
the same thing the flow is stable. But he, like you, would not point 
me to any proofs." "Oh! That's fascinating. So Zel'dovich really knew," 
said Stirling. 

And then I knew as well.! hadn't warlted to know. But the conclu
sion was unavoidable. The Teller-Ula.m idea must be the use of X-rays, 
emitted in the first microsecond of the fission (atomic bomb) trigger, to 
heat, help compress, and ignite the superbomb's fusion fuel (Figure 
6.5). That this is, indeed, part of the Teller-Ulam idea was confirmed 
in the 1980s in several unclassified American publications; otherwise I 
would not mention it here. 

6.5 Schematic diagram showing one aspect of the Teller-Uiam/Sakharov-7.el'
dovich idea for the design of a hydrogen bomb: A fission-powered explosion 
(atomic bomb trigger) produces intense X-rays that somehow are focused onto 
the fusion fuel (lithium deuteride, liD). The X-rays presumably ht>.al the fusion 
fuel and help compress it long enough for fusion reactions to occur. The technol
ogy for focusing the X-rays and other practical problems are so formidable that 
by knowing thiN piece of the Teller-Ulam .. secret," one is only an infinitesimal 
distance along the way toward building a working superbomb. 

Pu.siot) fue1 
H- .hoJltb) 
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What converted Wheeler from a skeptic of black holes to a believer 
and advocate? Computer simulations of imploding stars were only the 
final validation of his conversion. Far more important was the destruc
tion of a mental block. This mental block pervaded the world's com
munity of theoretical physicists from tlte 1920s through the 1950s. It 
was fostered in part by the same Scltwarzschil.d singul(lrity that was 
then being used for a black hole. It was also foste·red by the rnysteriou~>, 
seemingly paradoxical conclusion, t:rom Oppenheimer and Snyder's 
idealized calculations, that an imploding star bet:omes frozen fo·rever at 
the c.ritical circumference ("Schwarzschild singularity") from the 
viewpoint of a static, external observer, but it implodes quickly 
through the freezing point and on inward from the viewpoint of an 
observer on the star's surface. 

In Moscow, Landau and his colleagues, 'vhlle believing Oppen
heimer and Snyder's calculations, had severe trouble reconciling the~>e 
two viewpoints. "You cannot appreciate how difficult it was for the 
human mind to understand how both viewpoints can be true simulta
neously," Landau's dosest friend, Evgeny Lifshitz., told me some years 
later. 

Then one day in 1958, thf.! same year as Wheeler was attacking 
Oppenheimer and Snyder's conclusions, there arrived in Moscow an 
.issue of the Physical Review with an article by David Finkelstein, an 
unknown p<•stdoc at a little known American university, the Stevens 
Institute of Technology in Hoboken, New Jen.ey. Landau and I .ifshitz 
read the article. It was a revelation. Suddenly everything wa.; clear.!! 

Finkelstein visited Rngla11d that year and lectured at Kings College 
in London. R.oge.r Penrose (who later would revolutionize our under
standing of what goes on in!iide black holes; see Chapter 13) took the 
train down to London to hear Finkelstein's lecture, and returned to 
Cambridge enthusiastic. 

In Princeton, Wheeler was intrigued at first1 but was not fully con
vinced. He would become convinced only gradually, over the next 
several years. He was slower than Landau or Penrose, I believe, he
cause he was looking deeper. He was fixated on his vision that quan
tum gravity must make nucleons (neutrons and protons) in an implod
ing star dissolve away into radiation and escape the implosion, and it 

5. Finkelstein's i11sight had actually been found ear-lier, in other l'Oiltexts by other physi
cists induding A."lhur Eddingtorl; but they had n.1t understood its significattce and it was 
<luickly forgotten. 
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seemed impossible to reconcile this vision with Finkelstein's insight. 
~evertheless, as we shall see later, in a certain deep sense both 
'Wheeler's vision and Finkelstein's insight were correct. 

So just what was Finkelstein's insight? Finkelstein discovered, quite 
by chance and in just two lines of mathematics, a new reference frarne 
in which to describe Schwarzschild's spacetime geometry. F'inkelstein 
was not motivated by the implosion of stars and he did not make the 
connection between his new referenc-..e frame and stellar implosion. 
However, to others the implication of his new reference frame was 
clear. It gave them a totaJly new perspeetive on stellar implosion. 

David Finkelstein, ca. 1958. [Photo by Herbert S. Sonr.enfeld; courtesy David Finke!stein.] 
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The geometry of spacetime outside an imploding star is that of 
Schwanschild, and thus the star's implosion could be described using 
Finkelstein's new reference frame. Now, Finkelstein's new frame was 
quite different from. the reference frames we have met previously 
(Chapters 1 and 2). Most of those frames (imaginary laboratories) were 
small, and all portions of each frame (top, bottom, sides, middle) were 
at rest with respe<:t to each other. By contrast, Finkelstein's reference 
frame was lar.ge enough to (.'Over simultaneously the regions of space
time far from the imploding star, the regions near it, and all regions in 
between. More important, the various parts of Finkelstein's frame were 
in motion with :respect to each other: The parts far from. the star were 
static, that is, not imploding, while the parts near the star were falling 
ir1ward along with the imploding star's surfa.ce. Correspondingly, Fin
ke-1stf"ln's frame could he used to describe the star's implosion simulta
neously from the viewpoint of faraway static observers and from the 
viewpoint of observers who ride inward with the imploding star. The 
resulting description reconciled beautifully the freezing of the irnplo
sion as observed from far away with the continued implosion as ob
served from the star's surface. 

ln 1962, two members of Wheelt>r's Princeton research group, David 
Beckedorff and Charles Misner, constructed a set of embedding dia
grams to illustrate this reconciliation, and in 1967 1 converted their 
embedding diagrams into the following fanciful analogy for an article 
in Scientifu; American. 

Once upon a time, six ants lived on a large rllbber membralle (Fig
ure 6.6). These ants, being highly intelligent, had learned to communi-
cate using signal balls that roll with a constant speed (the "speed of 
light") along the membrane's surface. Regrettably, the ants bad not 
C'.alculated the membrane's strength. 

One day five of the ants happened to gather. near the center of the 
membrane, and their weight made it begin to collapse. They were 
trapped.; they could not crawl out fast enough to escape. The sixth 
ant--an astronomer ant--was a safe distance away with her signal
ball telescope. As the membrane collapsed, the trapped ants dispatched 
signal balls to the asti"onozner ant so she could follow their fate. 

The membrane did two things as it collapsed: First, its surface t:on
tracted inward, dragging surrounding objects toward the <.-enter of the 
collapse in much tl1e same manner as an imploding star's gravity pulls 
objects toward its center. Second, the membrane lfagged and became 
curved into a bowl-like shape analogous to the curved shape of space 
around an imploding star (compare with Figure 6.2). 



• 

1~ 7 secmtd.s 

6.6 Collapsing rubber membrdne populated by l:lllts provides a fanciful ana
logue of the gravitational implosion of a star to fonn a black. hole. LAdapted from 
Thome (t967).j 
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The membr.ille's surface contracted faster and faster. as the coUapse 
proceeded. As a result, the signal balls, which were uniformly spaced in 
time when djspatched by the trapped ants, were reteived by the astron
omer ant a.t more and more widely spaced time intervals. (This is 
analogous to the reddening of light from an imploding star.) Ball 
number 15 was dispatched 15 seconds after the collapse began, at the 
precise moment when the trapped ants were being sucked througll the 
membrane'$ critical circumference. BalJ 15 stayed forever at tht!> critical 
circumference because the membrane there was (:ontracting with pre
<:isely the speed of the ball's motion (speed of light). Just 0.001 second 
before reaching the critic.al circumference, the trapped ants dispatched 
ball number 14.999 (shown only in the last diagram). This ball, barely 
outracing the contracting membrane, did not reach tht> astronomer ant 
nntil137 seconds after the collapse began. Ball number 15.00t,sent out 
0.001 second after the critical circumference, got inexorably sucked 
into the highly curved region and was crushed along with the five 
trapped ants. 

But the astronomer ant could never learn about the crushing. ShE' 
would never receive signal ball number 15, or any signal balls emitted 
after it; and those just before 15 would take so long to escape that to her 
the c:ollapse would appeal· to slow and freeze right at the critical ci~
cumference. 

This analoA,"Y is remarkably faithful in reproducing the behavior of 
an imploding star: 

1. The shape of the membrane is pr~c.isely that of the curved space 
around the star--as embodied in an embedding diagram. 

2. Tht> motions of the signal balls on the membrane are precisely 
the same as the tnotions of photons of light in the imploding 
star's curved space. In particular, the signal balls move with the 
speed of light as measured locally by any ant at rest on the 
membrane; yet balls emitted just before llUJllber 15 take a very 
long time to escape, so long that to the astronomer ant the col
lapse seems to freeze. Simi]arly, pl1otons emitted from the star's 
surface move wit.lt the speed of light as measured locally by 
anyone; yet the photons emitted just before the star shrinks in· 
side its critical circumference (its horizon) take a very long time 
to escape, so long that to external observers the implosion must 
appear to freeze. 

3. The trapped ants do not see any freezing wha.tsoever at the criti-
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cal circumference. They are sucked through the LTitical circum
ference without hesitation, and crushed. Similarly, anyone on the 
surface of an imploding star will not see the implosion freeze. He 
wil1 experience implosion with no hesitation, and get cmshed by 
tidal gravity (Chapter 13). 

This, translated into embedding diagrams, was the insight that came 
from Finkelstein's new reference frame. With this way of thinking 
about the implosion, there was no more mystery. An imploding star 
really does shrink through the critical circumference without hesita
tion. That it appears to freeze as seen from far away is an illusion. 

The embedding diagrams of the parable of the ants capture only 
some of the insight that came from Finkelstein's new reference frame, 
not all. Further insight is embodied in Figure 6.7, which is a spacetime 
dia{?ram for the imploding star. 

Until now, the only spacetime diagrams we have met were in the 
flat spacetime of special relativity; for example, Figure 1.3. ln Figure 
1.3, we drew our diagrams from two different viewpoints: that of an 
inertial reference frame at rest in the city of Pasadena (with the down
ward pull of gravity ignored), Figure 1.3c; and that of an inertial frame 
attached to your high-speed sports car as you zoom down Pasadena's 
Colorado Boulevard, Figure 1.3b. In each diagram we plotted our cho
sen frame's space horizontally, and its time vertically. 

In Figure 6.7, the chosen reference frame is that of Finkelstein. 
Accordingly, we plot horizontally two of the three dimensions of space, 
as measured in Finkelstein's frame ("Finkelstein's space"), and we plot 
vertically time as measured in his frame ("Finkelstein's time"). Since, 
far from the star, Finkelstein's frame is static (not imploding), Finkel
stein's time there is that experienced by a static observer. And since, 
near the star, Finkelstein's frame falls inward with the imploding 
stellar surface, Finkelstein's time there is that experienced by an infall
ing observer. 

Two horizontal slices are shown in the diagram. F..ach depicts two of 
the dimensions of space at a specific moment of time, but with the 
space's Lurvature removed so the space !ooks flat. More specifically, 
circumferences around the star's center are faithfully represt>nted on 
these horizontal slices, but radii (distances from the center) are not. To 
represent both radii and circumferences faithfully, we would have to 
use em bedding diagrams like those of Figure 6.2 or those of the parable 
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of the ant..<~, Figure 6.6. The space curvature would then show clearly: 
Circumferences would be less than 21t times radii. By drawing the 
horizontal slices flat, we are artiiicially removing their curvature. Thi!! 
incorrect flattening of the space is a price we pay to make the diagram 
legible. The payoff we gain is our ability to ~e spare and tune together 
ou a single, legible diagram. 

At the earliest time shown iu the diagram (bottom horizontal slice), 
the star, with one spatial dimension absent, is the interior of a large 
circle; if the missing dimension were restored, the star would be the 
interior of a large sphere. At a later time (second slice), the star has 
sh:ruuk; it is now the interior of a smaller circle. At a still later time, the 
star passes through its critical circumference, and. still later it shrinks to 
zero circumference, creating there a singularity in which, according to 
general relativity, the sta-r is crunched out of existence. We shall not 
discuss the details ofthis singularity until Chapter 13, but it is crucial 
to know that it is a completely different thing from tl1e "Schwarzschild 
singularity" of which physicists spc>ke from the 1920s through tlu~ 

1950s. The "Schwa.rzschild singularity" was their ill-conceived name 
for the critical circumference or for a black hole; this "singulariti' is 
the object that resides at the black hole's center. 

The black. hole itself is the region of spacetime that is shown black in 
the diagram, that is, the region inside the Lritical circumfe.rence and to 
the future of the imploding star's surface. The hole's surface (its hori
zon) is at the critical circ11mference. 

Also shown in the diagram are the world lines (trajectories through 
spacetime) of .some particles attached to the star's surface. As one's eye 
tl'"avels upward in the diagram (that is, as time passes), one sees the~;e 
world lines move in closer and closer to the center of the star (to the 
central axis of the dia.gTam). This motion exhibits the star's shrinkage 
with time. 

Of greatest interest are the world lines of four photons (four paTticles 
of light). These photons are the artalogues of the signal balls in the 
parable of the ants. Photon A is emitt.ed outward from the star's surface 
at the moment wl1en the star begins to implode (bottom slic-e). It 
travels outwa1-d with ease, to larger and larger r;ircu.mferences, as time 
passes (as one's eye travels upward in the diagram). Photon B, emitted 
shortly before the star reaches its critir..al circumferen(:e, requires a long 
time to escape; i.t is the analogue of signal ball number 14.999 in the 
parable of the a.nts. Photon C, emitted prE>Cisely at the critical circum
ference, remains always there, just like signal ball number 15. And 
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6.7 A spacetime diagram depictinfl the implosion of a star to form a black hole. 
Plotted upward is time as measured in lt'inkelstein's reference frame. Plotted 
horizontally are two of the three dimensions of that frame's spa('.e. Horizontal 
slices are two-dimensjonal "snapshots" of the imploding star and the black hole 
it creates at specific moments of Finkelstein's time, but with lhe curvature of 
space suppressed. 

photon D, emitted from inside the critical circumference (inside the 
black hole), never escapes; it gets pulled into the singularity by the 
hole's intense gravity, just like signal ball15.001. 

It is interesting to contrast this modern understanding of the propa
gation of light from an imploding star with eighteenth-century predic
tions for light emitted from a star smaller than its critical circumfer
ence. 
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Recall (Chapte-r .5) that in the late eighteenth century John Michell 
in F..ngla~td and Pierre Simon Laplace in France used Newton's laws of 
gravity and Newton's corpuscular description of light to predict the 
existence of black holes. Theae "Newtonian black holes" were actually 
st~tic stars with circumferences so small (less than the critical circum
ference) that gravity prevented light from escaping from du~ stars' 
vicinities. 

The left half of Figure 6.8 (a space diagram, not a spacetime dia
gram) depicts such a star inside its critical circumference, and depicts 
the spatial trajectory of a photon {light corpuscle) emitted from the 
staJ"'s surface nearly vertically (radially). The outflying photon, like a 
thrown rock, is slowed by the pull of the star's gravity, it draws to a 
halt, and it then falls back into the star. 

The right half of the figure depicts in a spacetime diagram the 
motions of two such photons. Plotted upward is Newton~s universal 
tinte; plotted outward, his absolute space. With the passage of time, the 
circular star sweeps out the vertical cylinder; at any moment of time 
(horizontal slice through the diagram) the star is described by the same 
circle as in the left picture. As time passes, photon A flies out and then 
fa1ls back into the star, and photon B, emitted a little later, does the 
same. 

6.8 'rhe predictions from Newton's laws of physiC's for the motion of light 
corpuscles (photons) t>.raitted by a star lhat is inside its l',rilical circumference. 
f..e,jt: a spalial diagram (similar to Fi8Ure 5.1). Right: a spacetime diagram. 
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It is instructive to compare this (incorrect) Newtonian version of a 
star inside its critical cirmmference and the photons it emits with the 
(correct) relativistic version, Figure 6.7. The comparison shows two 
profound differences between the predictions of Newton's laws and 
those of Einstein: 

1. Newton's laws (Figure 6.8) permit a star smaller than the critical 
circumference to live a happy, non-imploding life, with its gravi
tational squeeze forever counterbalanced by its internal pressure. 
Einstein's laws (Figure 6.7) insist that when any star is smaller 
than its critical circumference, its gravitational squee7.e will be so 
strong that no internal pressure can possibly counterbalance it. 
The star has no choice but to implode. 

2. Newton's laws (Figure 6.8) predict that photons emitted from the 
star's surface at first will fly out to larger circumferences, even in 
some cases to circumferences larger than critical, and then will be 
pulled back in. Einstein's laws (Figure 6.7) demand that any 
photon emitted from inside the critical cir(.,"'lmference move al
ways toward smaller and smaller circumferences. The on1y rea
son that such a photon can escape the star's surface is that the star 
itself is shrinking faster than the outward-directed photon moves 
inward (Figure 6.7). 

Although Finkelstein's insight and the bomb code simulations fully 
convinced Wheeler that the implosion of a massive star must produce a 
black hole, the fate of the imploding stellar matter continued to disturb 
him in the 1960s, just as it had disturbed him in Brussels in his 1958 
confrontation with Oppenheimer. General relativity insisted that the 
star's matter will be crunched out of existence in the singularity at the 
hole's center (Chapter 13), but such a prediction seemed physically 
unacceptable. To Wheeler it seemed clear that the laws of general 
relativity must fail at the hole's center and be replaced by new laws of 
quantum gravity, and these new laws must halt the crunch. Perhaps, 
Wheeler speculated, building on views he had expounded in Brussels, 
the new laws would convert the imploding matter into radiation that 
quantum mechanically "tunnels" its way out of the hole and escapes 
into interstellar space. To test this speculation would require under
standing in depth the marriage of quantum mechanics and general 
relativity. Therein lay the beauty of the speculation. It was a testbed to 
assist in discovering the new laws of quantum gravity_ 
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As Wheeler's student in the earl}' 1960s, I thought that his spet:ula
tion of matter being converted into radiation at the singularity and 
then tunneling its way out of the hole was outrageous. How could 
Wheeler believe such a thing? The new laws of quantum gravity would 
surely be important in the singularity at the hole's center, as Wheeler 
asserted. But not near the critical circumference. The critical circum
ference was in the "domain of the large," where general relativity must 
be highly accurate; and the general relativistic laws were unequivo
cal- -nothing can escape out of the critical circumference. Gravity 
holds everything ill. Thus, there can be no "quantum mechanical tun
neling" (whatever that was) to let radiation out; I was finnly convinced 
of it. 

In 1964 and 1965 WheE-ler and I wrote a technical book: together 
with Kent Harrison and Masami Wakano, abo\lt cold, dead. stars and 
stellar implosion. I was shocked when Wheeler insisted on including in 
the last chapter his speculation that radiation might tunnel its way out 
of the hole and escape into interstellar space. In a last-minute struggle 
to convince Wheeler to delete his speculation from tlte book, I called Oli 

David Sharp, one of Wheeler's postdocs, for help. David and I arguE'<i 
vigorously wit.'t Wheeler in a three-way telephone call, and Wheeler 
finally ':api.tulated. 

'Wheeler was right; David and 1 were wrong. Ten years later, Zel'
dovich and Stephen Hawking would use a newly developed partial 
marriage of general relativity and quantum mec.'tanics to prove, math
ematically, that radiation can tunnel its way out of a black hole--
though very, very slowly (Chapter 12). In other words, black holes can 
evaporate, though they do it so slowly that a hole formed by the 
impl<M~ion of a star will require far longer than the age of ou.r Universe 
to disappear. 

The names that we give to things are important. The agents of movie 
stars, who change their clients' names from Norm.a Jean Baker to 
Marilyn Monroe and from Bela Blasko to Blda Lugosi, know this well. 
So do physicists. In the movie industry a name helps set the tone, the 
fnune of mind with which the viewer regards the star-·glamou:r for 
Marilyn Mortroe, horror for Bela Lugosi. In physic!!! a name helps set 
the frame of tnilld with ·which we view a physical concept. A good 
name will conjure up a mental image that emphasizes t.lte concept's 
most important. properties, and thereby it will help trigger, in a sub-
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conscious, intuitive sort of a way, good research. A bad narne can 
produce mental blocks that hinder research. 

Perhaps nothing was more influential in preventing physicists, be
tween 1939 and 1958, from understanding the implosion of a star than 
the name they used for the critical circumference: "Schwarzschild sin
gularity." The word "singularity" conjured up an image of a region 
where gravity becomes infinitely strong, causing the laws of physics as 
we know them to break down-··-an image that we now understand is 
correct for the object at the center of a black hole, but not for the 
critical circumference. This image made it difficult for physicists to 
accept the Oppenheimer-Snyder conclusion that a person who rides 
through the Schwarzschild singularity (the critical cirt:umference) on 
an imploding star will feel rw infinite gravity and see no breakdown of 
physicallaw. 

How truly nonsingular the Schwarzschild singularity (critical t:ir
cumference} is did not become fully clear until David Finkelstein dis
covered his new reference frame and used it to show that the Schwarz
schild singularity is nothing but a location into which things can fall 
but out of which nothing can come--and a location, therefore, into 
which we on the outside can never see. An imploding star continues to 
exist after it sinks through the Schwarzschild singularity, Finkelstein's 
reference frame showed, just as the Sun continues to exist after it sinks 
below the horizon on Earth. But just as we, sitting on Earth, cannot see 
the Sun beyond our horizon, so observers far from an imploding star 
cannot see the star after it implodes through the Schwarzschild singu
larity. This analogy motivated Wolfgang Rindler, a physicist at Cornell 
University in the 1950s, to give the Schwarzschild singularity (critical 
circumference) a new name, a name that has since stuck: He called it 
the horizon. 

There remained the issue of what to call the object created by the 
stellar implosion. From 1958 to 1968 different names were used in East 
and West: Soviet physicists used a name that emphasized a distant 
astronomer's vision of the implosion. Recall that because of the enor
mous difficulty light has escaping gravity's grip, as seen from afar the 
implosion seems to take forever; the star's surface seems never quite to 
reach the critical cirt:umference, and the horizon never quite forms. It 
looks to astronomers (or would if their telescopes were powerful 
enough to see the imploding star) as though the star becomes frozen 
just outside the critical circumference. For this reason, Soviet physicists 
called the object produced by implosion a frozen star--and this name 
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helped set the tone and frame of mind for their implosion research in 
the 1960s. 

In the West, by contrast, tl1e emphasis was on the viewpoint of the 
person who rides inward on tl1e imploding star's surface, through the 
horizon and into the true singu!arity; and, accordil1gly, the object 
thereby created was called a collap.ted star. This name helped fo(:us 
physicists' minds on the issue that became of greatest concern to John 
Wheeler: the nature of the singularity in which quantum physi~ alld 
spacetime curvature would be married. 

Neither name was sati~factory. Neither paid particulal· attention to 
the horizon which surrounds the oollapred JJtar and which is responsi
ble for the optical illusion of stellar "freezing." During the 1960s, 
physicists' calculations gradually revealed the enormous importance of 
the horizon, and gradually John Wheeler--the person who, more than 
anyone else, worries about using optimal names- -became more and 
more dissatisfied. 

It is Wheeler's habit to meditate about the names we C'.all things when 
relaxing in the bathtub or lying )n bed at night. He sometimes will 
search for months in this way for just the right name for something. 
Such was his search for a replacement fol' "frozen sta.r" /"collapsed 
star." Finally, in late 1967, he found the perfect name. 

In typical Wheeler style, he did not go to his colleagues and say, 
"I've got a great nt-w name for these things; let's call them da-de-da·de
da.1' Rather, he simplJ started to use the nan1e as though no other 
name llad ever existed, as though everyone had already agreed that 
this was the right name. He tried it out at a conference on pulsars in 
New York City in the late fall of t967, a11d he theJl firmly adopted it in 
a lecture in December 1967 to the American Association for the Ad
vancement of S<•ience, entitled "Our Universe, the Kn1>wn and the 
linknown." Those of us not there encountered it first in the written 
version of his let:ture: "[B]y reason of its faster and faster il1fall [the 
surface <>fthe imploding star] moves away from the [distant] observer 
more and more rapidly. The light is shifted to the red. It becomes 
dimmer millisecond by millisecond, and in less than a second is too 
dark to see ... [The star,] like the Oteshil'e cat, fades from view. One 
leaves behind only its grin, the other, only its gravitational attraction. 
Grd.vitational attraction, yE>..s; light, no. No more than light do any 
particles emerge. !\loreover, light and particles incident from outside 
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... [and 1 going doV\'n the black hole only add to its mass and increase its 
gravitational attrat:tion." 

Black hole was Wheeler's new name. Within months it was adopted 
enthusiastically by relativity physicists, astrophysicists, and the general 
public, in East as well as West-with one exception: In France, where 
the phrase trou noir (black hole) has obscene connotations, there was 
resistance for several years. 
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The Golden Age 

in which blaclr. holes are found 
to spin and pulsate, 
store energy and release it, 

and have no hair 

'fhe year was 1975; the place, the University of Chicago on the .south 
side of the city, near the shore of Lake Michigan. There, in a corner 
office overlooking 56th Street, Subrahmanyan Chattdrasekhar wall im·· 
mersed in developing a full mathematical description of black holes. 
The black holes he was analyzing were radically different beasts from 
those of the e-arly 1960s, when physicists had begull to embrace the 
concept of a black hole. The intervening decade had b~n a golden age 
of black-hole r€'search, an era that revolutioni7.ed our understanding of 
gene·ral relativity's predictions. 

In 1964, at the beginning of the golden age, black holes were 
thought to be ju~;t what their name suggests: holes in space, down 
which things can fall, out of which nothing can emerge. But during the 
golden age, one calculation after another, by more than a hundred 
physicists using Einstein's general relativity equations, had changed 
that picture. Now, as Chandra.<iekhar sat in his Chicago office, c.alculat
ing, black holes were regarded not as mer.e quiescent holes in space, but 
rather as dynamical objects: A black hole should be able to spin, and as 
it spins it should LTeate a tornado-like swirling motion in the curved 
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spat:etime around itself. Stored in that swirl should be enormous ener
gies, energies that nature might tap and use to power cosmic explo
sions. When stars or planets or smaller holes fall into a big hole, they 
should set the big hole pulsating. The horizon of the big hole should 
pulsate in and out, just as the surface of the Earth pulsates up and down 
after an earthquake, and those pulsations should produce gravitational 
waves-ripples in the curvature of spacetime that propagate out 
through the Universe, carrying a symphonic description of the hole. 

Perhaps the greatest surprise to emerge from the golden age was 
general relativity's insistence that all the properties of a black hole are 
precisely predit:ta.ble from just three numbers: the hole's mass, its rate 
of spin, and its electric charge. From those three numbers, if one is 
sufficiently clever at mathematics, one should be able to compute, for 
example, the shape of the hole's horizon, the strength of its gravita
tional pull, the details of the swirl of spacetime around it, and its 
frequencies of pulsation. Many of these properties were known by 
1975, but not all. To compute and thereby learn all the remaining 
black-hole properties was a difficult challenge, precisely the kind of 
challenge that Chandrasekhar loved. He took it up, in 1975, as his 
personal quest. 

For nearly forty years, the pain of his 1950s battles with Eddington 
had smoldered inside .Chandrasekhar, impeding him from a return to 
research on the black-hole fates of massive stars. In those forty years he 
had laid many of the foundations for modem astrophysics·· founda
tions for the theories of stars and their pulsations, of galaxies, of inter
stellar gas clouds, and much more. But throughout it all, the fascina
tion of the fates of massive stars had attracted him. Finally, in the 
golden age, he had overcome his pain and returned. 

He returned to a family of researchers who were almost all students 
and postdocs. The golden age was dominated by youth, and Chand
rasekhar, young at heart but middle-aged and conservative in de
meanor, was welcomed into their midst. On extended visits to Caltech 
and Cambridge, he could often be seen in cafeterias, surrounded by 
brightly and informally bedecked graduate students but himself attired 
in a conservative dark gray suit-"Chandrasekhar gray" his youthful 
friends called its color. 

The golden age was brief. Caltech graduate student Bill Press had 
given the golden age its name, and in the summer of 1975, just as 
Chandrasekhar was embarking on his quest to compute the properties 
of black holes, Press organized its funeral: a four-day conference at 
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Top: Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar at Caltech's student cafeteria ("the 
Oreasyj with graduate students Saul Teukolsky (left) and Alan lightman 
(right), in autumn 1971. Bottom: The participanL~ in the conference/funeral for 
the golden age of black-hole research, Princeton University, summt>..r 1975. Front 
row, left to ~: Jacobus Petterson, Philip Yasskin, Bill Press, Larry Smarr, 
Beverly Berger, Georgia Witt. Bob Wald. Second and third ror~ kft to right: 
Philip Marcus, Peter D'Eath, Paul Schechter, Saul Teukolskv, Jim Nestc,r, Paul 
Wiita, Michael Schull, Bernard Carr, Clift'or<f Will, Tom Ches~r. Bill Unruh. Slere 
Christensen. [Top: counesy S8ndor J. Kova1:11; bottom: CO\IrteSY Saul Teukolsky.) 
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Princeton University to which only researchers under the age of thirty 
were invited.1 At the conference, Press and many of his young col
leagues agreed that now was the time to move on to other researdl 
topics. The broad outlines of black holes as spinning, pulsating, 
dynamical objects were now in place, and the rapid pace of theoretical 
discoveries was beginning to slow. AU that was left, it seemed, was to 
fill in the details. Chandrasekhar and a few others could do that hand
ily, while his young (but now aging) friends sought new challenges 
elsewhere. Chandrasekhar was not pleased. 

The Mentors: 
Wheeler, Zel'dovich, Sciama 

Who were these youths who revolutionized our understanding of 
black holes? Most of them were students, postdocs, and intellectual 
"grandchildren" of three remarkable master teachers: John Archibald 
Wheeler in Princeton, New Jersey, U.S.A.; Yakov Borisovich Zel'
dovich in Moscow, Russia, U.S.S.R.; and Dennis Sclama in Cambridge, 
England, U.K. Through their intellectual progeny, Wheeler, Zel'
dovich, and Sciama put their personal stamps on our modern under
standing of black holes. 

Each of these mentors had his own style. In faL"t, styles more differ
ent are hard to find. Wheeler was a charismatic, inspirational vision
ary. Zel'dovich was the hard-driving player/coach of a tightly knit 
team. Sciama was a self·sacrificing catalyst. We shaH meet each of 
them in turn in the following pages. 

How well I recall my first meeting with 'Wheeler. It was September 
1962, two years before the advent of the golden age. Wheeler was a 
recent t:onvert to the concept of a black hole, and I, at twenty-two years 
of age, had just graduated from Caltech and come to .Princeton to 
pursue graduate study toward a Ph.D. My dream was to work on 
relativity research under Wheeler's guidance, so I knocked on his office 
door that first time with trepidation. 

1. As Saul TeukoLlky, a compatriot of Bill Pre~~~'s. recalls it, ''This conferem:e was Bill's 
response to what he considered a provocation. There was another conference going on, to 

which none of us had been invited. But all the gray eminences were attending, so Bill decided 
to have a conference only for young people." 
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Professor Wheeler greeted me with a warm smile, ushered me into 
his .office, and began immediately (as though I were an esteemed 
colleague, not a total novice} to discuss the mysteries of stellar implo
sion. The mood and content of that stirring private discussion are 
captured in "Wheeler's writings of that era: ''There have been few 
O<..'casions in the history of physics when one could surmise more surely 
than one does now fin the study of stellar implosion] that ht> confronts 
a new phenomenon, with a mysterious nature of its own, waiting to be 
unravelled .... Whatever the outcome [offuture studies], one feels that 
one has at last [in s~llar implosion] a phenomenon where ge11eral 
relativity dramatically comes into its own, and where its fiery marriage 
with quantum physics will be consummated." I emerged, an h01u later, 
a convert. 

Wheeler gave inspiration to an entourage of five to ten Princeton 
students and postdocs-iilspiration, but not deta.iled guidance. He pre
sumed that we were brilliant enough to develop the details for our
selves. To each of us he suggested a first research problem--some issue 
that might yield a bit of new insight about stellar implosion, or black 
holes, or the "fiery marriage" of general relativity with quantum phys
ics. If that first problem turned out to be too hard, he would gently 
nudge us in some easier direction. If it turned out easy, he would prod 
us to extract from it all the insigllt we possibly could, then write a 
technical article on the insight, and then move on to a more challeng
ing problem. We soon learned to keep several problems going at 
once-·one problem so hard that it must be visited and revisited time 
after time over many months or years before it cracked, hopefully with 
a big payoff; and other problems much easier, with quicker payoffs. 
Through it all, Wheeler gave just barely enough advice to keep us from 
totally floundering, never so much that we felt he had solved our 
problem for us. 

My first problem was a lulu: Take a bar magnet with a magnetic 
field threading through it and emerging from its two ends. The field 
consists of field lines, which children are taught to make ,·isible using 
iron filings on a piece of paper with the magnet below it (Figure 7.1a). 
Adjacent field lines repel each other. (Their repulsion is felt when one 
pushes the north poles of two magnets toward each other.) Each mag
net's field lin.es are held together, despite their mutual repulsion, by 
the magnet's iron. Remove the iron, and their repulsion will make the 
field lines explode (Figure 7.1b). All this was familiar to me from my 
undergraduate studies. Wheeler reminded me of it in a long, private 
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( 'A ) 

(c) (d) 

7.l (a) The magnetic field lines around a bar magnet. made visible by iron 
filings on a piece of paper with the magnet below il. (b) The same field lines, with 
the paper and the magnet removed. Pressure between adjacent field lines makes 
them explode in the directions of the wavy arrows. (c) An infinitely long, cylindri· 
cal bundle of1Jl88lletic field lines whose field is so intense that its energy creates 
enough spacetime curvature (gravity) to hold the bundle together, despite the 
repulllion between field lines. (d) Wheeler's conjecture that when the bundle of 
field lines in (c) is squeezed slightly, its gravity would become so strong as to 
compress the bundle into implosion (wigsly lines). 

discussion in his Princeton office. He then described a recent discovery 
by his friend Professor Mael Melvin at Florida State University in 
Tallahassee. 

Melvin had shown, using Einstein's field equation, that not only can 
magnetic field lines be held together against explosion by the iron in a 
bar magnet, they can also be held together by gravity without the aid 
of any magnet. The reason is simple: The magnetic field has energy, 
and its energy gravitates. [To see why the energy gravitates, recall that 
energy and mass are "equivalent" (Box 5.2): It is possible to convert 
mass of any sort (uranium, hydrogen, or whatever) into energy; and 
conversely, it is possible to convert energy of any sort (magnetic en-
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ergy, explosive energy, or whatever) into mass. Thus, in a deep sense, 
mass and energy are merely different names for the same thing, a.rtd 
this means that, since all forms of mass produce gravity, so must all 
fonns of energy. The Einstein field equation. when examined care
fuUy, insists on it.] Now, if we ha\'e an enormously intense magnetic 
field·-a tield far more intense than ever encountered on .E.a.rth--then 
the field's intense energy will produce intense gravity, and that gravity 
will compress the field; it will hold the field lines together despite the 
pressure between thern (Figure 7.1c). This was Melvin's discovery. 

Wheeler's intuition told him that S\lch "gravitationally bundled'' 
field lines might be as unstable as a pencil standing on its tip: Push the 
pencil slightly, and gravity will make it fall. Compress the magnetic 
field Jines slightly, and gravity might overwhelm their pressure, pull
ing them into ilnplosiotJ (Figure 7.td). Implosion to what? Perhaps to 
fonn an infinitely long, cylindrjcal black hole; perhaps to form a naked 
singularity (a singularity without an enshrouding horizon). 

It did not mat~ to WheE-ler that magnetic field& in the real Uni
verse are too weak for gravity to hold them them together against 
explosion. Wheeler's quest was not to 1mderstand the Universe as it 
exists, but rather to understand the fundamental laws that govern the 
Universe. By posi11g idealized problems which push those laws to the 
extreme, he expected to gain new insights into the iaw.s. In this spirit, 
he offered me my first. gravitational research problem: lise the Eiustein 
field equation to try to deduce whether Melvin's bundle of magnetic 
field lines will implode, and if so. to what . 

. For many months I struggled with this problem. The scene of the 
daytime struggle was the attic of Palmer Physical Laboratory in 
Princeton, where I shared a huge office with othP.r physics students and 
we shared our problems with each other, in a camaraderie of verbal 
give-and-take. The nighttime struggle was in the tiny apartment, in a 
converted World War II army barracks, where !lived with my wife, 
Linda (an anist and mathemati1:s student), our baby daughter, Ka1·es, 
and OUl' huge collie dog, Prince. F...ach day I carried the problem hack 
and forth with me betw('en army barracks and laboratory attic. Every 
few days J collared Wheeler for ad\·ice. I beat at the problem with 
pencil and paper; I beat at it with numerical calculations on a com
puter; I beat at it in long arguments at the blackboard with my fellow 
studeuts; and gradually the truth became clear. Einstein's equation, 
pummeled, manipulated, and distorted by my beatings, finally told me 
that Wheeler's guess was wrong. No matter how hard one might 
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squeeze it, Melvin's cylindrical bundle of magnetic field lines will 
always spring back. Gravity can never overcome the field's repulsive 
pressure. There is no implosion. 

This was the best possible result, Wheeler explained to me enthusi
astically: When a cakulation confirms one's expectations, one merely 
firms up a bit one's intuitive understanding of the laws of physics. But 
when a calculation contradi(:ts expectations, one is on the way toward 
new insight. 

The contrast between a spherical star and Melvin's cylindrical btm
dle of magnetic field lines was extreme, Wheeler and T realized: When 
a spherical star is very compact, gravity inside it overwhelms any and 
all internal pressure that the star can muster. The implosion f!!'massive, 
spherical.~tars is compulsory (Chapter 5). By contrast, regardless of how 
hard one squeezes a cylindrical bundle of magnetic field lines, regard
less of how compact one makes the bundle's cirL,tlar cross section (Fig
ure 7.1d), the bundle's pressure will always overcome gravity and push 
the field lines back outward. The implosion qf cylindrica4 mo.gnetic 
field lines is forbidden; it can never occur. 

Why do spherical stars and a L-ylindrical magnetic field behave so 
differently? Wheeler encouraged me to probe this question from every 
possible direction; the answer might bring deep insight into the laws of 
physics. But he did not tell me how to probe. I was becoming an 
independent researcher; it would be best, he believed, for me to de
velop my own research strategy without further guidance from him. 
Independence breeds strength. 

Frorn 1965 to 1972, through most of the golden age, I struggled to 
understand the contrast between spherical stars and cylindrical mag
netic fields, but only in fits and starts. The question was deep and 
difficult, and there were other, easier issues to study with most of my 
effort: the pulsations of stars, the gravitational waves that stars should 
emit when they pulsate1 the effects of spacetime t.urvature on huge 
clusters of stars and on their implosion. Amidst those studies, once or 
twice a year I would pull from my desk drawer the stacks of manila 
folders containing my magnetic field calculations. Gradually T aug
mented those calculations with computations of other idealized infi
nitely long, cylindrical objects: cylindrical "stars" made of hot gas, 
cylindrical douds of dust that implode, or that spin and implode simul
taneously. Although these objects do not exist in the realliniverse, my 
calculations about them, done in fits and starts, gradually brought 
understanding. 
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By 197il the trut..lt was evident: Only if an object is compressed in all 
three of its spatial dirl"Ctions, north-south, e'dst--wt>St, and np·-down 
(for example, if it is (:ompressed spherically), can gravity become so 
strong that it overwhelms all forms of internal pressure. If, instead, the 
object is compressed in only two spatial directions (for example, if it is 
compressed cylindrically int~ a long thin thre.a.d), gravity grow~; !ltrong, 
but not nearly strong enough to win the battle with pressure. Very 
modest pressure, wbetht>.r due to hot gas, electron degeneracy, or mag
netic field lines, can easiJy overwhelm gravity and make the cylindrical 
object explode. And if the obja·t is compre86ed in only a single direc
tion, into a very thixt pancake, pressure will overwhelm gravity e\'en 
more easily. 

My calculations showed this clearly and unequivocally in the case of 
spheres, infinitely long cylinders, ;md infinitely t>Xtended pancakes. For 
such objects, the calt:ulations '"ere manageable. Much harder to com
pute--indeed, far beyond my talents--were nonspherical objects of 
finite size. Bllt physical intuition en1erging from my calcu.lations and 
from calculations by my youthful f:OmradE"s told me what to ex_pect. 
That expectation I formulated as a hoop conjecture: 

Take any kind of object you might wish·-~a star, a cluster of stars, a 
bundle of magnetic field lines, or whatever. Measure the object's mass, 
for example, by measuring the strength of its gravitational pull on 
orbiting planets. Compute from that mass the object's critical cir·cum
ferenCE' (18.5 kilometers times the object's mass in units of the mas.~ of 
the Sun). lf the object were spherical (which it is not) and were to 
implode or be squeezed, it would form a black. hole when it gets com
pressed inside this critical circumference. What happens if the object is 
not spherical? The hoop conjecture purports to give an answer (Figure 
7.2). 

Construct a hoop with circumference equal to the criti<'..al circumfer
ence of your object. Then try to place the object at the center of the 
hoop, and try to rotate the hoop completely around the object. If you 
succeed, then the object must already havecreatecl a black-hole horizon 
around itself. Jf you fail, then the object is not yet compact enough to 
create a. black hole. 

In other words. the hoop (:onjecurre claims that, if an objet.'! (a stat, a 
star cluster. or whatever) gets compressed in a highly nonspherical 
manner, then the object will fom• a black hole around itse-lf when, and 
ouly when, its cirr::umference in all directions has becomE' less than the 
critical circumferem:-e. 
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7.2 According to the hoop t:onjecture, an implodi~ object fonns a black hole 
when, and only when, a hoop with lhe critical circumference can be placed 
around the object and rotated 

I proposed this hoop conjecture in 1972. Since then, I and others 
have tried hard to learn whether it is correct or not. The answer is 
buried in Einstein's field equation, but to extract the answer has proved 
exceedingly diffit:ult. In the meantime, circumstantial evidence in 
favor of the hoop conjecture has continued to mount. Most recently, in 
1991, Stuart Shapiro and Saul Teukolsky at Cornell University have 
simulated, on a supercomputer, the implosion of a highly nonspherical 
star and have seen black holes form around the imploded star precisely 
when the hoop conjecture predicts it. If a hoop can be slipped over the 
imploded star and rotated, a black hole forms; if it cannot, there is no 
black hole. But only a few such stars were simulated and with special 
nonspherical shapes. We therefore still do not know for certain, nearly 
a quarter century after I proposed it, whether the hoop conjet:ture is 
correct, but it looks promising. 

Igor Dmitrievich Novikov in many ways was my Soviet c-.ounterpart, 
just as Yakov Borisovich Zel'dovich was Wheeler's. In 1962, when I 
was first meeting Wheeler and embarking on my career under his 
mentorship, :Kovikov was first meeting Zel'dovich and becoming a 
member of his research team. 

Whereas I had had a simple and supportive early life-born and 
reared in a large, tightly knit Mormon family11 in Logan, Utah-Igor 

1!. In the lute 1980!1, at zny mother's suggestiou, the entice family requested exootnmunir.a
tion from the Mormon Churt:h in response to the Churd1's suppression of the righL~ of women. 
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ilfovikov had had it rough. 1n 1937, when Igor was two, his father, a 
high official in the Railway Ministry in Moscow, was entrapped by 
Stalin's Great Terror, arrested, and (less lucky thaD. Landau} executed. 
His mother's life was spared; she was sent to prison and then exile, and 
Igor wa<~ reared by an aunt. (Such Stalin-era family tragedies were 
frightfully common among roy Russian friends and colleague!.) 

In the early 1960s, while I was studying physics as an undergraduate 
at Caltech, Igor was studying it as a graduate student at Moscow Uni· 
"Ve-rsity. 

In \96~, when I was preparing to go to Princeton for graduate study 
and do general relativity research with John Wheeler, one of my C'..al
tech professors warned me against this course: General relativit)' has 
little re1eYance for the real UnivP.rse~ he warned; one should look else
where for interesting physics challenges. (This was the era of wide· 
spread skepticism about black holes and lack of interest in them.) At 
this sarnP time, in Moscow, Igor was c<~mpleting his kandidat degree 
(Ph.D.) with a specialty in general relativity, and his wife, Nora, also a 
physit:ist, was being W'cll'ned b)' friends that relativiiy was a backwater 
with no relevance to the real Universe. H~r husband, for the sake of his 
career, should leave it. 

While I was ignoring these warnings and pushing onwa.rd to Prince
ton, Nora, worried by the warnings, seized an opportunity at a physics 
conference in F..st.onia to get advice frotn the famous physicist Y akov 
Borisovich Zel'dovich. She sought Zel'dovich out and asked wht-tl1er he 
thought general relativity was of any importance. Zel'dovich, in his 
dynamic, forceful way, replied that relativity was going to ~come 
extremely important for astrophysics resl".arch. Nora then described an 
idea on which her husband was working, the idea that the implosion of 
a star to form a black hole might be similar to the big-bang origin of 
our Universe,. but with tizne turned around and run backward.5 M Nora 
spoke, Zel'dovich becmne more and more excited. He himself had 
developed the same idea and was exploring it. 

A few days later, Zel'dovich barged into an office that Igor Novikov 
s..'tared with many oth.er students at Moscow Unive-I·sity's Sbternberg 
A.stronomicallnstitute, and began grilln1g Novikov about his research. 
Though dteir ideas were similar, their research methods were com
pletely different. ~ovikov, already a great expert ill relativity, had used 

~- This idea, wbi le corrooct, has nOt: yet produced any big payoff~, 110 1 shall not diset1ss it ;n 
tl\is boc!.k. 
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an elegant mathematical calculation to demonstrate the similarity be
tween the big bang and stellar implosion. Zel'dovich, who knew hardly 
any relativity, had demonstrated it using deep physical insight and 
crude calculations. Here was an ideal match of talents, Zel'dovich real
ized. He was just then emerging from his life as an inventor and 
designer of nuclear weapons and was beginning to build a new team of 
researchers, a team to work on his newfound love: astrophysics. ~ovi
kov, as a master of general relativity, would be an ideal member ofthe 
team. 

When Novikov, bappy at Moscow University, hesitated to sign up, 
Zel'dovich exerted pressure. He went to Mstislav Keldysh, the director 
of the Institute of Applied Mathematics where Zel'dovich's team was 
being assembled; Keldysh telephoned Ivan Petrovsky, the Relr.tor (pres
ident) of Moscow University, and Petrovsky sent for Novikov. With 
trepidation Novikov entered Petrovsky's office, high in the central 
tower of the University, a place to which Novikov had never imagined 
venturing. Petrovsky was unequivocal: "Maybe you now don't want to 
leave the Unive:rsity to work with Zel'dovich, but you will want to." 
Novikov signed up, and despite some difficult times, never regretted it. 

Zel'dovich's style as a mentor for young astrophysicists was the one 
he had developed while working with his nuclear weapons design 
team: "Zel'dovich's sparks [ideas] and his team's gasoline"-unless, 
perchance, some other member of the team could compete in inventing 
ideas (as Novikov usually did, when relativity was involved). Tben 
Zel'dovich would enthusiastically take up his young colleague's idea 
and knock it about with the team in a vigorous thrust and parry, 
bringing the idea quickly to maturity and making it the joint property 
of himself and its inventor. 

Novikov has described Zel'dovich's style vividly. Calling his mentor 
by f.trst name plus abbreviated patronymic (a form of Russian address 
that is simultaneously respectful and intimate), Novikov says: "Yakov 
Boris'ch would often awaken me by telephone at five or six in the 
morning. 'T have a new idea! a new idea! Come to my apartment! Let's 
talk!' I would go, and we would talk for a long, long time. Y akov 
Boris'ch thought we all could work as long as he. He would work with 
his team from six in the morning to, say, ten, on one subject. Then a 
new subject until lunch. After lunch we would take a small wa1k or 
exercise or a short nap. Then coffee and more interaction until five or 
six. In the evening we were freed to calculate, think, or write, in 
preparation for the next day." 
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Coddled in his weapons design days, Zel'dovich continued to de
mand that the world adjust to him; follow his schedule, start work 
when he started, nap when he napped. (In 1968, John Wheeler, Andrei 
Sakharov, and I spent an afternoon discussing physics with him in a 
hotel room in the deep south of tl1e Soviet Union. After several hours of 
intense discussion, Zel'dovich abruptJy announced that it was time to 
nap. He then laid down and slept for twenty minutes, while Wheeler, 
Sakharov, and I relaxed and read quietly in our respective corners of 
the room, waiting for him to awaken.) 

Impatient with perfectionists like me, who insist on getting all the 
details of a calculation right, Zel'dovich cared only about the main 
concepts. Like Oppenheimer, he could scatter irrelt-vant details to the 
winds and zero in, almost unerringly, on the central issues. A few 
arrows and curves on the blackboard, an equation not longer than half 
a line, a few sentences of vivid prose, with these he would bring his 
team to the heart of a research problem. 

He was quick to judge an idea or a physicist's worth, and slow to 
change his judgments. He could retain faith in a wrong snap judgment 
for years, thereby blinding himself to an important truth, as when he 
rejected the idea that tiny black holes can evaporate (Chapter 1~). But 
when (as was usually the case) his snap judgments were right, they 
enabled him to move forward across the frontiers of knowledge at a 
tremendous pace, faster than anyone I have ever met. 

The contrast between Zel'dovich and Wheeler was stark: Zel'dovich 
whipped his team into shape with a firm hand, a constant barrage of 
his own ideas, and joint exploitation of his team's ideas. Wheeler of
fered his fledglings a philosophical ambience, a sense that there were 
exciting ideas all around, ready for the plucking; but he rarely pressed 
an idea, in concrete form, onto a student, and he absolutely never 
joined his students in exploiting their ideas. Wheeler's paramount goal 
was the education of his fledglings, even if that slowed the pace of 
discovery. Zel'dovich- -still infused with the spirit of the race for the 
superbomb-sought the fastest pace possible, whatever the expense. 

Zel'dovich was on the telephone at ungodly hours of the morning, 
demanding attention, demanding interaction, demanding progress. 
'V\-Theeler seemed to us, his fledglings, the busiest man in the world; far 
too busy with his own projects to demand our attention. Yet he was 
always available at ou.r request, to give adl·ice, wisdom, encourage
ment. 



Top kft: John Ardlibald Wheeler, ca. 1970. Top righL· Igor Dmitrievich Novikov 
and YakO'\' Boriso\ich Zel'dovich in 196~. Bottom: Dennis Sciama in 1955. [Top 
leti:: courtesy Joseph Henry Laboratories, Princei.On t:nivt>csity; top right: ('..Ollrte.~y S. Chand 
r~~~ekhar; bottom: courtesy Dennis W. Sciama.] 
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Dennis Sciama, the third great mentor of the era, had yet another 
style. He devoted the- 1960s and e-arly 1970s almost exclusively to 
providin.g an optimal environment for bis Cambridge Unjversity stu
del1ts to grow in. Becau.~e he relegated his ow11 personal researd1 and 
<'.areer to seco·nd place, after those of his students, he was never pro
moted to the august position of "Professor" at Cambridge (a position 
much higher than being a profes!!Or in America). It was his students, 
far more than he, who reaped the rewards and the kudos. By the end of 
the 1970s two of his former students, Stephen Hawking and Martin 
R.ees, were Cam bridge Professors. 

Scia1na was a catalyst; he kept his rstudents closely in touch 'Aith the 
most important new developments in physics, worldwide. Whe-never 
an interesting discovery was publi1hed, he would assign a student to 
read and report on it to the others. Whenever an intereSting lecture was 
scheduled in London, he would take or send his entourage of sttJdents 
down 011 the train to hear it. He had exqui!iitely good sense about what 
ideas were interestjng, what issues were worth pursuing, what one 
should read in order to get startt'd on any research project, and whom 
one should go to for techu.ical advice. 

Sciama wa5 driven by a desperate desire to know how thE.> Universe 
is made. He himself described this drive as a sort of metaphysical angst. 
The Universe seemed so crazy. bizarre, and fantastic that the only way 
to deal with it was to try to understand it, a11d the best way to under
stand it was through his students. By having his students solve tlte most 
challenging problems, he could move more quickly from issue to issue 
than if he paused to try to solve them himself. 

Black Holes Have No Hail· 

Among the discoveries of the golden age, one of the greatest was that 
"a black hole has no hail-." (The meaning of this phrase will be(:ome 
clear gradually in the coming pages.) Some discoveries in science are 
made quickly, by individuals; others emerge slowly, as a result of di
verse contributions from 1nany rese-archers. The hairlessness of bladt 
holes was of the set"Ond sort. Tt grew out of research by the intellectual 
progeny of all three great mentors, Zefdovich, Wheeler, and &iarna, 
and out of research by mally ot.~ers. In the following pages, we shall 
watch as this myriad of researc-hers struggles step by step, bit by bit, to 
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formulate the concept of a black hole's hairlessness, prove it, and grasp 
its implications. 

The first hints that "a black hole has no hair" came in 1964, fl'om 
Vitaly La:z.arevich Ginzburg, the man who had invented the LiD fuel 
for the Soviet hydrogen bomb, and whose wife's alleged complicity in a 
plot to kill Stalin had freed him from further bomb design work (Chap
tf:r 6). Astronomers at CaJtech had just discovered qrUJSars, enigmatic, 
explosive objects in the most distant reaches ofthe Universe, and Ginz
burg was trying to understand how quasars might be powered (Chapter 
9). One possibility, Ginzburg thought, might be the implosion of a 
magnetized, supermassive star to form a black hole. The .magnetic field 
lines of such a star would have the shape shown in the upper part of 
Figure 7.5a--the same shape as the &rth's magnetic field lines. As the 
star in1plodes, its field Hnes might become strougly compressed and 
then explode violently, releasing huge energy, Ginzburg speculated; 
and this might help to explain quasars. 

l~ft: VitaJy Lluarevich Ginzburg (ca. 196:2), the person who produC'.ed the ftr~Jt 
e\idence for the ''no-hair l.'Oniecture." Right: Werner lsl'tlel (inl96+). the pet-son 
who de\ist.d the first rigorous proof d1at the "no-hair oonjecttn-e" is correct 
[l..eft: courtesy Vitaly Gin&burg; right: oourtesy Werner lsrael.j 
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To test tl1is speculation by computing the full details of the star's 
implosion would have been exceedingly difficult, so Ginzburg did the 
se<;ond best thing. Like Oppenheimer in his first crude exploration of 
what happens when a star implodes (Chapter 6), Ginzburg examined a 
sequence of static stars, each one more c-..ompact than the previous one, 
and all with the same number of magnetic field lilles threading 
through their interiors. This sequence of static stars should mimic a 
single imploding star, Ginzburg reasoned. Ginzburg derived a formula 
that describf:!d the shapes of the rnagnetic field lines for each of the 
sUU's in his sequence- -and found a great surprise. When a star was 
nearly at its critical circumference and beginning to form a black hole 
around itself, its gravity sucked its magneti(~ field lines down onto its 
surface, plastering them there tightly. V\o'hen the black hole was 
formed, the plastered-down field lines were all inside its horizon. No 
field lines remained, sticking out of the hole (Figure 7.~a). This did not 
bode well for Ginzburg's idea of how to power quasars, but it did 
suggest an intriguing possibility: When a magnetized star implodes to 
form a black hole, the hole might well be hom with no magnetic field 
whatsoever. 

7.5 Some examplt'.s of the "no-hair conjecture": (a) When a magnetized star 
impJodf'~'i. the hole it fonns has no mft8netir: field. (b) When a square star im
I•Iodes, lhe hule it thrms is round, not square. (c) V\1.ten a star with a mountain 
on its surface implodes, the hole il forUls has no mountain. 

,.-~······-.. ,,,1: .. / ...... 
I ~~· · .. ·.· ·. 

\
·~·····. ~--,) ! ... ·:'.. ·. -... 
\--·.A.}\.,:~··· .• -~llfo>·.} 
'--~~-~~ ,, ___ I ;··.\. \, 
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At about the time that Ginzburg was making this discovery, only a 
few kilometers away in Moscow Zel'dovich's team· ·with Igor Novi
kov and Andrei Doroshkevich taking the lead began to ask them
selves, "Since a round star produces a round hole when it implodes, will 
a deformed star produce a deformed hole?" As an extreme example, 
will a square star produce a square hole? (Figure 7.3b). To compute the 
implosion of a hypothetical square star would be exceedingly difficult, 
so Doroshkevich, Novikov, and Zel'dovich focused on an easier exam
ple: When a nearly spherical star implodes with a tiny mountain stick
ing out of its surface, will the hole it forms have a mountain-like 
protrusion on its horizon? By asking about nearly spherical stars with 
tiny mountains, the Zel'dovich team cou]d simplify their calculations 
greatly; they could use mathematical techniques called perturbation 
methods that John Wheeler and a postdoc, Tullio Regge, had pioneered 
a few years earlier. These perturbation methods, which are explained a 
bit in Box 7.1, were carefuJJy designed for the study of any small 
"perturbation" (any small disturbance) of an otherwise spherical situa
tion. The gravitational distortion due to a tiny mountain on the Zel'
dovich team's star was just such a perturbation. 

Doroshkevich, Novikov, and Zel'dovich simplified their calculation 
still further by the same trick that Oppenheimer and Ginzburg used: 
Instead of simulating the full, dynamical implosion of a mountain
endowed star, they examined only a sequence of static, mountainous 
stars, each one more compac.:t than the one before. With this trick, and 
with perturbation techniques, and with intensive give-and-take 
amongst themselves, Doroshkevich, Novikov, and Zel'dovich quickly 
discovered a remarkable result: When a static, mountain-endowed star 
is small enough to form a black hole around itself, the hole's horizon 
must be precisely round, with no protrusion (Figure 7.3c). 

Similarly, it was tempting to conjecture that if an imploding square 
star were to form a black hole, its horizon would also be round, not 
square (Figure 7.3b). If this conjecture was correct, then a black hole 
should bear no evidence whatsoever of whether the star that created it 
was square, or round, or mountain-endowed, and also (according to 
Ginzburg) no evidence of whether the star was magnetized or free of 
magnetism. 

Seven years later, as this conjecture was gradually turning out to be 
corret:t, John Wheeler invented a pithy phrase to describe it: A black 
hole has no hair-the hair being anything that might stick out of the 
hole to reveal the details of the star from which it was formed. 
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Bvx 7.1 

An Explanation of Perturbation Methods, 
for Readers Who Like Algebra 

In algebra one lE'ams to compute the square of a sum of two numbers, a 
and b, from the formula 

Suppose that a is a huge number, for example 1000, and that b is very 
small hy comparison, fnr example ~- Then the third terzn in tl1is formula, 
b'l, will be very small compared to the other two and thus can be thrown 
away without making much error: 

(100o + o)2 = toOo9 + ~ x 1000 x 3 + 32 = t,oo6,0o9 
~ 10002 + 2 X 1000 X 3 = 1,006,000. 

Perturbation methods are based on this approximation. The a = 1000 is 
like a precisely spherical star, b = ~ is like the star's tiny mountain, and 
(a+ h )'a is like the .~;pacetime curvature produced by the star and mountain 
togethP.r. In computing that curvature, perturbation methods k.eep only 
effects that are linear in the mountain's properties (effects like 2ah == 
6000, which is Itnear in b = 3 ); these methods throw away all other 
effects of the mountain (effeC'-ts like b2 = 9). So long as the mountain 
remains smaH compared to the star, perturbation methods are highly 
accurate. However, if the mountain 'vt>..re to grow as big as the rest of the 
star (as it would need to do to make the star square rather than round), 
then perturbation methods would produce serious errors~rrozs like 
those in the above formulas with a = 1000 and b = 1000: 

(1000 + 1000)g :: 1()002 + 2 X 1000 )( 1000 + 1000g :::: 4,000,000 
¢ 100~ + 2 X 1000 X 1000 = 3,000,000. 

These two re..ults differ significantly. 
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Tt is .hard for most of Wheeler's colleagues to believe that this con
servative, highly proper man was aware of his phrase's prurient inter
prf!tation. But I suspect otherwise; .I have seen his impish streak, in 
private, on rare occasion.4 Wheeler's phrase quickly took hold, despite 
resistance from Simon Pasternak, the editor-in-chief of the Ph_ysical 
Rev1:ew, the journal in which most Western black-hole re.search is pub
lished. When Werner Israel tried to use the phrase in a technical paper 
around 1971, Pasternak fired off a peremptory note that under no 
circun1stances would he allow such obscenities in his )ournal. But Pas
ternak could not hold back for long the flood of "no--hair" papers. ln 
France and the U.S.S.R., where the Freuch- and Russian-language 
translations of Wheeler's phrase were also regarded as unsavory, the 
resist..mce lasted longer. By the late 1970s, however, Wheeler's phrase 
was being used and published by physicists worldwide, in all lan
guages, without even a flicker of a childish grin. 

It was the winter of 1964-65 by the time Ginzburg, and Dorosh
kevich, ~ovikov, and Zel'dovich, had invented their no-hair conjecture 
and mustered their evidence for it. Once every three years, experts on 
general relativity gathered somewhere in tht> world for a one-week 
scientific conference to exchange ideas and show each other the results 
of their researches. The fourth such conference would be he1d in Lon
don in June. 

Nobody on Zel'dovich's team had ever traveled beyond the borders 
of the Communist bloc of nations. ZePdovich himself would surely not 
be allowed to go; his contact with weapons research was much too 
recent. Novikov, however, was too young to have been involved in the 
hydrogen bomb project, his knowle-dge of general relativity was the 
best of anyone on the team (which is why Zel'dovich had recruited him 
onto the team in the fil"St place), he was now the team's captain (Zel'
dovich was the coach), and his English was passable though far from 
fluent. He was the logical choice. 

This was a good period in East-West relations. Stalin's death a 
dozen years earlier had triggered a gradual resumption of mrrespon
dence and visits between Sov\et scientists and their Western colleagues 

4. T have seen it unlP.ashed in public only once. In :971, o!l the Clocasion of his sixtieth 
birthday, Wheeler happened lObe at an elegant banquet in a castle in CopE"nhagen ·-CJ banquet 
in hoc.or of an international oor.fenonce, not in honor of him. To C't!lebrale itis bir\hday, 
Wheeler set. off a string of fln!Cl'llckem behind llis banq'.let chair, crf'llting cllaOf; amongst Lhe 
nearby diners. 
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(though not nearly so free a correspondence or visits as in the 1920s and 
early 1930s before Stalin's iron curtain descended). As a matter of 
oourse, the Soviet Union was now sending a small delegation of scien
tists to every major international conference; such delegations were 
important not only for maintaining the strength of Soviet science, but 
also for demonstrating the Soviets' strength to Western scientists. Since 
the time of the tsars, Russian bureaucrats have had an inferiority com
plex with respect to theW est; it is very important for them to be able to 

hold their heads up in Western public view and show with pride what 
their nation can do. 

Thus it was that Zel'dovich, having arranged an invitation from 
London for Novikov to give one of the major lectures of the Relativity 
Conference, found it easy to convince the bureaucrats to include his 
young colleague in the Soviet delegation. N ovikov had many impres
sive things to report; he would create a very positive impression of the 
strength of Soviet physics. 

In London, Novikov presexued a one-hour let.'ture to an audience of 
three hundred of the world's leading relativity physicistls. His lecture 
was a tour de force. The results on the gravitational implosion of a 
mountain-endowed star were but one small part of the lecture; the 
remainder was a series of equally major contributions to om- under
standing of relativistic gravity, neutron stars, steHar implosion, black 
holes, the nature of quasars, gravitational radiation, and the origin of 
the universe. As I sat there in London listening to Novikov, I was 
stunned by the breadth and power of the Zel'dovich team's research. I 
had never before seen anything like it. 

After Novikov's lecture, I joined the enthusiastic crowd around him 
and discovered, much to my pleasure, that my Russian was slightly 
better than his English and that I was needed to help with translating 
thP. discussion. As the crowd thinned, .Novikov and I went off together 
to continue our discussion privately. Thus began one of my finest 
friendships. 

It was not possible for. me or anyone else to absorb fully in London the 
details of the Zel'dovid1 team's no-hair analysis. The details were too 
complex. We had to await a written version of the work, one in which 
the details were spelled out with care. 

The written version arrived in Print.-eton in September 1965, in 
Russian. Once again 1 was thankful for the many boring hou:rs I had 
spent in Russiatl da.¥s as an undergraduate. The written analysis con-
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tained two pieces. The first piece, clearly the work of Doroshkevich and 
Novikov1 was a mathematical proof that, when a static star with a tiny 
mountain is made more and more compact, there are just two possible 
outcomes. Either the star creates a precisely spherical hole around 
itself, or else the mountain produces such enormous spacetime curva
ture, as the star nears its critical circumference, that the mountain's 
eft"et:ts are no longer a "small perturbation"; the method of calculation 
then fails, and the outcome of the implosion is unknown. The second 
piece of the analysis was what I soon learned to identify as a "typical 
Zel'dovich" argument: If the mountain initially is tiny, it is intuitively 
obvious that the mountain cannot produce enormous curvature as the 
star nears its critical circumference. We must discard that possibility. 
The other possibility must be the truth: The star must produce a pre
cisely spherical hole. 

What was intuitively obvious to Zel'dovich (and would ultimately 
turn out to be true) was far from obvious to most Western physicists. 
Controversy began to swirl. 

The power of a controversial research result is enormous. It attracts 
physicists like picnics attract ants. Thus it was with the Zel'dovich 
team's no-hair evidence. The physicists, 'like ants, came one by one at 
first, but then in droves. 

The first was Werner Israel, born in Berlin, reared in South Africa, 
trained in the laws of relativity in Ireland, and now struggling to start a 
relativity research group in Edmonton, Canada. In a mathematical tour 
de force, Israel improved on the first, Doroshkevich :K"ovikov, part of 
the Soviet proof: He treated not just tiny mountains, as had the Soviets, 
but mountains of any size and shape. In fact, his calculations worked 
t:orrectly for any implosion, no matter how nonspherical, even a square 
one, and they allowed the implosion to be dynamical, not just an 
idealized sequence of static stars. Equally remarkable was Israel's con
clusion, which was similar to the Doroshkevich-Novikov conclusion, 
but far stronger: A highly rwnspherical implosion can have only two 
outcomes: either it produces no black hole at al4 or else it produces a black 
hole that is precisely spherical. For this c-.onclusion to be true, however, 
the imploding body had to have two special properties: It must be 
completely devoid of any elet:tric charge, and it must not spin at all. 
The reasons wi1l become clear below. 

Israel first presented his analysis and results on 8 Febmary 1967, at a 
lecture at Kings College in London. The title of the lecture was a little 
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enigmatic, but Dennis Sciama in Cambridge urged his students to 
journey down to London and hear it. As George Ellis, ()lle of the 
students, recalls, "It was a very, very interesting leeture.lsrael proved a 
theorem that came totally out Q{ the blue; it was totally unexpe(:ted; 
nothing J'f"..motely like it had ever been done before." When Israel 
brought his lecture to a dose, Charles Misner (a former stu.dent of 
Wheeler's) rose t(> his feet and offered a speculation: l-Vhat happens if 
the implodi11g star spins and has electric charge? Might there again be 
juat two possibilitit."S: uo hole at all, Qr a hole- with a uraique form, 
determined entirely by the imploding star's malls, spin, and charge? 
The answer would ultimately turn out to be yes. but not until after 
Zel'dovich's intuitive insight had been te.o;ted. 

Zel'dov1ch, Doroshkevich, and Novikov, you will recall, had studied 
not highly deformed st~l1'11, but rather nearly spherical &tars, with small 
mountains. Their IUlalysis and Zel'dovich's dairos triggered a plet..'l.ora 
of qu.estiolls: 

If an imploding star has a tiny mountain on its surface, what is the 
implosion's outcome? Does the mountain produce enormous sp&cetime 
cur\·ature, aJi the star nean.; its critical circumference (the outcome 
rejected by l.el'dovich's intuition}? Or d(•es the mountain's influence 
disappear, leaving behind a perfectly spherical black hole (the outcome 
Zel'dovich favored)? And if a perfectly spherical hole is formed, how 
does the hole manage to rid itself of the mountain's gravitati<mal in
fluen~ H'hat makes the hQ/e become spherical? 

As one of Wheeler's students, I pondeTed these questions. HolV'ever, I 
pondered them not as a challenge for myself~ but rather as a challenge 
for nl)" own students. It was now 1968; 1 had com.pleted my Ph.D. at 
Princeton and had returned to my alma mater, Caltech, first as a 
postdoc and now as a p1·ofessor; and I was beginning to build around 
myself an ento\lrage of students similar to Wheeler's at. Princeton. 

Richard Pr:ice. a rough-bearded, two-hundred-pound, physically 
powe-rful young man from Brooklyn Vl>ith a black belt in karate, had 
already worked with me on severc~.! small research projects, including 
one using the kind of mathematical methods needed to answer these 
questio.us: perturbations method$. He was now mature enough to 

tackle a more chailenging project. The test of Zel'dovich's intuition 
looked ideal, but for one thi11g. Jt was a hot topic; others elsewhere 
were struggling with it; the ants were- beginning to attack the picnic in 
droves. Price would have to move fast. 
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He didn't. Others beat him to the answers. He got there third, after 
Novikov and after Israel, but he got there more firmly, more com
pletely, with deeper insight. 

Price's insight was immortalized by Jack Smith, a humorous colum
nist for the Los Angeles Times. In the 27 August 1970 issue of the 
Times, Smith described a visit the previous day to Caltech: "After 
luncheon at the Faculty Club I walked alone around the campus. I 
could feel the deep thought in the air. Even in summer it stirs the olive 
trees. I looked in a window. A bla<:kboard was covered with equations, 
thick as lE'aves on a walk, and three sentences in English: Price~~ 1'heo
rem.· Whatever can be radiated is radiated. Schutz~~ Observation: What
ever is radiated can be radiated Things can be radiated if and only if 
they are radiated. I walked on, wondering how it will affect Caltech 
this fall when they let girls in as freshmen for the first time. I don't 
think they'll do the place a bit of harm ... I have a hunch they'll 
radiate." 

This quote requires some explanation. "Schutz's observation" was 
facetious, but Price's theorem, "Whatever can be radiated is radiated/' 
was a serious confirmation of a 1969 speculation by Roger Penrose. 

Price's theorem is illustrated by the implosion of a mountain-en
dowed star. Figure 7.4 depicts the implosion. The left half of this figure 
is a spacetime diagram of the type introduced in Figure 6. 7 of Chapter 
6; the right side is a sequence of snapshots of the star's and horizon's 
shape as time passes, with the earliest times at the bottom and the 
latest at the top. 

As the star implodes (bottom two snapshots in Figure 7.4), its moun
tain grows larger, producing a growing, mountain-shaped distortion in 
the star's spacetime curvature. Then, as the star sinks inside its critical 
circumference and creates a black hole horizon around itself (middle 
snapshot), the distorted spacetime curvature defonns the hori'lon, giv
ing it a mountain-like protrusion. The horizon's protrusion, however, 
cannot live long. The stellar mountain that generated it is now inside 
the hole, so the horizon can no longer feel the mountain's influence. 
The horizon is no longer being forced, by the mountain, to keep its 
protrusion. The horizon ejects the protrusion in the only way it can: It 
converts the protrusion into ripples of spacetime curvature (gravita
tional waves-Chapter 10) that propagate away in all directions (top 
two snapshots). Some of the ripples go down the hole, others fly out 
into the surrounding Universe, and as they fly away, the ripples leave 
the hole with a perfectly spherical shape. 
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7.4 Spacetime diagram (Jrft) and a sequence of snapshots (right) showi~ the 
.Implosion of a mountain-endowed star to fonn a black hole. 
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A familiar analogue is the plucking of a violin string. So long as 
one's finger holds the string in a deformed shape, it remains deformed; 
so ]ong as the mountain is protruding out of the hole, it keeps the 
newborn horizon deformed. When one removes one's finger from the 
string, the string vibrates, sending sound waves out into the room; the 
sound waves carry away the energy of the string's deformation, and the 
string settles down into an absolutely straight shape. Similarly, when 
the mountain sinks inside the hole, it can no longer keep the horizon 
deformed, so the horizon vibrates, sending off gravitational waves; the 
waves carry away the energy of the horizon's deformation, and the 
horizon settles down into an absolutely spherical shape. 

How does this mountain-endowed implosion relate to Price's theo
rem? Act:ording to the laws of physics, the horizon's mountain-like 
protrusion can be converted into gravitational radiation (ripples of 
curvature). Price's theorem tells us, then, that the protrusion must be 
converted into gravitational waves, and that this radiation must carry 
the protrusion completely away. 1'his is the mechanism that makes the 
hole hairless. 

Price's theorem tells us not only how a deformed hole loses its 
deformation, but also how a magneti1.ed hole lost's its magnetic field 
(Figure 7.5). (The mechanism, in this case, was already clear before 

7.5 A sequence of snapshots showing the implosion of a magnetized star (a) to 
form a black hole (b). The hole at ftrst inherits the rn~netic field from the star. 
However, the hole has no power to hold on to lhe field. The field slips off it (c), 
is convert.E'.d into electromagnetic radiation, and Dies aV\1lY (d). 

(h) 

( c ) ( d ) 
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Price's theorem from a computer simulation by Werner Israel and two 
of his Canadian students, Vicente de la Cruz and Ted Chase.) The 
magnetized hole is created by the implosion of a magnetized star. 
Before the horizon engulfs the imploding star (Figure 7.5a), the mag
netic field is firmly anchored in the star's interior; eled:ric currents 
inside the star prevent the field from escaping. After the star is swal
lowed by the horizon (Figure 7.5b), the field can no longer feel the 
star's electric currents; they no longer anchor it. The field now threads 
the horizon, ra.ther than the star, but the horizon is a worthless anchor. 
The laws of physics permit the field to turn itself into electromagnetic 
radiation (ripples of magnetic and electric force), and Price's theorem 
therefore demands that it do so (li'igure 7.5c). The electromagnetic 
radiation flies away, partly down the hole and panly awa)' from it, 
leaving the hole unmagnetized (Figure 7.5d). 

If, as we have seen, mountains can be radiated away and magnetic 
fields can be radiated away, then wha·t is left? What cannot be turned 
into radiation? The answer is simple: Among the laws of phy~ics there 
is a special set of laws called conseroation laws. According to these 
conservation laws, there are certain quantities that can never oscillate 
or vibrate in a radiative manner, and that therefore can never. be 
converted into radiation and be ejected from a black hole's vicinity. 
These conserved quantities are the gravitational pull due to the hole's 
mass, the swirl of space dtte to the hole's spin (discussed below), and 
radially pointing electric field lines, that is, electric fields that point 
directly <.mtward (discussed below) due to the hole's electric charge.5 

Thus, according to Price's theorem, the influenc-P..s of the hole's mass, 
spin, and charge are the only things that can remain behind when all 
the radiati<.ln has cleared away. All of the hole's other features will be 
gone, carried away by the radiation. This means that no measurement 
~ne might ever make of the properties of the final hole can possibly 
reveal any features of the star that imploded to form it, except the star's 
mass, spin, and charge. From the hole's properties one cannot even 
discern (according to calculations by James Hartle and Jacob Beken-

5. In the late 1980s it became dear that the laws of q11antum mechanics c-.u1 give rise to 

additional conserved qualltities, associated with "quantum field$" (a type of field discussed ir. 
Chapter 12); and since these qua.ntities, like a l1ole's mass, spin, and elec.'tric charge, cannot be 
radiated, they will remain as "quantum hair" when a black hole is born. Although this 
quamum hair might ltrongly influence t!te final fate of a microacopic, evaporating black hole 
(Chapter 12), it is of no consequence for the macroscopic holes (holes weighi11g more than the 
Sun) of this und the r.ext few· chapters, since q•1ant:J.m mechanics is generally u"important on 
macroscopic =ales. 
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stein, both Wheeler stude.nts) whether the star that formed the hole 
was made of matter or antimatter, of protons and electrons, or of 
neutrinos and antineutrinos. In Wheeler's words, made more prec.ise, a 
black hole has almost no hair; its only "hair" is its mass, its spin, and its 
electric charge. 

The firm, ultimate proof that a black hole has no hair (except its 
mass, spin, and electric charge) was al1:ually not Price's. Price's analysis 
was restricted to imploding stars that are very nearly splterical, and 
that spin, if at all, only very slowly. The perturbation methods he used 
required this restriction. To learn the ultimate fate of a highly de
formed, rapidly spinning, imploding star required a set of mathemati
cal techniques very different from perturbation methods. 

Dennis Sciama's students at Cambridge University were mastE"l"$ of 
the required tecllniques, but the techniques were difficult; extremely 
so. It took fifteen years for Sciama's students and their intellectual 
descendants~ using those techniques, to produce a firm and complete 
proof that black holes have no hair- ···that even if a hole spins fast and is 
strongly deformed by its spin, the hole's final properties (after all radia
tion has flown away) are uniquely fixed by the hole's mass, spin, and 
charge. The lion's share of the credit for the proof goes to two of 
Sciama's students, Brandon C-arter and Stephen Hawking, and to 
Werner Israel; but major colltributions came also from David Robin· 
son, Gary Bunting, and Pavel Mazur. 

In Chapter 5, I contmented on the great difference hetween the laws 
of physic..-; in our real universe and the society of ants in T. H. \oVhite's 
epic novel The Once and Future King. White's ants were governed by 
the motto "Everything not forbidden is compulsory," but the laws of 
physics violate that motto flagrantly. Many things allowed by physical 
law are so highly improbable that they never occur. Price's theorem is a 
remarkable exception. It is one of the few situations I have ever t.n
countered in physics where the ants' motto holds sway: If physical law 
does not forbid a black hole to eject something as radiation, then 
ejection is compulsory. 

Equally unusual are the implications of a black hole's resulting 
"hairleas" state. ~ormally we physicists build simplified theoretical or 
computer models to try to understand the complicated Universe around 
us. As an aid to understanding weather, atmospheric physicists build 
computer models of tbe Earth's circulating atmosphere. As an aid to 
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understanding earthquakes, geophysicists build simple theoretical 
models of slipping rocks. A~~, an aid to understandjng stellar implosion, 
Oppenheimer and Suyder in 1959 built a simple theort~tical model: an 
imploding cloud of matter that was perfectly spherical, perfectly ho
mogeneous, and completdy devoid of pressure. And as we physicists 
build all these models, we are intensely aware of their limitations. 
They are but pale images of the compleJtity that abounds "out there," 
in the ''real" 'Urtiverse. 

Not so for a black hole- -or, at least, not so once the radiation has 
flown away, carrying off all the hole's ''hair." TI1en the hole is so 
exceedingly simple that we can describe it by precise, simple mathe
matical formulas. We need no idealizations at all Nowhere else in the 
.macroscopic world (that is, on scales larger than a mbatomic particle) is 
this true. Nowhe"Te else is oul" mathematics exper.ted to be so precise. 
Nowhere else are we treed from the limitations of idealized models. 

Why are black holes so different from all other objects in the mac...'I"O· 
scopic Universe? Why are they, and they alone, so elegantly simple? If I 
knew the answer, it would probably tell me somethir1g very deep about 
the nature of physical laws. But I don't know, Perhaps the next. genel'a
tion of physicists ·will figure it out. 

Black Holes Spin and Pulsate 

What are the properties of the hairless holes, which are> described so 
p~.rfectly by the mathematics of general relativity? 

If a. black hole is idealized as having absolutely no electric charge 
and no spin, then jt 'is precisely the spherical hole that we met in 
previous chapters. It is described, mathematically, by Karl Schwarz
schild's ~ 916 solution to Einstein's field equation (Chapters 3 and 6). 

Wheu electric charge .is dropped into such a hole, then the hole 
acquires just one ne-w feature: electric field li11es, which stick out of it 
radially like- quills out of a hedgehog. If the charge is positive, thez1 
these electric fie1d lines pusb protons away from the hole and attract 
electrons; if jt is negative, then the field lines push electrons away and 
attrac:t protons. Such a charge-endowed hole is described mathemati
cally, with perfect precision, by a so!ution to Einstein's field equation 
found by the German and Dutch physicists Ham R.eissner in 19 t 6 and 
Gunnar Nordstrom in 1918. However, nobody understood the physical 
mear1ing of 1\eis!!ner's and Nordstrom's solution until 1960, when two 



Box 7.2 

The Organization of Soviet and Western Science: 
Contrasts and Consequences 

As I and my young physicist oollE><lgues struggled to develop the hoop 
conjecture and to prove that black holes have no hair and to discover how 
they lose their hair, we also were discovering how very differently physics 
was organized in the U.S.S.R. than in Britain and America, ancl what 
profound effects those differences have. The lessons we learned may have 
some "-alue in planning for the future, especially in the former Soviet 
Union, where all state institutions·---scicntific as well as governmental 
and economic-·-are now (1993) struggling to reorganize a1ong Western 
lines. The VV estern model is not completely perfec.:t, and the Soviet. system 
was not uniformly bad! 

In America and Britain there is a (:onstant flow of young talent through 
a research group such as Wheeler's or Sciama's. Undergraduates m11.y join 
the group for their last, senior year, bUt they then are sent away for 
graduate study. Graduate students join it for three to five years, and then 
are sent elsewhere {Qr postdoctoral study. Postdocs join it for two or three 
years and then arc sent away and expected either to start a research group 
of their own elsewhere (as J did at Caltech) or to join a small, struggling 
group elsewhere. Almost nobody in Britain or America, no matter how 
talented, is allowed to stay on in the nest of his or her mentor. 

In the U.S.S.R., by contrast, outstanding young physicists (such as i'iovi
kov) usually remained in the nest of their mentor for ten, twenty~ and 
sometimes even thirty or forty years. A great Soviet mentor like Zel'
dovich or Landau usually worked in an Institute of the AcadP.my oi 
Sciences, rather than in a university, so his teaching load was small or 
nonexistent; by keeping his b~.st former students, he built around himself 
a permanent team of fu11-time researchers, which became tightly knit and 
extremely puwerful, and which rnight even stay with him u:ntil the end of 
his cltreer. 

Some oi my Soviet friends attributed this difference to the failings of 
the British/American system: Almost all great British or AmE"rican physi
cists work at universities, where research is often subservient to teadling 
and where there are inadequate numbers of permanent positions a\•ailable 
to permit building up a strong, lasting group of researchers. As a result, 
there have been no theoretical physics research groups in Britain or Amer
ica that can pretend to be the equai of landau's group in the 1930s 
through 1950s, or of Zel'dovich's group in the 1960s and 1970s. The West, 
in this sense, had no hope of competing with the Soviet Union. 

Some of my American friends attributed the difference to the failings of 
the Soviet system: It was very difficult, logistically, to move from institute 

(r.o".tirzur.d next fHI.IJt.) 



to institute and city to city in the U.S.S.R., so young physicists were tO:tet>d 
to remain with their n1entors; they bad no opportuzlity ro get out and start 
independE'llt groups of their own. The result, the critics asserted, was a 
feudal system. The u1entor: was like a }Qrd and h1s team like serfs, inden
!:urt>d for most of their careers. The lord and serfs were interdependent in 
a compl~.x way, but tht"re was no question who was boss. If the l()rd was a 
master craftsman like Zel'dovich or Landau, the lord./ serf team could be 
richly productive. If the lord was au.thoritariatl and not so outstanding (as 
was commonly the case), the result could be tragic: a 'vaste of h•unan 
talent and a miserable life for the serfs. 

In the Soviet system, each great mentor such a.s Zel'dovich produced 
just one n.-search team, albeit a tremendously powerful o11.e, one un·· 
equaled anywhere in the West. Hy contr:as!, great American or British 
m.l'ntors iike Wheeler and Sr.iama produce as their progeny many smaller 
and weaker rest:mrch groups, scattered dtroughout the land, but those 
groups can have a large cumulative impact on physics. The American and 
British mentors have a corJ.Stant influx of new, young peop}P. to help keep 
their minds and ideas fresh. L'1 thoae rare cases where Soviet mentors 
wanted to stal't over afresh, they had to break their ties with their old 
team in a manner which could be h.ighly traumatic. 

This, in fact, was: destined to happen to Zel'dovich: He began building 
his astrophysics team in 1961: by 1964 it was superior to any other theoret
ical aatrophysics team anywhere in the world; tl1en in 1978. soon aft~ the 
gol<icn age ended, came a traumatic. explosive split in which almost ev
erybody in Zel'uovich's team went one way and he went another, psycho
logically wounded but free from encumbrances, frel' to begin building 
atresh. Sadly, his rebuilding would not be successful. NevE-r again would 
he .surround himself with a team so talented and powerful as that wh.icb 
he, with Novikov's assista.nce, had led. But Novikov, now an independent 
researcher, would come into his own in the 1980s as the talented leader of 
a reconstructed team. 

of.Wheeler's .student11, John Graves and Dieter Brill, discoverP.d tl1at it 
describes a charged black hole. 

We can depict the curvature of spat:.-e around a charged black hole, 
and the hole's electric field liues, using an embedding diagram (left 
half of Figure 7.6). This diagram is esse11tially the same as the one in 
the lov.-er right of Figure 5.4, but with the star (black portion of Figure 
3.4) removed becaliSe the star is inside the black hole and thus no 
longer has contact with the external universe. Stated roore carefully, 
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7.6 Electric field lines emerging from the horizon of an electrically charged 
black hole. 1-e.ft: Embedding diagram. RiKht: View of the embedding dia{!ram 
from above. 

this diagram depicts the equatorial ''plane"-a two-dimensional piece 
of the hole's space··-outside the black. hole, embedded in a flat, three
dimensional hyperspace. (For a discussion of the meaning of such dia
grams, see Figure 5.5 and the accompanying text.) The equatorial 
"plane" is cut off at the hole's horizon, so we are seeing only the hole's 
exterior, not its interior. The horizon, which in reality is the surface of 
a sphere, looks like a circle in the diagram because we are seeing only 
its equator. The diagram shows the hole's electric field lines sticking 
radially out of the horizon. If we look down on the diagram from above 
(right side of Figure 7.6), then we do not see the curvature of space, but 
we do see the electric field lines more clearly. 

The effects of spin on a black hole were not understood until the late 
1960s. The understanding came largely from Brandon C'..a.rter, one of 
Dennis Sciama's students at Cambridge University. 

When Carter joined Sciama's group in autumn 1964, Sciama imme
diately suggested, as his first research problem, a study ofthe implosion 
of realistic, spinning stars. Sciama explained that all previous calt:ula
tions of implosion had dealt with idealized, nonspinning stars, but that 
the time and tools now seemed right for an assault on the effects of 
spin. A New Zealander mathematician named Roy Kerr had just pub
lished a paper giving a solution of Einstein's field equation that de
scribes the spacet~e curvature outside a spinning star. This was the 
first solution for a spinning star that anyone had ever found. Unfortu
nately, Sciama explained, it was a very special solution; it surely could 
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Left: Roy Kerr ca. 1975. Ripu: Rrandon Carter letturing about black holes at a 
SUllllTIE'I' schOfJI ill the French Alps in June 1972. jl..c{t: ooun"'Y J\oy K()rr: righl: photo 
by Kip Thorne.] 

not describe all spinning stars. Spinning stars have lots of «hair'' (lots of 
properties such as complicated shapes and complicated internal mo
tioils of their gas), and Kerr's solution did not have much "hair" at all: 
The shapes of its spacetime curvature were very smooth, very simple; 
t<JC' simple to correspond to typic-al spinning star.s. Nevertheless, Kerr's 
solution of Einstein's field equation waa a. place to start. 

Few research problems have the immediate payoff that this one did: 
\'Yithin a year Cartel" had shown mathematically that Kerr's solution 
describes not a sp1nning star, but rather a spinning black hole. (This 
discovery was also made, independently, by Roger Penrose in London, 
and by Robert Royer in Liverpool and Richard Lindquist, a former 
studellt of WhedP.r's who wa.'! working at Wesleyan L'n!vershy in 
Middletovm, Coilnecti('Ut.) By the rn1d·1970s, Carter and others had 
gone on to show that Ke.rr's solution describes not just one special type 
of spinning black hole, but rather every spinning black hole that can 
possibly exist. 

The physical propl'"rties of a spiuning black hole are embodied in the 
mat.ltematics of KP.rr's solution, and Carter, by plumbing that mathe
matics, discovered just what those properties should be. One of the 
most interesting is a tornado-like swirl that the hole creates in the 
spa.ce around .it....elf. 
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Horizon 

7.7 An embedding diagram showing the "tomado-like swirl" of space created 
by the spin of a black hole. 

This swirl is depic:ted in the embedding diagram of Figure 7.7. The 
trumpet-horn-shaped surface is the hole's equatorial sheet (a two-di
mensional piece of the hole's space), as embedded in a flat, three
dimensional hyperspace. The hole's spin grabs hold of its surrounding 
space (the trumpet-horn surface) and forces it to rotate in a tornado
like manner, with speeds proportional to the lengths of the arrows on 
the diagram. Far from a tornado's core the air rotates slowly, and, 
similarly, far from the hole's horizon space rotates slowly. Near the 
tornado's core the air rotates fast, and, similarly, near the horizon space 
rotates fast. At the horizon, space is locked tightly onto the horizon: It 
rotates at precisely the same rate as the horizon spins. 

This swirl of space has an inexorable iniluence on the motions of 
particles that fall into the hole. Figure 7.8 shows the trajeetories of two 
such particles, as viewed in the reference frame of a static, external 
observer--that is, in the frame of an observer who does not fall 
through the horizon and into the hole. 

The first particle (Figure 7.8a) is dropped gently into the hole. If the 
hole were not spinning, this particle, like the surface of an imploding 
star, would move radially inward faster and faster at first; but then, as 
observed by the static, external observer, it would slow its infall and 
become fro7.en right at the horizon. (Recall the "frozen stars" of Chap
ter 6.) The hole's spin changes this in a very simple way: The spin 
makes space swirl, and the swir! of space makes the particle, as it nears 
the horizon, rotate in lockstep with the hori1.on itself. The particle 
thereby becomes frozen onto the spinning horizon and, as seen by the 
static, external observer, it circles around and around with the hori7.on 
forever. (Similarly, when a spinning star implodes to form a spinning 
hole, as seen by a static, external observer the star's surface "freezes" 
onto the spinning horizon, circling around and around with it forever.) 

291 



292 

( ~ ) 
O:rbit of M1 

iflf'.l11i1)& f~t'ti.ele 

BLACK HOLES A.ND TIME \t\'AR.PS 

Orh.i.t of ~tt 
~m't, rutiic\e 

7.8 The trajectories in space of two particles that are thrown toward a black 
hole. (fhe trajectories are tlrosc that would be measured in a statir, extental 
referenc.e frame.) Despite their very different initial motions. both partidr..!l are 
drqgged, by the swk1 of spacE'., into precisely the same rockstep rotation with the 
hole as they near the horizon. 

Though external observe a see the particle of Figure 7 .8a freeze onto 
the spinning horiwn and stay there forever, th~: particle itself sees 
something quite different. As the particle nears the horizon, gravita
tional time dilation forces the part.ide's time to flow more and more 
slowly, t."(lmpared with tlle time of a static, external reference fraJne. 
When an infmite amount of extemal time has passed, the particle has 
experienced only a finite and very small amount of time. In that finite 
time, the particle has reached the hole's hori7.on, and in the next few 
moments of its time, it plunges right on through the horizon and dQYr"ll 
t~ward the bole's center. This enormous difference between the parti
cle's infall as .seen by the particle and as seen by external obs-ervers is 
completely analogous to the difference between a stellar implosion as 
seen on the star's surface (rapid plunge through the hoz·izon) and as 
seen by external observers (freezing of the implosion; last part of Chap
ter 6). 

The second particle (Figure 7.8b) is thrown toward the hole on an 
inspir.aling trajectory tl1at rotates oppositely to the hole's spin. How
ever, as the particle spirals closer and closer to the horizon, thP. swirl of 
space gra.b& hold of it and reverses its rotational motion. Like the first 
particle, it is forced into lockstep rotation with the horizon, as seen by 
external observers. 
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Besides creating a swirl in space, the spin of a black hole also distorts 
the hole's horizon, in much the same way as the spin of the Earth 
distorts the Earth's surface. Centrifugal forces push the spinning 
Earth's equator outward a distance of22 kilometers relative to its poles. 
Similarly, centrifugal forces make a black hole's hori:wn bulge out at 
its equator in the manner depicted in Figure 7.9. If the hole does not 
spin, its horizon is spherical {left half of figure). If the hole spins 
rapidly, its horizon bulges out strongly (right half of figure). 

If the hole were to spin extremely rapidly, centrifugal forces would 
tear its horizon apart much like they flii1g water out of a bucket when 
the bucket spins extremely rapidly. Thus, there is some maximum spin 
rate at which the hole can survive. The hole on the right half of Figure 
7.9 is spinning at 58 percent of this maximum. 

Is it possible to spin a hole up beyond its maximum allowed rate, 
and thereby destroy the horizon and catch a glimpse of what is inside? 
Unfortunately not. In 1986, a decade after the golden age, Werner 
Israel showed that, if one tries to make the hole spin faster than its 
maximum by any method at all, one will always fail. For example, if 
one tries to speed up a maximally spinning hole by throwing fast
spinning matter into it, centrifugal forces will prevent the fast-spin
ning matter from reaching the horizon and entering the hole. More to 
the point, perhaps, any tiny random interaction of a maximally spin
ning hole with the surrounding Universe (for example, the gravita
tional pull of distant stars) acts to slow the spin a bit. The laws of 

7.9 Tile shapes of lhe horizons of two black holes, one (left) not spinning, and 
the other (right) spinning with a spin rate 58 percent of the maximum. The effect 
of the spin on the horizon shape was discovered in 1975 by LaJTy Smarr, a 
student at Stanford University who was inspired by Wheeler. 

lioriZOil of 2.. 11.01l

.SJ>Htll.htg :bh.ck. h.ole 
Horiz.on of a r~p;.t1\y 
.spi11ttitUS .bl9.c\t hole 
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physics, it seems, don't want to let anyone outside the hole peek. into its 
inteTior and disrover the quantum gravity secrets locked up i.n the 
hole's central singularity (Chapter 13). 
~ For a hole with the mass of the Sun, the maximum spin rate is one 
revolution each 0.000062 second (62 micr~conds). Since the hole's 
circumference is about 18.5 kllornete'rs, this corresponds to a spin speed 
of about (J 8.5 kilometers)/(0.000062 second), which is about the speed 
of light, 299,792 kilometers per second (not entirely a coincidence!). A 
hole whose mass is 1 million Suns has a 1 million times lcuger ciTCum
fe:rence than a 1-solar-mass hole, so its maximum spin rate (the rate 
which makes it spin at about the speed of light) is 1 million times 
smaller, one revolution each 62 seconds. 

In 1969, Roger Peurose (about whom we shall learn much h1 Chapter 
13) made a marvelous discovery. By manipulating the eq\zations of 
Kerr's solution to the Ein1tein field equation, he discove·red that a 
spinning black hole stores rotational enert;Y in the swirl of space around 
itself, and because the swil'l of space and the swirl's energy al'e outside 
the hole's horizon and not inside, this energy C'dn actually he extracted 
and used to power things. Penrose's discovery was marvelous because 
the hole's rotational energy i!> huge. If the hole spins at its maximum 
possible rate, its e..lficiency at storing and releasing energy is 48 times 
higher than the efficiency of aU the Sun's nuclear fuel. If it were to 
buru all its nuclear fuel over its entire lifetime (actually, it willuot 
b\1rn ttl!), the Sun would only be able to convert a fraction 0.006 of its 
mass into heat and light. If one were to extract all of a fast-spinning 
hole's rotational energy (thereby halting its spin), one would get out 48 
X 0.006 = 29 percent of the hole's mass as usable energy. 

Amazingly, physicists had to search for seven }·ears before they dis
covered a practical method by which naturE=- might extract a hole's spin 
en.ergy and put it to use. Their .search led the phy.§icists through one 
crazy method after another, all of which would work in p::rinciple but 
none of which showed much practical promise, bef{)J'e they finally 
discovered nature's cleverness. In Chapter 9 I shall describe this search 
and discovery, and its payotT: a black-hole "Jllachine" for poweriug 
quasars and gigantic jets. 

lr, as we have seen, electric charge produ.ces electric field lines that 
stick ·radially out of a hole's horizon, and spin produces a swirl in space 
around the hole, a distortion of the horizon's shape, and a storage of 
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energy, then what happens when a hole has both charge and spin? 
Unfortunately, the answer is not terribly interesting; it contains little 
new. The hole's charge produces the usual electric field lines. The 
hole's spin creates the usual swirl of the hole's space, it stores the usual 
rotational energy, and it makes the horizon's equator bulge out in the 
usual manner. The only things new are a few rather uninteresting 
magnetic field lines, created by the swirl of space as it flows through 
the electric field. (These field lines are not a new form of "hair" on the 
hole; they are merely a manifestation of the interaction of the old, 
standard forms of hair: the interaction of the spin-induced swirl with 
the charge-induced electric field.) All the properties of a spinning, 
charged black hole are embodied in an elegant solution to the Einstein 
field equation derived in 1965 by Ted Newman at the 'C"niversity of 
Pittsburgh and a bevy of his students: Eugene ('..ouch, K. Chinnapared, 
Albert Exton, A. Prakash, and Robert Torrence. 

Not only can black holes spin; they can also pulsate. Their pulsations, 
however, were not discovered mathematically until nearly a decade 
after their spin; the discovery was impeded by a powerful mental 
block. 

For three years (1969-71) John Wheeler's progeny "watched" black 
boles pulsate, and didn't know what they were seeing. The progeny 
were Richard Price (my student, and thus Wheeler's intellectual 
grandson), C. V. Vishveshwara and Lester Edelstein (students of 
Charles Misner's at the Univt>.rsity of Maryland, and thus also 
Wheeler's intellectual grandsons), and Frank Zerilli (Wheeler's own 
student at Princeton). Vishveshwara, Edelstein, Price, and Zerilli 
watched black holes pulsate in computer simulations and in pencil
and-paper calculations. What they thought they were seeing was gravi
tational radiation (ripples of spacetime curvature) bouncing around in 
the vicinity of a hole, trapped there by the hole's own spacetime curva
ture. The trapping was not complete; the ripples would gradually leak 
out of the hole's vicinity, and fly away. This was sort of cute, but not 
terribly interesting. 

In autumn 1971, Bill Press, a new graduate student in my group, 
realized that the ripples of spacetime curvature bouncing around near a 
hole could be thought of as pulsations of the black hole itself. After a11, 
as seen from outside its horizon, the hole consists of nothing but space
time t:urvature. The ripples of curvature were thus nothing more nor 
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less than pulsations of the hole's curvature, and therefore pulsations of 
the hole itself. 

This change of viewpoint had a huge impact. lf we think of black 
holes as able t<l pul~~ate, then. it is nat.uz·al to ask. whether there are any 
simi.larities between tl1eir pulsations and the pulsations ("ringing'') of a 
bell, or the pulsations of a star. Before Press's i11sight, such questjons 
weren't asked .• o\ftcrwards, such questions were obvious. 

A bell and a Sial' have natural freque11cies at which they like to 
ptllsate. (The bell's uatttnl frequencies produce its pure ringing toue.) 
Are there similarly natural freque-ncies at which a black hole likes to 
pulsate? Yes, Press diS(,'Overed, using computer simulations. This dis
covery triggered Chandrase.khar, together with Steven Detweiler (an 
inteUe,:tual great-grandson of Wheeler's), to embark em a project of 
cataloging all of a black hole's natural frequencies of pulsation. We 
shall return to those frequencies, the bell-Hk.e tones of a black hole, in 
Chapter 10. 

When a rapidly spinning automobile wheel is slightly out of align
ment, it can begin to vibrate, and its vibrations can begin to extract 
energy from the spin and use that energy to grow stronger and 
stronger. The v·ibrations can grow so strQng, in fact., that i-n extreme 
cases they can even tE>.ar the wheel off the car. Physicists descl'.ibe this 
by the phrase "the wheel's vibrations are unstable." Bill Press was 
aware of this and of an analogous behavior of spinn)ng stars, so it was 
natural for him to ask., when he discovered that black holes can pulsate, 
"If a black hole spins rapidly, will its pulsations be ullstable? Will they 
extract energy from the hole's spin and use that energy to grow 
stronger and stronger, and can the pulsations grow so strong that they 
tear the hole apart?'' Chandrasekhar (who WBlS not yet deeply im
mersed in black-bole research) thought yes. I thought no. In ~ ovember 
1971, we made a bet. 

The tools did not yet exist for resolving the bet. What kinds of tools 
were needed? Since the pulsations would begin weak and only grd.dU· 
ally grow strong (if they grew at all), they could be regarded as small 
"perturbations" of the hole's spacetime curvature- --just as the vi bra· 
tions of a ringing wine glass are small penurbations of the glass's 
shape. This meant that the hole's pulsations c.ould be analyzed using 
the perturbation methods whose spirit was described in Box 7.1 above. 
However, the specific perturbation methods wl1ich Price, Press, Yish-
veshwara, Chandrasekhar, and others were using in the autumn of 
1.971 would work only for perturbation.. .. of nonspirutiug, or very slowly 
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spinning, black holes. What they needed were entirely new perturba
tion methods, methods for perturbations of rapidly spinning holes. 

The effort to devise such perturbation methods became a hot topic in 
1971 and 1972. My students, Misner's students, Wheeler's students, 
and Chandrasekhar with his student John Friedman all worked on it, 
as did others. The competition was stiff. The winner was Saul Teu
kolsky, a student of mine from South Africa. 

Teukolsky recalls vividly the scene when the equations of his 
method fell into place. "Sometimes when you play with mathematics. . 
your mind starts picking out patterns," he says. 411 was sitting at the 
kitchen table in our apartment in Pasadena one ~lay evening in 1972, 
playing with the mathematics; and my wife Roz was making crepes in 
a Teflon pan, which was supposed not to stick. The crepes kept sticking. 
Everytime she poured the batter in she would bang the pan on the 
countertop. She was cursing and banging, and I was yelling at her to be 
quiet because 1 was getting excited; the mathematical tenns were start-

A party at Mama Kovacs's home in New York City, December 1972./.t;/t to right: 
Kip Thorne, Margaret Press, Bill Press, Roselyn Teukolsky, and Saul Teukolsky. 
[Courtesy Sllndor J. Kovlics.] 
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ing to cancel each other in my formulas. Everything was cancelingr 
The- equatiom were falling into place! lu I sat. there staring llt my 
amazingly simple equati()ns, I was filled with this feeling of how dumb 
I had been; I could have done it six months earlier; alii had to do was 
collect the right tenns together." 

UsingTeukolsky's ("quations, one could analyze ail sorts of problems: 
the natural frequenci.-..s of black-hole pulsations, the stability of a hole's 
pulsations, the gravitational radiation produced whe11 a neutron star 
gets swallowed by a black hole, and more. Such analyses, and exten
sions ofTeukolsky's methods, were inurJediately undertakP.n by a small 
army ofresearchers: Alexi Starobinsky (a student of Zel'dovich's), Bob 
Wald (a student of Wheeler's), Jeff \..ohen (a student of Dieter Brill's, 
who was a student ofV\'neeler's), and many others. Teukolsky h1rnself. 
with Bill Press, commanded the mo.st important problem: the.• stability 
of black-hole pulsations. 

Their conclusion, derived by a mixture of computE-r calculations and 
calculcttions with formulas, was disappointing: No matter how fast a 
blark hole sp1ns, its pulsations are stable.6 The hole's pulsations dtJ 
extract rotational energy from the hole, but they also radiate energy 
away as gravitational waves; and the rate at which t.~ey radiate energy 
is always greater than tl1e rate they e~tract it from the' hoie's spin. 
Their pulsational energy thus always dies out. It never grows. and the 
hole thE>..refore cannot be destroyed hy its pulsations. 

Chandrasekhar1 dissatisfi~ with this Press-Teuko)sky conclusion 
because of it.'l crucial I'e.Jian(:e on computer calculations, refused to 
con£:ede our bet. Only when the entire proof could be done dh-ectly 
with formulas would he be fuU.y tonvincec!. F'ifteen years later .Bernard 
Whiting, a former postdoc of Hawking's (and thus an intellectual 
grandson of Sciama's), gave such a proof, and Chandrasekhar threw in 
the toweF 

Chandrasekhar is even more of a perfectionist than I. He and Zel' ·· 
dovich art~ at opposite ends of the perfectionist spectrum. So in 1975, 
when the youths of the golden. age declared the golden age finished 

6. A .ign.\iica~n, llllltbe.matica} pk-ce of the proof of stllbility 1V.U provided. incJep.,nat>ndy, 
~y Steva11 DctwBilr.t and J<L~tte• lp!'o!l' at C ... 't!i:llgo, 8111~ a lllis5illg piec:e <>f rJtf< pcncf w11, s•ti•rlied 
" ye11r latf<t' by Jan:ea Hartle ~ud J )art \'\'ilkins at tlle t nh·cni ty uf Cu.iifocraia at Sam .•. Barbera. 

1. (J!,,,,,drasekh•ll 'vas Si<pposcd to giv .. !ICII! a sub$criptiou to Pt~, ·bor a.. my rewzrd, but my 
fcmirlist mot!tec u.nd 5i•U•r~ made 1ne feel so gllilty that I requesied i.nl;tead a s.:bscription to 
Tire l.i.>'ltmrr. 
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and exited from black-hole research en masse, Chandrasekhar was 
annoyed. These youths had carried Teukolsky's perturbation methods 
far enough to prove that black holes are probably stable, but they had 
not brought the methods into a form where other physicists could 
automatic-.ally compute all details of any desired black-hole perturba
tion-be it a pulsation, the gravitational waves from an infalling neu
tron star, a black-hole bomb, or whatever. This incompleteness was 
rankling. 

Thus Chandrasekhar, in 1975 at age sixty-five, turned the full force 
of his mathematical prowess onto Teukolsky's equations. With unfail
ing energy and mathematical insight, he drove forward, through the 
complex mathematics, organizing it. into a form that has been charac
terized as "rococo: splendorous, joyful, and immensely ornate." Finally 
in 1983, at age seventy-three, he completed his task and published a 
treatise entitled The J"Aathernatical Theory of Black lloles--a treatise 
that will be a mathematical handbook for black-hole researchers for 
decades to come, a handbook from which they can extract methods for 
solving any black-hole perturbation problem that catches their fancy. 
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The Search 

i1t which a method to sea1'Ch 
for black hok.s in the sky 

is proposed and pursued 
and succeeds (probably) 

The Method 

Imagine yourself as J. Robert Oppenheimer. It is 19?9; you have just 
convinced yourself that massive stan, when t..'l].ey die, must form blar..k. 
holes (Chapters 5 and 6). Do you now sit. down with astronomers and 
plan a search of the sky for eviden(:e that black holes truly exist;1 No. 
not at all. H you are Oppenheimer, then your interests are in funda
mental physi,~; you may offE."r your ideas t.o astronomers, but your own 
attention is now fi.xed l)n the atomic nucleus--·and on the outbreak of 
Wo.rld War IJ, which soon will embroil you in the deyeloprnent of the 
atomic bomb. And what of the astronomers; do they take up your idea~ 
No, not at all. There is a conservatism abroad in the astronomical 
community, except for that "wild man" Zwicky, pushing his neutron 
stan (Chapter 5). The worldview that re)ected Cllan.drase-khar's ma?.:i
mum mass for a white-dwarf star (Chapter+) still holds sway. 

Imagine yourself as John Archibald Wheeler. It io; 1962; you are 
beginning to be convinced, after mighty resi£~tance, that some massive 
stats must create black holes when they die (Chaptt"rs 6 and 7). Do you 
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now sit down with astronomers and plan a search for them? No, not at 
all. If you are Wheeler, then your interest is riveted on the fiery mar
riage of general relativity with quantum mechanics, a marriage that 
may take place at the center of a black hole (Chapter 13). You are 
preaching to physicists that the endpoint of stellar implosion is a great 
crisis, from which deep new understanding may emerge. You are not 
preaching to astronomers that they should search for black holes, or 
even neutron stars. Of searches for black holes you say nothing; of the 
more promising idea to search for a neutron star, you echo in your 
writings the conservative view of the astronomical community: "Such 
an objet:t will have a diameter of the order of 50 kilometers .... it will 
cool rapidly .... There is about as little hope of seeing such a faint 
object as there is of seeing a planet belonging to another star" (in other 
words, no hope at all). 

Imagine yourself as Yakov BorisoviC".h Zel'dovich. It is 1964; Mikhail 
Podurets, a member of your old hydrogen bomb design team, has just 
finished his computer simulations of stellar implosion including the 
effet:ts of pressure, shock waves, heat, radiation, and mass ejet:ti.on 
(Chapter 6). The simulations produced a black hole (or, rather, a com
puter's version of one). You are now fully convinced that some massive 
stars, when they die, must form black holes. Do you next sit down with 
astronomers and plan a search for them? Yes, by all means. If you are 
Zel'dovich, then you have little sympathy for Wheeler's obsession with 
the endpoint of stellar implosion. The endpoint will be hidden by the 
hole's horizon; it will be invisible. By contrast, the horizon itself and 
the hole's influence on its surroundings might well be observable; you 
just need to be clever enough to figure out how. Understanding the 
observable part of the Universe is your obsession, if you are Zel'dovich; 
how could you possibly resist the challenge of searching for black 
holes? 

Where should your search begin? Clearly, you should begin in our 
own Milky Way galaxy-·our disk-shaped assemblage of 10111 stars. The 
other big galaxy nearest to our own, Andromeda, is 2 million light· 
years away, 20 times farther than the size ofthe Milky Way; see Figure 
8.1. Thus, any star or gas cloud or other object in Andromeda will 
appear 20 times smaller and 400 times dimmer than a similar one in 
the Milky Way. Therefore, if black holes are hard to detect in the 
Milky Way, they will be 400 times harder to detect in Andromeda
and enormously harder still in the 1 billion or so large galaxies beyond 
Andromeda. 

JOt 
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8.1 ,, sketch of the structure of our IJniverse. 

If searehing nearby is so important, tJten why not search in ol.U' own 
solar system, th.e realm stretching from the Sun out to the planet. Pluto? 
Might there be a black hole bert>, a.'l'long the planets, unnoticed be
<:ause of its darkness? No, clearly not. Thl~ gravitational pull of suc.h a 
hole wou1d be greater than that of the Sun; it would totaBy disn1pt the 
orbits of the planets; 110 such disruption is set-n. The nearest holt>, 
therefore, must be far beyond the orbit of Pluto. 

How far beyond Pluto? You can make a rough estimate. H black 
holes are formed by the deaths of massi,·e stars, ti1en the neaw..st hole is 
not likely to be much closer t.han the closest massiv-e star, Sirius, at 8 
light-ye-.m; frotn Earth; and it almost certainly won't be closer than the 



8. TilE SEARCH 

closest of all stars (aside from the Sun), Alpha Centauri, at 4light-years 
distance. 

How could an astronomer possibly detect a black hole at such a great 
distance? Could an astronomer just watch the sky for a moving, dark 
object which blots out the light from stars behind it? No. With its 
cirt:umference of roughly 50 kilometers and its distance of at least 4 
light-years, the hole's dark disk will subtend an angle no larger than 
10-7 arc second. That is roughly the thickness of a human hair as seen 
from the distance of the Moon, and 10 million times smaller than the 
resolution of the world's best telescopes. The moving dark object would 
be invisibly tiny. 

If one could not see the hole's dark disk as the hole goes in front of a 
star, might one see the hole's gravity act like a lens to magnify the 
star's light (Figure 8.2)? Might the star appear dim at first, then 
brighten as the hole moves between Earth and the star, then dim again 
as the hole moves on? No, this method of search also will fail. The 
reason it will fail depends on whether the star and the hole are orbiting 
around each other and thus are close together, or are separated by 

8.2 A black hole's gravity should act Uke a lens to change the apparent size and 
shape of a star as seen from Earth. In this figure the hole is precisely on the line 
between the star and the Earth, so light rays from the star can rt>.ach the Earth 
equally well by going over the top of the hole, or under the bottom, or around the 
front, or around the back. AIJthe light rays l'f'.aehing Earth move outward from 
the star on a diverging cone; as they pa!18 the hole they get bent down toward 
Earth; they then arrive at Earth on a converging cone. The resulting image of the 
star on the Earth's sky iB a thin ring. This ring has far larger surfa<'.e area, and 
hence far larger total brightness, than the star's image would have if the black 
hole were absent. The ring is too small to be resolved by a telescope, but the star's 
total brightness can be increased by a factor of 10 or 100 or more. 

JOJ 
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typical interstellar distances. If they are close together, then the tiny 
hole will be like a hand-held magnifying glass pla<'.ed upright on a 
windowsill or1 the eighty-ninth floor of the Empire State Building, and 
then viewed fi·om several kilometers distance. Of course, the tiny mag
nifying gJass has no power to magnify the building's appearance, and 
similarly the hole has no effect on the star's appearance. 

If t.he star and the hole are far apart as in Figure 8.2, however, the 
strength of the focusing can be large, an increase of 10 or tOO or more 
in stellar brightness. But interstt>llar distances are so vast that the 
necessary Eart.h-hole-star lineup would be an exceedingly rare event, 
so rare that to search for one would be hopeless. Moreover, even if such 
a lensing were observed, the light rays from star to Earth would pass 
the hole at so large a distance (Figure 8.2) that there would be room for 
an entire star to sit at the hole's location and act as the l~ns. An 
astronomer on Earth thus could not know whethe-r the lens was a black 
hole or met-ely an ordinary, but dim, star. 

Zel'dovich must have gone through a chain of reasoning much like 
this as he sought a method to observe black holes. His chain led finally 
to a method with some promise (Figure 8.3): Suppose that a black hole 
and a star ar~ in orbit around ea(~h other (they form a binary sys~m). 
When astronomers train their teleS<.-opes on this binary. they will see 
light front on1y the star; the hale will be invisible. However, the star's 
light will give evidence of the hole's presence: & the star mo.,.·es 
around the hole in its orbit, it will travel first toward the Earth and 
then away. When it is traveling toward us, the Doppler effect should 
shift the star's light toward the blue, and when moving away, toward 
the red. Astronomers can measure such shifts with higll precision, sint:e 
the star's light, when sent through a spectrograph (a sophisticated form 
of prism), exhibits sharp spectral lines, and a slight chailge in the 
wavelength (color) of such a line stand~ out clearly. From a measure
ment of the shift in wavelength, astronomers can infer the velocity of 
the star toward or away from Earth, and by monitoring the shift as 
time passes, they can infer how the star's velocity <'ilanges with time. 
The magnitude of those changes might typically be somewhere be
tween fO and 100 kilometers per se(.'Ond, and the accurat:y of the mea
surements is typically 0.1 kilometer per second. 

What does one learn from such high--precision measurements of the 
star's velocity? One learns something about the mass of the hole: The 
more massive is the hole, the stronger is its graYitational pull on the 
star, and thus the stronger must be the centrifugal forces by which. the 
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star resists getting pulled into the hole. To acquire strong centrifugal 
forces, the ~o-tar must move rapidly in its orbit. Thus, large orbital 
velocity goes hand in hand with large black-hole mass. 

To search for a black hole, then, astronomers should look for a star 
whose spectra show a telltale periodic shift from red to blue to red to 
blue. Such a shift is an unequivocal sign that the star has a companion. 
The astronomers should measure the star's spectra to infer the velocity 
of the star around its companion, and from that velocity they should 
infer the companion's mass. If the companion is very maliSive and no 

8.~ Zel'dovich's proposed method of searching for a blac~ holt-4 (a) The hole and 
a star are in orbit around each other. If the hole is heavier than the star, t11en its 
orbit is smaller than the star's as shown (that is, the hole moves only a little while 
the star moves a lot). If the hole were lighter than tlte star, then its orbit would 
be the Jarser one (that is, the star would move only a little while the hole moves 
a lot). \\1len the star is movins away from Ea•'lh, as shown, its light is ,;hitl:ed 
toward the red (toward longer wavelength). (b) The light, upon t.ntering a tele· 
scope on Earth, is sent throu8ft a spectrograph to form a spectrum. Here are 
shown two spectra, the top recorded when the star is moving away from Earth. 
the bottom a half orbit latf'.r when the star is movins toward Earth. The wave
Ien8lhs of the sharp lines in the spectra are shifted relative to t-.acll other. (c) By 
measuring a sequence or such spectra, astronmners can determine how U•e 
velocity of the star toward and away from the Earth changes with time, and from 
that chan8ing velocity, they can detennine the mass of the object around which 
the star orbits. If the mass is larger than about 2 Suns and no light is seen from 
the object, then lhe object mi8ht be a btack hole. 
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light is seen from it at all, then the companion might weB b~ a black 
hole. This was Z.el'dovich's proposal. 

Aithough tl'lis method was vastly n1perior to any previous Ollt>, it 
neYertheless is fraught with many pitfalls~ of which J shall discuss just 
two: first, the weighing of the dark companion is not straightforward. 
The star's measured velocity depends not only on the companion's 
rnass, but also on the mass of the star itSelf, and on tl1e inclination of 
the bjuary's orbital plane to our line of sight. \'Yh'ile the star's mass and 
the inclination rnay be inferred from carP.fu1 ob~rvations, one CtL."lnot 
do so with ease or with good aecuracy. As a result, one c<W readily make 
huge errors (say, a factor of 2 or 5) in one's estirnatt~ of the mass of the 
dar.k COinJlan1on. Second, biack holes are not the only kind of dark 
(~ompanious that a star might have. for example, a neutron-star com·· 
p~tnion would also be dark .. To be <.'e:rtaill the compan.ion is :not. a 
n~utron star, one needs to b<~ very confident that it its much h~avier 
than the maximum allowed for a neutron sr.ar, about 2 solar masses. 
Two neutron stars in a tight orbit around each other could also be dark 
and could weigh a.s mnch as 4 Suns. The dark companion might be 
such a system; or it might be two eold white dwarfs in a tight orbit with 
total mass as much as 3 Suns. A.nd there are other kinds of stars that, 
while not completely dark, c:ao be rather massive and abnonnally dim. 
One must look very c:arefo.lly at. the measured spectra to be <'t~rtain 
there is no sign of tiny amounts of light from S\lCh stalli. 

Astronomers had worked hard over the prec:eding dec:ades to ohs~rve 
and catalog binary star s~"Stems, so it was not necessary for Zel'dovieh 
to condtJ(:t his seardl directly in the sky; ht~ eould seareh the astrollo· 
mers' ca.talo~ instead. However, he had neithM the time nor the pa
tienCt~ t.o curnb thro1.2gh the catalogs himself, nor did he hav~ the 
eJtpertise to avoid aU the pitfalls. Therefore, as was his c:ustom in such a 
situation, he conunand!!e.red the tirne an<'! the talents of sorneone 
t>lse-- ·in this case, Oktay Guseinov, axt astronollly graduate student 
who alreadJ knew murh aholtt binary stars. Together, Guseinov and 
Z~l'dovich found five promising black-hole candidate& among the 
zna.11.)' hundred!l of well-documented binary systems in the catalogs. 

Over the next few years, astronomers paid littl~ attention to these 
five black-hole candidates. I \vas rathc1· annoyed at the astrotH•mers' 
laC'k. of interest, so in 1968 J enlisted Virginia Trimble, a Ca.ltech as
tronomer, to help me revise and extend the Zel'dovich· -Guseinov- list. 
Trimble, though only months past her Ph.D., had aln~ady act}llited a 
formidable knowledge of the lore of a!c<tronomy. Sht! knew ail th~ 
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pitfalls we might encounter-those described above and many more·
and she could gauge them act:urately. By searching through the cata
logs ourselvf"..S, and by collating all the published data we could find on 
the most promising binaries, we came up with a new list of eight 
black-hole candidates. Unfortunately, in all eight cases, Trimble could 
invent a semi-reasonable non black-hole explanation for why the 
companion was so dark. Today, a quarter century later, none of our 
candidates has survived. It now seems likely that none of them is truly 
a black hole. 

Zel'dovich knew, when he conceived it, that this binary star method 
of search was a gamble, by no means assured of success. Fortunately, 
his brainstorming on how to search for black holes produced a second 
idea-an idea conceived simultaneously and independently, in 1964, 
by Edwin Salpeter, an astrophysicist at C',ornell University in hhaca, 
New York. 

Suppose that a black hole is traveling through a doud of gas-or, 
equivalently, as seen by the hole a gas cloud i.s traveling past it (Figure 
8.4). Then streams of gas, accelerated to near the speed of light by the 
hole's gravity, will fly around opposite sides of the hole and t:ome 
crashing together at the hole's rear. The crash, in the form of a shl>ck 
front (a sudden, large increase in density), will convert the gas's huge 
energy of infall into heat, causing it to radiate strongly. In effect, then, 

8.4 The Salpeter-Zel'dovich proposal for how to detect a black hole. 

J07 



JOB BLACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

the black hole will serve as a machine for converting some of the mass 
of infalling gas into heat and then radiation. This "machine" could be 
highly efficient, Zel'dovich and Salpeter deduced-far more efficient, 
for example, than the burning of nuclear fuel. 

Zel'dovich and his team mulled over this idea for two years, looking 
at it first from tbis diret:tion and then that, searching for ways to make 
it more promising. However, it was but one of dozens of ideas about 
black holes, neutron stars, supernovae, and the origin of the Universe 
that they were pursuing, and it got only a little attention. Then, one 
day in 1966, in an intense d;scussion, Zel'dovich and Novikov together 
realized they could combine the binary star idea with the infalling gas 
idea (:Figure 8.5). 

Strong winds of gas (mostly hydrogen and helium) blow off the 
surfaces of some stars. (The Sun emits such a wind, though only a weak 
one.) Suppose that a black hole and a wind-emitting star are in orbit 
around each other. The hole will capture some of the wind's gas, heat it 
in a shock front, and force it to radiate. At the one-meter-square black-

8.5 The Zel'dovich-Novikov proposal of how to search for a black hole. A wind, 
blowing off the surface of a companion star, is captured by the hole's gravity. The 
wind's streams of gas swill@ around the hc.Ie in opposite directions and collide 
in a sharp shock front, where they are hf'ated to millions of deBrees temperature 
and emit X-rays. Optical telescopes should see the star orbiting around a hE>.avy, 
dark companion. X-ray telescopes should see X-rays from the companion 
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board in Zel'dovich's Moscow apartment, he and Novikov estimated 
the temperature of the shocked gas: several million degrees. 

Gas at such a temperature does not emit much light. It emits X-rays 
instead. Tims, Zel'dovich and Novikov realized, among those black 
holes which orbit around stellar companions, a few (though not most) 
might shine brightly with X-rays. 

To search for black holes, then, one could use a combination of 
optical telescopes and X-ray telescopes. The black-hole candidates 
would be binaries in which one object is an optically bright but X-ray
dark star, and the otber is an optically dark but X-ray-bright object (the 
black hole). Since a neutron star could also capture gas from a compan
ion, heat it in shock fronts, and produce X-rays, the weighing of the 
optically dark but X-ray-bright object would be crucial. One must be 
sure 1t is heavier than 2 Suns and thus not a neutron star. 

There was but one problem with this search strategy. In 1966, X-ray 
telescopes were extremely primitive. 

The Search 

The trouble with X-rays, if you are an astronomer, is that they c.annot 
penetrate the Earth's atmosphere. (If you are a human, that is a virtue, 
since X-rays cause cancer a11d mutations.) 

Fortunately, experimental physicists with vision, led by Herbert 
Friedman of the U.S. Naval Researc-.h I .aboratory (NRL), had been 
working since the 1940s to lay the groundwork for space-based X-ray 
astronomy. Friedman and his colleagues had begun, soon after \Vorld 
War II, by flying ittstrumE'.nts to study the Sun on captured German 
V-2 rockets. Friedman has described their first flight, on28 June 1946, 
which c-..arried in the rocket's nose a spectrograph for studying the Sun's 
far ultraviolet radiation. (Far ultraviolet rays, like X-rays, eannot pene
trate the Earth's atmosphere.) After soaring above the atmosphere 
briefly and collecting data, "the rockeL returned to Earth, nose down, in 
streamlined flight and buried itself in an enormous crater some 80 feet 
in diameter and 30 feet deep. Several weeks of digging recovered just a 
small heap of unidentifiable debris; it was as if the rocket had vapo
rized on impact." 

From this inauspicious beginning, the inventiveness, persistence, 
and hard work of Friedman and others brought ultraviolet and X-ray 
astronomy step by step to fruition. By 1949 Friedman and his col
leagues were flying Geiger counters on V-2 rockets to study X-rays 
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from the Sun. By the late 1950s, now flying their counters on A:meri· 
can-made Aerobee rockets, Friedman and colleagues were studyi11g 
ultraviolet radiation not only from the Sun, but also from stars. X-rays, 
however, were another matter. Each second the Sun dumped 1 million 
X·rays onto a square centimeter of their Geiger counter, so detecting 
the Sun with X-rays was relatively easy. Theoretical estimates, how
ever, suggested that the brightest X-ray stars would be 1 billion times 
fainter than the Sun. To detect so faint a star would require an X-ray 
detector 10 miilion times more sensitive thail those that Friedman was 
flying in 1958. Such an improvem~nt was a tall order, but not impossi
ble. 

By 1962, the detectors had been improved 10,000-fold. With just 
another factor of a thousand to go, other research groups, irnpre.sed by 
Friedman's progress, were beginning to compete with him. One, a 
tt.~am led by Riccardo Giacconi, would become a formidable competi
tor. 

In a pemliar way, Zel'dovich may have shared responsibility for 
Giacconi's success. In 1961, the Soviet Union unexpectedly abrogated a 
mutual Soviet/ American three-year moratorium on the testing of nu
clear weapons, and tested the most powerful bomb ever exploded by 
humans- a bomb designed by Zel'dovich's and Sakharov's teams at 
the Installation (Chapter 6). Tn panic, the Americans prepared new 
bornb tests of their own. These would be the first American tests in the 
era of Earth-orbiting spacecraft. f'or the first time it would be j><lssible 
to measure, from space, the X-rays, gamma rays, and high-energy 
particles emerging from nuclear explosions. Such measurements would 
be crucial for monitoring future Soviet homb tests. To make such 
measurements on the impending series of American tests, however, 
would require a crash program. The task of organizing and leading it 
w~nt to Giaccor.i, a twenty-eight-year-old experimental physicist at 
American Science and Engineering (a private Cambridge. Massachu
setts, company). who had recently begun to design and fly X·-ray detec
tors like Friedman's. The G.S. Air .Force gave Gia(:coni aU the money 
he needed, hut little time. Tn less than a year, he augmented his six
person X-ray astronomy team by seventy new people, designed, buih, 
and tested a variety ofwea.pons-blast monitoring insu·uments, and flew 
th~m with a 95 percent success rate in twenty-folu rockets and six 
satellitE'S. This experience molded the core members of his group into a 
loyal, dedicated, and highly skilled team, ideally primed to beat all 
competitol5 in the creation of X-ray astronomy. 



f..4t: Herbert Friedman, with payload from an Aer(t.bU~ rocket. in 1968. Right: 
Riccardo Giacconi with the Uhuru X·ray detector, ca. 1970. [Left: t:ourtesy u.s. 
Naval Research Laboratory; right: c:ourtesy 1\. Giacconi.} 

Giacconi's seasoned team took its first astronomical step with a 
search for X-rays from the !\.-1oon, using a detector patterned after 
Friedman's, and like Friedman, flying it on an Aerobee rocket. Their 
rocket, launched from White Sands, New Mexico, at one minute before 
midnight on 18 June 1962, climbed quickly to an altitude of 230 kilo
meters, then fell back to Earth. For 550 seconds it was high enough 
above the Earth's atmosphere to detect the Moo11's X-rays. The data, 
telemetered baek to the ground, were puzzling; the X-rays were far 
stronger than expected. '\Vhen examined more closely, the data were 
even more surprising. The X-rays seemed to be coming not from the 
Moon, but from the (:onstellation Scorpius (Figure 8.6b). For two 
months, Giaccon1 and his team members (Herbert Gursky, Frank 
Paolini, and Bruno Rossi) sought errors in their data and apparatus. 
When none could be found, they announced their discovery: The fil"st 
X-ray star ever detected, 5000 times brighter than theoretical astrophysi
cists had predicted. Ten months later, Friedman's team confirmed the 
discovery, and the star was given the name Sco X-1 (1 for "the bright
est," X foe "X-ray source," Sco for "in the constellation Scorpius"). 



(a) THIN WiNDOW PROPOflTlONAI.. COUNTERS 

8.6 The improving tt'.cbnol~ and performance of X-ray astmnomy's tools, 
1962-1978. (a) Schematic design of the Geiger counter used by Giacconi's ream 
in their· 1962 dlscol·t>.ry of the first .X-ray star. (b) The data from that Geiger 
countf'.r, showing thu.tthe star was not at the location of the Moon; note the very 
poor angular resolution (large error box), 00 degrees. (c) The Ul70 I.Jhuru X-ray 
detector: A vastly improl'ed Ol'jger counter sits inside the box, and in front of the 
counter one sees venetian-blind slats that prevent the counter from detecting an 
X-ray unless it anives nearly perpendicullll" to the oounrer's window. (d) llhuru's 
measurements of X-rays from the black-hole candidate Cygnus X-1. (e) Sche
matic diagram and (f) photograph of the mirrors that focus X-rays in the t978 
X-ray telescope Einstein. (g, h) Photog-aphs made by the EinstP.in telescope of 
two black-hole tandidates, Cygnus X-1 and SS-•35. (lnl!ividual drawiug~ and picture& 
couttesy B.. Giacconi.] 



B. THE SEARCH 

How had the theorists gone wrong? How had they underestimated 
by a factor of 5000 the strengths of (:osmic X-rays? They had presumed, 
wrongly, that the X-ray sky would be dominated by objects already 
known in the optical sky· objects like the Moon, planets, and ordinary 
stars that are poor emitters of X-rays. However, Sco X-1 and other 
X-ray stars soon to be discovered were not a type of object anyone had 
ever seen before. They were neutron stars and black holes, capturing 
gas from normal-star companions and heating it to high temperatures 
in the manner soon to be proposed by Zel'dovich and Novikov {Figure 
8.5 above). To dedu(:e that this was indeed the nature of the observed 
X-ray stars, however, would require another decade of hand-in-hand 
hard work by experimenters like Friedman and Giacconi and theorists 
like Zel'dovich and N ovikov. 

Giacconi's 1962 detector was exceedingly simple (F'igure 8.6a): an 
electrified chamber of gas, with a thin window in its top face. When an 
X-ray passed through the window into the chamber, it knocked elec
trons off some of the gas's atoms; and those electrons were pulled by an 
electric field onto a wire, where they created an electric current that 
announced the X-ray's arrival. (Such chambers are sometimes called 
Geiger counters and sometimes proportio!Ull counters.) The rocket car
rying the chamber was spinning at two rotations per second and its 
nose slowly swung around from pointing up to pointing down. These 
motions caused the chamber's window to sweep out a wide swath of 
sky, pointing first in one direction and then another. When pointed 
toward the constellation Scorpius, the chamber recorded many X-ray 
counts. When pointed elsewhere, it recorded few. However, because 
X-rays could enter the chamber from a wide range of directions, the 
chamber's estimate of the location of Sco X-1 on the sky was highly 
uncertain. It could report only a best-guess location, and a surrounding 
90-degr~e-wide error box indicating how far wrong the best guess was 
likely to be (see Figure 8.6b). 

To discover that S(:o X-1 and other X-ray stars soon to be found were 
in fact neutron stars and black holes in binary systems would require 
error boxes (uncertainties in position on the sky) a few minutes of arc 
in size or smaller. That was a very tall order: a i 000-fold improvement 
in angular accuracy. 

The needed improvement, and much more, came step by step over 
the next sixteen years, with several teams {Friedman's, Giacconi's, and 
others) competing at each step of the way. A succession of rocket flights 
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by one team after another with oontinual1y improving detectors was 
followed, in December 1970, by the launch of Uhum, the first X-ray 
satellite (Figure 8.6e). Built by Giacconi's team, Uhuru contained a 
gas-filled, X-ray counting chambt'.r one hundred times larger than the 
one they Jlew on their 196.2 rocket. In front of the chamber's window 
were slats, like venetian blinds, to prevent the chamber from seeing 
X-rays from any direction except a few degrees around the perpendicu
lar (Figure 8.6d). Uhuru, which discovered and cataloged 359 X-ray 
stars, was followed by several other similar but special-purpose X-ray 
satellites, built by American, British. and Dutch scientists. Then in 
1978 Giac-..coni's team flew a grand successor to Uhum: Einstein, the 
world's first true X-ray telescope. Bec-.ause X-rays penetrate right 
through any object that they strike perpendicularly, even a mirror, the 
Einstein telescope used a set of nested mirrors along which tht' X-rays 
slide, iike a tobogan sliding down an icy slope (Figures 8.6e,f). These 
mirrors focused the X-rays to make images of the X-ray sky 1 arc 
second in size--images as acl:urate as those made by the world's best 
optical telescopes (Figures 8.6g,h). 

From GiacconPs rocket to the Einstein telescope in just sixteen years 
(1962 to 1978), a 300,000-fold improvement of angular accuracy had 
been achieved. and in the process our understanding of the Universe 
had been revolutionized: The X-rays had revealed neutron stars, black
hole candidates, hot diffuse gas that bathes galaxies when they reside 
in huge clusters, hot gas in the remnants of supernovae and in the 
coronas (outer atmospheres) of some types of stars, and particles with 
ultra-high energies in the Iluclei of galaxies and quasars. 

Or the several hlac.k-hole candidates discovered by X-ray detectors 
and X-ray telescopes, Cygnus X-1 (Cyg X-1 for short) was one of the 
most believable. In 1974, soon after it became a good candidate, Ste
phen Hawking and T made a bet; he wagered that it is not a black hole, 
T that it is. 

Carolee Winstein, whom I married a decade after the bet was made, 
was mortified by the stakes (Penthouse magazine for me if T win; 
PritJate Eye magazine for Stephen if he wins). So were my sihliztgs and 
mother. But they didn't need to worry that I would actually win the 
Penthouse subscription (or so I thought in the 1980s); our information 
about the nature of Cyg X-1 was improving only very slowly. By 1990, 
in my view, we (:ould be only 95 percent confidellt it was a black hole, 
still not confident enough for Stephen to concede. Evidently Stephen 
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Right: The bet between Stephen Hawkin~ and me as to whether Cygnus X-1 is 
a black hole-4 l...ql: Hawking lecturing at the Univt-nity of Southern California in 
June 1990. just two hours before breaking into my offic~ and signing off on our 
bet ~Hawking photo t-uurtesy Irene f .. rtik, UnivP.nity of Southern C•tlifornia.J 

read the evidenc:e differently. Late one night in June 1990, while l was 
in Moscow working on research with Soviet colleagues, Stephen and an 
entourage of family, nurses, and friends broke into my office at Cal4 

tech, found the framed bet, and wrut.e a concessionary note on it with 
validation by Stephen's thumbprint. 

The evidenc-.t~ that Cyg X4 1 contains a black hole is of just the sort 
that Zel'dovich and Novikov envisioned when they proposed the 
method of search: Cyg X-l is a binary made of an optically bright and 
X-ray--dark star orbiti11g around an X-ray-bright and optically dark 
(:ompanion, and the companion has been weighed to make sure it is too 

heavy to be a neutron star and thus is probably a black hole. 
The evidence that this is the nature of Cyg X4 1 was not developed 

easily. It required a cooperative, massive, worldwide effort carried out 
in the 1960s and 1970s by hundreds of experimental physicists, thco4 

retical astrophysicists, and observational astronomers. 
The cxperhnental physicists were people like Herbert lt"rierlmaJI, 

Stuart Bowyer, ErlwaTd Byram, and Talbot Chubb, who diseovered Cyg 
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8.7 Left: A negative print of a photograph taken with lhe 5-meter (.200-inch) 
optical telescope at PalOilUD" Mounlain by Jerome Kristian in 1971. The black 
rectangle outlines the error box in which lJlturu's 1971 data say that Cygnus X-1 
lies. The white x mark~ the location or a radio flare, measured by radio tele
scopes, wl)ich coincided with a sudden change in the X-rays from Cyg X-1. The 
x coincides with the optica• star HOE !2S!6868, and thus identifies it as a binary 
companion ofCyg X-1.1n 1978 the X-ray telescope Einstein confirmed this identi· 
fl<'.ation; see Ft&ure 8.6R. Risht: Artist's conception of Cyg X· 1 and HDE .226868, 
bluled on all the optical and X-r-.ty data. (Left: photo courtesy lk Jerome Kristian, 
Cam .. gie Observatories; right: painting by Victor J. Kelley, courtesy the National Geor.aphic 
Society.] 

X-1. in a rocket flight in 1964; Harvey Tananbaum, F..dwin Kellog, 
Herbert Gursky, Stephen Murray, Ethan Schrier, and Riccardo Giac
coni, who uS(:>.d Uhum in 1971 to produce a 2-arc-minute-sized error 
box for the position of Cyg X-1 (Figure 8.7); and many others who 
dis(:overed and studied violent, chaotic flu(.'tuations of the X-rays and 
their energies- ·fluctuations that are what one would expect from hot, 
turbulent gas around a black hole. 

The observational astronolners contributing to the worldwide effort 

were people like R.obert Hjellming, Cam Wade, Luc Brat>s, and George 
Miley, who discovered in 1971 a flare of radio waves in Uhuru's Cyg 
X-1 error box simultaneous with a huge, Uhuru-measured change in 
Cyg X-1 's X-rays, and thereby pinned down the location of Gyg X-1 to 
within 1 second of arc (Figures 8.6d and 8.7); Louise Webstt>r, Paul 
Murdin, and Charles Bolton, who discovered with optical telescopes 

that an optical star, HDE 226868, at the locatioll of the radio flare is 
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orbiting around a massive, optically dark but X-ray-bright companion 
(Cyg X-1); and a hundred or so other optical astronomers who made 
painstaking measurements ofHDE 226868 and other stars in its vicin
ity, measurementll crucial to avoiding severe pitfalls in estimating the 
mass of Cyg X-1. 

The theo1·etical astrophysicists contributing to the effort included 
people like Zel'dovich and Novikov, who proposed the method of 
search; Bohdan Paczynski, Y oram Avni, and John Bahcall, who devel
oped complex but reliable ways to circumvent the mass-estimate pit
falls; Geoffrey Burbidge and Kevin Prendergast, who realized that the 
hot, X-ray-emitting gas should form a disk around the hole; and Niko
lai Shakura, Rashid Sunyaev, James Pringle, Martin Rees, Jerry Os
triker, and many others, who developed detailed theoretical models of 
the X-ray-emitting gas and its disk, for comparison with the X--ray 
observations. 

By 1974 this massive effort had led, with roughly 80 percent confi
dence, to the picture of Cyg X-1 and its companion star HDE 226868 
that is shown in an artist's sketch in the right half of Figure 8.7. It was 
just the kind of picture that Zel'dovich and Novikov had envisioned, 
but with far greater detail: The black hole at the c~nter of Cyg X- t has 
a mass definitely greater than 5 Suns, probably greater than 7 Suns, 
and most likely about 16; its opticaily bright but X-ray-da1·k companion 
HDE 226868 has a mass probably greater than 20 SuDS and most likely 
about 33, and it is roughly 20 times larger in radius than the Sun; the 
distance from the star's surface to the hole is about 20 solar radii ( 14 
million kilometers); and the binary is about 6000 light-years from 
Earth. Cyg X-1 is the second brightest objeL1: in the X-ray sky; HDE 
226868, while very bright in comparison with most stars seen by a 
large telescope, is nevertheless far too dim to be seen by the naked eye. 

In the nearly two decades since 1974, our confidence in this picture 
of Cyg X-1 has increased from roughly 80 percent to, say, 95 percent. 
(These are my personal estimates.) Our confidence is not 100 percent 
because, despite enormous efforts, no unequivOf;a} signature of a black 
hole has yet been found in Cyg X-1. ~o signal, in X-rays or light, cries 
out at astronomers saying unmistakably, "I come from a black hole." It 
is still possible to devise other, non-black-holP- explanations for all the 
observations, though those explanations are so contorted that. few as
tronomers take them seriously. 

By contrast, some neutron stars, called pulsars, produce an unequi\ro
cal "I am a neutron star" cry: Their X-rays, or in some cases radio 
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waves, come in sharp pulses that are very precisely timed. The timing 
is as precise, in some cases, as the tick\ng of our best atomic docks. 
'fhose pulses can only be explained as due to beams of radiation shin
ing off a n.eutron star's surface and swinging past Earth as the star 
rotates--the analogue of a rotating light beacon at a rurdl airport or in 
a lighthouse. Why is this the only possible explanation? Such pr:ecise 
timing can carne only from the rotation of a ma!lsive object with mas· 
sive inertia and thus mas.~ive resistant'e to errati(' force$ that would 
make- the timing erratic; of all the massive objects ever conceived by 
the minds of astrophysicists, only neutron stars and black. hole-s <'..an spin 
&t the enormous rates (hundreds of rotations per second) of some pul
sars; and only neutron stars, not black ho1es, can pr.oduce rotating 
beams, because black holes cannot have "hair." (Any source of such a 
beam, attached to the hole's horizon, would be an example of the type 
of "hair" that a black hole cannot bang on to. s) 

An unequivocal black--hole signature, analogous to a p1Jlsar's plllses, 
has bef>..n sought by astronomers in Cyg X-1 for twenty years, to no 
avail. An example of such a signature (suggt~sted in 1972 by Rashid 
Sunyaev, a member of Zel'dovich's team) is puh:ar-like pulses of ra.dia· 
tion produced by a swinging beam dt.at originates in a. coherent lump 
of gas orbiting around the hole. If the lump were close to tlle hole and 
held itself together for many orbits until it finally began to plunge into 
the bori1.on, then the details of its gradually shiftizlg interval between 
pulses might provide a clear and unambiguous ''I am a black hole" 
signature. unfortUnately, such a signature has never been seen. nlere 
seem to be- several reasons: (t) The h(•t, X-ray-emitting gas moves 
around the blac..\ hole so turbulently and chaotically that coherent 
lumps may hold themselves together for only one or a. few orbits, not 
many. (~) If a few lumps do znaoage to hold themselves together for a 
long time and produce a black-hole signature, the turbulent X-rays 
from the rest of the turbulent gas evidently bury their signature. (3) If 
Cyg X-1 is indeed a black hole, tht>.n mathematical simulations show 
that most of the X-rays should come from far outside 1ts horizon---from 
circumferences roughly 10 times eritical or more, where thf'.re is much 
more volume from which X-rays can be emitted than near the ho·ri:z:.on. 
At. sucl1 large distances from the hole, the gravitational predlc-.tions of 
general relativity and Newton's tht.'Ory uf gravity are approximately 

1. Chap1P.r 7. 'The electric fie~ hair of a charged blflCk bole ir .. venly distribut.ed a.round rhe 
ho~'s spi.J, 11xis and thus <:Ullno! pl'Oduce a ecoeentr!!.ted bt-am. 
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the same, so if there were pulses from orbiting lwnps, they would not 
carry a strongly definitive black-hole signature. 

For reasons similar to these, astronomers might never find any kind 
of definitive black-hole signature in any electromagnetic waves pro
duced from the vicinity of a black hole. Fortunately, the prospect.s are 
excellent for a completely different kind of black-hole signature: one 
carried by gravitational radiation. To this we shall return in Chapter 
10. 

"k"k'tl 

The golden age of theoretical black-hole research (Chapter 7) coin
cided with the observational search for black holes and the discovery of 
Cyg X-1 and deciphering of its nature. Thus, one might have expected 
the youths who dominated the golden age (Penrose, Hawking, Novi
kov, Carter, Israel, Price, Teukolsky, Press, and others) to play key role.s 
in the black-hole search. Not so, except for Novikov. The talents and 
knowledge that those youths had developed, and the remarkable dis
coveries they were making about black-hole spin, pulsation, and hair
lessness, were irrelevant to the search and to deciphering Cyg X-1. It 
might have been different if Cyg X-1 had had an unequivocal black
hole signature. But there was none. 

These youths and other theoretical physicists like them are some
times called relativists, because they spend so much time working with 
the laws of general relativity. The theorists who did contribute to the 
search (Zel'dovich, Paczynski, Sunyaev~ Rees, and others) were a very 
different breed called astrophysicists. For the search, these astrophysi
cists needed to master only a tiny amount of general relativity-just 
enough to be confident that curved spacetime was quite irrelevant, and 
that a Newtonian description of gravity would be quite sufficient for 
modeling an object like Cyg X-1. However, they needed enonnous 
amounts of other knowledge, knowledge that is part of the standard 
tool kit of an astrophysicist. They needed a mastery of extensive astro
nomical lore about binary star systems, and about the structures and 
evolutions and spectra of the companion stars of black-hole candidates, 
and about the reddening of starlight by interstellar dust-a key tool in 
determining the distance to Cyg X -1. They also needed to be experts on 
such issues as the flow of hot gas, shock waves formed when streams of 
hot gas collide, turbulence in the gas, frictional forces in the gas caused 
by turbulence and by chaotic magnetic fields, violent breaking and 
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reconnection of magnetic field lines, the formation of X-rays in hot gas, 
the propagation of X-rays through the gas, and much much more. Few 
_people could be masters of all this and, simultaneously, be masters of 
the intricate mathematics of curved spacetime. Human limitations 
forced a split in the community of researchers. Either you specialized in 
the theoretical physics of black holes, in deducing from general relativ
ity the properties that black holes ought to have, or you specialized in 
the astrophysics of binary systems and hot gas falling 011to black holes 
and radiation produced by t.he gas. You were either a relativist or an 
astrophysicist. 

Some of us tried to be both, with only modest success. Zel'dovich, the 
consummate astrophysicist, had occasional new insights about the fun
damentals of black holes. I, as a somewhat talented relativist, tried to 
build general relativistic models of flowing gas near the black hole in 
Cyg X-1. But Zel'dovich didn't understand relativity deeply, and I 
didn't understand the astronomical lore very well. The barrier to cross 
over was enormous. Of all the researchers I knew in the golden age, 
only Novikov and Chandrasekhar had one foot firmly planted in astro
physics and the other in relativity. 

Experimental physicists like Giacconi, who designed and flew X-ray 
detectors and satellites, faced a similar barrier. But there was a differ
ence. Relativists were not needed in the search for black holes, whereas 
experimental physicists were essential. Th~ observational astronomers 
and the astrophysicists, with their ma.~ery of the tools for understand
ing binaries, gas flow, and X-ray propagation, oould do nothing until 
the experimental physicists gave them detailed X-ray data. The experi
mental physk-ists often tried to decipher what their own data said 
about the gas flow and the possible black hole producing it, before 
turning the data over to the astronomers and astrophysicists, but with 
only modest success. The astronomers and astrophysicists thanked 
them very kindly, took the data, and then interpreted the1n in their 
own, more sophisticated and reliable ways. 

This dependence of the astronomers and astrophysicists on the ex

perimental physicist8 is but one of many interdependencies that were 
crucial to success in the search for black holes. Success, in fact, was a 
product of joint, mutually interdependent efforts by six differt>.nt com
munities of people. F...ach community played an essential role. Relati
vists deduced, using the laws of general relativity, that black holes must 
exist. Astrophysicists proposed the method of search and gave crucial · 
guidance at several steps along the way. Observational astronomers 
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identified HDE 226868, the companion of Cyg X-1; they used periodi
cally shifting spectral lines from it to weigh Cyg X-1; and they made 
extensive other observations to firm up their estimate of its weight. 
Experimental physici.~ts created the instruments and techniques that 
made possible the search for X-ray stars, and they carried out the 
search that identified Cyg X-1. Engineers and mant:Zgers at NASA cre
ated the rockets and spacecraft that carried the X-ray detectors into 
Earth orbit. And, not least in importance, American taxpayers provided 
the funds, several hundreds of millions of dollars, for the rockets, space
craft, X-ray detectors and X-ray telescopes, and the salaries of the 
engineers, managers, and scientists who worked with them. 

Thanks to this remarkable teamwork, we now, in the 1990s, are 
almost 100 percent sure that black holes exist not only in Cyg X-1, but 
also in a number of other binaries in our galaxy. 
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Serendipity 

in which astronomers are forced to conclude, 
without any prior predictions, 

that black holes a million/old heavier than the Sun 
inhabit the cores of galaxies (probably) 

Radio Galaxies 

Jf, in 1962 (when theoretical physicists were just beginning to acc~pt 
the concept of a black hole), anyone had asserted that the Universe 
contains gigantic black holes, lllillions or billions of times heaviez· than 
the Sun, astl'onomers would have laughed. Nevertheless, astronomers 
unknowingly had been observing such gigantic holes sinc:e 1959, using 
radio waves. Or so w.:- strongly suspect today. 

Radio waves are the opposite extreme to X-rays. X-rays are electro
magnetic waves with extremely short wavelengths, typically 10,000 
times shorter than the wavelength of light (Figure P.2 in the Pro
logue) . .f\.adio waves are also electromagnetic, but they have long wave
lengths, typically a few meters frorn wave crest to wave crt:'.st, which is 
a million times LO!I{jer than the wavelength of light. X-rays and radio 
waves are also opposites in terms of wave/particle duality (Box 4.1}-
the propensity of electromagnetic waves to bcllave sometirnE>.S like a 
wave and sornetimes 1ik.e a particle (a photon). X-rays typically behave 
like high-energy particles (photons) and thus are rnost easily detected 
with G-eiger counters in which the X-ray photons hit atoms, knocking 
electrons off them (Chapter 8). 1\.adio waves almost always behave like 
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waves of electric and magnetic force, and thus are most easily detected 
with wire or metal antennas in which the waves' oscillating electric 
force pushes electrons up and down, thereby creating oscillating signals 
in a radio receiver attached to the antenna. 

Cosmic radio waves (radio waves coming from outside the Earth) 
were discovered serendipitously in 1932 by Karl Jansky, a radio engi
neer at the Bell Telephone Laboratories in Holmdel, New Jersey. Fresh 
out of college, Jansky had been assigned the task of identify lng the 
noise that plagued telephone calls to Europe. In those days, telephone 
calls crossed the Atlantic by radio transmission, so Jansky constructed a 
special radio antenna, made of a long array of metal pipes, to search for 
sources of radio static (Figure 9.1 a). Most of the static, he soon discov
ered, came from thunderstorms, but when the storms were gone, there 
remained a faint, hissing static. By 1935 he had identified the source of 
the hiss; it was coming, mostly, from the central regions of our Milky 
Way galaxy. When the central regions were overhead, the hiss was 
strong; when they sank below the horizon, the hiss weakened but did 
not entirely disappear. 

This was an amazing discovery. Anyone who had ever thought about 
cosmic radio waves had expected the Sun to be the brightest source of 
radio wave.s in the sky, just as it is the brightest source of light. After 
all, the Sun is a billion ( 1 09 ) times closer to us than most other stars in 
the Milky Way, so its radio waves ought to be roughly 109 X 109 = 
1018 times brighter than those from other stars. Since there are only 
101111 stars in our galaxy, the Sun should be brighter than all the others 
put together by a factor of roughly 1018/tOtm = l06 (a million). How 
could this argument fail? How c-.ould the radio waves from the distant 
central regions of the Milky Way be so much brighter than those from 
the nearby Sun? 

As amazing as this mystery might be, it is even more amazing, in 
retrospect, that astronomers paid almost no attention to the mystery. In 
fat:t, despite extensive publicity by the Bell Telephone Company, only 
two astronomers seem to have taken any interest at all in Jansky's 
discovery. It was doomed to near oblivion by the same astronomical 
conservatism that Chandrasekhar was encountering with his c1aims 
that no white dwarf can be heavier than 1.4 Suns (Chapter 4). 

The two exceptions to this general lack of interest were a graduate 
student, Jesse Greenstein, and a lecturer, Fred Whipple, in Harvard 
University's astronomy department. Greenstein and Whipple, ponder
ing Jansky's discovery, showed that, if the then-current ideas about 

J2J 
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how cosmic radio waves might be generated were correct, it was impo.s
sible for our Milky Way galaxy to produce radio waves as strong as 
Jansky was seeing. Despite- this apparent impossibility, Greenstein and 
Whipple be-lieved JanSky's ob6f.nrations; they were sure th~ pr<~blem 
lay with astrophysical theory, not with Jansky. But with no hints as to 
where the theory was going wrong, and since, as Greenstein recalls, ';I 
nev-er met anybody else (in the 1950s] who had any interest in the 
subject, not one astronomer/' they turned their attention elsewhere. 

By 1955 (about the time that Zwicky was inve-nting the concept of a 
neutron star; Chapter 5), Jansky had learned everything about. the 
galactic hiss that his primitive antenna would allow him to discover. In 
a quest to learn more, he proposed to Bell Telephone Laboratorit>..s the 
Ctlnstruction of the world's first real radio telescope: a huge metal bow], 
100 feet (30 meters) in diameter, which would reflect ir1coming radio 
waves up to a radio antenna and receiver in much the same way that an 
optical reflecting telescope reflects light from its mirror up to an eye
piece or a photographic plate. The Bell bureaucracy rejected the pro
posal; there was no profit in it. Jansky, ever the good employee, ac
quiesced. He abandoned his study of the sky, and in the shadow of the 
approach of World War II, turned his efforts toward radio-wave com
munication at shorter wavelengths. 

So uninterested were professional scientists in Jansky's diacovery that 
the only person to build a radio telescope during the next decade was 
Grote Reber, an eccentric bachelor and ham radio operator in Whea-· 
ton, Illinois, call number W9GFZ. Having read of Jansky's radio hiss in 
the magazine Popular Astronomy, Reber set out to study its details. 
R.eber had a very poor education in science, but that was unimj>()rtant. 
What mattered w-as his good training in engineering and his strong 
practical streak. Using enonnous ingenuity and his own modest sav
ings, he designed and constructed with his own hands, in hia mother's 
backyard, the world's first radio telescopt-, a 30-foot (that is, 9-meter)
diameter dish (Figure 9.1c); and with it, he made radio maps of the &ky 

9.1 (a) Karl Jansky and the antenna with which he diacovered, in t9l.2, cosmic 
radio wavea from our galaxy. (b) Grote> Reber, ca. 1940. (c) The world's ftrst radio 
telesoope, eo:nsb'Ucted by Reber in hi& mothers back.yal'd in Wheaton. Dlinois. (d) 
A map of radio waves from the sky constructed by 1\t'ber with his ba<'.k.Yant radio 
tdE'8COpe. [(a) Photo by BeU Telepho11e Laboratories, oourte•y AlP Emilio Sf.gti Vi~Nal 
Arr.bives; (b) and (c) r.ourtety C'n-ote Reber; (d) is adapted from Reber (1944).) 
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(Figure 9.1d). In his maps one can see clearly not only th~ t>entral 
region of our Milky Way galaxr, but also two other radio sources, later 
called Cyg A and Cas A-A for the "b·rightest radio sources," Cyg and 
Cas for "in the constellations Cygnus and Cassiopeia.'' Four deca.de.s of 
detective work would ultimately show, with high probability, that Cyg 
A and many other radio sources discovered in the ensuing years are 
powered by gigantic black holes. 

The story of this detective work will be the central thread of this 
<.·hapter. I have chosen to devote a whole chapter to the story for several 
reasons: 

First, this story illustrates a mode of astronomical discovery quite 
different from that illustrated in Chapter 8. In Chapter B, Z.el'dovich 
and Novikov proposed a concrete me-thod to search for black holes; 
experimental physicists, astronomers, and astrophysicists implemented 
that method; and it paid off. In this chapter, gigantic black holes are 
already being observed by Reber in 1.939, long before anyont> ever 
thought to look for them, but it will take forty years for the mounting 
observational evidence to force astronomers to the conclusion that 
black holes are what they are seeing. 

Second, Chapter 8 illustrated the powers of a!ltrophysici.sts and 
r~lativist.S; this chapter shows their limitations. The types of bladt holes 
discov~.red in Chapter B were predicted to exist a quarter century before 
anyone ever went searching for them. They were the Oppenheimer-
Snyder holes: a few times heavier than the Sun and created by the 
implosion of heavy stars. The gigantic black holes of this chapter, hy 
COJltrast, we:re never predicted to exist by any theorist. They are thou
sands or millions of times heavier than any star that any astronoiller 
has ever seen in the sky, so they cannot possibly be created by the 
implosion of such stars. Any theorist predicting these gigantic holes 
would have tarnished his or her scientific reputation. The disco\>ery of 
these holes was serendipity in its purest form. 

Third, this chapter's story of discovery will illustrate, even more 
clearly than Chapter 8, the complex interactions and interdependencies 
of four communities of scientists: relativists, astrophysicists, astrollo
mers, and experimental physicists. 

Fourth, it win tum out, late in this c.hapte:r, that the spin ~md t.he 
rotational energy of gigantic black holes play central roles in explain
ing the observed radio waves. By contrast, a. hole's spin was of no 
importan~ for the observed properties of the modest-sized holes in 
Chapter B. 
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In 1940, having made his first radio scans of the sky, Reber carefully 
wrote up a technical description of his telescope, his measurements, 
and his map, and mailed it to Subrahm.anyan Chandrasekhar, who was 
now the editor of the Astrophysical Journal at the University of 
Chicago's Yerkes Observato:ry, on the shore of Lake Geneva in Wis
consin. Chandrasekhar circulated Reber's remarkable manuSt.-ript 
among the Yerkes astronomers. Bemused by the manuscript and skep
tical of this completely unknown amateur, several of the astronomers 
drove down to Wheaton, Illinois, to look at his instrument. They 
returned, impressed. Chandrasekhar approved the paper for publica
tion. 

Jesse Greenstein1 who had become an astronomer at Yerkes after 
completing his Harvard graduate studies; made a number of trips down 
to Wheaton over the next few years and became a close friend of 
Reber's. Greenstein describes Reber as "the ideal American inventor. If 
he had not been interested in radio astronomy, he would have made a 
million dollars. 11 

Enthusiastic about 1\.ebees research, Greenstein tried, after a few 
years, to move hirr1 to the U11iversity of Chicago. "The University 
didn't want to spend a dime on radio astronomy," Greenstein recalls. 
'But Otto Struve, the director of the University's Yerkes Observatory, 
agreed to a research appointment provided the money to pay Reber 
and support his research came from Washington. Reber, however, "was 
an independent cuss," Greenstein says. He refused to explain to the 
bureaucrats in any detail how the money for new telescopes would be 
spent. The deal fell through. 

In the meantime, World War II had ended, and scientist." who had 
done technical work in the war effort were looking for new challenges. 
Among them were experimental physicists who had developed radar 
for tracking enemy aircraft during the war. Since radar is nothing but 
radio waves that are sent out from a radio-tele6Cope-lik.e transmitter, 
bounce off an airplane, and return back to the transmitter, these exper
imental physicists were ideally poised to give life to the new field of 
radio astronomy-and some of them were eager to do so; the technical 
challenges were great, and the intellectual payoffs promising. Of the 
many who tried their hand at it, three teams quickly came to dominate 
the field: Bernard Lovell's team at Jod.rell Bank/Manchester University 
in England; Martin Ryle's team at Cambridge University in England; 
and a team put together by J. L. Pawsey and John Bolton in Australia. 

J2'i 
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In America there was little effort of note; Grote 1\.eber continued his 
radio astronomy reseal'ch "irtually alone. 

Optical astronomers (astronomers who study the sky with light,' the 
only kind of astronomer that existed in those days) pa.id little attention 
to the experimental physicists' feverish activit}'. They would remain 
uninterested lllltil radio telescopes could m~.asure a source's position on 
the sky accurately enough to determine which light-emitting object 
was ·responsible for the radio waves. This would require a 100-fold 
impro"ement ill l'esolution O\'t~r that. achieved by Reber-, that is, a 
100-fold improvement in the accuracy with which the positions, sizes, 
and shapes of the radio sources were measured. 

Such an improvement was a tall order. An optical telescope, or evet1 
a naked human eye, can achiev~ a high resolution with ease, because 
the waves it works with (light) have very short wavelengths, less than 
10-6 meter. By contrast, the human ear cannot distinguish very accu
rately the dirt>et.ion from which a sound comes because sound waves 
have wavelengths that are long, roughly a metez·. Similarly, radio 
waves, with their meter-sized wavelengths, give poor resolution---un
le-ss the tE-lescope one uses is enormously larger than a meter. Reber's 
telescope was only modestly larger; hence, its modest resolution. To 
achieve a. iOO-fold improvement in resolution would require a tele
scope 100 times larger, roughly a ki1ometer in size, and/or the use of 
shQrter \vavelength radio waves, for example, a few ceotir.Of!ters in
stt>ad of one meter. 

The experimental physicists actually achieved this 1 00-fold im
provement in 1949, not by brute force, but by cleverness. The key to 
their cleverness can be understood by analogy with something very 
simple and familiar. (This js just an analogy; it in fact is a slight cheat, 
but it gives an impression of the general idea.) ·we hu.maus can see the 
tllree-dimensiouality of tht- world around us using just two eyes, not 
more. The left eye st'es al'ound an object a little bit on the left side, and 
the right eye sees around it a bit on the right side. Jf we turn our heads 
over on thei:r sides w.:- can see around the top of the object a bit and 
around the bottom of the object a bit; and if we were to move om· eyes 
farther apart (as in effect is done with the pair of r.amera.s that make 

1. By ligll~ l always n•can in thi~ b-lot;. lit~ trpe of dectrornagnetk, waves th~t tht: human 
eye can see; that is, <>pticai radiation. 
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3-D movies with exaggerated three-dimensionality), we would see 
somewhat farther around the object. However, our three-dimensional 
vision would not be improved enormously by having a huge number of 
eyes, covering the entire fronts of our faces. We would see things far 
more brightly with all those extra eyes (we would have a higher sensi
tivity), but we would gain only modestly in three-dimensional resolu
tion. 

Now a huge, 1-kilometer radio telescope (left half of Figure 9.2) 
would be somewhat like our face covered with eyes. The telesCope 
would consist of a 1-kilometer-sized bowl covered with metal that 
reflects and focuses the radio waves up to a wire antenna and radio 
receiver. If we were to remove the metal everywhere except for a few 
spots widely scattered over the bowl, it would be like removing most of 
those extra eyes from our face, and keeping only a few. In both cases, 
there is a modest loss of resolution, but a large loss of sensitivity. What 
the experimental physicists wanted most was an improved resolution 

0.2 The principle of a radio interferometer. Lql: In order to achieve good 
angular resolution. one would like to have a huge, say, 1-kilometer, telescope. 
However, it would be sufl'icient if only a few spots (solid) on the radio-wave
reflecting bowl are actually covered with metal and reflect Ri8hl.: It is not 
necessary for the radio waves reflected from those spots to be focused to an 
antenna and radio receiver at the h~ bowl's center. Rather, each spot can focus 
its waves to its own antenna and receiver, and the resulting radio signals can 
then be canied by wire from all the receivers to a centra\ receiving station. 
where they are combined in the same manner as they would have been at the 
huge telescope's receiver. The result is a network of small radio telescopes with 
linked and combined outputs, a radio interferometer. 
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(they wanted to find out where the radio waves were coming from and 
what the shapes of the radio sources were), not an improved sensitivity 
(not an ability to see more, dimmer radio sources--·-at least not for 
now). Therefore, they needed only a spotty bowl, not a fnlly covered 
bowL 

A practical way to make such a spotty howl was by constructing a 

network of small radio telescopes con11ected hy wires to a ceotral radio 
receiving station (right half of Figure 9.2). Each small telescoJ'e was 
like a spot of metal on the big bowl, the wires carryi11g each small 
telescope's radio signal were like radio beams reflected from the big 
bowl's spot.~ and the central receiviug station wllich combines the 
siguals from the wires was like the big bowl's antenna and receiver, 
which combine the bearns from the bowl's spots. Such networks of 
small telescopes, the ceuterpieces of the experimental physicists' ef
forts, were called radio interferom.eters, because the principle behind 
their operation was imeiferorn.etry; By "interfering" the outputs of the 
small telescopes with each other in a manner we shall meet in Box 10.3 
of Chapter 10, the central receiviog station constructs a radio map or 
picture of the sky. 

Through the late 1940s, the 1950s, and into the 1960s, the three 
teams of experimental physicists (Jodrell Bank, Cambridge, and Au&· 
tralia.) competed with each other i11 building ever larger and n1ore 
sophisticated radio interferomete·rs, with ever improvi11g .resolutions. 
The first cru<~ial benchmark, the 1 00-fold improvem.ent nece~sary to 
begin to stir an .interest among optical astronomers, came in 1949, 
when Joh11 Bolton, Gordon Stanley, and Bruce Slee of the Australian 
team produced 10-arc-.minute-si3ed error boxes for the positions of a 
number of rad.io sources; that is, when they identified 10-arc-minutE:· 
si:zed regions o.n the sky in which the radio sources must lie. (Ten arc 
miDlJtes is one-third the diameter of the Sun as seen from Earth, and 
thus much poorer resolution than the human eye can achieve with 
light, but it is a remarkably good resolution when working with radio 
waves.) "\Vhen the e·rror boxes were examined with optk.al telP..scopes, 
some, including Cyg A, showed nothing bright of special note; finer 
radio n~solution would be needed to reveal which of the plethc>ra of 
optically dim objects h1 these error boxes might be the true sources of 
the radio waves. ln three of the error boxes, how~ver, tht>.re was an 
unusually bright optical objt.>et: one remnant of an ancient superllova, 
and two distant galaxies. 
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As difficult as it may have been for astrophysicists to explain the 
radio waves that Jansky had discovered emanating from our own gal
axy, it was even more difficult to understand how distant galaxies 
could emit such strong radio signals. That some of the brightest radio 
sources in the sky might be objects so extremely distant was too incred
ible for belief (though it ultimately would turn out to be true). There
fore, it seemed a good bet (but those who made the bet would lose) that 
each error box's radio signals were coming not from the distant galaxy, 
but rather frorn one of the plethora of optically dim but nearby stars in 
the error box. Only better resolution could tell for sure. The experi
mental physicists pushed forward, and a few optical astronomers began 
to watch with half an eye, mildly interested. 

By summer 1951, R.yle's team at Cambridge had achieved a further 
10-fold improvement of resolution, and Graham Smith, a graduate 
student of Ryle's, used it to produce a 1-arc-minute error box for Cyg 
A-a box small enough that it could contain only a hundred or so 
optical objects (objects seen with light). Smith airmailed his best-guess 
position and its error box to the famous optical astronomer ·walter 
Baade at the Carnegie Institute in Pasadena. (Baade was the man who 
seventeen years earlier, with Zwicky, had identified supernovae and 
proposed that neutron stars power lhem-Chapter 5.) The Carnegie 
Institute owned the 2.5-meter (100-inch) optical telescope on Mount 
Wilson, until recently the world's largest; Caltech, down the street in 
Pasadena, had just finished building the larger 5-meter (200-inch) 
telescope on Palomar Mountain; and the Carnegie and Caltech astrono
mers shared their telescopes with each other. At his next scheduled 
observing session on the Palomar 5-meter (Figure 9.3a), Baade photo
graphed the error box on the sky where Smith said Cyg A lies. (This 
spot on the sky, like most spots, had never before been examined 
through a large optical telescope.) When Baade developed the photo
graph, he could hardly believe his eyes. There, in the error box, was an 
object unlike any ever before seen. It appeared to be two galaxies 
colliding with each other (center of Figure 9.3d). (We now know, 
thanks to observations with infrared telescopes in the 1980s, that the 
galaxy collision was an optical illusion. Cyg A is actually a single 
galaxy with a band of dust running across its face. The dust absorbs 
light in just such a way as to make the single galaxy look like two 
galaxies in collision.) The whole system, central galaxy plus radio 
source, would later come to be called a radio galaxy. 

Astronomers were convinced for two years that the radio waves were 
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being produced by a galactic collision. Then, in 1953, came another 
surprise. R. C. Jennison and M. K. Das Gupta of Lovell's J odrell Bank 
team studied Cyg A using a new interferometer consisting of two 
telescopes, one fixed to the ground and the other moving around the 
countryside on a truck so as to cover, one after another, a number of 
"spots" on the "bowl" of an imaginary 4-kilometer-square telescope 
(see left half of Figure 9.2). With this new interferometer (Figures 
9.3b, c), they discovered that the Cyg A radio waves were not coming 
from the "colliding galaxies," but rather from two giant, roughly rec
tangular regions of space, about 200,000 light-years in size and 200,000 
light-years apart, on opposite sides of the "colliding galaxies." These 
radio-emitting regions, or lobes as they are called, are shown as rectan
gles in Figure 9.5d, together with Baade's optical photograph of the 
"colliding galaxies." Also shown in the figure is a more detailed map of 
the lobes' radio emission, constructed sixteen years later using more 
sophisticated interferometers; this map is shown as thin lined contours 
that exhibit the brightness of the radio emission in the same way as the 
contours of a topographic map exhibit the height of the land. These 
contours confirm the t 955 conclusion that the radio waves come from 
gigantic lobes of gas on either side of the "colliding galaxies." How 
both of these enormous lobes can be powered by a single, gigantic black 
hole will become a major issue later in this chapter. 

9.3 The discovery that Cyg A is a distant radio galaxy: (a) The 5-me\.er optical 
telescope used in 1951 by Baade to discover that Cyg A is connected with what 
appeared to be two colliding galaxies. (b) The radio interferometer at Jodrell 
Bank used in 1953 by Jennison and Das Gupta to show that the radio waves are 
coming from two giant lobes outside the colliding galaxies. The interferometer's 
two antennas (each an array of wires on a wooden framework) are shown here 
side by side. In the measurements, one was put on a truck and moved around the 
countryside, while the other remained behind, at rest on the ground. (c) Jennison 
and Das Gupta, inspecting the radio data in the control room of their interfer
ometer. (d) The two giant lobes of radio emission (rectangles) as revealed in the 
1955 measuremt>.nts, shown together with Baade's optical photograph of the 
"collidi~ galaxies." Also shown in (d) is a high-resolution contour map of the 
lobes' radio emission (thin solid contours), produced in 1969 by Ryle's group at 
Cambridge. i(a) Courtesy Palomar Observatory/California Institute of Technology; (h) and 
(c) courtesy Nuffield Radio Astronomy Laboratories, University of Mant:hestec; (d) adapted 
from Mitton and Ryle (1969), Baade and Minkowski (1954), Jennison and Das Gupta (195~).] 
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These discoveries were startling enough to generate, at long last, 
strong interest among optical astronom(>rs. Jesse GreeriStein was no 
longer the only one paying serious attention. 

For Greenstein himself, these discoveries V\-ere the final straw. Hav
ing failed to push into radio work right afte·r the war, Americans were 
now bystanders in the greatest revolution to hit astronomy since 
Galileo invented the optical telescope. The rewards of the revolution 
were bt>ing reaped in Britain and Australia, and not .in America. 

Greenstein was now a professor at Caltech. He had been brought 
then• from Yerkes to build an astronomy progtaiil around the new 
5-meter optical telescope, so naturally, he now went to I..ee DuBridge, 
the Caltech president, and urged that Caltech build a radio interfer
ometer to be used ha11d in hand with the 5-.meter in exploring distant 
galaxies. DuBridge, having been director of the Ameri<'.an radar effort 
during the war, was sympathetic, but cautious. To swing DuBridge into 
action, Greenstein organized an international C01l.ference on the- future 
of radio astronomy in Washington. D.C., on 5 and 6 January 195+. 

In Washington, after the representatives from the great British and 
Australian radio observatories had described their remarkable discover
ies, Greenstein po.'ied his question: Must the United States continue as a 
radio astronomy wastelalld? The answer was obvious. 

With strong backing from the National Science Foundation, Ameri
can physicists, engineers, and utronomers embarked on a crash pt·o
gram to construct a National Radio Astronomy Observatory in GJ-een-· 
bank, Wert Virginia; and DuB ridge approved Greenstein's proposal for 
a state-of-the-art Caltech radio inteferomt>ter, to be built in Owens 
Valley, California, just so\rtheast of Yosemite National Park. Since 
nobody at Caltech had the expertise to build such an instrument, 
Greenstein lured John Bolton from A.u~Jtralia to spearhead the effort. 

Quasars 

By the late 1950s, the Americans were competitive. Radio telescopes 
at Greenbank were coming into operation, and at Caltech, Tom Math
ews, Per Eugen Maltby, and Alan Moffett on the 11ew Owens Valley 
radio int.erft-rorneter were working hand in hand with Baade, Green
stein, and others on the Palomar 5-meter optical telescope to discover 
and Study large numhers of radio galaxies. 
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In 1960 this effort brought another surprise: Tom Mathews at Cal
tech received word from Henry Palmer that, according to Jodrell Bank 
measurements, a radio source named 3C48 (the 48th source in the third 
version of a catalog constructed by Ryle's group at Cambridge) was 
extremely small, no more than 1 arc second in diameter (1/10,000 of 
the angular size of the Sun). So tiny a soun:e would be something quite 
new. However, Palme.r and his Jodrell Bank colleagues could not pro
vide a tight error box for the source's location. Mathews, in exquisitely 
beautiful work with Caltech's new radio interferometer, produced an 
error box just 5 seconds of arc in size, and gave it to Allan Sandage, an 
optical astronomer at the Carnegie Institute in Pasadena. On his next 
observing run on the 5-meter optical telescope, Sandage took a photo
graph centered on Mathews's error box and found, to his great surprise, 
not a galaxy, but a single, blue point of light; it looked like a star. "I 
took a spectrum the next night and it was the weirdt>.st spectrum I'd 
ever seen," Sandage recalls. The wavelengths of the spectral lines were 
not at all like those of stars or of any hot gas ever manufactured on 
Earth; they were unlike anything ever before encountered by astrono
mers or physicists. Sandage could not make any sense at all out of this 
weird object. 

Over the next two years a half-dozen similar objects were discovered 
by the same route, each as puzzling as 3C48. All the optical astronomers 
at Caltech and Carnegie began photographing them, taking spectra, 
struggling to understand their nature. The answer should have been 
obvious, but it was not. A mental block held sway. These weird objects 
looked so much like stars that the astronomers kept trying to interpret 
them as a type of star in our own galaxy that had never before been 
seen, but the interpretations were horrendously contorted, not really 
believable. 

The mental block was broken by Maarten Schmidt, a thirty-two
year-old Dutch astronomer who had recently joined the Caltech fac
ulty. For months he had struggled to understand a spectrum he had 
taken of 3C273, one of the weird objects. On 5 February 1963, as he sat 
in his Cal tech office carefully sketching the spectrum for inclusion in a 
manuscript he was writing, the answer suddenly hit him. The four 
brightest lines in the spectrum were the four standard "Balmer lines" 
produced by hydrogen gas-the most famous of all spectral lines, the 
first lines that college physics students learned about in their courses on 
quantum mechanics. However, these four lines did not have their usual 
wavelengths. Each was shifted to the red by 16 percent. 3C273 must be 

})5 



JJ6 BLACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

an object containing a massive amount of hydroge11 gas and moving 
away from the Earth at 16 percent of the speed of light---enormously 
faster than any star that any astronomer had ever seen. 

Schmidt flew out into the hall, ran into Greenstein., and excitedly 
described his discovery. G.reenstei11 turned, headed back to his office~ 
pulled o·ut his spectrum of 3C48, and ~;tared at it for a while. Balmer 
lines were not present at any redshift; but lines eznjited by magnesium, 
oxygen, and neon were there staring hirn in the face, and they had a 
redshift of 37 percent. 3C48 was. at least. in part, a massive amount of 
gas containin.g magnesium, o"ygen, and neon, and movixtg away from 
Earth at 37 percent of the speed of light. 

What was producing tht>Se high speeds? If, as everyone had thought, 
these weird objects (which would later be named quasars) were some 
typ~ of star in our own Milky Way galaxy, then they must have been 
ejected from somewhere, perhaps the Milky Way's central nudeus, 
with enormous force. This was too incredible to believe, and a close 
examination of the quasars' spe(--tra made it seem extremely unlikely. 

Left: Jel!$e L. Greenstein with a drawil18 of the Palomar 5-merer optkal tele· 
scope, ca. 1955. RiR!a: Maarten Schmid[, with an instrument for measuring 
spectra made by the 5-meter telescope, ca. 1963. [C;ourte$y the Art'hives, Celiforni" 
Institute of Technology.] 
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The only reasonable alternative, Greenstein and Schmidt argued (cor
reedy), was that these quasars are very far away in our Universe, and 
move away from Earth at high speed as a result of the Universe's 
expansion. 

Recall that the expansion of the Universe is like the expansion of the 
surface of a balloon that is being blown up. If a number of ants are 
standing on the balloon's surface, each ant will see all the other ants 
move away from him as a result of the balloon's expansion. The farther 
away another ant is, the faster the first ant will see it move. Similarly, 
the farther away a distant object is from Earth, the faster we on Earth 
will see it move as a result of the Universe's expansion. In other words, 
the object's speed is proportional to its distance. Therefore, from the 
speeds of 3C273 and 3C48, Schmidt and Greenstein could infer their 
distances: 2 billion light-years and 4.5 billion light-years, respective
ly. 

These were enormous distances, nearly the largest distances ever yet 
recorded. This meant that, in order for 3C273 and 3C48 to be as bright 
as they appear in the 5-meter telescope, they had to radiate enormous 
amounts of power: 100 times more power than the most luminous 
galaxies ever seen. 

3C273, in fact, was so bright that, along with many other objects 
near it on the sky, it had been photographed more than 2000 times 
since 1895 using modest-sized telescopes. Upon learning of Schmidt's 
discovery, Harlan Smith of the University of Texas organized a close 
examination of this treasure trove of photographs, archived largely at 
Harvard, and discovered that 3C273 had been fluctuating in brightness 
during the past seventy years. Its light output had changed substan
tially within periods as short as a month. This means that a large 
portion of the light from 3C273 must come from a region smaller than 
the distance light travels in a month, that is, smaller than 1 "light
month." (If the region were larger, then there would he no way that 
any force, traveling, of course, at a speed less than or equal to that of 
light, could make the emitting gas all brighten up or dim out simulta
neously to within an accuracy of a month.) 

The implications were extremely hard to believe. This weird quasar, 
this 3C273, was shining 100 times more brightly than the brightest 
galaxies in the Universe; but whereas galaxies produce their light in 
regions 100,000 light-years in size, 3C273 produces its light in a region 
at least a million times smaller in diameter and 1011

' times smaller in 
volume: just a light-month or less. The light must come from a mas-

}}7 
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sive, compact, gaseous object that is heated by an enormously powerful 
engine. The engine would ultimately turn out tQ be, with high but not 
complete confidence, a gigantic black hole, but strong evidence for this 
w~ still fifteen years into the future. 

lr explaining Jansky's radio wa'-·es from our own Milky Way galaxy 
was difficult, and explaining the radio waves from distant radio g-tJ.lax
ies was even more difficult, t.heu the explanation for rad1o waves from 

thest> superdistant q11asars would have to be superdifficult. 
The difficulty, it turned out, was an extreme mental block. Jesse 

Greenstein, l'"'red Whipple, a.nd all other astronomers of the 19?0s and 
1940s had presumed that <.:osmic radio waves, lib light fro.ru stars, are 
emitted by the heat-induced jiggling of atoms, molecules, and elec
trons. Astronomers of the thirties and forties could not conceh·e of any 
other way for nature to create the observed radio waves, eveu thottgh 
their c-alculations showed t1nequivocally that this way can't work. 

Another way, however, had been known to physicists since the early 
twentieth century: When an electron, traveling at high speed, encoun
ters a mag11etic field, the field's :magnetic force twists the electron ·s 
motion into a spiral. The elet:tron is forced to spiral around and around 
the magnetic field lines (Figure 9.4 ), and as it spirals, it emits electro-

9.4 Cosmic radio waves al't' produced by neat"-J~t-speed electrons that spiral 
around and around in magnetie fields. 1'he magnetic field forces an electron to 
spiral instead of moTing on a straight line, and the electron's spiraling motion 
p~•oduces the radio waves. 
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magnetic radiation. Physicists in the 1940s began to call this radiation 
synchrotron radiation, because it is produced by spiraling electrons in 
the particle accelerators called "synchrotrons" that they were then 
building. Remarkably, in the 1940s, despite physicists' considerable 
interest in synchrotron radiation, astronomers paid no attention to it. 
The astronomers' mental block held sway. 

In 1950 Karl Otto Kiepenheuer in Chicago and Vitaly Lazarevich 
Ginzburg in Moscow (the same Ginzburg who had invented the LiD 
fuel for the Soviet hydrogen bomb, and who had discovered the first 
hint that black holes have no hair11

) broke the mental block. Building 
on seminal ideas of Hans Alfven and NiCQlai Herlofson, Kiepenheuer 
and Ginzburg proposed (correctly) that Jansky's radio waves from our 
own galaxy are synchrotron radiation produced by near-light-speed 
electrons spiraling around magnetic field lines that fill interstellar 
spat.-e (Figure 9.4 ). 

A few years later, when the giant radio-emitting lobes of radio 
galaxies and therJ quasars were discovered, it was natural (and correct) 
to conclude that their radio waves were also produced by electrons 
spiraling around magnetic field lines. From the physical laws govern
ing such spiraling and the properties of the observed radio waves, 
Geoffrey Burbidge at the University of California in San Diego com
puted how much energy the lobes' magnetic field and high-speed elec
trons must have. His startling answer: In the most extreme cases, the 
radio-emitting lobes must have about as much magnetic energy and 
high-speed {kinetic) energy as one would get by CQnverting all the 
mass of 10 million (107

) Suns into pure energy with 100 percent effi
ciem:y. 

These energy requirements of quasars and radio galaxies were so 
staggering that they forced astrophysicists, in 1963, to examine all 
conceivable sources of power in search of an explanation. 

Chemical power (the burning of gasoline, oil, c..oal, or dynamite), 
which is the basis of human civilization, was clearly inadequate. The 
chemical efficiency for converting mass into energy is only 1 part in 
100 million (1 part in 108). To energize a quasar's radio-emitting gas 

2. See Figure 7.5. Ghuhurg is hfo.st known not for theae discoveries, but for yet another: his 
de,.•elopment, with I.e\.· Landau, of the "Ginzburg-Landau theory" of !mperconductivity (that 
is, an explanation for how it is that 1101ne metals, when made v~y cold, lose all their resistance 
to the flow of electricity). Ginzburg is one of the world's few true "Renaissance physicists," 11 

man who has contributed significantly to almost all branches of theoretical physics. 

))9 
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would therefore require 10" X 107 = 1015 solar masses of chemical 
fuel--1 0,000 tirne.~ more fuel than is contained in our en. tire Milky 
Way galaxy. This seE>.med totall_y unreasonable. 

Nuclear power, the basis of the hydrogen bomb a.nd of t.he Sun's heat 
and light, looked only marginal as a 'va.y to energize a quasar. Nuclear 
fuel's efficiency for ma.ss-to-energy conversion is roughly 1 percent (1 
part in lOll), so a quasar would need 1011 X 107 = 10P (1 billion) solar 
ma.!ISes of nuclear fuel to energize its radio-emitting lobes. And this 1 
billio·n solar masses \vould be- adequate only if the nuclear fuel were 
burned completely and the res,llting energy were converted com
pletely into magnetic fields and kinetic energy of high-speed electrons. 
Complete burning and complete energy conversion seemed highly un
likely. Even with carefully contrived machines, humans rarely achieve 
better than a few percent conversion of fuel energy into useful energy, 
and r1ature without careful designs might well do worse. Thus, 10 
blllion or 100 billion solar masse& of r•udear fuel seemed more re.ason
able. Now, this is less than the mass of a giant galaxy, but not a lot less, 
and how nature might a('hieve the conversioll of the fuel's nuclear 
energy into magnetic and kinetic energy was very uuclear. Thus, nu
clear fuel u-a.r a possibility, but not a likely one. 

The annihilatwn C?l matter with antir/Ult.ter could give 100 percent 
conversion of mass to energy, so 10 million solar masses of antimatter 
annil1ilating with 10 million solar masses of matter could satisfy a 
quasar's energy needs. However, there is no evidence that any antimat
ter exists in our Universe, except tiny bits created artHically by humans 
in particle accelerators a·nd tiny bits created by nature in collisions 
between matter particles. Moreover, even if so much matter and an
timatter were to annihilate iu a quasar, their annihilation energy 
would go into very high energy gamma rays, and not into magnetic 
energy a21d electron kinetic energy. Thus, matter/antimatter annihila
tion appeared to be a very unsatisfactory way to energize a quasar. 

One other possibility remained: grar.•ily. The implosion of a normal 
star to fonn a neutron star or a black hole might, conceivably, convert. 
10 percent of the star's mass into magnetic and kinetic energy
though precisely how was unclear. If it managed to do so, then the 
implosions of 10 X 101 = 10• (100 million) nonnal stars might pro
vide a quasar's tmergy, as would the implosion of a single, hypothetic-al, 

3. For bacll.ground, see the entry ~antiPtatter" in the gl011aary, 1rnd Footnote~ in Gh.tpter 5. 
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supermassive star 100 million times heavier than the Sun. (The (:orrect 
idea, that the gigantic black hole produced by the implosion of such a 
supermassive star might itself be the engine that powers the quasar, 
did not occur to anybody in 1963. Black holes were but poorly under
stood. WheeJer had not yet coined the phrase "black hole" (Chapter 6). 
Salpeter and Zel'dovich had not yet realized that gas falling toward a 
black hole could heat and radiate with high efficiency {Chapter 8). 
Penrose had not yet discovered that a black hole can store up to 29 
percent of its mass as rotational energy, and release it (Chapter 7). The 
golden age of black-hole re.search had not yet begun.] 

The idea that the implosion of a star to form a black hole might 
energi7.e quasars was a radical departure from tradition. This was the 
first time in history that astronomers and astrophysicists had felt a need 
to appeal to effects of general relativity to explain an object that w91s 
being observed. Previously, relativists had lived in one world and as
tronomers and astrophysicists in another, hardly communicating. 
Their insularity was about to end. 

To foster dialogue between the relativists and the astronomers and 
astrophysicists, and to catalyze progress in the study of quasars, a con
ference of three hundred scientists was held on 16-18 December 1963, 
in Dallas, Texas. ln an after-dinner speech at this First Texas Sympo
sium oitl\.elat1vistic Astrophysics, Thomas Gold of Cornell University 
described the situation, only partially with tongue in cheek: "[The 
mystery of the quasars.i allows one to suggest that the relativists with 
their sophisticated work are not only magnificent cultural ornaments 
but might actually be usefu] to science! Everyone is pleased: the relati
vists who feel they are being appreciated and are experts in a field they 
hardly knew existed, the astrophysicists for having enlarged their do
main, their empire, by the annexation of another subject general 
relativity. It is all very pleasing, so let us all hope that it is right. What 
a shame it would be if we had to go and dismiss a1l the relativists 

. " agam. 
Lectures went on almost continuously from 8:30 in the morning 

until 6 in the evening with an hour out for lunch, plus 6 P.M. until 
typically 2 A.M. for informal discussions and arguments. Slipped in 
among the lectures was a short, ten-minute presentation by a young 
New Zealander mathematician, Roy Kerr, who was unknown to the 
other participants. Kerr had just discovered his solution of the .Einstein 
field equation-· the solution which, one decade later, would turn out to 

341 
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df".scribe all properties of !!pinning black holes, including d1eir storage 
and release of rotational energy (Chapters 7 and 11 ); the solution 
which, as we shall see below, would ultimately become a foundation 
Jor explaining the quasars' energy. However, in 1965 KelT's solution 
seemed to most scientists only a mathematical curiosity; nobody even 
knew it described a black hole·-thougb Kerr speculated it might 
somehow give insight into th£" implosion of rotating stars. 

The astronomers and aOJtrophysicists had come to Dallas to discuss 
quasa.rs; they were not at all interested in Kerr's esoteric mathematic-al 
topic. So, as Ke-rr got up to speak, many slipped out of the lecture hall 
and into the foyer to argue with each other about their favorite theories 
of quasars. Others, less polite, remained seated in the hall and argued 
in whispers. Many of the rest catnapped in a fruitless effort to remedy 
their sleep deficits from late-night science. Only a handful of relativists 
listened1 with rapt attention. 

This was more than Achilles Papapetro\1, one of the world's leading 
relativists, could stand. As Kerr finished, Papapetrou demanded the 
floor, stood up, and with deep feeling explained the importance of 
Kerr's feat. He, Papapetrou, had been trying for thirty years to find 
suc..lt a soh1tioi1 of Einstein's equation, and had failed, as had many 
other relativist&. The astronomers and astrophysicists nodded politely, 
and then, a11 the next speaker began to hold forth on a theory of 
quasars, they refocused their attention, and the meeting picked up 
pace. 

The 1960s marked a turning point in the study of radio sources. 
Previously the stll.dy was totally dominated by observational astrono
mers-·tha.t is, optical a&tronomf'.rs and the radio-observing experimen
tal physicist~>, who were now being integrated into the atstronomical 
community and called radio astronomers. Theoretical ast1·ophysicists, 
by contrast, had contributed little, because the radio observations were 
not yet detailed enough to guide their theorizing very much. Their 
only contributions had been the realization that the radio waves are 
produced by high-speed electrom spiraling around magnetic field lines 
in the giant radio-emitting lobes, and their calculation of how much 
magt1etic and kinetic energy this entails. 

In the 1960s, as the resolutions of radio telescopes continued to 
improve and optical observations began to reveal new features of the
radio sources (for example, the ti:ty si"Zes of the light-emitting cores of 
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quasars), this growing body of information became grist for the minds 
of astrophysicists. FroiD this rich information, the astrophysicists gen
erated dozens of detailed models to explain radio galaxies and quasars, 
and then one by one their models were disproved by accumulating 
observational data. This, at last, was how science was supposed to work! 

One key piece of information was the radio astronomers' discovery 
that radio galaxies emit radio waves not only from their giant double 
lobes, one on each side of the central galaxy, but also from the core of 
the central galaxy itself. In 1971, this suggested to Martin Rees, a 
recent student of Dennis Sciama's in Cambridge, a radically new idea 
about the powering of the double lobes. Perhaps a single engine in the 
galaxy's core was responsible for all the galaxy's radio waves. Perhaps 
this engine was directly energi7;ing the core's radio-emitting electrons 
and magnetic fields, perhaps it was also beaming up power to the giant 
lobes, to energize their electrons and fields, and perhaps this engine in 
the cores of radio galaxie.s was of the same sort (whatever that might 
be) that powers quasars. 

Rees initially suspected that the beams that carry power from the 
core to the lobes were made of ultra-low-frequency electromagnetic 
waves. However, theoretical calculations soon made it clear that such 
electromagnetic beams cannot penetrate through the galaxy's interstel
lar gas, no matter how hard they try. 

AB is often the case, Rees's not quite correct idea stimulated a correct 
one. Malcolm Longair, Martin Ryle, and Peter Scheuer in Cambridge 
took the idea and modified it in a simple way: They kept Rees's beams, 
but made them of hot, magnetized gas rather than electromagnetic 
waves. Rees quickly agreed that this kind of gas jet would do the job, 
and with his student Roger Blandford he computed the properties that 
the gas jets should have. 

A few years later, thi& prediction, that the radio-emitting lobes are 
powered by jets of gas emerging from a central engine, was spectacu
larly confirmed using huge new radio interferometers in Britain, Hol
land, and America-most notably the American VLA (very large 
array) on the plains of St. Augustin in New Mexico (Figure 9.5). The 
interferometers saw the jets, and the jets had just the predicted proper
ties. They reached from the galaxy's core to the two lobes, and they 
could even be seen ramming into gas in the lobes and being slowed to a 
halt. 

The VLA uses the same "spots on the bowl'' technique as the radio 
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9.5 7'op: The VJ • .\ radio interferometer on the plains or St. Augustin in New 
Mexim. llottom: A picture of the radio emission from the radio gal-.uy Cygnus A 
rnade with the \'l.A by R. A. Perley, J.W. Dreyer, and JJ. Cowan. The jet th.at feeds 
the right-band t•adio lobe is quite clear; the jt't feedihg the left lobe is muclt 
fa·inter. Notice tlu~ enormous improvement in re.'!Oiution. of this radio-wan~ pic
{UI"e compare.d with 1\c~ber's 1944 contour map which did not show tht double 
lobes at all (Figure !}.hf). and with Jennison and Das Gupta's 1953 rddio map 
whkll bart"Jy re.,-ea led the existence of the lobes (two rectangles in Figure !J.M), 
altd with Ryle's 1969 contour map (Figure 9.3d). {Bnth pic:•lrE'.s CO\Irteay NR.AO/Al'J.) 
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interferometers of the 1940s and 1950s (Figure 9.2), but its bowl is 
much larger and it uses many more spots (many more linked radio 
telescopes). It achieves resolutions.as good as 1 arc second, about the 
same as the world's best optical telescopes--a tremendous achievement 
when one contemplates the crudeness of Jansky's and Reber's original 
instruments forty years earlier. But the improvements did not stop 
there. By the early 1980s, pictures of the cores of radio galaxies and 
quasars, with resolutions 1000 times better than optical telescopes, 
were being produced by very long baseline interferometers (VLBis) 
composed of radio telescopes on opposite sides of a continent or the 
world. (The output of each telescope in a VLBI is recorded on magnetic 
tape, along with time markings from an atomic clock, and the tapes 
from all the telescopes are then played into a computer where they are 
"interfered" with each other to make the pictures.) 

These VLBI pictures showed, in the early 1980s, that the jets extend 
right into the innennost few light-years of the core of a galaxy or 
quasar--the very region in which resides, in the case of some quasars 
such as 3C273, a brilliantly luminous, light-emitting object no larger 
than a light-month in size. Presumably the central engine is inside the 
light-emitting object, and it is powering not only that object, but also 
the jets, which then feed the radio lobes. 

The jets gave yet another clue to the nature of the central engine. 
Some jets were absolutely straight over distances of a million light
years or more. If the source of such jets were turning, then, like a 
rotating water nozzle on a sprinkler, it would produce bent jets. The 
observed jets' straighmess thus meant that the central engine had been 
firing its jets in precisely the same direction for a very long time. How 
long? Since the jets' gas cannot move faster than the speed of light, and 
since some straight jets were longer than a million light-years, the 
firing direction must have been steady for more than a million years. 
To achieve such steadiness, the engine's "nozzles," which eject the jets, 
must be attached to a superbly steady object-a long-lived gyroscope of 
some sort. (Recall that a gyroscope is a rapidly spinning object that 
holds the direction of its spin axis steadily fixed over a very long time. 
Such gyroscopes are key components of inertial navigation systems for 
airplanes and missiles.) 

Ofthe dozens of ideas that had been proposed by the early 1980s to 

explain the central engine, only one entailed a superb gyroscope with a 
long life, a size less than a light-month, and an ability to generate 
powerful jets. That unique idea was a gigantic, spinning bladt hole. 

J45 
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Gigantic Black Hole~ 

The idea that gigantic black holes might power quasars and radio 
g'<llaxies was con<:eived by F..dwin Salpeter and Y akov Borisovich Zel'
dovich in 1964 (the first year of the golden age --Chapter 7). This idea 
was an obvious application of the Salpeter·-Zel'dovich discovE'ry that 
gas .streams, falling wward a black hole, should collide and radiate (see 
Figure 8.4). 

A more complete and realistic description of the fall of gas streams 
toward a black hole \Vas devised in 1969 by Donald Lynden-Bell, a 
British astrophysicist in Cambridge. Lynden-Bell argued, convincingly, 
that after the gas streams collide, they will join together, and then 
centrifugal forces will make them spiral arouud and arom1d the hole 
many times before falling in; and as they spiral, they 'vill form a 
disk-shaped obje('t, mudtlike the rings around the planet Saturn-an 
accretion dislr. Lynden-Bell called it, since the gas is "accreting'' onto 
the hole. (The right half of Figure 8.7 shows an artist's collception of 
such an accretion disk around the modest-si~ed hole in Cygnus X-.1.) In 
the accretion disk~ adjacent gas streams win rub against each other, and 
iuteltse friction from that rubbing will heat the disk to high ternpera
tures. 

In the 1980s, astrophysicists realized that the brilliant light-emitting 
object at the center of 5C273, the object 1 light-month or less in siz.e, 
was probably Lynden-Bell's f.riction-heatt-..d accretion disk. 

We nonnally think of friction as a poor source of heat . .Recall the 
unfortunate Boy Scout who tries to start a fire by rubbing two sticks 
togetheri However, the Boy Scout is limited by his meager musde 
power, while an accretion disk's friction feeds off gravitational energy. 
Since the gravitational energy is enormous, far larger than nuclear 
energy, the friction is easily up to the task of heating the disk and 
making it shine 100 times more brightly than the most luminous 
galaxies. 

How can a black hole act as a gyroscope? Jamf'S Bardeen and Jacobus 
Petterson of Yale Univen;-ity :reali7.ed the answer in 1975: If the black 
hole spillS rapidly, then it behaves precisely like a gyroscope. Its spin 
direction remains always firmly fixed and unchanging, and the swirl of 
space n~ar the hole c.reated by the spin (Ji'igure 7.7) remains always 
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firmly oriented in the same direction. Bardeen and Petterson showed 
by a mathematical calculation that this near-hole swirl of space must 
grab the inner part of the accretion disk and hold it firmly in the hole's 
equatorial plane--and must do so no matter how the disk is oriented 
far from the hole (Figure 9.6). As new gas from interstellar space is 
captured into the distant pan of the disk, it may change the distant 
disk's orientation, but it can never change the disk's orientation near 
the hole. The hole's gyroscopic action prevents it. Near the hole the 
disk remains always in the hole's equatorial plane. 

Without Kerr's solution to the Einstein field equation, this gyro
scopic action would have been unknown, and it might have been im
possible to explain quasars. With Kerr's solution in hand, astrophysi
cists in the mid-1970s were arriving at a clear and elegant explanation. 
For the first time, the concept of a black hole as a dynamical body, 
more than just a "hole in space," was playing a central role in explain
ing astronomers' observations. 

How strong will the swirl of space be near the gigantic hole? In other 
words, how fast will gigantic holes spin? James Bardeen deduced the 
answer: He showed mathematically that gas accreting into the hole 
from its disk should gradually make the hole spin faster and faster. By 

9.6 The spin of a black hole produces a swirl of space around the hole. and that 
swirl holds the inner pal'l of the accw.tion disk in the hole's equatorial plane. 
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the time the hole has swallowed enough inspiraling gas to double its 
mass, the hole should be spinning at nearly its maximum possible 
rate--the rate beyond which centrifugal forces prevent any further 
speedup (Chapter 7). Thus, gigantic holes should typically have near
maximal spins. 

How can a black hole and its disk produce two oppositely pointed 
jets? Amazingly easily, Blandford, Rees, and Lynden-Bell at Cam
bridge vniversity recognized in the mid-1970s. There are four possible 
ways to produce jets; any one of them might do the job. 

First, Blandford and Rees realized, the disk may be surrounded by a 
cool gas cloud (Figure 9.7a). A wind blowing off the upper and lower 
faces of the disk (analogous to the wind that blows off the Sun's sur
face) may create a bubble of hot gas inside the cool cloud. The hot gas 
may then punch orifices in the cool cloud's upper and lower faces and 
flow out of them. Just as a nozzle on a garden hose collimates outflow
ing water to form a fast, thin stream, so the orifices in the cool cloud 
should collimate t.l1e outflowing hot gas to form thin jets. The direc
tions of the jets will depend on the locations of the orifices. The most 
likely locations, if the cool cloud spins about the same axis as the black 
hole, are along the common spin axis, that is, perpendicular to the 
plane of tbe inner part of the accretion disk-· and the orifices at these 
locations will produce jets whose direction is anchored to the black 
hole's gyroscopic spin. 

Second, because the disk is so hot, its internal pressure is very high, 
and this pressure might puff the disk up until it becomes very thick 
{Figure 9.7b). In this case, Lynden-Bell pointed out, the orbital motion 
of the disk's gas will produce centrifugal forces that create whirlpool
like funnels in the top and bottom faces of the disk. These funnels are 
precisely analogous to the vortex that sometimes forms when wate:r 
swirls down the drainhole of a bathtub. The black hole is like the 
drainhole, and the disk's gas is like the water. The faces of the vortex
like funnels should be so hot, because of friction in the gas, that they 
blow a strong wind off themselves, and the funnels might then colli
mate this wind into jets, Lynden-Bell reasoned. The jets' directions will 
be the same as the funnels', which in turn are firmly anchored to the 
hole's gyroscopic spin axis. 

Third, Blandford realized, magnetic field lines anchored in the disk 
and sticking out of it will be forced, by the disk's orbital motion, to spin 
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9. 7 Four methods by wbich a black llole or its accretion disk oould power twin 
jets. (a) A wind from the disk blows a bubble in a surrounding, spinning gas 
cloud; the bubble's hot gas punches orifices throush the cloud, along its spin axis; 
and jets of hot gas shoot out the orifices. (b) Tbe disk is puffed up by the pressure 
of its great internal heat. and the surface of the puffed, rotating disk fonns two 
funnels that collimate the disk's wind into two jets. (c) Magnetic field 1ines 
anchored in the disli are foreed to spin by the disk's orbital. rotation; as they spin. 
the field lines fling plasma upward and downward, and the plasma, slicliJ18 along 
the field 1inf'.s, fonns two magnetized Jets. (d) Masnetic field lines threading 
through the black hole are forced to spin by the swirl of the hole's space, and as 
they spin, the field lines fling plasma upward and downward to form two magne
tized jets. 



350 BLACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

around and around (Figure 9.7c). The spinning field lines will assume 
an outward and upward (or outward and downward) spiraling shape. 
Electrical forces should anchor hot gas (plasma) onto the spinning field 
lines; the plasma can slide along the field lines but not across them. As 
the field lines spin, centrifugal forces should fling the plasma outward 
along them to form two magnetized jets, one shooting outward and 
upward, the other outward and downward. Again the jets' directions 
will be firmly anchored to the hole's spin. 

The fourth method of producing jets is more interesting than the 
others and requires more explanation. In this fourth method, the hole 
is threaded by magnetic field lines as shown in Figure 9.7d. As the hole 
spins, it drags the field lines around and around, causing them to fling 
plasma upward and downward in much the same manner as the third 
method, to form two jets. The jets shoot out along the hole's spin axis 
and their direction thus is firmly anchored to the hole's gyroscopic spin. 
This method was conceived of by Blandford soon after he received his 
Ph.D. in Cambridge, together with a Cambridge graduate student, 
Roman Znajek, and it thus is called the Blan4ford-Znajek process. 

The Blandford-Znajek process is especially interesting, because the 
power that goes into the jets comes from the hole's enormous rotational 
energy. (This should be obvious since it is the hole's spin that causes 
space to swirl, and the swirl of space that causes the magnetic field lines 
to rotate, and the field lines' rotation that flings plasma outward.) 

How is it possible, in this Blandford-Znajek process, for the hole's 
horizon to be threaded by magnetic field lines? Such field lines would 
be a form of "hair" that can be converted into electromagnetic radia
tion and be radiated away, and therefore, according to Price's theorem 
(Chapter 7), they must be radiated away. In fact, Price's theorem is 
correct only if the black hole is sitting alone, far from aU other objects. 
The hole we are discussing, however, is not alone; it is surrounded by 
an accretion disk. If the field lines of Figure 9.7d pop off the hole, the 
lines going out the hole's northern hemisphere and those going out its 
southern hemisphere will turn out to be continuations of each other, 
and tbe only way these lines can then escape is by pushing their way 
out through the accretion disk's hot gas. But the hot gas will not let the 
field lines through; it confines them firmly into the region of space 
inside the disk's inller face, and since most of that region is occupied by 
the hole, most of the confined field lines thread through the hole. 

Where do these magnetic field lines come from? From the disk itself. 
All gas in the Universe is magnetized. at least a little bit, and the disk's 
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gas is no exception. • As, bit by bit, the disk's gas accretes into the hole, 
it carries its magnetic field lines with it. Upon nearing the hole, each 
bit of gas slides down its magnetic field lines and through the horizon, 
leaving the field lines behind, sticking out of the horizon and threading 
it in the manner of Figure 9.7d. These threading field lines, firmly 
confined by the surrounding disk, should then extract the hole's rota
tional energy by the Blandford-Znajek process. 

All four methods of producing jets (orifices in a gas cloud, wind from 
a funnel, whirling field lines anchored in a disk, and the Blandford
Znajek process) probably operate, to varying degrees, in quasars, in 
radio galaxies, and in the peculiar cores of some other types of galaxies 
(cores that are called active galactic nuclei). 

If quasars and radio galaxies are powered by the same k.ind of black
hole engine, what makes them look so different? Why does the light of 
a quasar appear to come from an intensely luminous, star-like object, 1 
light-month in size or less, while the light of a radio galaxy comes from 
a Milky Way-like assemblage of stars, 100,000 light-years in size? 

It seems ahnost certain that quasars are not much different from 
radio galaxies; their central engines are also surrounded by a 100,000-
light-year-sized galaxy of stars. However, in a quasar, the central black 
hole is fueled at an especially high rate by accreting gas (Figure 9.8), 
and frictional heating in the disk is correspondingly high. This huge 
heating makes the disk shine so strongly that its optical brilliance is 
hundreds or thousands of times greater than that of all the stars in the 
surrounding galaxy put together. Astronomers, blinded by the bril
liance of the disk, cannot see the galaxy's stars, and thus the object 
looks "quasi-stella1·'' (that is, star-like; like a tiny, intense point of light) 
instead of looking like a galaxy.5 

The innermost region of the disk is so hot that it emits X-rays; a 
little farther out, the disk is cooler and emits ultraviolet radiation; still 
farther out it is cooler still and E>.mits optical radiation (light); and in its 
outermost region it is even cooler and emits infrared radiation. The 
light-emitting region is typically about a light-year in si~e, though in 

""· The rnaiJiletic fields haw been buih up continually over the lite of tb~ Universe by the 
motions of i11terstellar and stellar gu, and once generated, the magnetic fields are extrr.mely 
hard to g-et rid of. When interstellar gas accumulatea into the aocretion disk, it carries its 
magnetic fields with itself. 

5. The word "quasar" is shorthand for "quasi-stellar." 
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9.8 Our best present undel'Sl3Dding of the structures of quasars and radio 
galaxies. This detailed model, based on aJI tbe observational data, has been 
developed by Slerl Pninney of (',alt.ech and others. 



9. SERENDIPITY 

some cases such as 3C275 it can be a light-month or smaller and thus 
can vary in brightness over periods as short as a month. Much of the 
X-ray radiation and ultraviolet light pouring out of the innermost 
region hits and heats gas clouds several light-years from the disk; it is 
those heated clouds that emit the spectral lines by which the quasars 
were first discovered. A magneti7;ed wind blowing off the disk, in some 
quasars but not all, will be strong enough and well enough collimated 
to produce radio-emitting jets. 

In a radio galaxy, by contrast with a quasar, the central a(:cretion 
disk presumably is rather quiescent. Quiesc-.ence means small friction in 
the disk, and thus small heating and low luminosity, so that the disk 
shines much less brightly than the rest of the galaxy. Astronomers thus 
see the galaxy and not the disk through their optical telescopes. How
ever, the disk, the spinning hole, and magnetic fields threading 
through the hole together produce strong jets, probably in the manner 
of Figure 9.7d (the Blandford-Znajek process), and those jets shoot out 
through the galaxy and into intergalactic space, where they feed en
ergy into the galaxy's huge radio-emitting lobes. 

The.se black-hole-based explanations for quasars and radio galaxies 
are so successful that it is tempting to assert they must be right, and a 
galaxy's jets must be a unique signature crying out to us "I come from a 
black hole!" However, astrophysicists are a bit cautious. They would 
like a more ironclad case. It is still possible to explain all the observed 
properties of radio galaxies and quasars using an alternative, non
black-hole engine: a rapidly spinning, magnetized, supermassive star, 
one weighing millions or billions of times as much as the Sun-a type 
of star that has never been seen by astronomers, but that theory sug
gests might form at the centers of galaxies. Such a supermassive star 
would behave much like a hole's accretion disk. By contracting to a 
small size (but a size still larger than its critical circumference), it could 
release a huge amount of gravitational energy; that energy, by way of 
friction, could heat the star so it shines brightly like an accretion disk; 
and magnetic fit>ld lines anchored in the star could spin and fling out 
plasma in jets. 

It might be that some radio galaxies or quasars are powered by such 
supermassive stars. However, the laws of physics insist that such a star 
should gradually contract to a smaller and smaller size, and then, as it 
nears its critical circumference, should implode to form a black hole. 
The star's total lifetime before implosion should be much less than the 

)j} 
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age of the Universe. This suggests that, although the youngest of radio 
galaxies and quasars might be powered by superrnassive stars. older 
011es are almost certainly powered, instead, by gigantic holes--almost 
certainly, but 11ot absolute(r certainly. These arguments are not iron
clad. 

How common are gigantic black holes? Evidence, gradually ac
cumulated during the 1980s, S\Jggests that such holes inbabit not only 
the L'Or~ of most quasars and radio galaxies, but also the cures of most. 
large, nonnal (non-radio) galaxies such as the Milky Way and An
dromeda, a.nd even the cores of some small galaxies such as An
dromeda's dwarf companion. M~2. In normal galaxies (the Milky Way, 
Andromeda, M32) the black bole presumably is surrounded by no 
accretion disk at all, or by only a tenuous disk that pours out only 
rnodest amounts of energy. 

The evidence for such a ho1e in our own Milky Way galaxy (as of 
1993) is s·uggestive, but far from firm. One key bit of evidence comes 
from the orbital rnotions of gas clouds near the renter of the galaxy. 
Infrared observations of those clouds, by Charles Townes and col
leagues at the University of California at Berkeley, show that they are 
orbiting around an object which weighs about 3 mi.llion times as much 
as the Sun, and radio observations reveal a "Very pecu1iar, though not 
strong, radio source at the position of the central object··-a radio source 
ama~ingly small, no larger than our solar system. These are the types of 
observations one might expect from a quiescent, o-million-solar-mass 
black hole with only a tenuous accretion disk; but they are also re-c~.dily 
expl.ained in other ways. 

The possibility that gigantic black holes might exist and inhabit the 
<'-<>res of galaxies Caltlt>' as a tremendous surprise to astronomers. In 
retrospect, however, it is easy to understand how such holes might form 
in a galactic core. 

In any galaxy, whenever two stars pass near each other, their gravi
tational forces swing them around each other and then fling them off 
in directions di1ferent from their original paths. (This same kind of 
swing and fling changes the orbits of NASA's spacecraft when they 
e11counte.r planets such as Jupiter.) In the swing and fling, one of the 
stars typically gets flung inward, toward the galaxy's center, while the 
other gets flung outwani, away from the cente.r. The cumulative effect 
o{ many such swings and flings is to drive some of the galaxis stars 
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deep down into the galaxy's core. Similarly, it turns out, the cumula
tive effect of friction in the galaxy's interstellar gas is to drive much of 
the gas down into the galaxy's core. 

As more and more gas and stars accumulate in the core, the gravity 
of the agglomerate they form should become stronger and stronger. 
Ultimately, the agglomerate's gravity may become so strong as to over
whelm its internal pressure, and the agglomerate may implode to form 
a gigantic hole. Alternatively, massive stars in the agglomerate may 
implode to form small holes, and those small holes may collide with 
each other and with stars and gas to form ever larger and larger holes, 
until a single gigantic hole dominates the core. Estimates of the time 
required for such implosions, collisions, and coalescences make it seem 
plausible (though not compelling) that most galaxies will have grown 
gigantic black holes in their cores long before now. 

If astronomical observations did not strongly suggest that the cores 
of galaxies are inhabited by gigantic black holes, astrophysicists e\o·en 
today, in the 1990s, would probably not predict it. However, since the 
observations do suggest gigantic holes, astrophysicists easily accommo
date themselves to the suggestion. This is indicative of our poor under
standing of what really goes on in the cores of galaxies. 

What of the future? Need we worry that the gigantic hole in our 
Milky Way galaxy might swallow the Earth? A few numbers set one's 
mind at ease. Our galaxy's central hole (if it indeed exists) weighs 
about 3 million timE>..s what the Sun weighs, and thus has a circumfer
ence of about 50 million kilometers, or 200 light-seconds-·· about one
tenth the circumference of the Earth's orbit around the Sun. This is 
tiny by comparison with the size of the galaxy itself. Our Earth, along 
with the Sun, is orbiting around the galaxy's center on an orbit with a 
circumference of 200,000 light-years--about 30 billion times larger 
than the circumference of the hole. If the hole were ultimately to 
swallow most of the mass of the galaxy, its circumference would ex
pand only to about 1 light-year, still 200,000 times smaller than the 
circumference of our orbit. 

Of course, in the roughly 1018 years (tOO million times the Uni
verse's present age) that it wiJJ require for our central hole to swallow a 
large fraction of the mass of our galaxy, the orbit of the Earth and Sun 
will change substantially. It is not possible to ·predict the details of 
those changes, since we do not know well enough the locations and 
motions of all the other stars that the Sun and Earth may encounter 
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during 1028 years. Th\15, we c-annot predict whether the Earth and Sun 
win wind up, ultimately, inside the galaxy's cemral hole, <>r vvill be 
filing out of the galaxy. However, we €'All be confident that, if the Earth 
ultimately gets swallowed, its demise is roughly 1 ot• years in the fu
ture--so far off that many other catastrophes will almost certainly 
befall the Eanh and hwnanity in the meantime. 



10 

Ripples 
of Curvature 

in which gravitational wa~ carry to Earth 
encoded symphonies of b/Qck holes colliding, 

and physicists devise instruments 
to monitor the wa~ 
and decipher their symphonies 

Symphonies 

In the core of a far-off galaxy, a billion light-years from Earth and a 
billion years ago, there accumulated a dense agglomerate of gas and 
hundreds of millions of stars. The agglomerate gradually shrank, as 
one star after another was flung out and the remaining 100 million 
stars sank closer to the center. After 100 million years, the agglomerate 
had shrunk to several light-years in size, and small stars began, occa
sionally, to collide and coalesce, forming larger stars. The larger stars 
consumed their fuel and then imploded to form black holes, and pairs 
of holes, flying close to each other, occasionally were captured into 
orbit around each other. 

Figure 10.1 shows an embedding diagram for one such black-hole 
binary. Each hole creates a deep pit (strong spacetime curvature) in the 
embedded surface, and as the holes encircle each other, the orbiting 
pits produce ripples of curvature that propagate outward with the 
speed of light. The ripples form a spiral in the fabric of spacetime 
around the binary, much like the spiraling pattern of water from a 
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10.1 An embedding diagram depicting the curvature of spa(:e in the orbital 
"plane" of a binary system made of two black h()les. At the center are two piL~ 
that represent the strong spa~time curvature around the two holes. TI1ese pits 
are the same as encountered in previous black-hole embedding diagrams, for 
example, Figure 7.6. As the holes orbit each other, they cw.ate outward propll{l!a· 
ling ripples of curvature called p'fl'VitatioMl waves. ~CO\lrtP.sy LIGO Projer.t, Califor
nia Institute of Tecbnology.j 

rapidly rotating lawn sprinkler. Just as each drop of water from the 
sprinkler flies nearly radially outward, so each bit of curvature flies 
nearly radially outward; and just as the outward flying drops together 
form a spiraling stream of water, so all the bits of curvature together 
form spiraling ridges and valleys in the fabric of spaceti:rne. 

Since spacetime curvature is the same thing as gravity, these ripples 
of curvature are actually waves of gravity. or gravitational waves. Ein
stein's general theory of relativity predicts, unequivocally, that such 
gravitational waves must be produced whe~ever two b)ack holes orbit 
each other··--and also whenever two stars orbit each other. 

As they depart for outer space, the gravitational waves push back on 
the holes in much the same way as a bullet kicks back on the gun that 
fires it. The waves' push drives the holes closer together and up to 
higher speeds; that is, it makes them slowly spiral inward toward each 
other. The inspiral gradually releases gravitational energy, with half of 
the released energy going into the waves and the other half into in
creasing the holes' orbital speeds. 
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The holes' inspiral is slow at first, but the closer the holes draw to 
each other, the faster they move, the more strongly they radiate their 
ripples of curvature, and the more rapidly they lose energy and spiral 
inward (Figures 1 0.2a,b). Ultimately, when each hole is moving at 
nearly the speed of light, their horizons touch and merge. Where once 
there were two holes, now there is one--a rapidly spinning, dumbbell
shaped hole (Figure 10.2c). As the horizon spins, its dumbbell shape 
radiates ripples of curvature, and those ripples push back on the hole, 
gradua11y reducing its dumbbell protrusions until they are gone (Fig
ure 1 0.2d). The spinning hole's horizon is left perfectly smooth and 
circular in equatorial cross section, with precisely the shape described 
by Kerr's solut~on to the Einstein field equation (Chapter 7). 

By examining the final, smooth black hole, one cannot in any way 
discover its past history. One cannot discern whether it was created by 
the coalescence of two smaller holes, or by the direct implosion of a star 
made of matter, or by the direct implosion of a star made of antimatter. 
The black hole has no "hair" from which to decipher its history (Chap
ter 7). 

10 . .2 Embedding diagrams depicting the curvature of space around a binary 
system made of two black l\oles. The diagrams have been embellished by the 
artist to give a sense of motion. Each successive diagram is at a later moment of 
time, when the two holes have spiraled closer together. In diagrams (a) and (b), 
the holes' horizons are the circles at the bottoms of the pits. The horizons merge 
just before diagram (c), to form a single, dumbbell-shaped hori7..on. The rotating 
dumbbell emits gravitational waves. which carry away it."' deformation, leaving 
behind a smooth, spinning, KelT black hole in diagram (d). [Cour~.sy LTGO Project, 
California Institute of Technology.) 

( c ) ( d. ) 
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However, the bistoty is not entirely lost. A record baa been k.ept: It 

bas been enooded in the ripples of apaoetime curvature that the coalesc
ing holes emitted. Those curvature ripples are much like the sound 
waves from a symphony. Just as the symphony ia encoded in the 10und 
waves~ modulations (larg~r amplitude here, smaller there; higher fre
quency wiggles here, lower there), ao the coalescence history is encoded 
in modulation• of the curvature ripples. And jll8t. as the sound waves 
carry their encoded symphony from the orchestra that produces it to 
the audience, so the C\ll'\'ature ripple. eany their encoded history from 
the coalescing holes to the distant Universe. 

The c:wvature ripples travel outward in the fabric of spacetime, 
through the agglomerate of atars and gas where the two holes were 
born. The agglomerate absorbs none of the ripples and distorts them 
not at all; the ripples' encoded history remaina perfectly unchanged. On 
outl\vd the ripples propagate, through the agglomerate's parent gal
axy and into intergalactic space, through the cluster of galaxies in 
which the puent gala~y resides, thee onward through one cluster of 
galuies after another and into our own cl1Jster, into our own Milky 
Way galaxy, and into our solar system, through the Earth, and on out 
toWard other, distant galaxies. 

If we humans are cl~ver enough, we should be able to monitor the 
ripples of spacetime cur\'ature as t.~ey pass. Ottt computers can trans
late thE-m f.roJn ripples of curvature to ripples of sound, and we then 
will bear the holes' symphony: a symphony that gradually riaes in pitch 
and intemity as the holes spiral together, then gyrates in a wild way as 
they coalesce into one, deformed bole, then slowly fades with steady 
pitch as the ho!e's protrusions gradually shrink and disappear. 

If we can decipher it, the ripples' symphony will contain a wealth of 
information: 

t. The symphony will contain a rignature that saya, ''! come from a 
pair of black holes that are spiraling together and coalescing." 
This will be the kind of absolutely lUlequivocal black-hole signa
ture that astronomers thus far have searched for in vain using 
light and X-rays (Chapter 8) and radio waves (Chapter 9). Be
cause the light, X-rays, and radio waves are produ<led far outside 
a hole's hori~n. and because they are emitted by a type of mate-
rial (hot, high-speed electrons) that is completely different from 
that of which the hole ia made (pure spacetime curvat~), and 
beaUJe they can be strongJy distorted by propagating through 
intervening matter, they can bring us but little information about 
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the hole, and no definitive signature. The ripples of curvature 
(gravitational waves), by contrast, are produced very near the 
coalescing holes' horizons, they are made of the same material (a 
warpage of the fabric of spacetime) as the holes, they are not 
distorted at all by propagating through intervening matter- and, 
as a consequence, they can bring us detailed information abcmt 
the holes and an unequivocal black-hole signature. 

2. The ripples' symphony can tell us just how heavy each of the 
holes was, how fast they were 8pinning, the shape of their orbit 
(circular? elongated?), where the holes are on our sky, and how 
far they are from F..arth. 

5. The symphony will contain a partial map of the inspiraling holes' 
spacetime curvature. For the first time we will be able to test 
definitively general relativity's black-hole predictions: Does the 
symphony's map agree with Kerr's solution of the 'Einstein field 
equation (Chapter 7)? Does the map show space swirling near the 
spinning hole, as KetT's solution demands? Does the amount of 
swW agree with Kerr's solution? Does the way the swirl changes 
as one approaches the horizon agree with Kerr's solution? 

4. The symphony will describe the merging of the two holes' hori
zons and the wild vibrations of the newly merged holes--merg
ing and vibration!! of which, today, we have only the vaguest 
understanding. We understand them only vaguely because they 
are governed by a feature of Einstein's general relativity laws 
that we comprehend only poorly: the laws' nonlinearity (Box 
10.1). By "nonlinearity" is meant the propensity of strong r.llrva
ture itself to produce more curvature, which in tum produces still 
more curvature--much like the grovtth of an avalanche, where a 
trickle of sliding snow pulls new snow into the flow, which in 
turn grabs more snow until an entire mountainside of snow i$ in 
motion. We understand this nonlinearity in a quiescent black 
hole; there it is responsible for holding the hole together; it is the 
hole's "glue." But we do not understand what the nonlinearity 
does, how it behaves, what its effects are, when the strong curva
ture is violently dynamical. The merger and vibration of two 
holes is a promising "laboratory" iu which to seek such under-· 
standing. The unden"tanding can come through hand-in-ha.r1d 
cooperation between experimental physicists who monitor the 
symphonic ripples from coalescing holes in the distant Universe 
and theoretical physicists who simulate the coalescence on super
computers. 
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Nonlinearity and Its Consequences 

A quantity is called linear if its total size is the sum of its parts; otherwise 
it is rwnlirl.ear. 

My fami~y !nco:rne is linear: It is the sum of my wife's salary and :rny 
own. The amount of money I have in my retir~.ment fund is nonlinear: It 
is not the sum of all the contributions 1 have invested in the past; rather, it 
is far greater than that sum, because each contribution started earning 
interest when it was im:csted, and each bit of interest in turn earned 
interest of its ow11. 

The volume of wat(."l' tlowi11g in a sewer pipe is linear: It is the sum of 
the con.tributions from an the homes that fP.:ed into thP.: pipe. The volume 
of snow flowing in an avalanche is nonlinear: A tiny trickl~ of sno'v can 
trigger a whole mountainside of snow to start sliding. 

Linear phenomena are simple, easy to ana1yze, easy to predict. Nonlin
ear phenomena are complex and hard to predict. I,inear phe110memt ex. 
hibit only a fE'W types of behaviors; they are easy to categorize. Nonlinear 
phenomena exhibit great richnt>.ss--a richness that scientists and tongi·· 
neers have only appreciated in recent years, as they have begun to con
frout a type of nor,linear behavior called chao.~. (For a beautiful introduc· 
tion to the concept of chaos see Gleick, 1987.) 

When spacetime curvature is weak (as ill the so1ar syste!Il), it is very 
nearly linear; for example, the tides on the Earth's ocean.s are the smn of 
the tides produced by the .Moon's spacetime curvature (tidal gravity) and 
the tides produced hy the Sur1. By contrast, when spacetime curvature is 

To achieve this understanding will require monitoring the holes' 
symphonic ripples of curvature. How can they be monitored? The key 
is the physical nature of the curvatur~: Spacetim~ curvature is t..lte same 
thing as tidal gravjty. The spacetime curvature produced by the Moon 
raises tides in the Earth's oceans (Figure 10.3a), and the ripples of 
spacetime c11rvature in a gravitational wave should similarly raise 
ocean tide, {.li'igure 10.3b). 

General relativity insists, however, that the ocean tides raised by the 
Moon and those raised by a gra.vitational wave differ in three major 
ways. The first difference is propagation. The gravitational wave's tidal 
forces (curvature ripples) are analogou!i to Hght waves or radio waves: 
They travel from their source to the Earth at the sp~d of light, oscillat
ing as they trave1. 'The l"vloon's tidal forces, by contrast, are like the 
electric field of a charged body. Just as the electric field is attached 
firmly to the charged body and the body carries it around, always 



strong (as in the big bang and near a black hole), Einstein's general 
relativistic laws of gravity predict that the curvature should be extremely 
nonlinear--among the most nonlinear phenomena in the Universe. How
ever, as yet we possess almost no experimental or observational data to 
show us the effects of gravitational nonlinearity, and we are so inept at 
solving Einstein's equation that our solutions have taught us about the 
nonlinearity only in simple situations-for example, around a quiescent, 
spinning black hole. 

A quiescent black hole owes its existence to gravitational nonlinearity; 
without the gravitational nonlinearity, the hole could not hold itself to
gether, just as without gaseous nonlir1earities, the great red spot on the 
planet Jupiter c-.ould not hold itself together. When the imploding star that 
creates a black hole disappears through the hole's horizon, the star loses its 
ability to influence the hole in any way; most important, the star's gravity 
can no lonbrer hold the hole together. The hole then continues to exist 
solely because of gravitational nonlinearity: The hole's spacetime curva
ture continuously regenerates itself nonlinearly, without the aid of the 
star; and the self-generated curvature acts as a nonlinear "glue" to bind 
itself together. 

The quiescent black hole whets our appetites to learn more. What other 
phenomena can gravitational nonlinearity produce? Some answers may 
come from monitoring and decoding the ripples of spacetime curvature 
prod,1ced by coalescing black holes. We there might see chaotic, bizarre 
behaviors that we never anticipated. 

sticking out of itselfJike quills out of a hedgehog, so also the tidal forces 
are attached firmly to the Moon, and the Moon carries them around, 
sticking out of itself in a never-changing way, ready always to grab 
hold of and squeeze and stretch anything that comes into the Moon's 
vicinity. The Moon's tidal forces squee1.e and stretch the .Earth's oceans 
in a way that seems to change every few hours only because the Earth 
rotates through them. If the Earth did not rotate, the squeeze and 
stretch would be constant, unchanging. 

The second difference is the direction of the tides (Figures 10.3a,b): 
The Moon produces tidal forces in all spatial directions. lt stretches the 
oceans in the longitudinal direction (toward and away from the Moon), 
and it squeezes the oceans in transverse directions (perpendicular to the 
Moon's direction). By contrast, a gravitational wave produces no tidal 
forces at all in the longitudinal direction (along the direction of the 
wave's propagation). However, in the transverse plane, the wave 
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10.5 The tidal forces produced by the Moon and by a graVitational wave. (a} The 
Moon's tidal Corct>.s stretth and squeeze the Earth's oee8llB; the stretch is lo~Wtu
dinal, tbe squeeze is transferse. (b) A gral'ttational wave's tidal forces stretch and 
squeeze the Earth's oceans; the forces are entirely transverse. with a stretch 
along one transverse direction and a squ~ along the other. 

stretches the oceans in one direction (the up-down direction in Figure 
10.5b) and squeetes alongt.lte other direction (the front-back direction 
in Figure 1 O.ob). This stretch and squeeze is oscillatory. As a crest of the 
wave passes, the stretch is up--down. the squeeze is front-back; as a 
trough of the wave passes, there is a reversal to up-down squeeze and 
front-back stret<'.h; as the next crest arrives, there is a reversal again to 
up-down stretch and front-back squeeze. 
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The third difference between the Moon's tides and those of a gravi
tational wave is their size. The Moon produces tides roughly 1 meter in 
size, so the difference between high tide and low tide is about 2 meters. 
By contrast, the gravitational waves from coalescing black holes should 
produce tides in the Earth's oceans no larger than about 10'14 meter, 
which is tO-"u of the size of the Earth (and 1/10,000 the size of a single 
atom, and just 10 times larger than an atom's nucleus). Since tidal 
forces are proportional to the size of the object on which they aet 
(Chapter 2), the waves will tidally distort any object by about 10"111 of 
its size. In this sense, to-:u is the strength ojthe waves when they arrive 
at Earth. 

·why are the waves so weak? Because the coalescing holes are so far 
away. The strength of a gravitational wave, like the strength of a light 
wave, dies out inversely with the distance traveled. When the waves 
are still close to the holes, their strength is roughly 1; that is, they 
squeeze and stretch an object by about as much as the object's size; 
humans would be killed by so strong a stretch and squeeze. However, 
when the waves have reached Earth, their strength is reduced to 
roughly (l/30 of the holes' circumference) / (the distance the waves 
have traveled).1 For holes that weigh about 10 times as much as the 
Sun and are a billion light-years away, this wave strength is 
( 1~o) X (180 kilometers for the horizon circumference)/(a billion light
years for the distance to Earth) ~ tO-lat. Therefore, the waves distort 
the Earth's oceans by 10"21 X (107 meters for the Earth's si2.e) = 10"14 

meter, or 10 times the diameter of an atomic nucleus. 
It is utterly hopeless to think of measuring such a tiny tide on the 

Earth's turbulent ocean. Not quite so hopeless, howevert are the pros
pects for measuring the gravitational wave's tidal forces on a carefully 
designed laboratory instrument-a gravitational-wa1Je detector. 

Bars 

Joseph Weber was the first person with sufficient insight to reali2.e 
that it is not utterly hopeless to try to detect gravitational waves. A 
graduate of the U.S. Naval Academy in 1940 with a bachelor's degree 

1. The factor 1hu comes from detailed calculations with the .E.instei1'1 tield equation. lt 
incl11des a factor l/(21t), which is approximatP.ly •,.{;, to convert the hole's drcumferencc into 
a radius, and an additional factor 1/5 that arises ti-orn details of the Ein.stP.in tleld equation. 
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in engineering, Weber served in World War II on the aircraft carrier 
Le:~ington, until it was sunk in t.he Battle of the C.10ral Sea, and then 
became commandi~ officer of Submarine Chaser No. 690; and he led 
Brigadier General Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., and 1900 Rangers onto the 
beach in the i945 invasion of Italy. After the war he became head of 
the t-lectronic countermeasures section of the Bureau of Ships for the 
U.S. Navy. His reputation for mastery of radio and radar technology 
was so great that in 1948 he- was offered and accepted the position of 
full profE!Ssor of electrical engineering a.t the University of Maryland
full professor at age twenty··nine, and with no more college education 
than a bachelor's degree. 

While teaching electrical engineering at Maryland, Weber prepared 
for a career change: He worked toward, and coJnpleted, a Ph.D. in 
physics at Catholic University, in part under the same person as had 
been John Wheeler's Ph.D. advise-r, Karl Herzfeld. From Herzfeld, 
Weber learned enough about the physics of atoJJl.S, molecules, and 
radiation to invent, in 1951, one version of the mechanism by which 
lasers work, but he did not have the resources to demonstrate his 
COT!cept experimentally. While Weber was publishing his concept, t.wo 
other research groups, one at Columbia University led by Charles 
Townes and the other in Moscow led by Nikolai Gennadievich Basov 
and Aleksandr Michailovich Prokharov, independently invented alter
native venions of the mechanism, and then went on to construct work
ing lasers.9 Though Weber's paper had been the first publication on the 
mechanism, he received hardly any credit; the Nob~ I Prize and patents 
went to the Columbia and Moscow scientists. Disappointed, but maizl
taining close friendships with Townes and Basov, Weber sought a new 
research direction. 

As part of his search, Weber spent a year in John Wheeler's group, 
became an expert on general relativity, and with Wheeler did theoreti· 
cal research on general relativity's predictions of the properties of 
gravitational waves. By 1957, he had found his new direction. He 
would embark on the world's first effort to build apparatus for detect
ing and monitCJring gravitational waves. 

Through late 1957, all of 1958, and early !959, Weber struggled to 

invent ew..ry scheme he could for detecting gravitational waves. This 

2. Tl:.eir la.t1m1 actu.a!ly producd micruw•ves {~~o.\ort·-wavelength radio wav~) rather than 
light, and thut WP.~ cal.Y mast!.I'S rather than "lasren1." "Roal" ]uers, the kind lhat produce 
li~ht, were not s~tccenfully oonstrueted unti! l!e\'~J'lll yean later. 
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was a pen, papE'.r, and brainpower exercise, not experimental. He filled 
four 300-page notebooks with ideas, possible detector designs, and cal
culations of the expected perfonnance of each design. One idea after 
another he cast aside as not promising. One design after another failed 
to give high sensitivity. But a few held promise; and of them, Weber 
ultimately chose a cylindrical aluminum bar about 2 meters long, a 
half meter in diameter, and a ton in weight, oriented broadside to the 
incoming waves (Figure 10.4 below). 

As the waves' tidal force oscillates, it should first compress, then 
stretch, then compress such a bar's en~. The bar has a natural mode of 
vibration which can respond resonandy to this oscillating tidal force, a 
mode in which its ends vibrate in and out relative to its center. That 
natural mode, like the ringing of a bell or tuning fork or wine glass, has 
a well-defined frequency. Just as a bell or tuning fork or wine glass can 
be made to ring sympathetically by sound waves that match its natural 
frequency, so the bar can be made to vibrate sympathetically by oscil
lating tidal forces that match its natural frequency. To use such a bar as 
a gravitational-wave detector, then, one should adjust its size so its nat
ural frequency will match that of the incoming gravitational waves. 

What frequency will that be? In 1959, when Weber embarked on 
this project, few people believed in black holes (Chapter 6), and the 
believers understood only very litde about a hole's properties. Nobody 
then imagined that holes could col1ide and coalesce and eject ripples of 
spacetime curvature with encoded histories of their collisions. Nor 
could anyone give much hopeful guidance about other sources of gravi
tational waves. 

So Weber embarked on his effort nearly blind. His sole guide was a 
crude {but correct) argument that the gravitational waves probably 
would have frequencies below about t 0,000 Hertz ( 10,000 cycles per 
second}--that being the orbital frequency of an object which moves at 
the speed of light (the fastest possible) around the most compact con
ceivable star: one with size near the critical circumference. So Weber 
designed the best detectors he could, letting their resonant frequencies 
fall wherever they might below 10,000 Hertz, and hoped that the 
Universe would provide waves at his chosen frequencies. He was lucky. 
The resonant frequencies of his bars were about 1000 Hertz ( 1000 
cycles of oscillation per second), and it turns out that some of the waves 
from coalescing black holes should oscillate at just such frequencies, as 
should some of the waves from supernova explosions and from (:oalesc
ing pairs of neutron stars. 

367 
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The most challenging aspect of Weber's project was to invent a 
sensor for monitoring his bars' Yibrations. Those wave-induced vibra
tions, he expected, would be tiny: smaller than the diameter of the 
nucleus of an atom [but he did not know, in the 1960s, how very tiny: 
just 10-21 X (the 2-meter length of his bats) ::: 1Q-lh meter or one
millionth the diameter of the nucleus of an atom, according to more 
recent estimates). To most physicists of the late 1950s and the 1960s, 
even one-tenth of the diameter of an atomic nucleus looked impossibly 

10.4 Joseph Weber, demonstratlng the piezoelectric crystals slued around the 
middle of his aluminum bar; ca.1975. Gravitational waves should drive the bar's 
end-to-end vibrations, and those vibrations should squee:r..e the crystals in and 
out so they produce oscillating voltages that are detected electronicaHy. i Photo by 
James P. Blair, courteay the National Geocraphic Society.] 
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difficult to measure. Not so to Weber. He invented a sensor that was up 
to the task. 

Weber's sensor was based on the piezoelectric effect, in which certain 
kinds of materials (certain crystals and ceramics), when squeezed 
slightly, develop electric voltages from one end to the other. Weber 
would have liked to make his bar from such a material, but these 
materials were far too expE>..nsive, so he did the next best thing: He 
made his bar from aluminum, and he then glued piezoelectric crystals 
around the bar's middle (Figure 10.4·). As the bar vibrated, its surface 
squeezed and stretched the crystals, each crystal developed an oscillat
ing voltage, and Weber strung the crystals together one after another 
in an electric circuit so their tiny oscillating voltages would add up to a 
large enough voltage for electronic detection, even when the bar's 
vibrations were only one-tenth the diameter of the nucleus of an 
atom. 

In the early 1960s, Weber was a lonely figure, the only experimental 
physicist in the world seeking gravitational waves. With his bitter 
aftertaste of laser competition, be enjoyed the loneliness. However, in 
the early 1970s, his impressive sensitivities and evidence that he might 
actually be detecting waves (which, in retrospect, I am convinced he 
was not) attracted dozens of other experimenters, and by the 1980s 
more than a hundred talented experimenters were engaged in a cmn
petition with him to make gravitational-wave astronomy a reality. 

I first met Weber on a hillside opposite Mont Blanc in the French 
Alps, in the summer of 1963, four years after he embarked on his 
project to detect gravitational waves. I was a graduate student, just 
beginning research in relativity, and along with thirty-five other stu
dents from around the world I had come to the Alps for an intensive 
two-month summer school focusing solely on Einstein's general rela
tivistic laws of gravity. Our teachers were the world's greatest relativity 
experts-John Wheeler, Roger Penrose, Charles Misner, Bryce De
Witt, Jo$eph Weber, and others--and we learned from them in lec
tures and private conversations, with the glisw..ning snows of the Agui 
de Midi and Mont Blanc towering high in the sky above us, belled cows 
grazing in brilliant green pastures around us, and the picturesque vil
lage of Les Houches several hundred meters below us, at the foot of our 
school's hillside. 

In this glorious setting, Weber lectured about gravitational waves 
and his project to detect them, and I listened, fascinated. "Between 
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lectures V\'eber and I conversed about physics, life, and mountain 
climbing, and I came to regard him as a kindred soul. We were both 
loners; neither of us enjoyed intense competition or vigorous intellec
tual give-ar1d-take. We both preferred to wrestle with a. problem ort our 
own, seeking advice and ideas occasionally from friends, but not being 
buffeted by others who were trying to beat 11s to a new insight or 
discovery. 

Over the next decade, as reseaw.h on black holes heated up and 
entered its golden age {Chapier 7), I began to find black-hole research 
distasteful-too much intensity, too much competition, too much 
rough-and-tumble. So I cast about for <lllotber area of research, one 
with more elbow room, into which I could put most of my effort while 
still working on black holes and other things part time. Inspired by 
W P.be.1·, I chose gravitational waves. 

Like Weber, I saw gravitational waves as an infant research field 
with a bright future. By entering the field in its infancy, 1 could have 
the fun of helping mold it, I could lay foundi!!.tions on which others 
later would build, and I could do so without others breathing down my 
neck, since most other relativity theorists were then focusing on black 
holes. 

For Weber, the foundations to be laid were experimental: the inven
tion, constructiun, and contjnual improvement oi detectors. For me, 
they were tl1eoreti.cal: try to ·understand what Einstein's gravitational 
laws have to say about how gravitational waves are produced, how they 
push back <m their sources as they depart, and how they propagate; try 
to figure out which kinds of astronomical objects will produce the 
Universe's strongest waves, how strong their waves will be, and with 
what frequencies they will oscillate; invent mathematical tools for 
computing the details of the encoded symphonies produced by these 
objects, so when Weber and others ultimately detect the waves, theory 
and experiment can be compared. 

In 1969 I spent six weeks in M.oscow, at Zel'do,·ich's invitation. One
day Zel'dovich took time out from bombarding me and others with 
new ideas (Chapters 7 and 12), and drove me over to Moscow Univer
sity to introduce me to a young experimental physicist, Vladimir Bra
ginsky. Braginsky, stimulated by Weber, had been working for several 
years to develop techniques for gravitational-wave detection; he was 
the first experimenter after Weber to enter the field. He was also in the 
mid8t of other fascinating experiments: a search for quarks (a funda-
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mental building block of protons and neutrons), and an experiment to 
test Einstein's assertion that all objects, no matter what their composi
tion, fall with the same acceleration in a gravitational field (an asser
tion that underlies Einstein's description of gravity as spacetime curva
ture). 

I was impressed. Braginsky was clever, deep, and had excellent taste 

in physics; and he was warm and forthright, as easy to talk to about 
politics as about science. We quickly became close friends and learned 
to respect each other's world views. For me, a liberal Democrat in the 
American spectrum, the freedom of the individual was paramount over 
all other considerations. No government should have the right to dic
tate how one lives one's life. For Braginsky, a nondoctrinaire Com:rnu
nist, tht'! responsibility of the individual to society was paramount. We 
are our brothers' keepers, and well we should be in a world where evil 
people like Joseph Stalin can gain control if we are not vigilant. 

f..4t: .Joseph Weber, Kip Thorne, and Tony Tyson at a conference on gravitational 
J"ddiation in Warsaw, Poland, September 1973. Right: Vladimir Braginsky and 
Kip Thome, in Pasadena, California, October 1984. [Left: phoLo by ::vlarek Holzman, 
courtesy Andrzej Trautman; right: courtesy Valentin X. Rudenko.] 
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Brd.ginsky had foresight that nobody else possessed. During our 1969 
meeting, and then again in 1971 and i972, he warm.-d me that the bars 
being used to search for gravitational waves have a fundamental, ulti
mate limitation. That limitation, he told me, comes from the laws of 
quantum mechanics. Although we normally think of quantum me
chanics as governing tiny objects such as electrons, atoms, and mole
cules, if we make sufficiently precise measurements on the vibratioll$ 
of a one-ton bar, we should see those vibrations also behave quantum 
mechanically, and their quantum me<'.hanical behavior will ultimately 
cause problems for gravitational-wave detection. Braginsky had con
vinced himself of this by calculating the ultimate performance of 
Weber's piezoelectric crystals and of several other kinds of sensors that 
one might use to measure a bar's vibrations. 

I didn't understand what Braginsky was talking about; I didn't un
derb1:and his reasoning, I didn't understand his conclusion, I didn't 
understand its importance, and I didn't pay much attention. Other 
things he was teaching me seemed much more important: From him I 
was learning how to think about experiments, how to design experi
mental apparcltus, how to predict the noise that will plague the appara
tus, and how to suppress the noise so the apparatus will succeed in its 
task-and from me, Braginsky was lecu-ning how to think about Ein
stein's laws of gTavity, how to identify their predictions. We were 
rapidly becoming a team, each bringing to our joint enterprise his own 
expertise; and over the next two decades, together we would have great 
fun and make a few discoveries. 

Each year in the early and mid-1.970s, when we saw each other in 
Moscow or Pasadena or Copenhagen or Rome or wherever, Braginsky 
repeated his warning about quantum mechanical trouble for gravita
ti<>nal-wave detectors, and each year I again did not understand. His 
warning was somewhat muddled because he himself did not under
st<tnd fully what was going oo. However, in 1976, after Braginsky, and 
independently Robin Giffard at Stanford University, managed to make 
the warning more clear, I suddenly understood. The warning was seri
ou.s, I finally realized; the ultimate sensitivity of a bar detector is 
severely limited by the uncertaUtty principle. 

The uncertainty principle is a fundamental feature of the laws of 
quantum mechanics. It says that, if you make a highly accurate mea
b"llJ'ement of the position of an object, then i11 the process of your 
measurement you will necessarily kick the object, thereby perturbing 



Box 10.2 

The Uncertainty Principle and 
Wave/Particle Duality 

The uncertainty principle is intimately related to wave/particle duality 
(Box 4-.l )-that is, to the propensity of particles to act sometimes like 
waves and sometimes like particles. 

If you measure the position of a particle (or any other object, for exam
ple, the end of a bar) and learn that it is somewhere inside some error box, 
then regardless of what the particle's wave might have looked like before 
the measurement, during the measurement the measuring apparatus will 
"kick" the wave and thereby confine it inside the error box's interior. The 
wave, thereby, will acquire a confined form something like the following: 

DlSTANC.E 

Such a confined wave contains many different wavelengths, ranging from 
the size of the box itself (marked rno.z above) to the tiny size of the corners 
at which the wave begins and ends (marked min). More specifically, the 
confined wave can be constructed by adding together, that is, superimpos
ing, the following oscillatory waves, which have wavelengths ranging 
from max down to min: 

+1\p+ 
f\/\v + 1\J\./' + /\JVV+ ... 

Now, recall that the shorter the wavelength of the wave's oscillations, 
the larger the energy of the particle, and thus also the larger the particle's 
velocit.y. Since the measurement has given the wave a range of wave
lengths, the particle's energy and velocity might now be anywhere in the 
corresponding ranges; in other words, its ent-sgy and velocity are uncer
tain. 

(continued next page) 



(Box 1Q2 continued) 

To recapitulate, the measurement confined the particle's wave to the 
error box (first diagram above); this made the wave consist of a range of 
wavelengths (second diagram); that range of wavelengths oorresponds to a 
range of energy and velocity; and the velocity is therefore uncertain. No 
matter how hard you try, you cannot avoid producing this velocity uncer
tainty when y<Ju measure the particle's position. Moreover, when this 
chain of reasoning is examined in greater depth, it predicts that the more 
accurclte your measur.ement, that is, the smaller your error box, the larger 
the ranges of wavelengths and velocity, and thus the larger the uncer
tainty in the particle's velocity. 

the object's velocity in a random, unpredictable way. The more accu
rate your position measurement is, the more strongly and unpredict
ably you must perturb the object's velocity. No matter how clever you 
are in designing your measurement, you cannot circumvent this innate 
uncertainty. (See Box 10.2.) 

The uncertainty principle governs not only measurements of micro
scopic objects such as electrons, atoms, and molecules; it also governs 
measurements of large objects. However, because a large object has 
large inertia, a measurement's kick wiU perturb its velocity only 
slightly. (The velocity perturbation will be inversely proportional to 
the object's mass.) 

The uncertainty principle, when applied to a gravitational-wave 
detector, says that the more accurately a sensor measures the position 
of the end or side of a vibrating bar, the more strongly and randomly 
the measurement must kick the bar. 

For an inaccurate sensor, the kick can be tiny and unimportant, but 
because the sensor was inaccurate, you do not know very well the 
amplitude of the bar's vibrations and thus cannot monitor weak gravi
tational waves. 

For an extremely accurate sensor, the kick is so enormous that it 
strongly changes the bar's vibrations. These large, unknowable changes 
thus mask the effects of any gravitational wave you might try to detect. 

Somewhet"e between these two extremes there is an optimal accu
racy for the sensor: an accuracy neither so poor that you learn little nor 
so great that the unknowable kick is strong. At that optimal accura~y, 
which is now called Braginsky's standard quantum limit, the effect of 
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the kick is just barely as debilitating as the errors made by the sensor. 
No sensor can monitor the bar's vibrations more accurately than this 
standard quantum limit. How small is this limit? For a 2-meter-long, 
1-ton bar, it is about 100,000 times smaller than the nucleus of an 
atom. 

In the 1960s, nobody seriously contemplated the need for such accu
rate measurements, because nobody understood very clearly just how 
weak should be the gravitational waves from black holes and other 
astronomical bodies. But by the mid-1970s, spurred on by Weber's 
experimental project, I and other theorists had begun to figure out how 
strong the strongest waves were likely to be. Roughly 10-21 was the 
answer, and this meant the waves would make a 2-meter bar vibrate 
with an amplitude of only 10-21 X (2 meters), or about a millionth the 
diameter of the nucleus of an atom. If these estimates were correct (and 
we knew they were highly uncertain), then the gravitational-wave 
signal would be ten times smaUer than Braginsky's standard quantum 
limit, and therefore could not possibly be detected using a bar and any 
known kind of sensor. 

Though this was extremely worrisome, all was not lost. Braginsky's 
deep intuition told him that, if experimenters were especially clever, 
they ought to be able to circumvent his standard quantum limit. There 
ought to be a new way to design a sensor, he argued, so that its un
knowable and unavoidable kick does not hide the influence of the 
gravitational waves on the bar. To such a sensor Braginsky gave the 
name quantum nondemolition5

; "quantum'' because the sensor's kick is 
demanded by the laws of quantum mechanics, "nondemolition" be
cause the sensor would be so configured that the kick would not demol
ish the thing you are trying to measure. the influence of the waves on 
the bar. Braginsky did not have a workable design for a quantum 
nondemolition sensor, but his intuition told him that such a sensor 
should be possible. 

This time I listened, carefully; and over the next two years I and my 
group at Caltech and Braginsky and his group in Moscow both strug
gled, on and off, to devise a quantum nondemolition sensor. 

We both found the answer simultaneously in the autumn of 1977-
but by very different routes. I remember vividly my excitement when 

3. Bnginsky has & remarkable mastery of the nuances of the English language; he can 
construct an eloquent English phrase to describe a new idea far more readily than most 
Americans or Britons. 
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the idea occurred to Carlton Caves and me4 in an intense discussion 
over lunch at the Greasy (Caltech's student cafeteria). And I recall the 
bittersweet taste of learning that Braginsky, Yuri V orontsov, and Fa.I·
hld Khalili had had a significant piece of the same idea in Moscow at 
essentiallr the same time--bitter because I get great satisfact~on from 
being the first to discover something new; sweet because I am so fond 
of Braginsky and thus get pleasure from aharing discoveries with him. 

Our full quantum. nondemolition idea is rather abstract and permits 
a wide variety of sensor designs for circumventing Bragi11sky's standard 
quantum limit. The idea's abstractness, however, makes it difficult to 
explain, so here I shall describe just one (not very practical) example of 
a quantum nondemolition sensor.5 This example has been called, by 
Braginsky, a stroboscopic sensor. 

A stroboscopic sensor relies on a special property of a bar's vibrations: 
If the bar is given a very sharp, unknown kick, its amplitude of vibra
tion will change, but no matter what that amplitude change is. pre
cisely one period of oscillation after tht> kick the bar's vibrn.ting end 
will return to the same position as it had at the moment of the kick 
(black dots in Figure 10.5). At least this is true if a gravitational wave 
(or some other force) has not squeezed or stretched the bar in the 
meantime. If a wave (or other force) has squeezed the bar in the 
meantime, then the bar's position one period later will be changed. 

To detect the wave, then, one should build a sensor that makes 
stroboscopic measurements of the bar's vibrating ends, a sensor that 
measures the position of the bar's ends quickly once each period of 
vibration. Such a sensor will kick the bar in each measurement, but the 
kicks will not change the position of the bar's ends at the times of 
subsequent measurements. If the position is found to have changed, 
then a gravitational wave (or some other force) must have squeezed the 
bar. 

Although quantum nondemolition sensors solved the problE>..m of Bra
ginsky's standard quantum limit, by the mid- 1980s I had become 
rather pessimistic about the prospects for bar detectors to bring gravita
tional-wave astronomy to fruition. My pessimism had two causes. 

+- A key found11tion fo.- our idea came frorn a coUeague, Wilbam Um.uh, at the University 
of British Columbia. The development of the idea and its consequences WiiJl auried out jointly 
by Ca~s. me, and three others who were gatl1ered around the lunch table with m when we 
ciiscoveroeci it: Ronald Drever, V emon S.ndberg, and Mark Zinunermann-

5_ The- full idea is described by Caves et ai. (1980) and by Braginsky, Voronl5nv, and 
Thome (1980). 
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10.5 The principle underlying a stroboscopic quantum nondemolition mea· 
suremenL Plotted vertically is the position of the end of a vibratin8 bar; plotted 
horizontally is Ume. If a quick, highly precise measurement of the po8ition is 
made at the time marked KICK, the sensor that makes the measurement will 
8ive the bar a sudden, unknowable kick, thereby chan~ tl1e bar's amplitude 
of vibration in an unknown way. However, lhere will be no change of the 
position of the bar's end precisely one period after the kick, or two periods, or 
three periods. Those positions will be the same as at the time of the kir.k and will 
be completely independent of the kick. 

First, although the bars built by Weber, by Braginsky, and by others 
had achieved far better sensitivities than anyone had dreamed possible 
in the 1950s, they were still only able to detect with confidence waves 
of strength 10"17 or larger. This was 10,000 times too poor for success, if 
I and others had correctly estimated the strengths of the waves arriving 
at Earth. This by itself was not serious, since the march of technology 
has often produced 10,000-fold improvements in instruments over 
times of twenty years or less. [One example was the angular resolution 
of the best radio telescopes, which improved from tens of degrees in the 
mid-1940s to a few arc seconds in the mid-1960s (Chapter 9). Another 
was the sensitivity of astronomical X-ray detectors, which improved by 
a factar of 1010 between 1958 and 1978, that is, at an average rate of 
10,000 every eight years (Chapter 8).] However, the rate of improve
ment of the bars was so slow, and projections of the future technology 
and techniques were so modest, that there seemed no reasonable way 
for a 10,000-fold improvement to be made in the foreseeable future. 
Success, thus, would likely hinge on the waves being stronger than the 
10-21 estimates-a real possibility, but not one that anybody was happy 
to rely on. 
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Second, even if the bars did suet'.eed in detecting gravitational waves, 
they would have enormous difficulty in decoding the waves' sym
phonic signals, and in fact would probably fail. The reason was simple: 
Just as a tuning fork or wine glass responds sympathetically only to a 
sound whose frequency is close to its natural frequt>.ncy, so a ~r would 
respond only to gravitational waves whose frequency is near the bar's 
natural frequem:y; in technical language, the bar detector has a narrow 
bandwidth (the bandwidth being the band of frequencies to which it 
responds). But the waves' symphoniC' information should typically be 
encoded in a very wide band of frequencies. To extract the waves' 
information, then, would require a "xylophone" of many bars, each 
covering a different, tiny portion of the signal's frequencies. How many 
bars in the xylophone? For the types of bars then being planned and 
C'onstructed, several thousand- -far too many to be pl'actical. In princi
ple .it would be possible to widen the bars' bandwidths and thereby 
rnanage with, say, a dozen bars, but to do so would require majol' 
technical advances beyond those for reaching a sensitivity of 10-:u. 

Although I did not say much in public in the 1980s about rny pessi
mistic outlook, .in private I regarded it a• tragir. because of the great 
effort that Weber, Braginsky, and rny other friends and colleagues had 
put into bars, and also because I had become convinced that gravita
tional radiation has the potential to produce a revolution in our knowl
edge of the 'L'niverse. 

LIGO 

To understand the revolution that the detection and deciphering of 
gravitational waves might bring, let us recall the details of a previous 
revolution: the one created by the development of X-ray and radio 
telescopes (Chapters 8 and 9). 

In the 1930s, before the advent of radio astronomy and X-ray astron
omy, om knowledge of the Universe came almost entirely from light. 
Light showed it to be a serene and quiescent Universe, a Universe 
dominated by stars and planets that wheel smoothly in their orbits, 
shining steadily and requiring millions or hiHions of years to change in 
discernible ways. 

This tranquil view of the Universe was shattered, in the 1950s, 
1960s, and 1970s, when radio-wave and X-ray observations showed us 
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our liniverse's violent side: jets ejected from galactic nuclei, quasars 
with fluctuating luminosities far brighter than our galaxy, pulsars with 
intense beams shining off their surfat:es and rotating at high speeds. 
The brightest objects seen by optical telescopes were the Sun, the 
planets, and a few nearby, quiescent stars. The brightest objects seen by 
radio telescopes were violent explosions in the cores of distant galaxies, 
powered (presumably) by gigantic black holes. The brightest objects 
seen by X-ray telescopes were small black holes and neutron stars 
accreting hot gas from binary companions. 

What was it about radio waves and X-rays that enabled them to 
create such a spectacular revolution? The key was the fact that they 
brought us very different kinds of information than is brought by light: 
Light, with its wavelength of a half micron, was emitted primarily by 
hot atoms residing in the atmospheres of stars and planets, and it thus 
taught us about those atmospheres. The radio waves, with their 10-
million-fold greater wavelengths, were emitted primarily by near
light-speed electrons spiraling in magnetic fields, and they thus taught 
us about the magnetized jets shooting out of galactic nuclei, about the 
gigantic, magnetized intergalactic lobes that the jets feed, and about 
the magnetized beams of pulsars. The X-rays, with their thousand-fold 
shorter wavelengths than light, were produced mostly by high-speed 
electrons in ultra-hot gas accreting onto black holes and neutron stars, 
and they thus taught us directly about the accreting gas and indirectly 
about the holes and neutron stars. 

The differences between light, on the one hand, and radio waves and 
X-rays, on the other, are pale compared to the differences between the 
electromagnetic waves (light, radio, infrared. ultraviolet, X-ray, and 
gamma ray) of modern astronomy and gravitational waves. C...orre
spondingly, gravitational waves might revolutionize our understand
ing of the Universe even more than did radio waves and X-rays. 
Among the differences between electromagnetic waves and gravita
tional waves, and their consequences, are these6

: 

• The gravitational waves should be emitted most strongly by large
scale, coherent vibrations of spacetime curvature (for example, the 
collision and coalescence of two black holes) and by large-scale, 

6. These differences, their consequences, and the details of the waves to be expected from 
various astTophysical soun:es have been elucidated by a number of theorists including, among 
others, Thibault Damour in Paris, Leonid Grishchuk in Moscow, Takashi Xakamura in Kyoto, 
Beroard Schutz in Wales, Stuart Shapiro in Ithaca., New York, Clifford Will in St. Louis, and 
me. 
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coherent motions of huge amounts of matter (for example, the 
implosion of the core of a star that triggers a supernova, or the 
inspiral and merger of two neutron stars that are orbiting each 
othe.r). Therefore, gravitational waves should show us the motions 
of huge curvatures and huge masses. By contrast, cosmic electro
magnetic waves are usually emitted individually and separately by 
enormous numbers of individual and separate atoms or electrons; 
and these individual electromagnetic waves, each oscillating in a 
slightly different manner, then superimpose on each other to pro
duce the total wave that an astronomer rneasures. As a result, from 
electromagnetic waves we learn primarily about the temperature, 
density, and magnetic fields experienced by the emitting atoms 
and electrons. 

• Gravitational waves are emitted most strongly in regions of space 
where gravity is so intense that .Newton's description fails and 
must be replaced by Einstein's, and where huge amounts of matter 
or spacetime curvature move or vibrate or swirl at Itear the speed 
of light. Examples are t.he big ba~ origin of the Universe, the 
collisions of black holes, and the pulsations of newborn neutron 
stars at the centers of supernova explosions. Since these strong
gravity regions are typically surrounded by thick layers of matter 
that absorb electromagnetic waves (but do not absorb gravitational 
waves), the strong-gravity regions cannot send us electromag11etic 
waves. The electromagnetic waves seen by astronomers come, by 
contrast, almost entirely from weak-gravity, low-velocity regions; 
for example, the surfaces of stars and supernovae. 

These differences suggest that the objects whose symphonies we 
might study with gravitational-wave detectors will be largt-ly invisible 
in light, radio waves, and X-rays; and the objects that astronomers now 
study in light, radio waves, and X-rays will be largely invisible in 
gravitational waves. The gravitational Universe should thus look ex
tremely different from the electromagnetic Univense; from gravita
tional wa,·es we should learn things that we will never lt'Sl'n elec
tromagnetically. This is why gravitational waves are likely to 
revolutionize our understanding of the Universe. 

It might be argued that our present electromagnetically based un
derstanding of th~ Universe is so complete compared with the optically 
based understanding of the 1950s that a gravitational-wave revolution 
will be far less spectacular than was the radio-,vave/X-ray revolution. 
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This seems to me unlikely. I am painfully aware of our lack of under
standing when I contemplate the sorry state of present estimates of the 
gravitational waves bathing the Earth. For each type of gravitational
wave source that has been thought about, with the exception of binary 
stars and their coalescences, either the strength of the source's waves 
for a given distance from Earth is uncertain by several factors of 10, or 
the rate of occurrence of that type of source (and thus also the distance 
to the nearest one) is uncertain by several factors of 10, or the very 
existence of the source is uncertain. 

These uncertainties cause great frustration in the planning and de
sign of gravitational-wave detectors. That is the downside. The upside 
is the fact that, if and when gravitational waves are ultimately detected 
and b1.udied, we may be rewarded with major surprises. 

In 1976 I had not yet become pessimistic about bar detectors. On the 
contrary, I \Vas highly optimistic. The first generation of bar detectors 
had recently reached fruition and had operated with a sensitivity that 
was remarkable compared to what one might have expected; Braginsky 
and others had invented a number of clever and promising ideas for 
huge future improvements; and I and others were just beginning to 
realize that gravitational waves might revolutionize our understanding 
of the Universe. 

My enthusiasm and optimism drove me, one evening in November 
1976, to wander the streets of Pasadena until late into the night, strug
gling with myself over whether to propose that Caltech create a project 
to detect gravitational waves. The arguments in favor were obvious: for 
science in general, the enormous intellectual payoff if the project suc
ceeded; for Caltech, the opportunity to get in on the ground floor of an 
exciting new field; for me, the possibility to have a team of experi
menters at my home institution with whom to interact, instead of 
relying primarily on Braginsky and his team on the other side of the 
world, and the possibility to play a more central role than I could 
commuting to Moscow (and thereby have more fun). The argument 
against was also obvious: The project would be risky; to succeed, it 
would require large resources from Caltech and the U.S. National Sci
ence Foundation and enormous time and energy from me and others; 
and after all tl1at investment, it might fail. It was much more risky 
than Caltech's entry into radio astronomy twenty,three years earlier 
(Chapter 9). 

After many hours of introspection, the lure of the payoffs won me 
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over. And after seve.ral months studying the risks and payoffs, Cal tech's 
physics and astronomy faculty and administration unanimously ap
proved my proposal---$ubject to two conditions. We wou1d have to find 
an outstanding experimental physicist to lead the project, and the pro
ject would have to he large enough and strong enough to have a good 
chance of success. This meant, we believed, much larger and l!ltronger 
than Weber's effort at the University of Maryland or Braginsky's effort 
in Moscow or any of the other gravitational-wave efforts then under 
way. 

Tl1e first step was finding a leader. I flew to Moscow to ask Bra
ginsky's advice and feel him out about taking the post. My fee)er tore 
him every which way. He was tom between the far better technology 
he would have in America and the greater craftsmanship of the techni
cians in Moscow (for example, intricate glassblowing W'cls almost a lost 
art in America, but not in Moscow). He was torn between the need to 
build a project from scrcltch in America a11d the crazy impediments 
that the inefficient~ bureaucracy-hound Soviet system kept putting in 
the way of his project i11 Moscow. He was torn between loyalty to his 
native land and disgust with his native land, and between his feelings 
that life in America is barbaric because of the way we treat our poor 
and our lack of n1edical care for everyone and his feelings that life in 
Moscow is miserable because of the power of incompetent officials. He 
was torn between the freedom and wealth of America and fear of KGB 
retribution agai11st farnily and friends and perhaps even himself if he 
"defected." In the end he said no, and recommended instead Ronald 
Drever of Glasgow University. 

Others I consulted were also enthusiastic about Drever. Like Bra
ginsky, he was highly creative, inventive, and tenacious--traits that 
would be E>..ssential for success of the project. The Caltech faculty and 
administration gathered all the information they could about Drever 
and other possible leaders, selected Drever, and invited him to join the 
Caltech faculty and initiate the project. Drever, like Braginsky, was 
tom, but in tbe end he said yes. We were off and running. 

I had presumed, when proposing the project, that like Weber and 
Braginsky, Caltech would focus on building bar detectors. Fortunately 
(in retrospect) D:rever insisted on a radically different direction. In 
Glasgow he had worked with bar detectors for five years, and he could 
see their limitations. Much more promising, he thought, were interfe
rometric gravitational-wave detectors (intelfirometers for short
though they are radically different from the radio interferometers of 
Chapter 9). 
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IntP..rferometers for gravitational-wave detection had first been con
ceived of in primitive form in 1962 by two Russian friends of Bra
ginsky's, Mikhail Gertsenshtein and V.I. Pustovoit, and independently 
in 1964 by Joseph Weber. Unaware of these early ideas, Rainer Weiss 
devised a more mature variant of an interferometric detector in 1969, 
and then he and his MIT group went on to design and build one in the 
early 1970s, as did Robert Forward and colleagues at Hughes Research 
Laboratories in Malibu, California. Forward's detector was the first to 
operate successfully. By the late 1970s, these interferometric detectors 
had become a serious alternative to bars, and Drever had added his own 
clever twists to their design. 

Figure 10.6 shows the basic idea behind an interferometric gravita
tional-wave detector. Three masses hang by wires from overhead sup
ports at the corner and ends of an "L" (Figure 10.6a). When the first 
crest of a gravitational wave enters the laboratory from overhead or 
underfoot, its tidal forces should stretch the masses apart along one arm 
of the "L" while squeezing them together along the other arm. The 
result will be an increase in the length L

1 
of the first arm (that is, in the 

distance between the arm's two masses) and a decrease in the length L 2 

of the second arm. When the wave's first crest has passed and its first 
trough arrives, the directions of stretch and squeeze will be changed: L, 
will decrease and L'.l will increase. By monitoring the arm-length dif
ference, L,- L

2
, one can seek gravitational waves. 

10.6 A laser interferometric gravitational-wave detector. This instrument is 
very similar to the one used by Michelson and Morley in 1887 to search for 
motion of the Earth throu8}l the aether (Chapter 1). See the text for a detailed 
explanation. 

( h) 
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The difference L!- L
2 

is monitored using interferometry (Figure 
10.6b and Box 10.5). A.la..o;er beam shines onto a beam. splitter that rides 
on the corner mass. The beam splitter reflects half of the beam and 
trdrlsmits half, and thereby splits the beam in two. The two beams go 
down the two ar.ms of the interler()meter and bounce off mirrors that 
ride on the arms' end masses, and then return to the beam splitter. The 
splitter half-transmits and half-reflects each of the bl~Ills, so part of 
each beam's light is combined with part from the other and goes back 
toward the laser, and tbe othE'r parts of the two beam.s are co.rnbined 
and go toward the photodetector. When no gravitational wa,·e is pre
sent, the contributions fr.om the two anns interfere in such a way (Box 
10.3) that all the net light goes back toward the laser and none toward 

Box 10.3 

Interference and Interferometry 

\'Vhenever two or .more wa"-es pt'(lpagate through the same region of 
space, they superimpose on each other "linearly" (Box 10.1); that is, they 
add. For example, the following dotted wave and dashed wave sup(."fim
pose to produce the healy solid wave: 

Notice that at locations such as A where a tJuugh of one wave (dotted) 
superimposes on a crest of the other (dashed), the wavl"S caned, at lt>ast in 
pan, to produce a vanishing or weak total wave (solid); and at locations 
such as B where two troughs superiznpose or two crests superimpose, the 
waves reinforce each other. One says that the waves are interfering with 
each other, destructively in the first case and constxuctjvcly in the second. 
Such su.perimposing and interference occurs in all types of waves--ocean 
""aves, radio waves, light waves, gravitational wa\'t'!s--and such interfer
ence is '-'Clltral to the operation of radio interferometers (Chapter 9) and 
interferometric detectr>rs for gra.vitational waves. 

In the interferometric detector of Figure 10.6b, the beam splitter super· 
imposes half the light wave from one arm on half from the other and 
sends thern toward the laser, and it superimposes the oth~.r halves and 
sends them toward the p.hotodetectol'. When no gravitatiottal wave or 
other force has xno,·ed the masses and their mirrors, the superim-posed 
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the photodetector. If a gravitational wave slightly changes L,- L~, the 
two beams will then travel slightly different distances in their two 
a:rnu; and will interfere slightly differently-a tiny amount of their 
combined light will now go into the photodetector. By monitoring the 
amount of light reaching the photodetector, one can monitor the arm
length difference L

1 
- L

2
, and tltereby monitor gravitational waves. 

It is interesting to compare a bar detector with an interferometer. The 
bar detector uses the vibrations of a single, solid cylinder to monitor the 
tidal forces of a gravitational wave. The interferometric detector uses 
the relative motions of masses hung from wires to monitor the tidal 
fon."es. 

light waves have the following forms, where the dashed curve shows the 
wave from arm 1, the dotted curve the wave from arm 2, and the solid 
curve the superimposed, total wave: 

........................ ...__ ....... 

Toward the photodetector, the waves interfere perfectly destructively, so 
the total, superimposed wave vanishes, which means that the photodetec
tor sees no light at all. When a gravitational wave or other force has 
lengthened one arm slightly and shortened the other, then the beam from 
the one arm arrives at the beam splitter with a slight delay relative to the 
other, and the superimposed waves therefore look like this: 

The destructive interference in the photodetector's direction is no longer 
perfect; the photodetector receives some light. The amount it receives is 
proportional to the arm length difference, L

1
- L

2
, which in turn is pro

portional to the gravitational-wave signal. 
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The bar detector uses an electrical sensor (for example, piezoelt>J::tric 
crystals squeezed by the bar) to monitor the bar's wave-induced vibra
tions. The interferometric det.ector uses interfering light beams to 

monitor its masses' wave-induced motions. 
The bar responds sympatheti('.ally only to gravitational waves over a 

11arrow frequency band, and therefore, det:oding the waves' symphony 
would require a xylophone of many bars. The interferometer's masse.s 
wiggle back and forth in :responst' to waves of all frequencies higher 
than about one cycle per second,7 and therefort~ the interferomt'ter has 
a wide bandwidth; three or four interferomet-ers are mfficient to fully 
decode the symphony. 

By xnaking the interferometer's arms a thousand times longer than 
the bar (a few kilometers rather th.an a few meters), one can make the 
waves' tidal forces a thousand times bigger and thus improve the sensi
tivity of the instrument a thousand-fold.8 The bar, by contrast, cannot 
be lengthened much. A k.i1ometer-long bar would have a natural fre
quency less than one cycJe per sewnd and thus would not operdte at the 
frequencies where we think the most interesting sources lie . .Moreover, 
at such a low frequency, one must launch the bar into space to isolate it. 
from vibrations of the ground and frorn the flu(:tuating gravity of the 
.Earth's atmosphere. Putting such a bar in space would be ridiculot1sly 
expensive. 

Becallse it is a thousand times longer than the bar, the interferome
ter is a thousand times more immune to the "kick'' produced. by the 
measurement process. This immunity means that the interferometer 
does not need to circumvent thl" kick with the> aid of a (difficult to 
construct) quantum nondetnolition sensor. The bar, by (:ontrast, can 
detect the expected waves only if it employs quantum nondemolition. 

If the interferometer has such great adv-clntages over the bar (far 
larger bandwidth and far larger potential sensitivity), then why didn't 
Braginsky, Weber, and others build interferQmeten instead of bars? 
When I asked Brag.insky in the mid-1970s, he replied that bar detectors 
are simple, while interferomt~tet"S are horrendously complex. A small, 
intimate team like his i11 Moscow had· a reasonable chance of making 
bar detectors work well enough to discover gravitational waves. How
ever, to construct, debug, and operate interferometric detectors success-

':'. Hel<>l" about one cycle pet SP.::und, the wi"reS that 1'11spend the masses prevt"'lt theu1 fro.u1 
wiggling in responae to the wa"\'es. 

8. Acmally, the detaiL. of thft improvement are far more ('.(>utplicar.ed tha.~ tbis, "nd the 
:resulting sell'litivity enh1111rernent is far more dlfficult to a.chicn tlum these worrls suggest.; 
h!l,vever, this descriptiau is ruugbly t-ocre•:L 
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fully would require a huge team and large amounts of money-and 
Braginsky doubted whether, even with such a team and such money, so 
complex a detector could succeed. 

Ten years later, as the painful evidence mounted that bars would 
have great difficulty reaching 10-21 sensitivity, Braginsky visited Cal
tech and was impressed with the progress that Drever's team had 
achieved with interferometers. Interferometers, he concluded, will 
probably succeed after all. But the huge team and large money re
quired for success were not to his taste; so upon returning to Moscow, 
he redirected most of his own team's efforts away from gravitational
wave detection. (Elsewhere in the world bars have continued to be 
developed, which is fortunate; they are cheap compared to interferom
eters, for now they are more sensitive, and in the long run they might 
play special roles at high gravity-wave frequencies.) 

Wherein lies the complexity of interferometric detectors? After all, 
the basic idea, as described in Figure 10.6, looks reasonably simple. 

In fact, Figure 1 0.6 is a gross oversimplification because it ignores an 
enormous number of pitfalls. The tricks required to avoid these pitfalls 
make an interferometer into a very complex instrument. f'or example, 
the laser beam must point in precisely the right direction and have 
precisely the right shape and wavelength to fit into the interferometer 
perfectly; and its wavelength and intensity must not fluctuate. After 
the beam is split in half, the two beams must bounce back and forth in 
the two arms not just once as in Figure 10.6, but many times, so as to 
increase their sensitivity to the wiggling masses' motions, and after 
these many bounces, they must meet each other perfeL1:ly back at the 
beam splitter. Each mass must be continually controlled so its mirrors 
point in precisely the right directions and do not swing as a result 
of vibrations of the .floor, and this must be done without masking 
the mass's gravitational-wave-induced wiggles. To achieve perfection 
in all these ways, and in many many more, requires continuously 
monitoring many different pieces of the interferometer and its light 
beams, and L-ontinuously applying feedback forces to keep them per
fect. 

One gets some impression of these complications from a photograph 
(Figure 10.7) of a 40-meter-long prototype interferometric detector 
that Drever's team has built at Caltech-a prototype which itself is far 
simpler than the full-scale, several-kilometer-long interferometers that 
are required for success. 
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10.7 The Calteeh 40-meter interferometric prototype gravitational· wa~ detec
tor, ca. 1989. The table In front and the front cased vacuum chamber hold lasers 
and devices to prepare the la&el' Lipt for e11try into the interferometer. The 
central mass J•esides in tbe second caged vacuurn chamber-the <'.hamber above 
which a dangling rope can be seen faintly. The end masses are 40 meters awa:y, 
do'\tn the two corridors. The two arms' laser beams shine down tbe larger of the 
two vacuum pipes that extend the lengths of the colridors. [Cootnesy LJGO P.rujec:t, 
California lnstiwte of Technology.] 

During the early 1980s four teams of experimental physicists strug
gled to develop tools and technique-s for interferometric detectors: 
Drever's Caltech team, the team he had founded at Glasgow (now led 
by James Hough), Rainer Weiss's team at MIT, and a team founded by 
Hans Billing at the Max Planck Institut in Munich, Germany. The 
teams were small and intimate, and they worked more or less indepen
dently, 11 pursuing their own approaches to the design of interft-.rometric 
detectors. Within each team the .individual scientists had free rein to 
invent new ideas and pursue- them as they wished and for as long as 
they wished; coordination was very loose. This is just the kind of L'Ul

ture that inventive scientists love and thrive on, the culture that Bra-

9. Though with a close link, througla Dre'\'eT, betwecm the Gla.gow ar.d Caltech te'lms. 



10. RIPPLES OF CURVATURE 

ginsky craves, a culture in which loners like me are happiest. But it is 
not a culture capable of designing, constructing, debugging, and oper
ating large, complex scientific instruments like the several-kilometer
long interferometers required for success. 

To design in detail the many complex pieces of such interferome
ters, to make them all fit together and work together properly, and to 
keep costs under control and bring the interferometers to completion 
within a reasonable time require a different culture: a culture of tight 
coordination, with subgroups of each team focusing on well-defined 
tasks and a single director making decisions about what tasks will be 
done when and by whom. 

The road from freewheeling independence to tight coordination is a 
painful one. The world's biology community is traveling that road, 
with crie.s of anguish along the way, as it moves toward sequencing the 
human genome. And we gravitational-wave physicists have been trav
eling that road since 1984, with no less pain and anguish. I am confi
dent, however, that the excitement, pleasure, and scientific payoff of 
detecting the waves and deciphering their symphonies will one day 
make the pain and anguish fade in our memories. 

The first sharp turn on our painful road was a 1984 shotgun mar
riage between the Cal tech and MIT teams--each of which by then had 
about eight members. Richard Isaacson of the C.S. National Science 
Foundation (NSF) held the shotgun and demanded, as the price of the 
taxpayers' financial support, a tight marriage in which Caltech and 
MIT scientists jointly developed the interferometers. Drever {resisting 
like mad) and Weiss (willingly accepting the inevitable) said their 
vows, and I became the marriage counselor, the man with the task of 
forging consensus when Drever pulled in one direction and WeiS$ in 
another. It was a rocky marriage, emotionally draining for all; but 
gradually we began to work together. 

The second sharp turn came in November 1986. A committee of 
eminent physicist~xperts in all the technologies we need and ex
perts in the organization and management of large scientific projects
spent an entire week with us, scrutinizing our progress and plans, and 
then reported to NSF. Our progress got high marks, our plans got high 
marks, and our prospects for success-for detecting waves and deci
phering their symphonies-were rated as high. But our culture was 
rated as awful; we were still immersed in the loosely knit, freewheeling 
culture of our birth, and we could never succeed that way, NSF was 
told. Replace the Drever-\Yeiss Thorne troika by a single director, the 
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committee insisted-a director who can mold talented individualists 
into a tightly knit and effective team and can organize the project and 
make firm, wise decisions at every major juncture. 

Out came the shotgun again. If you want your project to continue, 
NSF's Isaacson told us, you must find that director and learn to work 
with him like a football team works with a great coach or an orchestra 
with a great conductor. 

We were lucky. In the midst of our search, Robbie Vogt got fired. 
Vogt, a brilliant, strong-willed experimental physicist, had directed 

projects to construct and operate scientific instruments on spacecraft, 
had directed the consauction of a huge millimeter-wavelength astro
nomical interferometer, and had reorganized the scientific research 
environment of ~ASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory (which carries out 

A pol1ion of the Caltech/MIT learn of LIGO scientists in late 1991 Left: Some 
Caltech mernbP..rs of the team, oounterclock:\\·ise from upper left: Aaron GiUespit>, 
Fred 1\aab, Maggie Taylor, Seiii Kawamura, Robbie Vogt. Ronald Drever, Lisa 
Sievers, Alex Abramo,ici, Bob Spero, Mike Zucker. Right: Some \tiT members 
of the team, counterclockwise from upper left: Joe Kovalik, Yaron Hefet7., Nergis 
Ma,-alvala. Rainer WPJss, Datid Schumaker, Joe Giaime. [Left: courte$y Ken Rogers/ 
Rlack Star; right: courtesy Erik I •. Sinununs.] 
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most of the American planetary exploration program)-and he then 
had become Caltech's provost. As provost, though remarkably effective, 
Vogt battled vigorously with Caltech's president, Marvin Goldberger, 
over ho-w to run Cal tech-· ·-and after several years of battle, Goldberger 
fired him. Vogt was not temperamentally suited to working under 
others when he disagreed profoundly with their judgments; but on top, 
he was superb. He was just the director, the conductor, the coach that 
we needed. If a11ybody could mold us into a tightly knit team, he could. 

"It will be painful working with Robbie," a former member of his 
millimeter team told us. "You will emerge bruised and scarred, but it 
will be worth it. Your project will succeed." 

For several months Drever, Weiss, I, and others pleaded with Vogt 
to take the directorship. He finally accepted; and, as promised, six years 
later our Caltech/.MIT team is bruised and scarred, but effective, pow
erful, tightly knit, and growing rapidly toward the critical size (about 
fifty scientists and engineers) required for success. Success, however, 
will not depend on us alone. l..inder Vogt's plan important inputs to our 
core effort wiJI co1ne from other scientists10 who, hy being only loosely 
associated with us, can maintain the individualistic, free-wheeling 
style that we have left behind. 

A key to success in our endeavor will be tlu: construction and opera
tion of a national scientific facility called the Laser lnteiferometer 
Gravitational-JVave Observatory, or LTGO The LIGO will consist of 
two L-shaped vacuum systems, one near Hanford, Washington, and 
the other near Livingston, Louisiaua, in which physicists will develop 
and operate many successive generations of ever-improving interfe
rometers; see Figure 1 0.8. 

Why two facilities instead of one? Because Earth-bound gravita· 
tional-wave detectors always have ill-understood noise that simulates 
gravitational-wave bursts; for example, the wire that suspends a mass 
can creak slightly for no apparent reason, thereby shaking the mass artd 
simulating the tidal force of a wave. However, such noise almost never 
happens simultaneously in two independent detectors, far apart. Thus, 
to be sure that an apparent signal is due to gravitational waves rather 
than noise, one rrtust verify that it occurs in two such detectors. With 

10. These, as of 1993, include .Braginsl!.y's grm1p in .MilScow, a group led by Rob Byers ar 
Stanford {;J>.iversity, a gre».lp led by Jim Faller at the University of Colorado, a group led by 
PetP.r Saulaon at Syracuse Universit}'• and a group IP.d by Sam Finn at Northwestern t:Jiiver· 
aity. 
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10.8 Artist's r.onet".ption ofLJOO's l-shaped vactmm sy.rtem and the experimp..n
tal facilities at the corner of the L. near Hanford. Washington. iCnu11.esy LIGO 
Pr()jcct, (,;alifornia Instilute of Technology.] 

only one detector, gravitational waves cannot be detected and moni
tored. 

Although two facilities are sufficie.nt to detect a gn1vitational wave, 
at least three and preferably four are required, at widely separated 
sites, to fully decode the wave's symphony, that is, to extract all the 
information the wave carries. A joint French/Italian team will build 
the third facility, named VIRGO," near Pisa., Italy. VIRGO and LIGO 
together wil1 for.m an international network for extracting the full 
information. Teams in Britain, Germany, Japan, and Australia are 
seeking funds to build additional facilities for the network. 

It migbt seem audacious to construct such an ambitious netwoz·k for 
a type of wave that nobody has ever seen. Actually, it is not audacious 
at all. Gravitational waves have already bee.n proved to exist by astro
nomical observations for which Joseph Taylor and Russell Hulse of 

J J. It is named for d1e Virgo diJSter of galaxies, fro.Dl whic..'IJ waloat might be detected. 



10. RlPPLES OF CURVATURE 

Princeton University won the 1995 Nobel Prize. Taylor and Hulse, 
using a radio telescope, found two neutron stars, one of them a pulsar, 
which orbit each other once each 8 hours; and by exquisitely accurate 
radio measurements, they verified that the stars are spiraling together 
at precisely the rate (2.7 parts in a billion per year) that Einstein's laws 
predict they should, due to being continually kic-.ked by gravitational 
waves that they emit into the Universe. Nothing else, only tiny gravita
tional-wave kiw, can explain the stars' inspiral. 

What will gravitational-wave astronomy be like in the early 2000s? 
The following scenario is plausible: 

By goo7, eight interferometers, each several kilometers long, are in 
full-time operation, scanning the skies for incoming bursts of gravita
tional waves. Two are oper<1ting in the vacuum facility in Pisa, Italy, 
two in Livingston, Louisiana, in the southeastern United States, two in 
Hanford, Washington, in the northwestern United States, and two in 
Japan. Of the two interferometers at each site, one is a "workhorse" 
instrwnent that monitors a wave's oscillations between about 10 cycles 
per second and 1000; the other, only recently developed and installed, 
is an advanced, "specialty'' interferometer that zerOE>..s in on oscillations 
between 1000 and 5000 cycles per second. 

A train of gravitational waves sweeps into the solar system from a 
distant, cosmic source. Each wave crest hits the Japanese detectors first, 
then sweeps through the Earth to the Washington detectors, then Lou
isiana, and finally Italy. For roughly a minute, crest is followed by 
trough is followed by crest. The masses in each detector wiggle ever so 
slightly, perturbing their laser beams and hence perturbing the light 
that enters the detector's photodiode. The eight photodiode outputs are 
transmitted by satellite links to a central computer, which alerts a team 
of scientists that another minute-long gravitational-wave burst has 
arrived at Earth, the third one this week. The computer combines the 
eight detectors' outputs to produce four things: a best-guess location for 
the burst's source on the sky; an error box for that best-guess location; 
and two wavefo~two oscillating curves, analogous to the oscillat
ing curve that you obtain if you examine the sounds of a symphony on 
an oscilloscope. The history of the source is encoded in these wave
forms (Figure 10.9). 

There are two waveforms because a gravitational wave has two 

}9} 
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polarizations. Tf the wave travels vertically through an interferometer, 
one polarization describes tidal forces that tlscillate along the ea~>t-west 
and north-south directions; the other describes tidal forces oscillating 
along the northeast-southwest and northwest-southeast directions. 
Each detector, with its own orientation, feels ~Jome c.ombination of 

these two polarizations; and from the eight detector outputs, the com
puter reconstructs the two wavefonns. 

The computer then compares the waveforms with those in a large 
catalog, much as a bird \l-atcher identifies a bird by comparing it with 
pictures in a book. The catalog has been produced by simulations of 
sources on computers, and by five yean of previous experience moni
toring gravitational waves from colliding and coalescing black holes, 
colliding and coalescing neutron stars, spinning neutron stars (pulsars), 
and supernova explosions. The identification ofthis burst is easy (some 
others, for example, from supernovae, are far harder). The waveforms 
show the unmistakable, uniqtte signature of two black holes coalescing. 

10.9 One of the two waveforms produced by the coalescence of two black holes. 
'I'he wave is plotted upward in units of 1o-su; lime is plotted horizontally in units 
of seconds. The first graph shows only tb~ last 0.1 second of the inspiral part of 
the wa-veform; the preceding minute of the waveform is similar, with gradually 
increasing amplitude and frequency. The second graph shows the last 0.01 sec· 
ond, on a stretched-out scale. The lnspiral and Ringdcwn segments of the wal·e
forrn are well understood, in 1993, from solutions of the Einstein field equation. 
The coalescence segment is not at all understood (the curve shown is my own 
fantasy); future supercomputer sbnulations wUI attempt to compute it. In the 
text these simulations are presumed to have been suet~E'..ssful in the early twenty
first century. 
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The waveforms have three segments: 

• The minute-long first segment (of which only the last 0.1 second is 
shown in Figure 10.9) has oscillating strains that gradually grow in 
amplitude and frequency; thf'.se are precisely the waveforms ex
pected from the inspiral of two objects in a binary orbit. The fact 
that alternate waves are smaller and larger indicates that the orbit 
is somewhat elliptical rather than circular. 

• The 0.01-second-long middle segment matches almost perfectly 
the waveforms predicted by recent (early twenty-first century) 
supercomputer simulations of the coalescem·e of two black holes to 
form one; according to the simulations. the humps marked "H" 
signal the touching and merging of the holes' horizons. The double 
wiggles marked ''D,'• however, are a new discovery, the first one 
made by the new specialty interferometers. The older, workhorse 
interferometers had never been able to detect these wiggles be
cause of their high frequency, and they had never yet been seen in 
any supercomputer simulations. They are a new challenge for 
theorists to explain. They might be the first hints of some previ
ously unsuspected quirk in the nonlinear vibrations of the collid
ing holes' spacetime curvature. Theorists, intrigued by this pros
pect, will go back to their simulations and search for signs of such 
doublet wiggles. 

• The 0.03-second-long third segment (of which only the beginning 
is shown in Figure 10.9) consists of osclllatiorls with fixed fre
quency and gradually dying amplitude. This is precisely the wave
form expected when a deformed black hole pulsates to shake off its 
deformations, that is, as it rings down like a struck bell. The pulsa
tions consist of two dumbbell-type protrusions that circulate 
around and around the hole's equator and gradually die out as 
ripples of curvature carry away their energy (Figure 10.2 above). 

From the details of the waveforms, the computer extracts not only 
the history of the inspiral, coalescence, and ringdown; it also extracts 
the masses and spin rates of the initial holes and the final hole. The 
initial holes each weighed 25 times what the Sun weighs, and were 
slowly spinning. The final hole weighs 46 times what the Sun weighs 
and is spinning at 97 percent of the maximum allowed rate. Four solar 
masses' worth of energy (2 X 25 - 46 = 4) were converted into ripples 
of curvature and carried away by the waves. The total surface area of 
the initial holes was 136,000 square kilometers. The total surface area 
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of the final hole is larger, as demanded by the second law of black-hole 
mechanics (Chapter i2): 144,000 square kilometers. The waveforms 
also reveal the distance of tlte hole from Earth: 1 billion light-years, a 
result accurate to about 20 percent. The waveforms tell us that we on 
F..arth were looking down nearly perpendicularly onto the plane of the 
orbit, and are now looking down the north pole of the spinning hole; 
and they show that the holes' orbit had an eccentricity (elougation) of 
30 percent. 

The computer determines the holes' location on the sky from the 
wave crests' times of arrival in Japan, Washington. Louisiana, and 
Italy. Sinee Japan was hit first, the holes were more or less overhead in 
Japan, and underfoot in America and Europe. A detailed analysis of the 
arrival times gh·es a best·gtaess looation for the source, and an error box 
around that loc-c1.tion of 1 degree in size. Had the holes been smaller, 
their waveforms would l1ave ost-illated more rapidly and the error box 
would have been tighter, but for these big holes 1 degree is the best the 
network can do. In another ten years, when an interferometric detector 
is operating ou the Moon, thE' error boxes will be reduced in size along 
one side by a factor of 100. 

Because the holes• orbit was elongated, the compute-r concludes that 
the two holes were captured into orbit around ear.h other only a few 
hours before they (;oalesced. and emitted the burst. (If they had been 
orbiting each other for longer than a few hours, the push of gravita
tional waves departing from the binary would have made their orbit 
circular.) Recent capture means the holes were probably in a dense 
cluster of black holt'S and massive stars at the center of some galaxy. 

The computer therefore examines catalogs of opti~l galaxies, radio 
galaxies, and X-ray galaxies, searching for any that reside in the 1-de
gree error box, are between 0.8 and 1.2 billion light-years from Earth, 
and have peculiar cores. Forty candidates are found and turned over to 
astronomers. For the next few years these fony candidates will be 
studied in detail, with radio, millimeter, infrared, optical, ultraviolet, 
X-ray, and gamma-ray telescopes. Gradually it will become clear that 
one of the candidate galaxies has a core in which a massive agglomer
ate of gas and stars was beginning, when the light we now s~ left the 
galaxy, a m.illion-year-1ong phase of violent evolution--an evolution 
that will trigger tl1e birth of a gigantic black hole, and then a quasar. 
Thanks to the burst of gravitational waves which identified this spe
cific galaxy as interesting, astronomers can now begin to unravel the 
details of how gigantic black holes are born. 
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What Is Reality? 

in which spacetime is viewed as 
curved on Sundays and flat on Mondays, 

and horizons are made .from 
vacuum on Sundays and charge on Mondays, 

but Sunday's experiments and Monday's experiments 
agree in all details 

Is spacetime really curved? Isn't it conceivable that spacetime is actu
ally flat, but the clocks and rulers with which we measure it, and which 
we regard as perfect in the sense of Box 1 1.1, are actually rubbery? 
Might not even the most perfect of clocks slow down or speed up, and 
the most perfect of rulers shrink or expand, as we move them from 
point to point and change their orientations? Wouldn't such distortions 
of our clocks and rnlers make a truly flat spacetime appear to be 
curved? 

Yes. 
Figure 11.1 gives a concrete example: the measurement of circumf

erences and radii around a nonspinning black hole. On the left is shown 
an embedding diagram for the hole's curved space. The space is curved 
in this diagram because we have chosen to define distances as though 
our rulers were not robbery, as though they always hold their lengths 
fixed no matter where we place them and how we orient them. The 
rnlers show the hole's horizon to have a circumference of 100 kilome
ters. A circle of twice this circumference, 200 kilometers, is drawn 
around the hole, and the radial distance from the horizon to that circle 
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Box 11.1 

Perfection of Rulers and Clocks 

By "perfect clocks" and "perfect rulers" I shaH mean, in this book, clocks 
and rulers that are perfe(:t in the sense that the world's best clock makers 
and ruler makers understand: Perfection is to be judged by comparison 
with the behaviors of atoms and molecules. 

More specifically, perfect cloch must tick at a uniform rate when com
pared with the oscillations of atoms and molecules. The world's best 
atomic clocks are designed to do just that. Since the oscillat.ions of atoms 
and molecules are controlled by- what I caHed in earlier chapters the "rate 
of now of time," this means that perfect clocks measure the "time" part of 
Einstein's curved spacetime. 

The markings on perfect rulers must have uniform and standard spac
ings when compared to the wavelengths of the light emitted by atoms and 
molecules~ for example, uniform spacings relative to the "21-centimeter
wavelE>.ngth" light emitted by hydrogen molecules. This is equiv~lent to 
requiring that when one holds a ruler at some fixed, standard temperature 
(say, zero degrees Celsius), it contain always the same fixed number of 
atoms along its length between markings; and this, in turn, guaranteE'S 
that perfect rulers measure the spatial lengths of Einstein's curved space
time. 

The body of this chapter introduces the concept of ·'true" times and 
"true" lengths. These are not necessarily the time.<; and lengths measured 
by perfect clocks and perfect rulers, that is, not necessarily the tirlles and 
lengths based 011 atomic and molecular standards, that is, not necessarily 
the timP.s and lengths embodied in Einstein's curved spacetime. 

is .measured with a perfect ruler; the result is 37 kilometers. If space 
were flat, that radial distance would have to be the radius of the outside 
circle, 200/2tr. kilometers, minus the radius of the horizon, t00/21t 
kilometers; that is, it would have to be 200/27t - 100/21t = 16 kilome
ters (approximate1y). To accommodate the radial distance's far larger, 
37-kilometer size, the surface must have the cul"Yed, trumpet-horn 
shape shown in the diagram. 
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If space is actually flat around the black hole, but our perfect rulers 
are rubbery and thereby fool us into thinking space is curved, then the 
true geometry of spat.-e must be as shown on the right in Figure 1 1.1, 
and the true distance between the horizon and the circle must be 16 
kilometers, as demanded by the flat-geometry laws of Euclid. How
ever, general relativity insists that our perfect rulers not measure this 
true distance. Take a ruler and lay it down circumferentially around 
the hole just outside the horizon {curved thick black strip with ruler 
markings in right part of Figure 11.1 ). When oriented circumferen
tially like this, it does measure correctly the true distance. Cut the ruler 
off at 57 kilometers length, as shown. It now encompasses 37 percent of 
the distance around the hole. Then turn the ruler so it is oriented 
radially (straight thick black strip with ruler markings in Figure 11.1). 
As it is turned, general relativity requires that it shrink. When pointed 

11.1 Length measurements in the vicinity of a black hole from two different 
viewpoints. 1-t;/t: Spacetime is n-~arded as truly curved, and perfect rulers mea
sure precisely the lengths of the true spacetime. Right: Spacetime is regarded as 
truly flat and perfect rulers are rubbery. A 37-km-long perfect ruler, when 
oriented in a circumferential direction, measures precisely the lengths of the 
true, nat spacetime. However, when oriented radially, it shrinks by an amount 
that is greater the nearer it is to the hole, and therefore it reports radial lengths 
that are larger than the true ones (it reports 57 km rather than the true 16 km 
in the case shown). 
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radially, its tme length must have shrunk to 16 kilometers, so it will 
reach precisely from the horizon to the outer circle. Howevct·, the st•ale 
on its shrunken surface must claim that its length is still '37 kilometers, 
and therefore that. the distam·,~ between hori1.on and circle is 37 kilo
meters. P~ople like 1:insteit! who am unaware uf th<~ ruler's rubbery 
nature, and thus believe its inaccurate measurement, conclude that 
space 1s eun·ed. However, people l1kc yon and me, who understand the 
rubberitwss, know that the ruler has shrunk and that space is really flat. 

What cnuld possibly make t.he rult~r shrink, when its orientation 
changes;> Gravi~, of course. ln th<~ flat space of the right .half of Figure 
11.1 there resides a gravitational field that <:ontrols the sizes of funda
mental particles, atom1c nuclei, atoms, molecules, everything, and 
forces Lhcm all to shr.ink when laid out radially. The amount of shrink
agt~ is great near a black hole, and smalle! farther away, because the 
shrinkage-controlling grdvitational fi.eld is gem'rated by t.he hole, and 
its infiuent.~e declines with distance. 

The shrinkage-controlling gravitational field has other effects. 
When a photon or any other particle flies past the hole, this fi.:-ld pulls 
on it and (!eflects its trajectory. The trajectory is bent around the hole; 
it is CUJTed. as me-asured in t.hc hole's true, flat spacetime geometry. 
However, people like Einst.c!in, who take seriously the measurements of 
their rubbery rulers and docks, regard the photon as moving along a 
straigh~ line through rurved spacctim•~. 

'Vhat is the real, gt>.nu'ine truth? fs spacetime really flat, as the above 
paragraphs suggest, or is it really curved? To a physicist like me this is 
a11 u.ninteresting qnf'.stion because it has no physical consequences. 
Both ,·iewpoints, curved spacetime and flat, give precisely the same 
predictions for any measurt~ments performed with perfect rulers and 
clocks, and also (it turns out) tht~ same predictions for aJty measure· 
ments performed with any kind of physical apparatus whatsoever. For 
example, both viewpoints agree that the radial distanc(~ between the 
hori?.oil and the circle in Figure 11.1, as meam.n::d by a peifect ruler; is 
37 kilometers. They disagret~ as to whether that measured distance is 
the "real" distance, but sucl1 a disagreement is a rnatter of philosophy, 
not physics. Since the two viewpoints agree on the result& of all expt~ri· 
rner.ts, they are physically equivalr~nt. Which viewpoint tells rhe "real 
truth" is irrelevant for experiments; it is a matter fur philosophers to 
debate, not physicist.s. Mon~over, physicists can o.nd do usc the two 
viewpoints interchangeably when tryiug to dt!ducc the predic·Lions of 
general rt.•lativity. 
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The mental processes by which a theoretical physicist works are 
beautifully described by Thomas Kuhn's concept of a paradigm Kuhn, 
who received his Ph.D. in physics from Harvard in 1949 and then 
became an eminent historian and philosopher of science, introduced 
the concept of a paradigm in his 1962 book The Structure ~f &ientific 
Revolutio~one of the most insightful books T have ever read. 

A paradigm is a complete set of tools that a community of scientists 
uses in its research on some topic, and in communicating the results of 
its research to others. The curved spacetime viewpoint on general rela
tivity is one paradigm; the flat spacetime viewpoint is another. Each of 
these paradigms includes three basic elements: a set of mathematically 
formulated laws of physics; a set of pictures (mental pictures, verbal 
pictures, drawings on paper) which give us insight into the laws and 
help us communicate with each other; and a set of e:r.empla~past 
calculations and solved problems, either in te.xtbooks or in published 
scientific articles, which the community of relativity experts agrees 
were correctly done and were interesting, and which we use as patterns 
for our future calculations. 

The curoed spacetime paradigm is based on three sets of mathemati· 
cally formulated laws: Einstein's field equation, which describes how 
matter generates the curvature of spacetime; the laws which tell us that 
perfect rulers and perfect clocks measure the lengths and the times of 
Einstein's curved spacetime; and the laws which tell us how matter and 
fields move through curved spacetime, for example, that freely moving 
bodies travel along straight lines (geodesics). The flat spacetime para
digm is also based on three sets of laws: a law describing how matter, in 
flat spacetime, generates the gravitational field; laws describing how 
that field controls the shrinkage of perfect rulers and the dilation of the 
ticking ratf'.S of perfect clocks; and laws describing how the gravita
tional field also controls the motions of particles and fields through flat 
spacetime. 

The pictures in the cnrved spacetime paradigm include the embed
ding diagrams drawn in this book (for example, the left half of Figure 
11.1) and the verbal descriptions of spacetime curvature around black 
holes (for example, the "tornado-like swirl of space around a spinning 
black hole"). The pictures in the flat spacetime paradigm include the 
right half of Figure 11. t, with the ruler that shrinks when it turns from 
circumferential orientation to radial, and the verbal description of "a 
gravitational field controlling the shrinkage of rulers." 
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The E'Xelnplars of the ct.:rved spacetime paradigm include the c-alcu
lation, found in most ~lativity textbooks, by whiC'b one derives 
Schwanschild's solution to tilt' Einstein field e.luation, and the calcula
tions by which lsrael, Carter, Hawking, and others deduced that a 
black. hole has no "hair." The llat spacetime exemplars include text
book. calculations of how the mass of a black hole or other body changes 
when gravitational waves are captured by i.t, and calculations by Clif
ford Will, Thibault Damour, and othf.'rs of how neutron stars orbiting 
each other generate gravitational waves ( wa\·es of shrinkage-producing 
field). 

Each piece of a paradigm--its Jaws, its pictures, and its exemplars
is crucial to my own mental processes when I'm doing research. The 
pictures (mental and verbal as weil as ou papt'r) act as a general com
pass. They give me intuition as to how the Universe probably behaves; 
I manipulate thern, along with mathematical doodlillgs, in search of 
interesting new insights. If I find, from the- pictures and dood1ings, an 
insight worth pursuing (for example, the hoop conjectuzoe in Chapter 
7), I then try to verify or refute it by careful mathematical calculations 
based 011 the parad:gm's mathematically forn1ulatcd iaws of physics. 1 
pattern my careful calculations after the paradigm's exemplars. They 
tell :me what levrJ of calculational precision is likely to be needed for 
reliable result.~. (If tht? prt:'Cision is tou poor, t.he results may be wrong; 
if the precision >.s too high, the cak•ulations ma_y eat up valuable time 
unnecessarily.) 'Dle <>.xemplars also tell me what kind~ of mathematical 
manipulations are like1y to get me through th«~ morass of mathemati
cal symbols to my goal. Pictures also guide the calculations; they help 
me fit1d shortcuts and avoid blind alleys. If the calculations verify or at 
least make plausible my new insight, I then commuJ1ic.ate the insight 
to relativity experts by a mixture of pictures and c:akula'ti.ons, and 1 
communicate to others, such as readers of this book, sol~ly with pic
tures- verbal pictures and drawings. 

The flat spacetime paradigm's laws of physics can be derived, math
emutical1y, from the curved spacetime paradigm's laws, and con
versely. This means that the two sets of laws are differt'nt mathematical 
representations of the same physical phenomena, in somewhat the 
same sense as 0.001 and 1.AOOt.• are different rnathematka.J representa
tions of the same number. However, the mathematical formulas for the 
laws look very diff~.rent in i.he two representations, and the pictures 
and ex.emplars that accompany the two set.~ of laws look wry difftrent. 

As an example, in the curved spacetime pa-radigm, the verbal picture 
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of Einstein's field equation is the statement that "mass generates the 
curvature of spacetime." V\'lu~n translated into the language of the flat 
spacetime paradigm, this field equation is described by the verbal pic
tnre "mass generates the gravitational field that governs the shrinkage 
of rulers and the dilation of the ticking of clocks." Although the two 
versions of the Einstein field equation are mathematically equivalent, 
their verbal pictures differ profoundly. 

Tt is extremely usefnl, in relativity research, to have both paradigms 
at one's fingertips. Some problems are solved most easily and quickly 
using the curved spacetime paradigm; otl1ers, using flat spacetime. 
Black-hole problems (for example, the discovery that a black hole has 
no hair) are most amenable to curved spacetime techniques; gravita
tional-wave problems (for example, computing the waves produced 
when two neutron stars orbit each other) are most amenable to flat 
spacetime techniques. Theoretical physicists, as they mature, gradually 
build up insight into which paradigm will be best for which situation, 
and they learn to flip their minds back ;md forth from one paradigm to 
the other, as needed. They may regard spacetime as curved on Sunday, 
when thinking about black holes, and as flat on Monday, when think
ing about gravitational waves. This mind-flip is similar to that which 
one experiences when looking at a drawing by M. C. Escher, for exam
ple, Figure 11.2. 

Since the laws that underlie the two paradigms are mathematically 
equivalent, we can be sure that when the same physical situation is 
analyzed using both paradigms, tl1e predictions for the results of ex
periments will be identically the same. We thus are free to use the 
paradigm that best suits us in any given situation. 

This freedom carries pow<>.r. That is why physicists were not content 
with Einstein's curved spacetime paradigm, and have developed tilt~ 
flat spacetime paradigm as a supplement to it. 

Newton's description of gravity is yet another paradigm. It regards 
space and time as absolute, and gravity as a force that act..o; instantane
ously between two bodies ("action at a distanee," Chapters 1 and 2). 

The Newtonian paradigm for gravity, of c-.oursc, is not equivalent to 
Einstein's ~urved spacetime paradigm; tl1e two give different predic
tions for the outcomes of experiments. Thomas Kuhn uses the phrase 
scientifi'c retJolutiun to describe the intellectual struggle by which Ein. 
stein invented his paradigm and convinced his colleagues tbaL it gives a 
more nearly corre<.:t description of gravity than the l'iewtonian para-
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11.2 A drawing by M. C. EsC'.her. One can P..xperience a mind-flip by looking at 
this dr-dwing, first from one point of view (for example, with the flowing .stream 
at lhe same height as the waterfall's top) and then from another (with the stream 
at Lhe height of the waterfall's bottom). This mind·flip is somewhat like the one 
a theoretical physicist experiences when switching from the curved spacetime 
paradigm to the flat spacetime paradigm. [C> 1961 M. C. .&scher Foundation Baarn
Holland. All rights rP.served. j 
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digm (Chapter 2). Physicists' invention of the flat spacetime paradigm 
was not a scieutific revolution in this Kuhnian sense, because the flat 
spacetime paradigm and the curved spacetime paradigm give prec-.isely 
the same predictions. 

When gravity is weak, the predictions of the Newtonian paradigm 
and Einstein's curved spacetime paradigm are almost identic-.al, and 
correspondingly the two paradigms are very nearly mathematically 
equivalent. Thus it is that, when studying gravity in the solar systmn, 
physicists often switch back and forth with impunity between the 
~ewtonian paradigm, the cu.rved. spacetime paradigm, and also the flat 
spacetime paradigm, using at any time whichever one strikes their 
fancy or seems the more insightful.• 

Sometimes people new to a field of research are more open-minded 
than the old hands. Such was the case in the 1970s, when new people 
had insights that led to a new paradigm for black holes, the membrane 
paradigm. 

In 1971 Richard Hanni, an undergraduate at Priuceton University, 
together with Remo Ruffini, a postdoc, noticed that a black hole's 
horizon can behave somewhat like an electrically conducting sphere. 
To understand this peculiar behavior, recall that a positively charged 
metal pellet carries an electri<: field which repels protons but attracts 
electrons. The pellet's electric field can be described by field lines, 
analogous to those of a magnetic field. Tite electric field lines point in 
the direction of the force that the field exerts on a proton (and oppos
itely to the force exerted on an electron), and the density of field lines is 
proportional to the strength of the force. Tf the pellet is alone in flat 
spacetime, its electric field lines point radially outward (Figure l1.3a). 
Correspondingly, the electric: force on a proton points radially away 
from the pellet, and sim:e the density of field lines decreases inversely 
with the square of the distance from the pellet, the ele<.1:ric fore~ on a 
proton also decreases inversely with the square of the distance. 

l\ow bring the pellet close to a metal sphere (Figure 11.3b). The 
sphere's metal surfac:e is made of electrons that can move about on the 
sphere freely, and positively charged ions that cannot. The pellet's 
electric field pulls a number of the sphere's electrons illto the pellet's 

1. Compare ·~ilh lhe last ~-ection of Chapter I, "The Nature of Phy~ir.11l Law." 
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(a) ( h) 

( c; ) 

11.5 (a) The electric field liues produced by a positively charged metal pellet at 
rest, aJone, in tl-dt spacetime. (b) The electric field Jines when the pt'Jiet is at rest 
just above an electrit'.al1y conducting, metaJ sphere in Oat spacetime. Thl' pellet's 
electric tieJd polarizes the sphere. (c) The electric field lines wh£-.n the ~llet i:~ 
at rest just above the horizoo of a black. hole. 'I'he pellet's electric fteld appears 
to polarize tbe horizon. 

vicinity, leaving excess ions everywhere else em the sphere; in other 

words, it polarizes~ the sphere. 
In 1971 Hanni and Ruffini, and independently R.ob~rt Wald of 

Princeton University and Jeff Cohen of the Princeton Institute for 
Advan~d Study, computed the shapes of the electric field lines pro· 
duced by a charged pellet near the horizon of a nonspinnit~g black hole. 

2. This is a different usafle of the word "pola!tze" it·om t.hat of "polari7a.l gr-.. witaticmal 
waves" and ''pol11ri:zC".d light" (Chapt.P.r lO). 
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Their computations, based on the standard curved spacetime paradigm, 
revealed that the curvature of spacetime distorts the field lines in the 
manner shown in Figure 11.3c. Hanni and R.uffini, noticing the 
similarity to the field lines in Figure 11.3h (look at diagram (c) from 
below, and it will be nearly the same as diagram (b)], suggested that 
we c<m think of a black hole's horizon in the same manner as we think 
of a metal sphere; that is, we can regard the horizon as a thin mem
brane composed of positively and negatively charged particles, a mt-m
brane similar to the sphere's metal. Normally there are equal numbers 
of positive and negative particles everywhere on the membrane, that is, 
there is no net charge on any region of the membrane. HoweYer, when 
the pellet is brought near the horizon, excess negative particles .move 
into the region below the pellet, leaving excess positive particles every
where else on the membrane; the horizon's membrane thereby gets 
polarized; and the total set of field lines produced by the pellet's 
charges and the horizon's charges takes the form of diagram (c). 

When I, as an old hand at relativity theory, heard this story, I 
thought it ludicrous. General relativity insists that, if one falls into a 
black hole, one will encounter not.~ing at the horizon except spacetime 
curvature. One will see no membrane and no charged particles. Thus, 
the HarUii-Ruffini description of why tlle pellet's electric field lines are 
bent can have no basis in reality. It is pure fiction. The cause of the 
field lines' bending, I was sure, is spacetime curvature and nothing else: 
The field lines bend down toward the horizon in diagram (c) solely 
because tidal gravity pulls on them, and not because they are being 
attracted to some polarized charge in the horizon. The horizon cannot 
possess any such polarized cltarge; I was sure of it. J was wrong. 

Five years later Roger Blandford and a graduate student, Roman 
Znajek, at Cambridge University discovered that magnetic fields can 
extract the spin energy of a black hole and use it to power jets (the 
Blandford Znajek process, Chapter 9 and Figure 11A·a). Blandford and 
Znajek also found by curved spacetime calculations that, as the energy 
is extracted, electric currents flow into the horizon near the hole's poles 
(in the form of positively charged particles falling inward), and cur
rents flow out of the horizon near the equator (in the form of nega
tively charged particles falling inward). It was as though the black hole 
were part of an electric circuit. 

The calculations showed, moreover, that the hole behaved as though 
it were a voltage generator in the circuit (Figure 11.4b). This black
hole voltage generator drove current out of the hori7.on's equator, then 
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up magnetic field lines to a large distance from the hole, then through 
plasma (hott electrically conducting gas) to other field lines near the 
hole's spin axis, then down those field lines and into the horizon. The 
magnetic field lines were the wires of the electric circuit, the plasma 
was the load that extracts power from the circuit, and the spinning hole 
was the power source. 

From this viewpoint (.Figure 1 1.4b), it is the power carried by the 
circuit that accelerates the plasma to form jets. From the viewpoint of 

11.4 Two viewpoints on the Blandjurd-Znajek p~.ss by which a spinning, 
magnetized black hole can produce jets. (a) The hole's spin creates a swirl of 
space which forces magnetic flelds threading the hole to spin. The spinning 
fields' centrifugal foret>.s then accelerate plasma to high speeds (compare with 
Figure 9.7d). (b) The masnetic fields and the swirl of spat.-e together genemte a 
large voltage dift'erence between the hole's poles and equat.or; in t-.ffect, the hole 
becomes a voltage and power gP..nP..rai.Or. This voltage drives current to flow in a 
drcuiL The circuit carries electrical power from the black hole to the plasma, 
and that power a('.celerdtes the plasma to high speeds. 



11. ~'\THAT IS REALITY;• 

Chapter 9 (Figure 11.<1-a), it is the spinning magnetic field lines, whip
ping around and around, that accelerate the plasma. The two view
points are just different ways of looking at the same thing. The power 
comes ultimately from the hole's spin in both cases. Whether one 
thinks of the power as carried by the circuit or as carried h)" the spin
ning field lines is a matter of taste. 

The electric circuit description. although based on the standard 
curved spacetime laws of physics, was totally unexpected, and the flow 
of current through the black hole-· inward near the poles and outward 
near the equator seemed very peculiar. During 1977 and 1978, Zna
jek and, independently, Thibault Damour (also a graduate student, but 
in Paris rather than Cambridge) puzzled over this peculiarity. While 
trying to understand it, they independently translated the curved 
spacetime equations, which describe the spinning hole and its plasma 
and magnetic field, into an unfamiliar form with an intriguing picto· 
rial interpretation: The current, when it reaches the horizon, does not 
enter the hole. Tnstead, it attaches itself to the horizon, where it is 
carried by the kinds of horizon charges previously imagined by Hanni 
and Ruffini. This horizon CUlTent flows from the pole to the equator, 
where it exits up the magnetic field lines. Moreover, Znajek and Da
mour discovered, the laws that govern the hori1.on's charge and current 
are elegant versions of the flat spacetime laws of electricity and mag
netism: They are Gauss's law, Ampere's law, Ohm's law, and the ]aw of 
charge conservation (Figure 11.5). 

Znajek and Damour did not assert that a being who falls into the 
black hole will encounter a membrcme-like horizon with electric 
charges and currents. Rather, they asserted that if one wishes to figure 
out how electricity, magnetism, and plasmas behave outside a black 
hole, it is useful to regard the horizon as a membrane with charges and 
currents. 

When I read the technical articles by Znajek aild Damour, I sud
denly understood: They, and Hanni and Ruffini before them, were 
discovering the foundations of a new paradigm for black holes. The 
paradigm was fascinating. It captivated me. Unable to resist its allure, I 
spent much of the 1980s, together with Richard Price, Douglas Mac
donald, Ian Redmount, Wai-Mo Suen, Ronald Crowley, and others, 
bringing it into a polished form and writing a book on it, Black Holes: 
The Membrane Paradigm. 

The 1aws of black-hole physics, written in this membrane paradigm, 
are completely equivalent to the corresponding laws of the curved 
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1'1.5 The laws governing electric charge and cun-ent on a black hole's mem
brane-lil"e horizon: (a) Gauss's law-the horizon has p1·ecisely the right amount 
of sw'face charge to terminate all electric field lines which intersect the horizon, 
so they do not extend into the hole's interior; c.:ompare with Figure U.3. (b) 
Ampere's law-· ···the horizon has precisely the right amount of surfa(:e current to 
temlinatc that portion of the maRnetic field which is parallel to the hor•i7..on, so 
there is no para11el field below the hori7.on. (c) Ohm's law-the surface cun-ent 
is proportional to the part of the electric field whic:h is tangential to the surface; 
the proportionality COIL.'Iltant is a resistivity of 577 ohms. (d) Charge conserva
tion--no charge is ever lost or created; all positive charge that enters the horizon 
from the outside Unh:t>.rse becomes attached to the horizon, and movf'A'Il around 
on it, until it e.xits back into the outside Uni\'erse (in the form of negati\'e charge 
falling inward to neutrali?..e the positive charRe). 

spacetime paradigm-so long as one restricts attention to the hole's 
exterior. Consequently, the two paradigms give precisely the same 
predit...'tions for the outcomes of all experiments or observations that 
anyone might make outside a black hole--including a1l astronomical 
observations made from Earth. When thinking about astronomy and 
astrophysies, I find it useful to keep both paradigms at hand, mem
hranc and curved spacetime, and to do K~dter-type mind-Hips back and 
forth between them. The curved spacetime paradigm, with its horizons 
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made from curved empty spaL-etime, may be useful on Sunday, when I 
am puzzliug over the pulsations of black hole.s. The membrane para
digm, with hori7.ons made from electrically charged membranes, may 
be useful on Monday, when I am puzzling over a black hole's produc
tion of jets. And since the predictions of the two paradigms are guaran
teed to be the same, I can use each day whichever one best suits my 
needs. 

Not so inside a black bole. Any being who falls into a hole will 
discover that the horizon is not a charge-endowed membrane, and that 
inside the hole the membrane paradigm completely loses its power. 
However, infalling beings pay a price to discover this: They cannot. 
publish their discovery in the scientific journals of tht~ outside Uni
verse. 
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Black Holes 
Evaporate 

in which a black-hole lwrizon 
is clothed in a1t atmosphere 
of radiation and lwt particles 
that slowly evaporate, 

and the hole shrinks 
and then explodes 

Black Holes Grow 

The Idea hit Stephen Hawking one evening in November 19701 as he 
was preparing for bed. Tt hit with such force that he was left almost 
gasping for air. Never before or since has an idea come to him so 
quickly. 

Preparing for bed was not easy. Hawking's body is afflicted with 
amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (.\I .S), a disease that gradually destroys 
the nerves which control the body's muscles and leaves the muscles, 
one after another, to waste away in disuse. He moved slowly, with legs 
wobbling and at least one hand always firmly grasping a countertop or 
bedpost, as he brushed his teeth, disrobed, struggled into his pajamas, 
and climbed into bed. That evening he moved even more slowly than 
usual, since his mind was preoccupied with the Idea. The Idea excited 
him. He was ecstatic, but he didn't tell his wife, Jane; that would have 
made him most unpopular, since he was supposed to be concentrating 
on getting to bed. 

He lay awake for many h()urs that night. He couldn't sleep. His 
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mind keJ>t roaming over tht~ Idea's rnmifications, its COIJ.nections to 
other tllings. 

The Idea had been triggered by a simple question. How much gravi
tational radiation (ripples of spacetime curvature) can two black holes 
produce, when they collide and coalesce to form a .single hole? Hawk-
ing had been vaguely aware for some time that the single final hole 
would have to he larger, in so.me sense, than the "sum" of tht' two 
original holes, but in what sense, and what could that tell him about 
the amount of gravitational rad-iation produced? 

Then, as lu~ was preparing for bed, it had hit him. Suddenly, a series 
of mental pietures and diagrams had coalesced in his n1ind to produce 
the Ides: It was the area of the hole's horizon t.hat would be larger. He 
was sure of it; the pictures and diagrams had coalesced into an un
equivocal, mathematical proof. No matter wl1at the masses of the two 
original holes might be (the same or very di.ffere11t), and no mau.er how 
the holes might spin (in the same dirN:tion or opposite or not at all). 
and no matte!· how the holes might collide (.head-on or at a glancing 
angle), the area of the final holes horizon must alway~ he larger thart the 
sum if the areas f!!" the original lwles' horizons. So what? So a lot., 
Hawking realized as his mind roamed over the ramification.'! of t.his 
area-incretiJe theorem. 

First of all, in order for the final hole's horizon to have a large area, 
the final hule must have a large mass (or equivalently a large em~rgy), 
whic:h means that not too much energy could have been ejected as 
gravitational radiation. But "not too mttch" was st.iH quite a hit. By 
combining his new area-increase theorem ''rith a.n equation that de
scrjbes the mass of a black hole in terms of ito; surface area and spjn, 
Hawking deduced that as mucb as 50 percent of the rnass of dw two 
original holes could be converted to gravitational-wave f!nt~rgy, leaving 
as little as 50 percent behind in the mass of t.he final hole. 1 

There were other ramifications Hawkiug realized in the months 
that followed hi~ sleepless November night. Most important, perhaps, 

f. Tt might St'CIII counterintuitive r.hat llawking's arca-illCrP.asP. tlu.•ocern permits Ul"':) of 
the hoi<:!$' mass at all to be cmittt•d a5 gravitatior1al waves. Readers coiilfortablc with aigebra 
rna_y find satiSf;u:tion in tbc example of tlfo roo115pinning hole~ that L:o~tles~e t<> pcoduc~ a ~ingle, 
larger nunspinning hole. The ~urfacc <lrtoa of a nonspinning hole is1Jroportional lo rhe square of 
its hori'ZOII circumfl•rem·e. whil'.h in tun1 i.• propc.>etio11al to the !"l_uar .. of the hoie'5 mass. Thus, 
Hawking's thcor~m insi~tll thut tllE' sum of the ~quare5 of the initial hol .. ~' ma.'lles must el'cr,cll 
the square of the fin01l boll•'s .r:nas•. :\ little algP.bra shows that this l:t>nstraint oco thP. rna~ 
permits ttw final hole's rnaSli to he lr.s.s tha11 t.he sum of the initiul hoiP.~' rnilSIIt'$, and tbus 
Jlf'"DiU sollle or the imtial ma~;.~P.s trJ be ~rroiu.ed as gt•tvital1onal )V<tve~. 
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was a new answer to the question of how to dt;{ine the concept of a 
hole's horizon when the hole is "dynamical," that is, when it is vibrat
ing wildly (as it must during collisions), or when it is growing rapidly 
(as it will when it is first being created by an imploding star). 

Precise and fruitful definitions are essential to physics research. 
Only after Hermann Minkowski had defined the absolute interval be
tween two events (Box 2.1) could he deduce that, although space and 
time are "relative," they are unified into an "absolute" spacetime. Only 
after Einstein had defined the trajectories of freely falling particles to 
be straight Jines (Figure 2.2) could he deduce that spacetime is curved 
(Figure 2.5), and thereby develop his laws of general relativity. And 
only after Hawking had defined the concept of a dynamical hole's 
horizon could he and others explore in detail how black holes change 
when pummeled by collisions or by infalling debris. 

Before November 1970, most physicists, following Roger Penrose's 
lead, had thought of a hole's horizon as "the outermost location where 
photons trying to escape the hole get pulled inward by gravity." This 
old definition of the horizon was an intellectual blind alley, Hawking 
reali7.ed in the ensuing months, and to brand it as such he gave it a 
new, slightly contemptuous name, a name that would stick. He called 
it the apparent horizon. 11 

Hawking's contempt had several roots. First, the apparent horizon is 
a relative concept, not an absolute one. Its location depends on the 
observers' reference frame; observers falling into the hole might see it 
at a different location from observers at rest outside the hole. Second, 
when matter falls into the hole, the apparent horizon can jump sud
denly, without warning, from one location to another--a rather bizarre 
behavior, one not cond.ucive to easy insights. Third and most impor
tant, the apparent horizon had no connection at all to the flash of 
congealing mental pictures and diagrams that had produced Hawk
ing's New Tdea. 

Hawking's new definition of the horizon, by contrast, was absolute 
(the same in all reference frames), not relative, so he called it the 
absolute horizon. This absolute horizon is beautiful, Hawking thought. 
Tt has a beautiful definition: It is "the boundary in spacetime between 
events (outside the horizon) that can send signals to the distallt Cni
verse and those (inside the horizon) that cannot." And it has a beautiful 
evolution: When a hole eats matter or collides with another hole or 

2. A more precise definitioll of the apparent hori~on is given ill Rox 12.1 below. 



Box 12.1 

Absolute and Apparent Horizons for a 
Newborn Black Hole 

The spacetime diagrams shown below describe the implosion of a spheri
cal star to form a. spherical blade. hole; compare with Figure 6.7. The 
dotted curves are outgoing light rays; in other words, they are the world 
lines (trajectories through spacetime) of photons-the fa.~test s1gn.als that 
can he sent radially outward, toward the distant Universe, For optimal 
escape. the photons are idealized as not being absorbed or scattered at aU 
by the star's matter. 

The apparent horiwn (lefi diC".g:ram) is the outermost location where 
outgoing light rays, trying to es<'.ape the hole, get pulled inward toward 
the singularity (for example, the outgoing ray& Q(t and RR'). The appar
ent horizon is created suddenly, full-sized, at E, wherEl the star's surface 
shrinks through the critic.al circumference. The absolute lwrizon (right 
diagram) is the boundary between events that can send signals to the 
distant Universe (f()r example, ElVents P and S which send signals along 
the light rays PP' and SS) and. events that cannot send signals to the 
distant Universe (for example, Q and R). The absolute hori1:on is created 
at the star's center, at the event labeled C, well before the star's surface 
shrinks through the critical circumference. The absolute horizon is just a 
point when created, but it then expands smoothly, like a balloon being 
blown up, and emerges through the star's surface. precisely when the 
surface shrinks through the critical circumference (the circle labeled E). It 
then stops expanding, and thereafter coincides with the suddenly created 
apparent horizon. 

oy bh<> 
1:lof'il-<1f\_ 
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does anything at al1, its absolute horizon changes shape and size in a 
smooth, continuous way, instead of a sudden, jumping way (Box 12.1). 
Most important, the absolute horizon meshed perfectly with Hawk
ing's ~ew Idea: 

Hawking could see, in his congealed mental pictures and diagrams, 
that the an!as of absolute hori:~:ons (but not neCP-ssarily apparent hori
zons) will increase not only \vhen black holes collide and coalesce, but 
also when they are being born, when matter or gravitalional waves fall 
into them, when the gravity of other objects in the L:niverse raises tides 
on th<'.lll, and when rotational energy is being extracted from the swirl 
of spm:e just outside their horizons. Indeed, the areas of ailsolute hori
zons will almost always increase, and <:an never deerease. The physical 
reason is simple: Ev(~rything that a hole em:ounters sends energy in
ward through its absolute horizon, and there is no way that any energy 
can come back out Since aU forms of energy produ(.."e gravity, this 
:means that the hole's gravity is c.ontilmally being strengthened, and 
correspondingly, its surface area is continually growing. 

Hawking's conclusion, stated more precisely, was this: lit anx region 
if space, and at any moment of time (as measured 1:n anyone's reference 
frame), measure the areas o/' all the ab.mlllte hon:zons if all bltu:k lwles 
and add thf~ area.5 together to get a total area. Then u;ait hoiJ)evt·r long 
you might wish, and again measure tlte areas qf all the absolute horizons 
and add th.ern. If no black holes h.atJe moved out through the "walls" of 
yotlr region C!f space between the measurement.~ then the total horizon 
area cannot have decreased, arui it almost always will have increased, at 
lea.~t a little bit. 

Hawking was well aware Lhdt the choice of definition of horizon, 
absolute or apparent, could not influence in any way any predictions 
for the outcomes of e:~.-pcriment.~ that humans or other beings might 
perform; for example, it could not influence predi<-tions of t,he wave
forms of gravitational radiation produced in black-hole collisions 
(Chapter 10), nor ~::ould it influctl<.:e predictions of the number of 
X-rays emitted by hot gas falling into and through a black hole's 
horizon (Chapte·r 8). However, the choice of definition could strongly 
influence the ea.se with whieh theoretical physicists dedure, from Ein
stein's genera] relativistic equations, the properties and behaviors of 
black holes. The chosen definition would become a (;entral tool in the 
paradigm by which theorists guide their research; it would i11fluence 
their mental piclurr.-s, their diagrams, the words they say when c:mn
nmnicat.1ng with each other, and tll.eir int.uit.ive lea})!; of insight. And 
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for this purpose, Hawking believed, the new, absolute horizon, with its 
smoothly increasing area, would be superior to the old, apparent hori
zon, with its discontinuous jumps in size. 

Stephen Hawking was not the first physicist to think about absolute 
horizm1s and discover their area increase. R.oger Penrose at Oxford 
University, and Werner Israel at the University of Alberta, Canada, 
had already done so, before Hawking's sleepness November night. Tn 
fact, Hawking's insights were based largely on foundations laid by 
Penrose (Chapter 13). However, neither Penrose nor Israel had recog
nized the importance or the power of the area-increase theorem, so 
neither had published it. Why? Because they were mentally locked into 
regarding the apparent horizon as the hole's surface and the absolute 
horizon as just some rather unimportant auxlliary concept, and there
fore they thought that the increase of the absolute horizon's area was 
not very interesting. Just how terribly wrong they were w\11 become 
clear as this chapter progresses. 

Why were Penrose and Israel so wedded to the apparent horizon? 
Because it had already played a central role in an amazing discovery: 
Penrose's 1964 discovery that the laws of general relativity force every 
black hole to have a singularity at its center.! shall describe Penrose's 
discovery and the nature of singularities in the next chapter. For now, 
the main point is that the apparent horizon had proved its power, and 
Penrose and Israel, blinded by that power, could not conceive of jetti
soning the apparent horizon as the definition of a black hole's surface. 

They especially could not conceive of jettisoning it in favor of the 
absolute horizon. Why? Because the absolute horizon paradoxically, 
it might seem-violates our cherished notion that an effect should not 
precede its cause. When matter falls into a black hole, the absolute 
horizon starts to grow ("effect") before the matter reaches it ("cause"). 
The horizon grows in anticipation that the matter will soon be swal
lowed and will increase the hole's gravitational pull (Box 12.2). 

Penrose and Israel knew the origin of this seeming paradox. The 
very definition of the absolute horizon depends on what will happen in 
the future: on whether or not signals will ultimately escape to the 
distant Universe. In the terminology of philosophers, it is a teleological 
definition (a definition that relies on "final causes"), and it forces the 
horizon's evolution to be teleological. Since teleological viewpoints 
have rarely if ever been useful in modern physics, Penrose and Israel 
were dubious about the merits of the absolute horizon. 
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Evolution of an Accreting Hole's Apparent and 
Absolute Horizons 

The sparetimc diagram below illustrates the jerky evolution of t.he appar
ent horizon and the teleological evolution of the absolute horizon. At. some 
initial moment. of time (on a horizontal slice near the bottom of the 
diagram), an old, nonspirming black hole is surrounded by a thin, spheri
cal shell of matter. The shell is like the rubbt-r of a balloon, a11d the hole is 
like a pit at the balloon's center. The hole's gravity puJis on the shell (the 
balloon's rubber), forcing it to shrink and ultimately be swallowed by the 
hole (the pit). The apparertt horizon (the outermost location at which 
outgoing light rays--shown dotted--arc be1ng pulled inward) jumps out
ward suddenly, and discontinuously, at the moment when the shrinking 
shell reaches the location of the final hole's critical circumference. The 
absolute horizon (the boundary between event_'l that can and cannot send 
outgoing light rays to the distant C:niverse) starts to expand bejilre the 
hole swallows the shell. It. expands in anticipation of swallowing, and then, 
just as the hole swallows, it. comes to rest at. the same location as the 
jumping apparent horizon. 
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Hawking is a bold thinker. He is far more willing than most physi
cists Lo take off in radical new directions, if those directions "smell" 
right. 'fhe absolute horizon smelled right to him, so despite its radical 
nature, he embraced it, and his embrace paid o1I. 'Within a few months, 
Hawking and James Hartle were able to derive, from Einstein's gen
era! relativity laws, a set of elegant equations that describe how the 
absolutt~ horizon continuously and smoothly expands and changes its 
shape, in anticipation of swallowing infalling debris or gravitational 
waves, or in anticipation of being pulled on by the gravity of other 
bodies. 

In ~ovcmber f970, Stephen Hawking was just beginning to reach full 
stride as a physicist. He had made several important discoveries al
ready, but he was not yet a dominant figure. As we move on through 
this chapter, we shall watch him become dominant. 

How, with his severe disability, has Hawking been ab]e to out-think 
and out-intuit his leading colleague-competitors, people like Roger 
Penrose, Werner Israel, and (3.'1 we shall see) Yakov Borisovich Zel'
dovich? They had the use of their hands; they could draw pictures and 
perfoT1T1 many-page-long calculations on paper--calculations in which 
one records many complex intermediate results along the way, and 
then goes back, picks them up one by one, and combines them to get a 
final result; calculations that T cannot conceive of anyone doing in his 
head. By the early 1970s, Hawking's hands were largely paralyzed; he 
could neither draw pictures nor ·wTite down equations. His research had 
to be done entirely in his head. 

Because the loss of control over his hands was so gradual, Hawking 
has had plenty of time to adapt. He has gradually trained his mind 
to think. in a manner different from the minds of other physicists: 
He thinks in new types of intuitive mental pictures and mental equa
tions that, for him, have replac:ed paper-and-pen drawings and written 
equations. Hawking's mental pictures and mental equations have 
turned out to be more powerful, for some kinds of problems, than 
the old paper-and-pen ones, and less powerful for others, and he has 
gradually learned to concentrdte on problems for which his new 
methods give greater power, a powf'.r that nobody else can begin to 
match. 

Hawking's disability has helped him in other ways. As he himself 
has often commented, it has freed him from the responsibility of lec
turing to university students, and he thus has had far more free time 
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Stephen Hawking with his wife Jane and their son Timolhy in C'..ambridge, 
En8land, in 19RO. [Photo by Kip ThBrne.] 

for research than his znore healthy colleagues. More important, per
haps, his disease in some ways has improved his attitude toward life. 

Hawking contracted ALS in 1963, soon after he began graduate 
school at Cambridge University. ALS is a catch-all name for a variety 
of motor neuron diseases, most of which kill fairly quickly. Thinking 
he had only a few years to live, Hawking at first lost his enthusiasm for 
life and physics. However, by the winter of 1964--65, it became appar
ent that his was a rare variant of ALS, a variant that .saps the ce11tral 

nervous system's control of muscles over many years' time, not just a 
few. Suddenly life seemed wonderful. He returned to physics with 
greater vigor and enthusiasm than he had ever had as a healthy, devil
may-care undergraduate student; and with his new lease on life, he 
married Jane Wilde, whom he had met shortly after contracting ALS 
and with whom he had fallen in love during the early phase& of his 
disease. 

Stephen's marriage to Jane was essential to his success and happiness 
in the 1960s and 1970s and into the 1980&. She made for them a nonnal 
home and a normal life in the midst of physical adversity. 

The happiest smile 1 ever saw in my life was Stephen's the evening 
in August 1972 in the f'rench Alps when Jane, T, and the Hawkings' 
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two oldest children, Robert and Lucy, retumed from a day's excursion 
into the mountains. Through foolishness we had missed the last ski lift 
down the mountain, and had been forced to descend about 1000 meters 
on foot. Stephen, who had fretted about our tardiness, broke out into an 
enormous smile, and tears came to his eyes, as he saw Jane, Robert, a11d 
Lucy enter the dining room where he was pokiJig at hi.."l P.vtming meal, 
unable to eat. 

Ha,vking lost the use of his limbs and then his voice very gradually. 
In June 1965, when we first met, he walked with a cane and his voice 
was only slightly shaky. Ry 1970 he required a four·legged walker. By 
1972 he was confined to a motorized wheelchair and had largely lost 
the ability to write, b11t he could still feed himself with some ease, and 
most native English speakers could still understand his speech, though 
with difficulty. By 1975 he could no longer feed himself, and only 
people accustomed to his speech could understand it. By 1981 even 1 
was having severe diJliculty understanding him unless we were in an 
absolutely quiet room; only people who were with him a lot could 
understand with ease. By 1985 his lungs would not remain clear of 
fluid of their own accord, and he had to have a tracheostomy so they 
could be cleared regularly by suetioning. The price was high: He com
pletely lost his voice. To comp«~nsate, he acquired a computer-driven 
voice synthesizer with an American accent for whieh ht~ would apolo
gize sheepishly. He controls the computer by a simple switch clutched 
in one hand, which be squeezes as a menu of words scrolls by on the 
computer screen. Grabbing one word after another from the scrolling 
menu with his switch, he builds up his sentences. It is painfully slow, 
b11t effective; he ean produce no more than one short sentence per 
minute, but his senterwes are enunciated clearly by the synthe.si7.er, and 
are often pearls. 

As his speech deteriorated, Hawking learned to make every sentence 
coullt. He found ways to express his ideas that were dearer and more 
succinct than the ways he had used. in the early years of his disease. 
With clarity and succ:inctness of expression camt~ improved clarity of 
thought, and greater irnpaet on his L'Olleagues--but also a tendency to 
seem oracular: When he issues a pronouncement on some deep ques
tion, , . .,e, his colleagues, sometimes cannot be sure, until after .t:nueh 
thought and ealculation of our own: whether he is just speculating or 
has stroug evidence. He sometimes doc!Sr. 't tell us, and we oceasionally 
wonder whether he, with his absolutely unique insights, is playing 
games with us. He does, after all, still retaill a streak of the impishness 
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that made him popular in his undergraduate days at Oxford, and a 
sense of humor that rarely deserts hjm, even iu times of trial. (Before 
his tracheostomy, when I began to have trouble understanding his 
speech, I sometimes found myself saying over and over again, as many 
as ten times, "Stephen, I still don't understand; please say it again." 
Showing a bit of frustration, he would <:ontinue to repeat himself until 
I suddenly understood: He was telling me a wonderfully funny, off
the-wall, one-line joke. When I finally caught it, he would grin with 
pleasure.) 

Entropy 

Having extolled Hawking's ability to out-think and out-intuit all his 
colleague-competitors, I must now confess that he has not managed to 
do so all the time, just most. Among his defeats, perhaps the most 
spectacular was at the hands of one of John Wheeler's graduate stu
dents, Jacob .Bekenstein. But in the midst ofthat defeat, as we shall see, 
Hawking produced a far greater triumph: his discovery that black holes 
can evap<1rate. The tortuous route to that discovery will occupy much 
of the rest of this chapter. 

The playing field on which Hawking was defeated was that of black
hole thermodyflamics. Thennodynamics is the set of physical laws that 
govern the random, statistical behavior of large numbers of atoms, for 
example, the atoms that make up the air in a room or those that make 
up the entire Sun. The atoms' statistical behavior includes, among 
other things, their random jiggling caused by heat; and correspond
ingly, t..l1.e laws of thermodynamics include, among other things, the 
laws that govern heat. Hence the name thermodynamics. 

A year before Hawking discovered his area theore-m, Demetrios 
ChristodmJlou, a nineteen-year-old graduate student in Wheeler's 
Princeton group, noti<.-ed that the equations that desC'..ribe slow changes 
in the properties of black holes (for example, when they slowly accrete 
gas) resemble some of the equations of thermodynamics. The resem
blance was remarkable, but there was no reason to think it anything 
more than a coincidence. 

This resemblance was strengthened by Hawking's area theorem: 
The area theorem closely resembled the second /all) if thennodynamics. 
In fa<..-t, the area theorem, as expressed earlier in this chapter, becomes 
the second law of thermodyudmi':s if we merely replace the phrase 
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"horizon areas" by the word "entropy": In any region if ~pace, and at 
any moment of time (a..~ measured in anyone 3 rtiference frame), mea.5ure 
the total entropy of everything there. Then wait howezJ£r long you might 
wish, and again mea.,ure lhe total entropy. lf rwtking ha.5 moved out 
through the ;'walls" qfyour region if space between the measurement$, 
then the total entropy cannot hatJe decreased, and it almo.~t always will 
have increased, at lea.,t a little bit. 

What is this thing r..alled "entropy" that increases;1 lt is the amount 
of "randomness" in the chosen region of space, and the increase of 
entropy means that things are continually becoming more and more 
random. 

Stated more precisely (see Box 12.~). entropy is tl1.e logarithm of the 
rturnber of ways that all the atoms aru:l molecules in our chosen region 
can be distributed, without changing that region's rnacroscopir. appear
ance.~ When there are many possible ways for the atoms and molecules 
to be distributed, there is a huge amount of microscopic randomness 
and the entropy is huge. 

The law of entropy in(,Tease (the second law of thermodynamics) has 
great power. As an example, suppose that we have a room contain~ng 
air and a few crumpled-up newspapers. The air and paper together 
contain less entropy than they would have if the paper were burned in 
the air to form carbon dioxide, water vapor, and a 'oit of ash. In other 
words, wher1 the room contains the original air and paper, there are 
fewer ways that its molecules can be randomly distributed than when 
it contains the final air, carbon dioxide, water vapot·, and ash. That i$ 
why the paper burns naturally and easily if a spark ignites it, and why 
the burning cannot easily and naturally be reversed to create paper 
from carbon dioxide, water, ash, and air. Hntropy increases during 
burning; entropy would decrease during unburning; thus, burning oc
curs and un burning does not. 

Stephen Hawking noticed immediately, in ~ovember 1970, the re
markable similarity b<~tween the second law of thermodynamics and 
hls law of area increase, but lt was obvious to him that the similarity 

~- The laws oi quantum nu~chanics guarantee that the nurnber of ways to distrihule the 
atoms and molecules is always finite, a11rl never inti11i1c. In defi11i11g the fmtropy, phy~icists 
o!\en m11ltiply the logarithm of this number of ways by a constant thai will be irrelevar•t to liS, 

loge 10 X ~- where log_, I 0 is the "natural lagarithrn" of 1 0, that is, 2.50258 . . . , a11d lr. is 
"Boltzmann's constaut," \.38062 X w··· erg per degree (~isius. Throughout this hook I shali 
ignoro: this ~nnsta•Jt. . 
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Box 12.3 

Entropy in a Child's flla)Toom 

Imagine a square playroom containing 20 toys. The floor of the room is 
made of 100 large tiJes (with 10 tiles running along each side), and a 
father has cleaned the room, throwing all the toys onto the northernmost 
row of tH~s. The father cared not one whit which toys ]anded on which 
tiles, so they are all rc1ndrunly !iCTamhled. One measure of their random. 
ness is t.hc num her of wa,ys that they could have landed ( ear.h of which the 
father considers as equally satisfactory), that i.s, the nurnher of way~; that. 
the 20 toys car: be distributed over the 10 tilt>.s of the northern row. This 
number turns out to be 10 X 10 X 10 X ... X 10, with one factor of 10 fur 
each toy; t1mt is, 1 o'J(). 

This number, 10-zu, is one dc6cript.ion of the amount of randomn~ss in 
the toys. However, it is a rather unwieklly description, lJince f0 11u is such a 
big number. More easy to manipulAte is the logarithm of l0~0, that is, the 
number of factors of 10 that JrJust he multiplied togethP.r to get 10'~0 • The 
logarithm is 20; and tllis logarithm qf the number of ways the wys could he 
scal.i.ered over tlze tile.~ is tl1e toys' entropy. 

Now supp<,se that a child r.omes into thP. room and plays with the toys, 
throwing them around with abandon, and r.hcn lea\'es. ThP. father returns 
and sees a mess. The toys are now far more randomly distributed than 
beforP.. Tht>ir entropy has inC'.re~. Tilt! fathe•· doesn't r.a!e just where 
each toy is; all he care'> is tllat they have been scattered random]y through· 
out the 1·oom. How many dillP.rent ways might they· haYe b~en scattered? 
How many wars could the 20 toys be distributed over the 100 tiles? 
100 X 100 X 1 00 X , . . X 1 00, with one factor of 1 00 for each toy; that is, 
100211 = 10411 ways. The logarithm of this number is 10, so the child 
ill.creased the toys' entropy from 20 to 40. 

"Aha, but then the father deans up the room and thereby reduces the 
toys' l:!ntropy back to 20," you might say. "J)oesn't this violate the second 
law of thrrrnodynamir.s?" No, not at all. ThP. toys' entropy rnay be rcdut~ed 
by the father's cleaning, but Lhc enlropy in the father's body and in the 
room's air has increased: It took a lot of energy to throw the toys back onto 
tht" northernmost tiles, P.nergy that tile father got by "burning up" some uf 
his body's fat. The burning r.onvt'rted neatly organized fat. moleclllcs into 
disorgani7.ed waste prmhu:t.s, for example, the (~arbon dioxide that he ex
haled randomly into the room; and the resulting increase in the father's 
and the room's entropy (the: increast" in the number of ways their atoms 
a~1d molecules can be distributed) far more than made up for the decrP.ase 
in the toys' entropy. 
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was a Illerc coincidence. One would have to be crazy, or at least a litt1e 
dim-witted, to claim that the area of a hole's horizon in some sense is 
the hole's entropy, Hawking thought. After all, there is nothing at all 
random about a black hole. A black ho1e is just the opposite of random; 
it is simpliL:ity incarnate. Once a black hole has settled down into a 
quiescent state (by emitting gravitational waves; Figure 7.4), it is left 
tota11y "hairless": All of its propt~rties are precisely determined by just 
three numbers, its mass, its angular momentum, and its electric charge. 
The hole has no randomness whatsoever. 

Jacob Bekenstein was not persuaded. lt seemed likely t.o him that a 
black hole's area in some deep sense is its entropy-or, more precisely, 
its entropy multiplied by some constant. If not, Bekenstein reasoned, if 
black holes have vanishing entropy (no randomness at all) as Hawking 
claimed, then black holes could be used to decrease the entropy of the 
Universe and thereby violate the second law of thermodynamics. All 
one need do is buudle all the air molectdes from some ronrn into a 
small package and drop them into a black hole. The air molecules and 
a11 the entropy they car.ry will disappear from our Universe when the 
package enters the hole, and if the hole's entropy does not increa&e to 
compensate for this loss, then the total entropy of the Universe will 
have been reduced. This violation of the second law of thermodynam
ics would be highly unsatisfactory, Bekenstein argued. To preserve the 
second law, a black hole must possess an entropy that goes up wheu the 
package falls through its horizon, and the most promising candidate for 
that entropy, it seemed to Bekenstein, was the hole's surface area. 

Not at all, Hawking responded. You can lose air molecules by throw
ingthel1l down a black hole, and you can also lose entropy. That is just 
the nature of black holes. We will just have to accept this violation of 
the second law of thermodynamics, Hawking argued; the properties of 
black holes require it-and besides, it has no serious consequences at 
all. For example, although under ordinary circumstances a violation of 
the second law of thermodynamics might permit one to make a perpet
ual motion machine, when it is a black hole that causes the violation, 
no perpetual motion machine is possible. The violation is just a tiny 
peculiarity in the laws of physics, one that the laws presumably live 
with quite happily. 

Bekenstein was not convinced. 
AJl the world's black-hole experts lined up on Hawking's side·-· all, 

that is, except Bekenstein's mentor, John Wheeler. "Your idea is just 
crazy enough that it might be right.,'' Wheeler told Bekenstein. With 
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this eneoumgement, Bekt.•nstein plowed forward and tightened up his 
conjecture. He ('.stimated just how mu<!h a hole's entropy would have to 
grow, when a padtage of air is dropped into it, to preserve the second 
law of thermodynamics, and he e!!timatt~d bow much the plunging 
package would increase the horizon's area; and from theSP. rough esti
mates, he deduced a relationship between entropy and area which, he 
thought, mig.ll.t always preserve the second law of thermoclynamic-.s: 
The entropy, he concluded, is approximatE-ly the h01·izon's area divided 
by a famous ar~:>a associated with the (as yet ill-understood) laws of 
quanturn gravjty, the Planc'-.~Witeeler area, 2.61 X JO··<so square c-.enti
met.er.4 (We shall learn the sig:nificaoce of the Planck ·Wl1eeler area in 
the next two chapters.) li'or a 10-solar-mass hole, this entropy would be 
the hole's area, 11,000 square kilometers, divided by the Plc.mck-· 
Wheeler area, 2.61 X 10·66 square centimeter, which is roughly 101°. 

This is an enormous amount of entropy. It represents a huge amount 
of randomness. Where does this randomness reside? Inside the hole, 
Bekenstein conjec:tured. The hole's interior must contain a huge num
ber of atoms or molecules or something, all randomly distributee!,. and 
the total number of ways they could be dL~tributed must be5 1010 . 

Nonsense, responded most of the leading black-hole physic-ists, in
cluding Hawking and rne. The hole's interior r.ontairu a singularity, 
not atoms or molecules. 

Nevertheless, the similarity between the laws of thermodynarnjcs 
and the properties of bJack holes was impressive. 

In August 1972, with the golden age of black~h<>le research in full 
swing, the world's leading black-hole experts and about fifty students 
congregated in the Frencl1 Alps for an intense month of lectures and 
joint research. The site was the same Les Houche.s summer school, on 
the same green hillside opposite Mont Ulanc, at which nine years 
earlier (1963) I had bren taught the intricacies of general relativity 
(Chapter 10). In f 963 1 had been a student. Now, in 1972, J was 
supposed to be an expert. Jn the mornin~ we "experts" lectured to 

4. This Planr:k Wh~lcr an.a is gtvci! by the limnula c~hfc•. wl1ere 0 = 6.6i0 x 10·~ 
dyne-cenrime!er2/g.raJn2 is 1\P.wt<m's gnwitation oont'tant, /i = 1.055 X 10""' ccg second is 
Pl<~IICk's quanlum rnr.c.hani<'.al con5tant, and c = 2.99/i X 10'0 CP.ntiJlletP."/second :~ r.hc spt>.~d of 
light. For relatoed issu<~s. sec Footnote 2 in Ghap14!-r 13, Footm•te (i in <:ltapl~r 14, and the 
assoc.iated discuii!Jions in the tekt of th.-. cbapt.P.rs. 

5. ThP. !ogarithm of 10'0"' i11 Hi"' (Kr.kl"llstP.;n's <"Onjectureol enr.rop_y ). Nutl' that HI'"'' i~ a i 
with 1070 zcr.JeS after it, that is, with ncariy as many zeroes as tbP.rr. at'!! a!orn~ in tbe l :nive~se. 
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each other and the students about the discoveries we had made during 
the past five years and about our current struggles toward new insights. 
During most afternoons we continued our current struggles: Igor Novi
kov and I closeted ourselves in a small log cabin and struggled to 
discover the laws that govem gas as it ae<;retes into black holes and 
emits X-rays (Chapter 8), while on couches in the school's lounge my 

students Bill Press and Saul 'feukolsky sought ways to discover 
whether a spinning black hole is stable against smaH perturbations 
(Chapter 7), and fifty meters above me on the hi11side, James Bardeen, 
Brandon Carter, and Stephen llawk.ing joined forces to try to deduce 
from gl.nstein's general. relativity equations the full set of laws that 
govern the evolution of black holes. The setting was idyllic, the physi<."S 
delicious. 

By the end o.f the month, Bardeen, Carter, and Hawki11g had con
solidated their insights into a set. of laws if black-hole mechanics that 
bore an amazing resemblance to the laws of thermodynamics. Each 
black-hole law, in fact, turneri out to beidentic-..al to a thermodynamieal 
law, if one only replaced the phrase "horizon area" by "entropy," and 
the phrase "lwrizon .surface gravi~y" by "tempera Lure." (Tlle surface 
gravity, roughly speaking, is the strength of gravity's pull as felt by 
somebody at rest just above the horizon.) 

Wheil Bek.enstcin (who was one of tlte fifty students at the school) 
saw this perfect fit between the two sets of laws, he became more 
convinced than ever that the horizon area i.~ the hole's entropy. Bar
dccn, Carter, Hawking, I, and the other experts, by contrast, saw in this 
fit a firm proof that the horizon area cannot be the hole's entropy in 
disguise. If it were, then similarly the surface gravity would have to be 
the hole's temperature in disguise, and that temperature would not be 
zero. However, the laws of thermodynamics insist that any and every 
object with a nonzero temperatur{! must emit radiation, at least a little 
bit (that is how the radiators that warm some homes work), and every
body knew that black holes cannot ~mit anything. Radiation can fall 
into a black. hole, but none can ever come out. 

If Bekenstein had followed his intuition to its logical conclusion, he 
would have asserted that somehow a blac.k hole must have a fiilit.e 
temperature and musl emit radiation, and we today would look back on 
him as an astounding prophet. But Rekensteill wa!iled. He conceded 
that it was obvious a black hole cannot radiate, but he clung tena
ciously to his faith in black-hole entropy. 
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Black Holes Radiate 

The first hint that black holes, in fact, can radiate came from Y akov 
Borisovich Zel'dovich, in June 1971, fourteen months before the Les 
Houches summer school. Howev~r, nobody was paying any attention, 
and for this I bare the brunt of Ll:te shame since I wa~ Zel'dovich's 
confidant and foil as he groped toward a radical new insight. 

Zel'dovich had brought rne to Moscow for rny second several-week 
stint as a mt-..mber of his research group. On my first stint, two years 
earlier, he had commandeered for me, in the midst of Moscow's hous
ing crunch, a spacious private apartment on Shabolovka Street, near 
October Square. While some of my friends shared one-room apart
ments with their spouses, children, and a set of parents-· ·one room, not 
Ontl bedroom- .. I had had all to myself an apartment with bedroom, 
living room, kitchen, television, and elegant china. On this second stint 
I lived more modestly, in a single room at a hotel owned by the Soviet 
Academy of Sci~nces, down the street from my old apartJ:nent. 

A.t 6:30 one morning, I was roused from my s]eep by a phone call 
from Zel'dovich. "Come to my flat, Kip! I have a new idea about 
spinning black holes!'' Knowing that coffee, tea, and piruzhki (pastries 
containing ground beef, fish, cabbage, jam, or eggs) would be waiting, I 
sloshed cold water on my face, threw on my clothes, grabbed my 
briefcase, dashed down five flights of stairs into the street, grabbed a 
crowded troBey, transferred to a trolley bus, and alighted at Number 
2B Vorobyevskoye Shosse in the Lenin Hill'i, 10 kilometers south of the 
Kremlin. Number 4, next door, was the residence of Alexei Kosygin, 
the Premier of the U.S.S.R.6 

J walked through an open gate in the eight-foot-high iron fence and 
entered a four-acre, forested yard surrounding the massive, squat apart
ment house Number 2B and its twin Number 2A, with their peeling 
yellow paint. As one reward for his contributions to Soviet nuclear 
might (Chapter 6), Zel'dovich had been given one of 2B's eight apart
ments: the southwest quarter of the second tloor. The apartment was 

6. Yorohyevskoye Shoase has llince been renamed KosygiP Street, and its buildings hav~ 
been renumbered. Ln the late 1980s Mikhail Gorbachev had a lu•me at Number 10, several 
do.,I"II west of Zel"dovich. 
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enormous by Moscow standards, 1500 square feet; he shared it with his 
wife, Varvara Pavlova, one daughter, and a son-in-law. 

Zcl'dovich met me at the apartment door, with a warm grin on his 
faL-e and the sounds of his hustling family emerging from back rooms. 1 
removed my shoes, put on slippers from the pile beside the door, and 
followed him into the shabby but comfortable living/dining room, 
with its overstuffed <:ouch and chairs. On one wall was a map of the 
world, with colored pins identifying all the plm:<'.s to which Zel'dovich 
had been invited (London, Princeton, Beijing, Bombay, Tokyo, and 
many more), and which the Soviet state, in its paranoid fear of losing 
nuclear secrets, had forbade him lO visit. 

Zel'dovich, his eyes dancing, sat me down at the long dining table 
dominating the room's center, and announced, "A spinning black hole 
must radiate. The departing radiation will kick back at the hole and 
gradually slow its spin, and then hall it. With the spin gone, the 
radiation will stop, and the hole will live forever thereafter in a per· 
feL1:ly spherical, nonspinning state." 

"That's one of the r.rdziest things I've ever heard," T asserted. (Open 
<:onfrontation is not my style, but Zel'dovich thrived on it. ( Ie wanted 
it, he expected il, and he had brought me to :\-foS<:ow in part to serve as 
a sparring partner, an opponent against whom to test ideas.) "How can 
you make such a crazy claim?" T asked. "Everyone knows that radiation 
can flow into a hole, but nothing, not eveu radiation, c.an come out." 

Zel'dovich e'l'<plained his reasoning: "A spinning metal sphere emits 
electromagnetic radiation, and so, similarly, a spinning black hole 
should emil gravitational waves." 

A typical Zel'dovich proof, I thought to myself. Pure physical intui
tion, based on nothing more than analogy. Zel'dovich doesn't under
stand general relativity well enough to compute what a black hole 
should do, so instead he computes the behavior of a spinning metal 
sphere, he then asserts that a black hole will behave analogously: and 
he wakes me up at 6:30 A.M. to lest his assertion. 

However, 1 had already seen Zel'dovich make discoveries with little 
more basis than this; for example, his 1965 daim that when a moun
tainous star implodes, it produces a perfectly spherical black hole 
(Chapter 7)1 a claim that turned out to be right and that foretold the 
hairlessness of holes. I thus proceeded cautiously. "I had no \dea that a 
spinning metal sphere emits electromaguetie radiation. How?" 

"The radiation is so weak," Zel'dovieh explained, "that nobody has 
ever observed it, nor predicted it before. However, it must occur. The 
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metal sphere will radiale when electromagnetic vact~um fluctuations 
tickle it. Similarly, a black hole will radiate when gravitational vac
uum tluctuations graze its horizon.'' 

I was too dumb in 1971 to realize the deep signifir.ance of this 
re:rnark, bttt several years later it would become dear. All previous 
theoretical studies of black holes ha.d been based on Einstein's general 
relativistic 1aws, and those studies were unequivocal: A black hole 
cannot radiate. However, we theorists knew that general relativity is 
only an approximation to the true laws of gravity·- an approximation 
that should be excellent when dealing with black holes. we thought, 
but an approximation nonetheless.7 Tht> true laws, we were sure, must 

7. SeethE' last sectior1 ofChap~r 1, KThe :-.aturc of Physical La~·." 

Box 1.2.4 

Vacuum Fluctuations 

Vacuum fluctuations are, for electromagnetic and gravitational waves, 
what "claustrophobic degeneracy motions" are for electTOns. 

Recall (Chapter 4) that if one confines an electron to a small region of 
space, then no matter how hard one tries to slow it to a stop, the laws of 
q1umtum mechanics force the electron to continue moving rd.lldomly, 
unpredictably. This is the claustropltobic degeneracy motion that pro
duces the pressure by which white-dwarf stars support thcmse1ves against 
their own gmvitational squeeze. 

Similarly, if one tries to remove all electroma.gnetic or gravitational 
oscill<\tions from some region of space, one will never succeed. The laws of 
quantum mechanics insist that there always remain some random, unpre
dictable oscillations, that is, some random, unpredictable electromagnetic 
and gravitational waves. These are the vacuum fh;.ct.uations that (accord
ing to Zel'dovich) will "tickle" a spinning metal sphere or black hole and 
cause it to radiate. 

Thf>.se vacuum fluctuations cannot be stopped by rewoving their en
ergy. because tl1ey contain, on average, no t1nergy at all. A.t sorne locations 
and some moments of time they have positive energy that has been ''bor
rowed" from other locations, and those other locations, a..~ a result, have 
negative energy. Just as banks will not 1et customers maintain negative 
bank balances for long, so the laws of physics force the regions of negative 
energy to quickly suck energy out of their positive-energy neighbors, 
thereby restoring themselves to a 1-t>.ro or positive balance. This continual, 
random, borrowing and returning of energy is what drives the vacuum 
flnchJations. 

Just as an electron's degeneracy Jrfl)tions become more vigorous when 
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be quantum mechanical, so we called them the laws of quantum grav
ity. Although those quantum gravity laws were only vaguely under
stood at best, John Wheeler had deduced in the 1950s that they must 
entail gravitational l)acuum fluctuations, tiny, unpredietable fluctua
tions in the mrvature of spacetime, fluctuations that remain even 
when spacetime is completely empty of all matter and one tries to 
remove all gravitational waves from it, that is, when it is a perfect 
vacuum (Box 12.4). Zel'dovich was claiming to foresee, from his elec
tromagnetic analogy, that these gravitational vacuum fluctuations 
would cause spinning black holes to radiate. "But how?" I asked, puz
zled. 

Zel'dovich bounded to his feet, strode to a one-meter-square black
board on the wall opposite his map, and began drawing a sketch and 

one confines the electron to a smaller and smaller region (Chapter 4), so 
also the vacuum fluctuations of electromagnetic and gravitational waves 
are more vigorous in small regions than in large, that is, more vigorous for 
small wavelengths than for large. This, as we shaH see in Chapter 13, has 
profound consequences for the nature of the singularities at the centers of 
black holes. 

(1:lectromagnetic vacuum fluctuations are well understood and are a 
common feature of everyday physics. For example, they play a key role in 
the operation of a fluorescent light tube. An electrical discharge excites 
mercury vapor atoms in the tube, and then random electromagnetic vac
uum fluctuations tickle each excited atom, causing it, at some random 
time, to emit some of its excitation energy as an electromagnetic wave (a 
photon).* This emission is cal1ed spontaneous because, when it was first 
identified as a physical effect, physicists did not realize it was being trig
gered by vacuum fluctuations. As another example, inside a laser, random 
electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations int.erfere with the coherent laser 
light (interference in the sense of Box 10.3), thereby modulating the laser 
light in unpredictable ways. This causes the photons emerging from the 
laser to come out at random, unpredictable times, ir•stead of uniformly 
one after another--a phenomenon called photon slzot noise. 

Gravitational vacuum flll(:tuations, by contrast with electromagnetic, 
have never yet beeu seen cxperirnental1y. Technology of the 1990s, with 
great effort, should be able to detect highly energetic gravitational waves 
from black-hole collisions (Chapter 10), but not the waves' far weaker 
vacuum fluctuations. 

+-Thi~ "'primary" photon gets l\bsorbed by a phosphor coal.ing on r.he tube's walls, which in 
turn emits "st'cond1uy" pholons that we sec as light. 
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J2.1 7..el'dovich's mechanism by which vacuum fluctuations r..ause a spinning 
body to radiate. 

talking at the same time. His sketch (Figure 12.1) showed a wave 
fl()wing toward a spiniling object, skimming around its surface for a 
while, and then flowing away. The wave might be electromagr.ctic: and 
the spinning body a meta) sphere, Zel'dovich explained, or the wave 
might be gravitational and the body a black hole. 

The inrorning wave is not a "real" wave, Zel'dovich explainEXi, but 
rathel' a vacuum fluctuation. As tl1is Jluctuational wave sweeps around 
the spinning body, it behaves like a hne of ice skaters making a turn: 
The outer skaters must whip around aL high speed whilt- the inner ones 
move much rnore slowly; similarly, the wave's outer parts move at a 
very high spP.ed, the spC{~d of light, while it.'> inner parts move much 
more slowly than light and, in fact, more slowly than the body's surface 
is llpinning.8 In such a situation, Zel'dovich asserted, the rapidly spin
ning body will grab hold of lhe fluctualional wave and accelerate it, 
muc:h like a small boy accelerating a slingshot as he swings it faster and 
faster. '!'he acceleration feeds some of the bod.Y's spin l~nergy into the 
wave, ampli~ying it. The new, amplified portion of the wave is a "rea) 
vmve" with positive total energy, while the original, unamp1ifled por· 
tion remains a vacuum fluctuation with 7.~~ro total enc~rgy (Box 12.4). 
The spinning body has thus used the vacuum fluctuation as a sort of 
catal:ysl for creating a real wave, and as a template for the shape of the 

~- In tr.dmical langna:ll', th .. oul~r parts are- in the "radiaJion zone" whil~ thl' inuer parts 
are in the .. lll'ar z.one.', 
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real wave. This is similar, Zel'dovich pointed out, to the manner in 
which vacuum fluctuations cause a vibrating molecule to "spontane
ously" emit light (Box 12.4). 

Zel'dovich told me he had proved that a spinning metal sphere 
radiates in this way; his proof was based on the laws of quantum 
electrodynamics~that is, the well-known laws that arise from a mar
riage of quantum mechanics with Maxwell's laws of electromagnetism. 
Though he did not have a similar proof that a spinning black hole wiU 
radiate, he was quite sure by analogy that it must. In fact, he asserted, a 
spinning hole will radiate not only gravitational waves, but also elec
tromagnetic waves (photons9), neutrinos, and all other forms of radia
tion that can exist in nature. 

I was quite sure that Zel'dovich was \\'l'ong. Several hours later, with 
no agreement in sight, Zel'dovich offered me a wager. In the novels of 
Ernest Hemingway, Zel'dovich had read of 'White Horse scotch, an 
elegant and esoteric brand of whisky. If detailed calculations with the 
laws of physics showed that a spinning black hole radiates, then I was 
to bring Zel'dovich a bottle of VVhite Horse scotch from America. If the 
calculations showed that there is no such radiation, Zel'dovich would 
give me a bottle of fine Georgian cognac. 

I accepted the wager, but 1 knew it would not be settled quickly. To 
settle it would require understanding the marriage of general relativity 
and quantum mechanics far more deeply than anyone did in 1971. 

Having made the wager, I soon forgot it. I have a lousy memory, and 
my own research was concentrated elsewhere. Zel'dovich, however, did 
not forget; several weeks after arguing with me, he wrote down his 
argument and submitted it for publication. The referee probably would 
have rejected his manuscript had it come from somebody else; his 
argument was too heuristic for acceptance. But Zel'dovich's reputation 
carried the day; his paper was published-and hardly anyone paid any 
attention. Black-hole radiation just seemed horribly implausible. 

A year later, at the Les Houches summer school, we "experts" were 
still ignoring Zel'dovich's idea. I don't recall it being mentioned even 
once.10 

9. Recall that photons and electromagnetic wavt>.s are different aspects of r.he 5ame thing; 
see the distussion of wave/particle duality ill Box 4.1. 

10. Thi5 lack of interest was all the more remarkable because in the nu~·o~ntime, Charles 
Misner in America bad shoY.·n that real waves (as opposed to Zel'dovich 's \·acuum fluctuations) 
can be amplified by a spinning hole in a manner analogous to Figure 12.2, and this amp
lification to wf1icla Misner gave the name "superradiance"---was generating great int.P.TP."t. 

4JJ 
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In September 1973, I was back in !\.-Ioscow once again, this time ac
companying Steph(!Cl 1 Jawking and his wife Jane. This was Stephen's 
first trip to Moscow since his sludent day·s. He, Jane, and Zcl'dovich 
(our Soviet host), uneasy about how to eope in Moscow with Stephen's 
special TIC!cds, thought it best that I, being familiar with Moscow and a 
c:lose friend of Stephe11's and Jane's, act as their companion, translator 
for physies <:onversations. and guidE!. 

We stayed at the Hotel Hossiya, just off H.ed S<lua.re ncar the Krem
hn. Although we ventured out nearly every day to give lectures at one 
institute or another, or to visit a museum or the opera or ballet, our 
interactions with Soviel physicisls oecurred for the rnost part in the 
Haw kings' two-room hotel suite, with its view of St. Basil's Cathedral. 
One after <mother, thE:' Sovi(!t {;nion's !eadiug theoretical physicists 
erullt to rhe hot.el to pay homage to Hawking and to converse. 

Among the physicists who math! repeated trips to Hawking's hot(~l 
room wert! Zel'dovieh and his graduate stltdent Alexi. Starobinsky. 
Hawking fouad :t.el'dovich and Starobinsky as fascinating as thc'y did 
him. Ou one visit, Starobinsky described Zel'dovic:h's conjtcture that a 

l..c./r: Stf'))hen Hawking li~lt-.ni~ to a lecture at the I..es Houcht>.s summer sd1ool 
in sumrne•• 1972. Right: Yakov Rm·iaolicit Zel'dovich at the blackboard in his 
a)>ar1.ment in \toscow in summer 1971. 1 Phottos by K1p Thorn~. I 
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sp1nning black hole should radiate, described a partial marriage of 
quantum mechanics with general relativity that be and Zel'dovich had 
developed (based on earlier, pioneering work by Hryce Dc\Vitt, Leon
ard Parker, and others), ac1d then described a proof, using this partial 
marriage, that a spinning hole does, indeed, radiate. Zel'dovich was 
well on his way toward winning his bet with me. 

Of all the things Hawking learned from his conversations in Mos
cow, this one intrigued him most. However, he was skeptical of the 
manner in which Zel'dovich and Starobinsky had ':ombined the laws of 
general relativity with t.he laws of quantum mechanics, so, after re
turning to Cambr1dge, he began to develop his own partial marriage of 
quantum mechanics and general relativity and use it to te.st Zel'
dovich's claim that spinning holes should radiate. 

In the meantime, several other physicists in America were doing the 
same thing, among them William l:nruh (a recent student of 
Wheeler's) and Don Page (a student of mine). By early 1974 {;nruh 
ar1d Page, each in his own way, had tentatively confirmed Zel'dovich's 
prediction: A spinning hole should emit radiation until all of its spin 
energy has been used up and ils emission stops. I would have to con
cede my bet. 

Black Holes Shrink and Explode 

Then came a bombshell. Stephen Hawking, first at a conference 1n 
England and then in a brief technical artic1e in the journal Nature, 
announced an outrageous prediction, a prediction that conflicted with 
Ze1'dovich, Starobinsky, Page, and 'Lnruh. Hawking's calculations con
firmed that a spinning blaek hole must radiate and s1ow its spin. How
ever, they a1so predicted that, when the hole stops spinning, its radia
tion does not stop. With no spin left, and no spin energy ]eft, the hole 
keeps on emitting radiation of all sorts (gravitational, electromagnetic, 
neutrino), and as it emits, it keeps on losing energy. \Vhereas the spin 
energy was stored in the swirl of space outside the horizon, the energy 
now being lost could come from only one place: from the hole's inte
rior! 

Equally amazing, Hawking's calculations predicted that the spec
trum of the radiation (that is, the amount of energy radiated at each 
wavelength) is precisely like the spectrum of thermal radiation from a 
hot body. In other words, a black hole behaves precisely as though ils 

435 



416 BI.ACK HOLES AND TIME WARPS 

horizon has a finite temperature, and that temperature, Hawking con
cluded, is proportional to the hole's surface gravity. This (if Hawking 
was right) was incontrovertible proof that the Bardeen-Carter--Hawk
ing laws of black-hole mechanics are the laws of thermodynamics in 
disguise, and chat, as Bekenstein had claimed two years earlier, a black 
hole has an entropy proportional to its surface area. 

Hawking's calculations said more. Once the hole's spin has slowed, 
its entropy and the area of its horizon are proportional to its mass 
squared, while its tempe·rature and surface gravity are proportional to 

its mass divided by its area, which means inversdy proportional to its 
mass. Therefore, as the hole continues to emit radiation, converting 
mass into outflowing energy, its mass goes down, its entropy and area 
go doVI-'"ll, and its temperature and surface gravity go up. The hole 
shrinks and becomes hotter. Jn effect, the hole is eva.porating. 

A hole that has recently formed by stellar implosion (and that thus 
has a mass larger than about 2 Suns) has a very low temperature: less 
than 5 X tO-" degree above absolute zero (0.03 microkelvin). Therefore, 
the evaporation at first is very slow; so slow that the hole will require 
longer than 1067 years (11)57 tirnes the present age of the Universe) to 
shrink appreciably. However, as the hole shrinks and lteat~ up, it will 
radiate more strongly and its e,·aporation will quicken. Finally, when 
the hole's mass has been reduced to somewhere between a thousand 
tons and 100 million tons (we a-re not sure where), and its horizon has 
shrunk to a fraction the size of an atomic nucleus, the hole will be so 
extremely hot (between a tr.illion and 100,000 trillion degrees) that it 
will explode violently, in a fraction of a second. 

The world's dozen experts on the partial marriage of general relativ
ity with quantum theory were quite sure that Hawking had made a 
mistake- His conclusion violated everything then known about black 
holes. Perhaps his partial marriage, which differed from other people's, 
was wrong; or perhaps he had the right marriage, but had made a 
mistake in his calculations. 

For the next several years the experts minutely examined Hawk
ing's version of the partial marriage and their own versions, Hawking's 
calculations of the waves from black holes and their own calculations. 
Gradually one expert after another carne to agree with Hawking, and 
in the process they firmed up the partial marriage, producing a new set 
of physical laws. The new laws are called the laws ofquantumfields in 
curved spacetime because they come from a partial marriage in which 
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the black hole is regarded as a non-quantum mechaniC'.al, general rela
tivistic, curved spacetime object, while the gravitational waves, electro
magnetic waves, and other types of radiation are regarded as quantum 
fields · in other words, as waves that are subject to the laws of quan
tum mechanics and that therefore behave sometimes like waves and 
sometimes like particles (see Box 4. I). [A full marriage of general 
relativity and quantum theory, that is, the fully correct laws of quan
tum gravity, would treat everything, including the hole's cutved space
time, as quantum mechanical, that is, as subject to the uncertainty 
principle (Box 10.2), to wave/particle duality (Box 4.1 ), and to vacuum 
fluctuations (Box 12.4). We shall meet this full marriage and some of 
its implications in the next chapter.] 

How was it possible to reach agreement on the fundamental laws of 
quantum fields in curved spacetime without. any experiments to guide 
the choice of the laws? How could the experts claim near certainty that 
Hawking was right without experiments to check their daims? Their 
near certainty came from the requirement that the laws of quantum 
fields and the laws of curved spacetime be meshed in a tota11y consist
ent way. (If the meshing were not totally consistent, then the laws of 
physics, when manipulated in one manner, might make one prediction, 
for example, that black holes never radiate, and when manipulated in 
another manner, might make a different prediction, for example, that 
black holes mul>1: always radiate. The poor physicists, not knowing 
what to believe, might be put out of business.) 

The new, meshed laws had to be consistent with genera] relativity's 
laws of (.'Urved spacetime in the absence of quantum fields and with the 
laws of quantum fields in the absence of spacetime curvature. This and 
the demand for a perfect mesh, analogous to the demand that the rows 
and c:olumns of a crossword puzzle mesh perfectly, turned out to deter
mine the form of the new laws almost11 completely. If the laws could 
be m(~shcd consistently at all (and they must be, if the physicists' 
approac:h to understanding the Universe makes any sense), then they 
could be meshed only in the manner described by the new, agreed
upon laws of quantum fields in curved spacetime. 

11. The "almost" takes care of certain ambiguitil's in a pruc<.-dure callctl "renormalizatio11," 
by whid1 o11c comput<.os th<.• nl't l'nerg_y l'<trried by val:uum fluctuations. These ambiguities, 
which were iuentifil'd and t·odiried b)' Robt'rt \Valrl (a rorrner student of Wheeler's), do not 
influeuce a blaC'k hole's evaporaliotl, and they probably will nor. be resolved until the full 
quan(.um theory or gravity is in hand. 
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The requirement that the laws of physics mesh consistently is often 
used as a tool in the search for new laws. Howeyert this consistenLj' 
requirement has rarely exhibited such grt!at power as here, in the arena 
of quantum fields in curved spacetime. Ii'or example, when Einstein 
was developing his laws of general relativity (Chapter 2), considera
tions of consistency could not and did not tell him his starting premise, 
that grdvity is due to a curvature of spacetime; this starting premise 
came largely from Einstein's intuition. However, with this premise in 
hand, the requirement that the new general relativistic laws mesh 
consistently with Newton's laws of gravity when gravity is weak, and 
with the laws of special relativity when there is no gravity at all, 
determined the forms of the new laws almost uniquely; for example, it 
was the key to Einstein's discovery of his field equation. 

In September 1975, 1 returned to Moscow for my fifth visit, beari11g a 
bottle of 'White Horse scotch for Zel'dovich. To my surprise, I discov-. 
ered that, although all the W estt!rn experts by now had agreed that 
Hawking was right and black holes can evaporate, nobody in Moscow 
believed Hawking's calculations or conclusions. Although several con
firmations of Hawking's claims, derived by new, c<>mpletely different 
methods, had been published during 1974 and 1975, those confirma
tions had had little impact in the U.S.S.R. Why? Because Zel'dovich 
and Starobinsky, the greatest Soviet experts, were disbelievers: They 
continued to maintain that, after a radiating black .hole has lost aU its 
spin, it must stop radiating, and it therefore cannot evaporate com
pletely. 1 argued with Zel'dovich and Starobinsky, to no avail; they 
knew so much more about quantum fields in curved spacetime than 1 
that although (as usual) I was quite sure J had truth on my side, I L'Ould 
not counter their arguments. 

My return flight to America was scheduled for Tuesday, 23 Septem .. 
her. On Monday evening, as I was packing my bags in my tiny room at 
the Cniversity Htltel, the telephone rang. It was Zel'dovich: "Cozne to 
my flat, Kip! T want to talk about black-hole evaporation!" Tight for 
time, I sought a taxi in front of the hotel. None was in sight, so in 
standard Muscovite fashion 1 flagged down a passing motorist and 
offered him five rubles to take me to Number 2B Vorobyevskoye 
Shosse. He nodded agreement and we were off, down back. streets I had 
never traveled, My fear of being lost abated whe11 we swung onto 
Vorobyevskoye Shossc. With a grateful "Spasibol" I alighted in front of 
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2B, jogged through the gate and forested grounds, into the building, 
and up the stairs to the se<.'Ond floor, southwest corner. 

Zel'dovich and Starobinsky greeted. me at the door, grins on their 
faces and their hands above their heads. "W(~ give up; Hawking is 
right; we were wrong!" For the next hour they described to me how 
their version of the laws of quantum fields in a black hole's curved 
spacetime, while seemingly different from Hawking's, was really com
pletely equivalellt. They had concJuded black holes cannot evaporate 
becau.se of an enor in their cak'Ulations, not because of wrong laws. 
\Vith the error corrected, they rtow agreed. There is no escape. The 
laws require that black holes evaporate. 

There are several different ways to pi<.1:ure black-hole evaporation, 
corresponding to the several different ways to formulate the laws of 
quantum fields in a black hole's curved spacetime. However, all the 
ways acknowledge vacuum fluctuations as the ultimate source of the 
outflowing radiation. Perhaps the simple.st pictorial description is one 
based on particles rather than waves: 

Va<.'l.lum fluctuations, like "real," positive-energy waves, are subject 
to the laws of wave/particle duality (Box 4.1); that is, they have both 
wave aspects and particle aspects. The wave aspects we have met al
ready (Box 12.4): The waves flu(..1:uate randomly and unpredictably, 
with positive energy momentarily here, negative energy momentarily 
there, and zero energy on average. The particle aspect is embodied in 
the concept of virtual partides, that is, particles that flash into existence 
in pairs (two particles at a time), living ntQmcntarily on flu<.'tuational 
energy borrowed from neighboring regions of space, and that theu 
annihilate and disappear, giving their energy back to the neighboring 
regions. For electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations, the virtual particles 
are virtual photons; for gravitational vacuum fluctuations, they are vir
tual gravitons. t:! 

12. Some readers may already be farliihar with these con~pts in the conw.xt of maLter and 
antimatter, for example, an clatron (which is a particle of matter) a11d a positron (its antiparti· 
de). Just as the elP.ctromagnetic f1o!!ld is the field aspect of a photon, so also rlterP. exists all 

elet"tron tleld v.•hicil is the field ~pect of the elP.ctron ami the positron. At k'Cations where the 
electron field's vacuum fluctu-ations are momentarily latjp!, a virtual eler.tron am.l a vinual 
positron arc likely to flash inta existence, a.~ a pair; when the field fluctuates dt>wn, the electron 
and positron are likely to annihilotte ea!"h other a.ud disappear. The photon is its OW!I ant.iparti· 
de, ~o virtual photons flash in and o~;t of existence iu pairs, and si."nilarly for grdvilons. 

4}9 
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12.2 Tile mechanism of black-hole evaporation, as view~d by someone who i.s 
falling into the hoJe_ 1-e.ft-- A black hole's tidaJ grality pulls a pair of virtual 
photons apart, thereby feeding ener~y into thern./liglll: The \'irt.ual photons ha \'e 
at-"quired ~nough energy from tidal gravity lo materiali:r.c, permanently, into real 
photons, on~ or which escapes from th~ hole while the othe•· falls toward the 
hole's cent~r-

The manner in which vacuum fluctuations cause black holes to 
evaporate is depicted in Figure 12.2. On the left is shown a pair of 
virtual photons m~ar a blaek hole's horizon, as viewed in the rderence 
frame of someone who i.s falling into the hole. The virtual photons can 
separate from each other easily, so long as they both remain in a region 
where the electromagnetic Held has momentarily acquired positive 
energy. That region can hav~ any size from tiny to.huge, since vacuum 
!luctuations occur on all length scal~s; however, the region's size will 
always be about the same as the wavelength of its fluctuating electro
magnetic wave, so the virtual photons can move apart by only about 
one wavelength. Tf the wavelength happens to be about the same as the 
hole's circumference, then tbe virtual photons can easily separate from 
each other by a quarter of the circumferenc:e, as shown in the figure. 

Tidal gravity near the horiwn is very strong; it pulls the virtual 
photons apart with a huge force, thereby feeding great energy into 
them, as seen by the infalling observer who is halfway between the 
photons. The increase in photon energy is sufficient, by the time the 
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photons are a quarter of a horizon circumference apart, to convert them 
into real long-lived photons (right half of Figure 12.2), and have 
enough energy left over to give back to the neighboring, negative
energy regions of space. The photons, now real, are liberated from each 
other. One is inside the horizon and lost forever from the external 
Univel'"Se. The other escapes from the hole, carrying away the energy 
(that is, the massn) that the hole's tidal gravity gave to it. The hole, 
with its mass reduced, shrinks a bit. 

This mechanism of emitting particlE'.s does not depend at all on the 
fact that the particles were photons, and their associated waves were 
electromagiletic. The mechanism will work equally well for all other 
forms of particle/wave (that is, for all other types of radiation-gravi
tational, neutrino, and so forth), and therefore a black l1ole radiates all 
types of radiation. 

Before the virtual particles have materialized into real particles, 
they must stay closer together than roughly the wavelength of their 
waves. To acquire enough energy from the hole's tidal gravity to mate
rialize, however, they must get as far apart as about a quarter of the 
circumference of the hole. This means that the wavelengths of the 
particle/waves that the hole emits will be about one-fourtll the hole's 
circumference in size, and larger. 

A black hole with mass twice as large as the Sun has a circumference 
of about 35 kilometers, and thus the particle/waves that it emits have 
wavelengths of about 9 kilometers and larger. These are enormous 
wavelengths compared to light or ordinary radio waves, but not much 
different from the lengths of the gravitational waves that the hole 
would emit if it were to collide with another hole. 

During the early years of his career, Hawking tried to be very careful 
and rigorous in his research. He never asserted things to be true unless 
he could give a nearly airtight proof ofthem. However, by 1974 he had 
changed his attitude: "I would rather be right than rigorous," he told 
me firmly. Achieving high rigor requires much time. By 1974 Hawk
ing had set for himself goals of understanding the full marriage of 
general relativity with quantum mechanics, and understanding the 
origin of the Universe-goals that to achieve would require enormous 
amounts of time and concentration. Perhaps feeling more finite than 

B. Recall tho.t, since mJIBS and energy are totally convertible into each other, they are 
really just different 11ames for the same concepL 
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other people feel because of his life-shortening disease, Hawking felt 
he could not afford to dally with his dis(:overies long enough to achieve 
high rigor, nor could he afford to explore all the important features of 
his discoveries. He must push on at high speed. 

'l'hus it was that Hawking, in 1974, having proved firmly that a 
black hole radiates as though it had a ternperdture proportional to its 
surface gravity, went on to assert, without real proof, that all of the 
other similarities between the laws of black-hole me<:hanics and the 
laws of thermodynamics were more than a coincidence: The black-hole 
laws are the same thing as the thermodynamic laws, but in disguise. 
From this assertion and his firmly proved relationship between temper
ature and surface gravity, Hawking inferred a precise relationship be
tween the hole's entropy and its surface area: Th(! entropy is 0.10857 ... 
timesH the surface area, divided by the Planck· "Wheeler area. In other 
words, a 10-solar-mass, nonspinning hole has an entropy of 4.6 X 1078

, 

which is approximately the same as Rekenstein's c:onjecture. 
Bekenstei.n, of course, was sure Hawking was right, and he glowed 

with pleasure. By the end of 1975, Zel'dovi.ch, Starobinsky~ I, and 
Hawking's other colleagues were also strongly inclined to agree. How
ever, we would not feel fully satisfied until we understood the precise 
nature of a blac:k hole's enormous randomness. There must be 1 04

·
6

x 
10

" 

ways to distribute ,wmeth.ing inside the black hole, without changing 
its external appearance (its mass, angular momentum, and charge), but 
what was that something? And how, in simple physical terms, could 
one understand the thermal behavior of a black hole the fact that the 
hole behaves just like an ordinary body with temperature? As Hawking 
moved on Lo research on quantum gravity and the origin of the Uni
verse, Paul Davies, Bill Unruh, Robt!rt V\'ald, James York, 1, and many 
others of his co11eagues 1.crocd in on these issues. Gradually over the 
next ten years we arrived at the new understanding embodied in Fig
ure 12.3 . 

.Figure l2.oa depicts a black hole's vacuum fluc:tuations, as viewed by 
observers falling inward through the horizon. The vacuum fluctuations 
consist of pairs of virtual particles. Occasionally tidal gravity 1nanages 
to give one of the plethora of pairs sufficient energy for its two virtual 
particles to become real, and for one of them to escape from the hole. 

14-. The peculiar fa~tor 0.10857 ... is actually 1/(4-log,lO), where log,10=2.302.')8 ... 
r~ults from my choice of "normalization''· of the t•utcopy; see Foolnote 3 on page 42.'\. 
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This was the viewpoint on vacuum fluctuations and black hole <'vapo
ration discussed in Figure 12.2. 

figure 12.3b depicts a diff(!rent viewpoint on the hole's vacuum 
Jluctuations, the viewpoint of observers who reside just above the~ hole's 
horizon and are forever at rest rdative lo the horizon. To pn!vent. 
themseh·es from being swallowed by the hole, sur:h observers must 
ar:c:elerate hard, relative to falling observers using a rocket. engine or 
hanging by a rope. For this reason, these observers' viewpoint is called 

the "accelerated viewpoint." lL is also the viewpoint of the "membrane 
paradigm" (Chapter 11). 

Surprisingly, from the accelerated viewpoint, the vacuum fluctua
tions consist not of virtual particles flashing in aml out of existem:e, l:ml 
nther of real particles with positive energies and long lives; see Box 
12.5. The real particles form a hot atmosphere around the hole, much 
like the atmosphere of the Sun. Assoc:iated with these real particles are 

12.5 (a) Obse.rvers falling into a black hole (the two little men in space suits) St>e 

vuc:uum fluctuations near the hole's hoa·izon to consist of 1•airs of \irt.Ufll J»trti
dt-~'4. (b) As viewed by obserters just above the horizon and at r·est rr.lative to lhe 
horizon (tl1e little man hanging by a rope and the little man blastin~ his rockel 
engine), the vacuum fluctuations consist of a hot atmos)>here of J•t>.al particles: 
this is the "acrelerated viewpoint." (c) The atmosphel'c's partides, in the acceler
ated liewpoint, appear to be emitt.ed by a hot, membrane-like horizon. TI1cy fly 
upward short distances. and most are Uaen )>UIIed hm:k into llle hol'i7.on. I low
ever, a few of the )>articles manage to esc.apc the hole's grip and cvapomte into 
outer space. 

( '.\. ) ( b ) ( c ) 
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Box 1~.5 

Acceleration Radiation 

In 1975, Wheeler's recent student William Lnruh, and independently 
Paul Davies at King's College, London, discovered (using the laws of 
quantum fields in curved spacetime) that accelerated observers just above 
a black hole's horizon must see the vacuum f}U(:tuations there not as 
virtual pairs of particles but rather as an atmosphere of real particles, an 
atmosphere that Gnruh called "accelP.ra.tion radiation." 

This startling discovery revealed that the concept c!f a real particle is 
relative, not absolute; that is, it depends on one's reference frame. Observ
ers in freely falling frames who plur•bre through the hole's horizon see no 
real particles outside the hori~on, only virtual ones. Observers in acceler
ated framt>.s who, by their acceleration, remain always above the horizon 
see a plethora of real particles. 

How is this possible? How can one observer claim that the horizon is 
surrounded by an atmospht>.re of real particles and the other that it is not? 
The answer lies in the fact that the virtual particles' vacuum fluctuational 
waves are not confined solely to the region above the horizon; part of each 
fluctuational wave is inside the hori~on and part is outside. 

• The freely falling observers, who plunge through the horizon, can see 
both parts of the vacuum nuctuational wave, the part inside the 
hori1.0n and the part outside; so such observers are well aware (by 
their measurements) that the wave is a mere vacuum fluctuation and 
correspondingly that its particles are virtual, not real. 

• The accelerated observers, who remain always outside the horizon, 
can see only the outside part of the vacuum fluctuational wave, not 
the inside part; and correspondingly, by their measurements they are 
unable to discern that the wave is a mere vacuum nuctuation accom
panied by virtual particles. Seeing only a part of the nuctuational 
wave, they mistake it for "the real thing"-a real wave accompanied 
by real particles, and as a result their measurements reveal all around 
the horizon an atmosphere of real particles. 

That this atmosphere's real particles can gradually evaporate and fly 
off into the external Universe (Figure 12.5c) is an indication that the 
viewpoint of the accelerated observers is just as correct, that is, just as 
valid, as that of the freely falling observers: What the freely falling 
observers see as virtual pairs converted into real particles by tidal grav
ity, followed by evaporation of one ofthe real particles, the accelerated 
observers see simply as the evaporation of one of the particles that was 
always real and always populated the black hole's atmosphere. Both 
viewpoints are correct; they are the same physical situation, seen from 
two different reference frames. 
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real waves. As a particle moves upward through the atmosphere, grav
ity pulls on it, reducing its energy of motion; correspondingly, a-; a 
wave moves upward, it becomes gravitationa11y rcdshifted to longer 
and longer wavelengths (Figure 12.3h ). 

Figure 12.3c shows the motion of a f."!w of the particles in a black
hole atmo.'lphere, from the acc:elerated viewpoint. The particles appear 
to be emitted by the horizon; most fly upward a short distance and are 
then pulled back down to the horilon by the hole's strong gravity, but a 
few manage to escape the hole's grip. The escaping particles are the 
same ones as the infalling observers see materialize from virtual pairs 
(Figure 1 S,t~a). They are Hawking's evaporating particles. 

From the accelerated viewpoint, the horizon behaves like a high
temperatun~, membrane-like surface; it is the membrane of the "mem
brane paradigm" described in Chapter 11. Just as the Sun's hot surface 
emits particles (for example, the phot.ons that make daylight on Earth), 
so the horizon's hot membrane emits partides: the particles that make 
up Lhe hole's atmosphere, and the few that evaporate. T}w gravita
tional redshift reduces the particles' energy as they fly upward from the 
membrane, so altl10ugh the membrane itself is extremely hot, the 
evaporating radiation is much cooler. 

The acc.eleratcd viewpoint not only explains the sense in which a 
black hole is hot, it also accounts for the hole's enormous randomness. 
The following thought experiment (invented by me and my postdoc, 
Wojciech Zurek) explains how. 

Throw into a black hole's atmosphere a small anwunt of material 
containing some small amount of energy (or, equivalently, mass), an
gular momentum (spin), and electric charge. From the atmosphere this 
material will continue on down through the horizon and into the hole. 
Once the material has entered the hole, it is impossible by examining 
the hole from outside to learn the nature of the injected material 
(whether it consisted of matter or of antimatter, of photons and heavy 
atoms, or of electrons and positrons), and it is impossible to learn just 
where the material was injeL-ted. Rec.auSt'~ a black .hole has no "hair," all 
one can dis<.-over, by examining the hole from outside, are the total 
amount.s of mass, angular momenLum, and charge that entered the 
atmosphere. 

Ask how many ways those amounts of rnass, angular momentum, 
and charg(~ could have been injected into the hole's hot atmosphere. 
This question is analogous to asking how many ways the child's toys 
could have been distributed over the tiles in t.l1c playroom of Box 12.3, 

#5 
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and correspondingly, the logarithm of the number of ways to inject 
must be the increase in the atmosphere's entropy, as described by the 
standard laws of thermodynamics. By a fairly simple calculation, Zurek 
and T were able to show that this increase in thermodynamic entropy is 
precisely equal to~ times the increase in the horizon's area, divided by 
the Planck-Wheeler area; that is, it is precisely the increase in the 
horizon's area in disguise, the same disguise that Hawking inferred, in 
1974, from the mathematical similarity of the laws of black-hole me
chanics and the laws of thermodynamic.s. 

The outcome of this thought experiment can be expressed succinctly 
as follows: A black hole~~ entropy i.~ the logarithm if the number cf ways 
that the hole could have been made. This means that there are to·U x 10'• 

different ways to make a 10-solar-mass black hole whose entropy is 
4.6 X 1078• This explanation of the entropy was originally conjectured 
by Bekenstein in 1972, and a highly abstract proof was given by Hawk
ing and his former student, Gary Gibbons, in 1977. 

The thought experiment also shows the second law of thermody
namics in action. The energy, angular mornenturn, and <:harge that one 
throws into the hole's atmosphere c.an have any form at all; for exam
ple, they might be the roomful of air wrapped up in a hag, which we 
met earlier in this chapter while puzzling over the second law. When 
the bag is thrown into the hole's atmosphere, the entropy of the exter
nal universe is reduced by the amount of entropy (randomness) in the 
bag. However, the entropy of the hole's atmosphere, and thence of the 
hole, goes up by more than the bag's entropy, so the total entropy of 
hole plus external Universe goes up. The second law of thennodynam
ics is obeyed. 

Similarly, it tun1s out, when the black hole evaporates some parti
cles, its own surface area and entropy typically go down; but the parti
cles get distributed randomly in the external Universe, increasing its 
entropy by more than the hole's entropy 1oss. Again the second law is 
obeyed. 

How long does it take for a black hole to evaporate and disappear? 
The answer depends on the hole's mass. The larger the hole, the lower 
its temperature, and thus the more weakly it emits particles and the 
more slowly it evaporate.s. The total lifetime, as worked out by Don 
Page in 1975 when he was jointly my student and Hawking's, is 
1.2 X 1067 years if the hole's mass is twice that of the Sun. The lifetime 
is proportional to the cube of the hole's mass, so a 20-solar-mass hole 
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has a life of 1.2 x 1070 years. These lifetimes are so enormous compared 
to the present age of the Universe, about 1 X 1010 years, that the evapo· 
ration is totally irrelevant for astrophysics. :Kevertheless, the evapora
tion has been very important for our understanding of the marriage 
between general relativity and quantum mechanics; the struggle to 
understand the evaporation taught us the laws of quantum fields in 
curved spacetime. 

Holes far less massive than 2 Suns, if they could exist, would evapo
rate far more rapidly than 10•7 years. Such small holes cannot be 
formed in the Universe today bec.ausc degeneracy pressures and nu
clear pressures prevent small masses from imploding, even if one 
squeezes them with all the force the present-day Universe can must~r 
(Chapters 4 and 5). However, such holes might have formed in the big 
bang, where matter experienced densities and pressures and gravita
tional squeezes that were enormously higher than in any modern-day star. 

Detai1ed calculations by Hawking, Zel'dovich, .1\ovikov, and others 
have shown that tiny lumps in the matter emerging from the big bang 
could have produced tiny black holt~s, if the lumps' matter had a rather 
soft equation of state (that is, had only small increases of pressure when 
squee-.t.ed). Powerful squeezing by other, adjacent matter in the very 
early "Cniverse, like the squeezing of carbon in the jaws of a powerful 
anvil to form diamond, could have made the tiny lumps implode to 

produce tiny holes. 
A promising way to search for such tiny primordial black holes is by 

searching for the particles they produce when they evaporate. Black 
holes weighing less than about 500 billion kilograms (5 X 1014 grams, 
the weight of a modest mountain) should have evaporated completely 
away by now, and black holes a few times heavier than this should still 
be evaporating strongly. Such black holes have horizons about the size 
of an atomic nucleus. 

A large portion of the energy emitted in the evaporation of such 
holes should now be in the form of gamma rays (high-energy photons) 
traveling randornly through the Universe. Such gamma rays do exist, 
but .in amounts and with properties that are readily explained in other 
ways. The absence of excess gamma rays tells us (according to calcula-. 
tions by Hawking and Page) that there now are no more than about 
300 tiny, strongly evaporating black holes in each cubic light-year of 
space; and this, in turn, tells us that matter in the b.ig bang cannot have 
had an extremely soft equation of state. 

Skeptics will argue that the absence of excess gamma rays might 
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have ar10ther interpretation: Perhaps many small black holes were 
formed in the big bang, but we physicists understand quantum fields in 
curved spacetime far less well than we think we do, and thus we are 
misleading ourselves when we believe that black holes evaporate.! and 
my colleagues resist such skepticism bec-.ause of the seeming perfection 
with which the standard laws of curved spacetime and the standard 
laws of quantum fields mesh to give us a nearly unique set. of laws for 
quantum fields in curved spacetime. ~evertheless, we would feel 
rather more comfortable if astronomers could filld observational evi
dence of black-hole evaporation. 



13 

Inside 
Black Holes 

in which physicists, wrestling with Einstein~ equation, 
seek the secret of what is inside a black hole: 

a route into another universe? 
a singularity with inJinite tidal gravity? 
the end of space and time, and birth of quantum foam? 

Singularities and Other Universes 

What is inside a black hole? 
How can we know, and why should we care? No signal can ever 

emerge from the hole to tell us the answer. No intrepid explorer who 
might enter the hole to find out can ever come back and tell us, or ever 
transmit the answer to us. Whatever may be in the hole's core can 
never reach out and influence our Universe in any way. 

Human curiosity is hardly satisfied by such replies. Especially not 
when we have tools that can tell us the answer: the laws of physics. 

John Archibald Wheeler taught us the importance of the quest to 
understand a black hole's core. In the 1 950s he posed "the issue of the 
final state" of gravitational implosion as a holy grail for theoretical 
physics, one that might teach us details of the "fiery marriage" of 
general relativity with quantum mechanics. When J. Robert Oppen
heimer insisted that the final state is hidden from view by a horizon, 
Wheeler resisted (Chapter 6)-not least, I suspect, because of his an
guish at losing the possibility to see the fiery marriage in action from 
outside the horizon. 
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After accepting the horizon, Wheeler retained his conviction that 
understanding the hole's core was a holy grail worth pursuing. Just as 
struggling to understand the evaporation of black holes has helped us 
to disco~·er a partial marriage of quantum mechanics with general 
relativity (Chapter 12), so struggling I{) understand a black hole's core 
might help us to discover the full marriage; it might h~ad us to the full 
laws of quantum gravity. And perhaps the nature of the cure will hold 
the keys to other mysteries of the Universe: There is a similarity be
tween the "big crunch" implosion in which, eon .. • hence, our 1;uiverse 
m.ight die, and the implosion of the star that creates a block hole's core. 
By (;oming to grips with the one, we might learn about the other. 

For thirty-five years physicists have pursued Wheeler's hoJy grail, 
but with only modest success. \Ve do not yet know for certain what 
illhabits a hole's core, ar:d the struggle to understaJ:ld has not yet taught 
us with clarity the laws of quantum gravity. But we have learned 
much ··-not least that whatever is inside a black hole's core is indeed 
imimately connected with the laws of quantum gravity. 

This chaptP-r describE'.S a few of thf.~ more inter~~sting L\vists and turns 
in the quest for Wheeler's holy grail, and where the quest has led thus 
far. 

r-fhe first, tentative answ~r to "What is inside a blac.k hole?" came 
from J. Robert Oppenheimer and Hartland Snyder, in their classic 
1939 calculation of lhe implosion of a spheric.al star (Chapter 6). Al
though the answer was ,~ontained in the equations they published, 
Oppenheimer and Snyder chose not to discuss it .. Perhaps they feared it 
would only add fuel to the controversy over their prediction that the 
imploding star "£..'Uts itse1f off from the rest of the Universe" (that is, 
forms a black hole). Perhaps Oppenheimer's innate scientific conserva
tism, his unwillingness Lo spcmlate, kept them quiet. Whatever the 
reason, tl1ey said nothing. But dlt~ir equations spoke. 

After creating a black-hole hori~n around itself, their equations 
said, the spherical star continues imploding, inexorably, to infinite 
density and zero volume, whereupon it creates and merges into a space

time singularity. 
A singularity is a region where--according to the laws of general 

reJativity-the curvature of spa<:etime hC(:omes infinitely large, and 
spacetime ceases to exist. Since tidal gravity is a manifestation of space
time curvature (Chapter g), a singularity is also a region of infinite 
tidal gravity, that is, a region where gravity stretches all objects infi-
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nitely along some directions and squee7.es them infinitely along others. 
One can conceive of a variety of diJTerent kinds of spacetime sin

gularities, each with its own peculiar form of tidal stret<:h and squeeze, 
and we shall meet several different kinds in this chapter. 

The singularity predicted by the Oppenheimer·· Snyder calculations 
is a very simple one. Its tidal gravity has essential1y the same form as 
the Rarth's or Moon's or Sun's; that is, the same form as the tidal 
gravity that creates the tides on the Earth's oceans (Box 2.5): The 
singularity stretches all objects radially (in the direction toward and 
away from itselt), and squeezes all objects transversely. 

Imagine an astronaut falling feet first into the kind of black hole 
dE>.scribed by Oppenheimer and Snyder's equations. The larger the 
hole, the longer he can survive, so for maximum longevity, let the hole 
be among the largest that inhabit the cores of quasars (Chapter 9): 1 0 
bilHon solar masses. Then the falling astronaut crosses the horizon and 
enters the hole about 20 hours before his final death: but as he enters, 
he is still too far from the singularity to feel its tidal gravity. As he 
continues to fall faster and faster, coming closer and closer to the 
singularity, the tidal gravity grows stronger and stronger until, just 1 
second before the singularity, he begins to feel it stretching his feet and 
head apart and squeezing him from the sides (bottom piL:ture in Figure 
13.1). At first, the stretch and squeeze are only mildly annoying, but 
they co.ntinue to grow until, a few hundredths of a second before the 
singularity (middle picture), they get so strong that his bones and llesh 
can no longer resist. His body eom.es apart and he dies. In the last 
hundredtl1 second, dte stretch and squee7.e continue mounting, and as 
he reaches the singularity, they become infinitely strong, first at his 
feet, then at his trunk, then at his head; his body gets infinitely dis
tended; and then, according to general relativity, he merges with and 
becomes part of the singularity. 

It is utterly impossible for the astronaut to move on through the 
singularity and come out the other side bec.ause, according to gem~ral 
relativity, there is no "other side." Space, time, and spacetime cease to 
exist at the singularity. The singularity is a sharp edge, much like the 
edge of a sheet of paper. There is no paper beyond its edge; there is no 
spacetime beyond the singularity. But there the similarity ends. An ant 
on the paper can go right up to the edge and then back away, but 
nothing can back away from the singularity; all astronauts, particles, 
waves, whatever, that hit it are instantaneously destroyed, according to 
Einstein's general relativistic laws. 

4ft 



1~.1 SJ»>('.etime diagr.un depicting the feet-first fall of an astronaut into the 
singularity at a black hole's center, according to the Oppenheimer-Snyder calcu
lations. As in aJI previous spacetime diagrams (for example, Figure 6.7), one 
spatial dimension is missing; that is why the astronaut looks two-dimensional 
rather than three-dimensional. The singularity is tilted in lhis diagram, in con
trast to its vertical position in l<~igure 6.7 and Box 1:2.1, because the time plotted 

· upward and the space plotted horizontally here are dift'erent from lhere. Here 
they are the astronaut's own tbne and space; there they were "'inkelstein's. 

The mechanism of destruction is not fully clear in Figure 13.1, 
because the figure ignores the curvature of space. In fact, as the astro
naut's body reaches the singularity, it gets stretched out to truly infinite 
length and squashed transversely to truly zet·o size. The extreme curva
ture of space near the singularity permits him to become infinitely 
long without shoving his head out through the hole's horizon. His head 
and feet are both pulled into the singularity, but they are p\llled in 
infinitely far apart. 

Not only is an astronaut stretched and squeezed infinitely at the 
singularity, according to the Oppenheimer--Snyder equations; all forms 
of matter are infinitely stret<'hed and squeezed- even an individual 
atom; even the electrons, protons, and neutrons that make up atoms; 
even the quarks that make up protons and neutrons. 

Is there any way for the astronaut to escape this infinite stretch and 
squeeze? ~o, not after he has crossed dte horizon. Everywhere inside 
the lwrizon, according to the Oppenheimer-Snyder equations, gravitJ' 
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is so strong (spacetime is so strongly warped) that time itself (every
one's time) flows into the singularity.' Since the astronaut, like anyone 
else, must move inexorably forward in time, he is driven with the flow 
of time into the singularity. No matter what he does, no matter how he 
blasts his rocket engines, the astronaut cannot avoid the singularity's 
infinite stretch and S<Jueeze. 

Whenever we physicists s~ our equations predict something infi
nite, we become suspicious of the equations. Almost nothing in the real 
Universe ever gets truly infinite (we think). Therefore, an infinity is 
almost always a sign of a mistake. 

The singularity's infinite stretch and squeeze was no exception. 
Those few physicists who studied Oppenheimer and Snyder's publica
tion during the 1950s and early 1960s agreed unanimously that some
thing was wrong. Rut there the unanimity stopped. 

One group, led vigorously by John Wheeler, identified the infinite 
stretch and squeeze as an unequivocal message that general relativity 
fails inside a black hole, at the endpoint of stellar implosion. Quantum 
mechanics should prevent tidal gravity from becoming truly infinite 
there, Wheeler asserted; but how? To learn the answer, Wheeler ar
gued, would require marrying the laws of quantum meehanics with tbe 
laws oftidal gravity, that is, with Einstein's general relativistic laws of 
curved spac:etirne. The progeny of that marriage, the laws of quantum 
gravity, must govern the singularity, Wheeler claimed; and these new 
laws might c:reate new physical phenomena inside the black hole, phe
nomena unlike any we have ever met. 

A second group, led by Isaac: Markovich Khalatnikov and Evgeny 
!\.1ichailovich I ,ifshitz {members of Lev Landau's :Vtoscow research 
group), saw the infinite stretch and squeeze as a warning that Oppen
heimer and Snyder's ideali7.ed model of an imploding star could not be 
trusted. Recall that Oppenheimer and Snyder required, as a foundation 
for their calculations, that the star be precisely spherical and nonspin
ning and have uniform density, zero pressure, no shock \Vavcs, n<> 
ejected matter, and no outpouring radiation (Figure 13.2). These ex
treme idealizations were responsible for the singularity, Kha)atnikov 
and Lifshitz argued. Every real star has tiny, random deformations 
(tiny, random nonuniformities in its shape, velocity, density, and pres
sure), and as the star implodes, they claimed, these deformations will 

1. T11 lechllical jargon, Wf! say that the singularity is "spal~like." 

4J} 
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grow large and halt the implosion before a Ji.ngularity can form. Simi
larly, Khalatnikov and Lifshitz nsserted, random deformations will halt 
the big crunch implosion of our entire Universe eons hence, and 
thereby save the Universe from destruction in a singularity. 

K.halatnikov and Lifshitz came to these views in 1961 bJ asking 
themselves whether, according t.o Einstein's general relativistic laws, 
singularities are stable against small perturbations. In other words, they 
posed the same question for singulatities as we met in Chapter 7 for 
black holes: lf, in solving Einstein's field equation, we alter, in small 
but random ways, the shape of the imploding star or Universe and the 
velocity and density and pressure of its material, and if we insert into 
the material tiny but random amounts of gravitational radiation, how 
will thE'.se changes (these perturbations) affect the implosion's predicted 
endpoim? 

For the black hole's horizon, as we saw in Chapter 7, the perturba
tions rnake no difference. The perturbE:d, imploding star still forms a 
horizon, and although the horizon is deformed at first, all its defonna
tions quickly get radiated away,leaving behirtd a completely ''hair1ess" 
black hole. In other words, the horizon is stable against small perturba
tions. 

15 . .2 (Same as l<'igure 6.~.) T A'ft: Physi<'.aJ phenomena in a realistic, irt1 ploding 
star. Right: The ideali7.ations which Op~nheimer and Snyder rnade in order lo 
compute stellar implosion. For a detailed discussion see Ghapte.· 6. 
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Not so for the singularity at the hole's center or in the Universe's 
final crunch, Khalatnikov and Lifshitz concluded. .Thci.r calculations 
seemed to show that tiny, random perturbations will grow large when 
the imploding matter attempts to create a singularity; they will grow so 
large, in fat-"1:, that they will prevent the singularity from forming. 
Presumably (though the calcuiations could not say for sure), the per
turbations will halt the implosion and transfonn it into an explosi.on. 

How could perturbations possibly reverse the implosion? The physi
cal mechanism was not at all clear in the Khalatnikov-Lifsbitz calcula
tions. However, other calculations using )J"c~"ton's laws of gravity, 
which are far easier than calc11lations using Einstein's laws, give hints. 
For example (sec Figure 13.3), if gravity were weak enough inside an 
imploding star for Newton's laws to be accurate, and if the star's pres
sure were too small to be important, then srnall perturbations would 
cause different atoms to implode toward slightly different points near 
the star's center. Most of the imploding atoms would miss the center by 
some small amount and would swing around the center and fly back 
out, thereby converting the implosion into an explosion. It seemed 
conceivable that, ever. though Newton's laws of gravity fail inside a 
black hole, some mechanism analogous to this might convert the im
plosi.on into an explosion. 

15.3 One mechanism for convet1lng a star's implosion into an exJ,Iosion, when 
gravity is we.ak enough that Newton's laws are accurate, and when internal 
pressure is weak enough to he unimportant If the implodin~ star is slightly 
deformed (''perturbed"), its atoms implode tow ani slightly different points, swing 
around each other, and then ny back ouL 

4U 
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J joined John Wheeler"s r.escarch group as a graduate student in 1962, 
shortly after Khalatnikov and Lifshitz had published their calr.ulation, 
and shortly after Lifshitz together with Landau had enshrined the 
calculation and its "no singularity'' ':onclusion in a famous lextbook, 
The Classical Theory qf Fields. 1 re<>.<.tll vividly Wheeler en1;ouraging 
his research group to study the calculation. Jf it is riglu, its conse
quences are profound, he told us. Unfortunat-ely. the calculation was 
e,_tremely long and complicated, and the published details were too 
sketchy to perrnit ·us tt) d1eck them -and Khalatniko'' and I ,ifshitz 
wt-..re confined within the Soviet Cnion's iron curtain, so we could not 
sit dowu with them and discuss the details. 

Nevertheless, we began to contemplate the possibility that the im
ploding l.iniverse, upon reaching some very small size, might "bounce" 
and reexplodc in a uew "big bang," and similarly that an imploding 
stur, after sinkiug inside its horizon, might. bounce and reexplode. 

But where could the star go if it recxplodes'~ lt sure1y could not 
explode back out through the hole's hori:r.on. Einstein's laws of gravity 
forbid anything (f'..xcept virtual pc.uticles) to fly out of the ho1izon. 
There was anothf'..t possibility, how~ver: The star might manage to 
e~plode into some other region of our lJnitJer.,·e, or even into another 
unir)Crse. 

Figure 13.4 depiL1s such an implosion and ree:x.plosion using a se
quence of embedding diagrams. (Embedding diagrams, which are 
quite different from spacetime diagrams, were introduced in Figures 
3.2 and 5.3.) 

Each diagram iu }i"igure 13.4 depict.s our l! niverse 's curved space, 
and the curved space of another universe, as two-dimensimtal surfaces 
embedded in a higher-dimensional h_YPerspace. :necaH that hyperspace 
is a figment of the physicisr.s' imagination: We, a. .. humans. are eon
fined always to live in the space of our own Universe (or, if we can get 
there, tbe space uf the other universe); we c:an never get out of those 
spaL'eS into the ~urrounding higher-dimensional hyperspace, nor can 
we ever receive 11ignals or information from hypl"rspace. The .hyper
spaCE' serves only as an aid in visualizing the curvature of space around 
the imploding star and its black hole, and in visualizing the manner in 
which the star can implode in our Universe and t.hen ree:x.plode into 
another universe .. ] 

In Figure 13.4, the t'wo universes are like separate islanrilil in an 
ocean and the hyperspace is like the ocean's water. Just as there is no 
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land connection between the islands, so there is no spaL-e connection 
between d1e universes. 

The sequence of diagrams in Figure 13.4 depicts the star's evolution. 
The star, in our Universe, is beginning to implode in diagram (a). In 
(b) the star has formed a black-hole horizon around itself and is contin
uing to implode. In (c) and (d) the star's highly compressed matter 
curves space up tightly around the star, forming a little, closed universe 
that resembles the surface of a balloon; and this new, little universe 

13.4 Embedding diagrams depicting a CQnceivable (though. as it turns out later 
in tlus chapter, a very llnlikely) fate of the star that implodes to fonn a black hole. 
The eight diagrams. (a) through (h). are a sequence of KnaJ,."hots showin~ tile 
evolution of the star and t11e geometry of space. The star implodt-.s in our llni· 
verse (a), and forms a black-hole horizon around itself (b). Then deep inside the 
hole the region of space containing the star pinches off from our Universe and 
forms a small, closed universe with no connection to anything else (c). That 
closed universe then moves through hyperspace (d, e) and attachf'~'l itself to 
another large uni\'erse (t); atld the star tlten explodes outward into that other 
uni"erse (g. h). 

{ <: ) ( d ) 

( e } ( f ) ( ~ ) 
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pinche.'l off from our Universe and moves, alone, out into hyperspace. 
(This is somewhat analogous to natives on one of the islaruls building a 
little boat and setting sail across t.he ocean.) In (d) and (e) the little 
universe, with the star inside, moves through hrverspace from our big 
U nivene to the other big universe (like the boat sailing from one island 
to another). Tn (f) the littlt~ univP.rse attaches itself to the other large 
universe (like the boat landing at the other island), and continues to 
expand, disgorging the star. In (g) and (h) the star e":piodes into the 
other universe. 

I am uncomfortably aware that this scenario sounds like pure science 
fictio11. H<.,wever, just as black holes were a natural outgrowth of 
Schwan.schild's solution to the Einstein field equation (Chapter 3), so 
also thi.s st-"enario is a natt~ral outgrowth of another solution to the 
Einstein cquat.iou, a solution found in 1916 lR by Hans Reissner and 
Gunnar Nordstrom but not fully understood by them. In 1960 two of 
Wheeler's students, Dieter Brill <1nd John Graves, deciphered the phys
ical meaning of the Reissner-iliordstrom so]ution, and it soon became 
obvious that, with modest changes, the R.t-issner-Nordstrorn solution 
would describe the imploding/t.-xploding star of lo'igure 13.4. This star 
would differ from that of Oppenheirnel" arld SnydeY in just one funda
mental way: It would contain within itself enough clectrir, charge to 
produce a strong electric field when it gets highly compacted, and that 
electric field seemed in some way to be responsible for the star's reex
plosion into another universe. 

Let us take stock of where things stood in 1964, in the quest !or 
Wheeler's holy grail-the quest to understand the ultimate fate of a 
star that implodes to form a black hole: 

1. We knew one solution of Einstein's equation (the Oppenhejmcr
Snyder solution) whi[:h predicts that, if the star has a highly 
1deali7.ed form, including a perfectly spherical shape, then it will 
create a singularity with infinite tidal gravity at the ht1le's Clm

ter--a singularity that captures, destroys, artd swallows every
thing that falls iuto the holP-. 

2. \Vc knew another solution of Einstein's equation (an extension of 
the Reissner-Nordstrom solution) which predit.:ts that, if the star 
has a somewhat diffm-ent highly idealized form, inc1uding a 
spherical shape and elc(;tric c:hargc, then deep inside the black 
hole the star will pinch off from our liniverse, attach itself to 
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ar10lher universe (or to a distant region of our own l7niversc), and 
there reexplode. 

3. It was far from dear which, if either, of these solutions was 
"stable against small, random perturbations" and thus was a ea.n
didate for oceurring in the real Universe. 

4. Khalatnikov and Lifshitz had claimed to prove, however, that 
singularities are alway~· unstable against small perturbations and 
thus never occur, and therefore the Oppenheimer-Snyder singu
larity eould never occur in our real Universe. 

5 .. ln Prir1ccton, at least, there was some skepticis.r:n about dae Kha
latnikov-Lifshitz c1aim. This skepticism may have been driven 
in part by \Vheeler's desire for singularities, since they would be 
a "marry!ng" place for general relativity and quantum meeha.n
ics. 

Kineteen sixty-four was a watershed year. It was the year that Roger 
Penrose revolutioni1..ed the mathematical tools that we use to analy7.e 
the properties of spacetime. His revolution was so important, and had 
such great irnpact on the quest for Wheeler's holy grail, that. T shall 
digress for a few pages to describe his revolution and describe Penrose 
himself. 

Penrose's Revolution 

Roger Penrose grew up in a British medical family; his mother was a 
physician, his father was an eminent professor of human genetics at 
University College in London, and his parents wanted at least one of 
their four children to follow in their footsteps with a medical career. 
Roger's older brother Oliver was a dead loss; from an early age he was 
intent on a career ill physics (and in fact would go on to become one of 
the world's leading researchers in statistical physics-the study of the 
behaviors of huge numbers of interacting atoms). Roger's younger 
brother Jonathon was also a dead loss; all he wanted to do was play 
chess (and in facl he would go on to become the British chess champion 
for seven years running). Roger's little sil>"ter Shirley was much too 
young, when 1\oger was choosing a career, to show inclinations in ally 
direction (!.hough she ultimately would delight her parents by heeom
ing a physician). That left. 1\.oger as his parent.s' greatest hope. 
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At age sixteen Roger, like all the others in his class, was interviewed 
by the school's headmaster. lt was time to decide the topics for his last 
two years of pre--col1egc: study. ''I'd like to do mathematics, chemistry, 
and biology,'' he told the headmaster. "No. Impossible. You cannot 
combine biolog_v with mathematics. It mu.st be one or the other," the 
headmaster proclaimed. Mathematics was more precious to Roger than 
biology. "All right, I'll do mathematic.s, chemistry, and physics," he 
said. When Roger got home that evening his parents were furious. 
They accused Roger of keeping bad company. Biology was essential to 
a medical career; how could he give it up? 

Two years later came the decision of what to study in college. "I 
proposed to go to University College, London, and study for a mathe
matics degree," Roger recalls. "My father didn't approve at aU. Mathe
matics might be all right for people who couldn't do anything else, but 
it wasn't the right thing to make a real career of." Roger was insistent, 
so his father arranged for one of the College's mathematicians to give 
him a special test. The mathematician invited Roger to take all day on 
the test, and warned him that he probably would be able to solve only 
one or two of the problems. When Roger solved all twelve problems 
CQrrect.ly in a few hours, his father capitulated. Roger could study 
madtematics. 

Roger initially had no intention of applying his mathematics to 
physics. It was pure math that interested him. But he got seduced. 

The seduction began in 1952, when Roger as a fourth-year univer
sity student in London listened to a series of radio talks on cosmology 
by Fred Hoyle. The talks were fascinating, stimulating- -and a bit 
Confusing. A few of the things Hoyle said didn't quite make sense. One 
day Roger took the train up to Cambridge to visit his brothel' Oliver, 
who was studying physics there. At the end of the day, over dinner at 
d1e Kil1gswood restaurant, Roger discover..-d that Dennis Sciama, Oli
ver's officemate, was studying the .Bondi-Gold-Hoyle steady-state the
ory of the UniYerse. How wonderful! Maybe Sciama could resolve 
Roger's confusion. "Hoyle says that according to the steady-state theory 
the expansion of the Universe will drive a distant galaxy out of sight; 
the galaxy will move out of the observable part of our Universe. Bu.t I 
don't see how d1is can be so." Roger pulled out a pen and began 
drawing a spacetime diagram on a napkil1. "This diagram makes me 
tbink that the galaxy will become dimmer and dimmer, redder and 
redder, but will never quite disappear. What am I doing wrong?" 

Scjama was taken aback. Never had he seen such power in a spa.ce-
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time diagram. Penrose was right; Hoyle had to be wrong. More impor
tant, Oliver's little brother was phenomenal. 

Thereupon Dennis Sciama began with Roger Penrose the pattern he 
would continue with his own students in the 1960s (Stephen Hawking, 
George Ellis, Brandon Carter, Martin Rees, and others; see Chapter 7). 
He pulled Penrose into long discussions, sessions of many hours' 
length, about the exciting things happening in physics. Sciama knew 
everything that was going on; he infused Penrose with his enthusiasm, 
with the excitement of it all Soon Penrose was hooked. He would 
complete his Ph.D. in mathematics, but the quest to understand the 
Un-.verse henceforth would drive him forward. He would spend tile 
coming decades with one foot firmly planted in mathematk.s, the other 
in physics. 

Roger Penrose, ca. t964. iPhoto by Godfrey Argent for r.he Kational Portrait Ga.l!P.ry of 
Britain and the :Royal S,ll:iety of London; courtesy Godfrey Argent.~ 
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New ideas often arrive at the oddest moments, at moments when one 
is least expecting them. I suppose this is because they come from one's 
subconscious mind, and the suoc.onscious performs most effectively 
when the con.scious part of the mind is not in high gear. A good 
example was Stephen Hawking's 1970 discovery, as he was getting 
ready for bed, that the areas of black-hole horizons rou~t always in
Cl"ease (Chapter 12). Another example is a discovery by .Roger Penrose 
that changed our understanding of what is inside a black hole. 

011e day in the late autumn of 1964, Penrose, by then a professor at 
Birkbeck College in London, was walking toward his office with a 
friend, lvor Robinson. For the past yf'.ar, ever sim~e quasars were dis<'.OV
ered and astrouomers began speculating that they are powered by 
stellar implosion (Chapter 9), Penrose had been trying to figure out 
whether singularities are created by rt-ali~tic, randomly deformed, im
ploding stars. As he walked and talked with R.obiz1son, his subconscious 
Wds mullizlg over the pieces of this puzzle- pieces with which his 
conscious mind had struggled for many many hours. 

As Penrose recalls it, ''My conversation with Robinson stopped mo
mentarily as we crossed a side road, and resumed again at the other 
side. Evidently, during those few moments an idea occurred to me, bttt 
then the enstting conversation blotted it from my mind! Later in the 
day, after Robinson had left, .l returned to my office. I remernber 
having an odd feeling of elation that I could. not accou11t for. I began 
going through in my mind all the various things that had happened to 
me during the day, in an attempt to find what i.t wa~ that had caused 
this elation. After eliminating numerous inadequate possibilities, I fi
nally brought to mind the thought that I had had while crossing the 
street." 

The thought was beautiful, unlike anything ever seen before in 
relativity physics. Carefully over the next few weeks Penrose manipu
lated it, looking at it fr<>m this direction and then from that, working 
through the details, making it as concrete and mathematically precise 
as he could. With all details in hand, he wrote a short article for 
publication in the jomnal Physical Review Letter.'>, describing the isS\le 
of singularities in stellar imp1osion, and then proving a mathematical 
theorem. 

Penrose's theorem said roughly this: Suppose that a star·-any kind 
of star whatsoever- implodt."S so far that its gravity becomes stroDg 
enough to form au apparent horizon, that is, st.TOng enough to pull 
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outgoing light rays back inward (Box 12.1 ). After this happens, nothing 
can prevent the gravity from growing so strong that it creates a singu
larity. Consequently (since black holes always have apparent horizons), 
every black hole must have a singularity inside itself 

The most amazing thing about this singularity theorem was its 
sweeping power. It dealt not solely with idealized imploding stars that 
have special, idealized properties (such as being precisely spherical or 
having no pressure); and it dealt not solely with stars whose initial 
random deformations are tiny. Instead, it dealt with every imploding 
star imaginable, and thus, undoubtedly, with the real imploding stars 
that inhabit our real Universe. 

Penrose's singularity theorem acquired its amazipg power from a 
new mathernatical tool that he used in its proof, a tool that no physicist 
had ever before used in calct1lations about curved spacetime, that is, in 
general relativistic calculations: topology. 

Topology is a branch of mathematics that deals with the qualitative 
ways in which things are connected to each other or to themselves. For 
example, a coffee cup and a doughnut "have the same topology" be
cause (if they are both made from putty) we can smoothly and continu
ously deform oue into the other without tearing it, that is, withm1t 
changing any connections (Figure 13.5a). By contrast, a sphere has a 
different topology from a doughnut; to deform a sphere into a dough
nut, we must tear a hole in it, thereby changing how it is connected to 
itself (Figure 13.5b). 

Topology cares only about connections, and not about shapes or sizes 
or cu1·vatures. For example, the doughnut and the coJlee cup have very 
difl"erent shapes and curvatures, but they have the same topology. 

We physicists, before Penrose's $ingularity theorem, ignored 
topology because we were fixated on the fact that spaeetime curvature 
is the central \~oncept of general relativity, a.nd topology cannot tell us 
anyth\ng about curvature. (Indeed, ber.ause Penrose's theorem was 
based so strongly on topology, it told us nothing about the singularity's 
curvature, that is, nothing about the details of its tidal gravity. The 
theorem simply told us that somewhere inside the black hole, space
time comes to an t:nd, and anything that reaches that end gets de
stroyed. How it gets destroyed was the province of curvature; that it 
gets destroyed ·-that there is an end to spacet.ime-was the province of 
topology.) 

Tf we physicists, before Penrose, bad only looked beyond the issue of 
curvature, we would have realized that relativity does deal with ques-
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tions of topology, questions such as "Does spacetime come to an end 
(does it have an edge beyond which spacetime ceases to exist)?" (Figure 
13.5c) and "Which regions of spacetime can send signals to each other, 
and which cannot?" (Figure 13.5d). The first of these topological ques
tions is central to singularities; the second is central to the formation 
and existence of black holes and also to cosmology (to the large-scale 
structure and evolution of the Universe). 

These topological issues are so important, and the mathematical 

tools of topology are so powerful in dealing with them, that by intro
ducing us to topology, Penrose triggE".red a revolution in our research. 

Taking off from Penrose's seminal ideas, during the middle and late 
1960s Penrose, Hawking, Robert Geroch, George Ellis, and other 

physicists created a powerful set of combined topological and geometri
cal tools for general relativity calculations, tools that are now called 
global methods. Using these methods, Hawking and Penrose in 1970 
proved-without any idealizing assumptions-that our l.iniverse must 

have had a spacetime singularity at the beginning of its big bang 
expansion, and if it one day recollapses, it must produce a singularity in 
its big crunch. And using these global methods, Hawking in 1970 
invented the concept of a black hole's absolute horizon and proved that 
the surface areas of absolute horizons always increase (Chapter 12). 

I...et us return, now, to 1965. The stage was set for a momentous 
confrontation. Isaac Khalatnikov and Evgeny Lifshit7. in Moscow had 
proved (or so they thought) that when a real star, with random internal 
deformations, implodes to form a black hole it cannot create a singular
ity at the hole's center, while Roger Penrose in England had proved 
that every black hole must have a singularity at its center. 

15.5 All of the followin~ issues deal with the nature of the connections between 
points; that is, they are topological issues. (a) A c.offee cup (left) and a douRhnut 
(~ht) can be deformed into each other smoothly and continuously without 
teariii& in other words, without changing the qualitative nature of any of the 
connections between points. They thus hal-e the same topology. (b) To deform a 
sphere (left) into a doughnut (right). one must tear a hole in it. (c) The spacetime 
shown here has two sharp edges (analogous to the tear in (b)J: one edge at which 
time besins (analogous to the big bang be.ginning of our Universe), and one at 
which time ends (analogous to the big crunch~ One can also eonceive of a 
universe that has existed for all time and will always ('.Ontinue to exist; such a 
universe's spacetime would have no edges. (d) The blackened region of space· 
time is the interior of a black hole: the white fe8ion is the exterior (see Rox 12.1). 
Points in the intE'.riOr cannot send any signals to points in the exteri.Qr. 
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The lecture hall seated 250 and was filled to overflowing as Isaac 
Khalatnikov rose to speak.. ll was a warm summer day in 1965, and the 
world's leading relativity researchers had gathered in London for the 
Third IntemationaJ Conference on General 1\elativity and Gravitation. 
This was the first opportunity, a.t such a worldwide gathr.ring, for Isaac 
Khalatnikov and .H.vgeny Lifshitz to present the details of their proof 
that black holes do not c-.. ontain singularities. 

Permission to travel beyond the iron curtain was granted and with
drawn with relative capriciousness in the Soviet Union during the 
dec.ades between Stalin's death and the Gorbachev era. Lifshitz, though 
Jewish, had travt"1ed rather freely in the late 1950s, but. he was now on 
a traYcl blacklist and wou!d remain so until1976. Khalatnikov had two 
strikes against him; he was Jewish, and he had nevP.r yet traveled 
abroad. (Permission for one's first trip was exceedingly diffir:ult to 
win.) Howevl~r, after a vigorous struggle, including a telephone ca1I in 
his behaif from the vice- president of the Academy of Sciences, ~ikolai 
:\Tikolaicvich Semenov, to the Central C'.JOmmittce of the Communist 
party, Khalat.nikov had finally won permissim1 to come to London. 

As he spoke in the packed I ..<mdon lecture hall, dragging a t:uicro· 
phone with him, Khalatnikov wrote equations all over the blackboard, 
which extended the entire 50-foot width of the room. His were not 
topological methods; they were the standard, equation-intensive- meth
ods that physicists had used for decades when analyzing spact~time 
c:urvature. Khalatnjkov d~monstrated mathemati<:ally that random 
perturbation.~ must grow as a star implodes. This meant, he assertedt 
that if the unpiosion is to form a singularity, it must be one with 
completE-ly random deformations in its spacetime eurvaturf'. He then 
described how be and Lifshitz had searched, among all types of si.tl
gularl.ties permitted by the laws of general relativity, for one with 
completely rdndom curvature deformations. He exhibited, mathemati
cally, one type of singulat-ity afler another; he cat.1.loged the types of 
singularities almost ad naus£~unl. Among them, none had eompletely 
random deformations. Therefore, he concluded -bringing his forty
minute lecture lo a dose an imploding star with rdndom perturba
tions cannot produc.~~ a singularity. The perturbations must save the 
star from destruction. 

As t11e applause ended, Charlt>s \-fisner, one of \"Vheeler's most bril
liant former students, leaped np and objected strenuously. Excitedly, 
vigorously, and in rapid-fire F.nglish, !\llisner described the theorem 
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that Penrose had proved a few months earlier. If Penrose's theorem 
was right, then Khalatnikov and Lifshitz must be wrong. 

The Soviet delegation was c:onfused and incensed . .:\1isner's English 
was too fast to follow, and since Penrose's theorem relied on topological 
arguments that were alien to relativity experts, the Soviets regarded it 
as suspect. Ry contrast, the Khalatnikov--Lifshitz analysis was based on 
tried-and-true methods. Penrose, they asserted, was probably wrong. 

During the next few years, relativity experts in East and ~Vt-:st 
plumbed the depths of Penrose's analysis, and of the Khalatniko\r··· 
Lifshitz analysis. At first both analyses looked suspect; both had dan
gerous, potential flaws. Gradually, however, as the experts began to 
master and extend Penrose's topological techniques, they bi:c:ame eon
vinced that Penrose was right. 

ln September 1969, while T was a visiting member of Zd'dovidt's 
research team in Moscow, Rvgeny Lifshitz r..ame to me with a manu-

. .o\ dinne.· party in the apartment of Isaac Khalatnikov in \toseow, June 1971. 
Clock. wist from left: Kip Thoml', John Wh~IP.r, Isaac Khalatnikov, Evgcny J .if
shitz. Khalatnikov's wife Valentina Nikolaievna, Vladimir Belinsky, and Khalat
nikov's dl:lU8hler Eleanora ·:Courtf:'fly Charles W. MisnP.r.J 
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script that he and Khalatnikov had }ilst written. "Please, Kip, take this 
manuscript back to America for me and submit it to Physical Review 
Letters, "he requt.>sted. He explained that any manusc.ript written in the 
U.S.S.R., regardless of its content, was automatically classified secret 
until declassified, and declassification would take three mOIJths. The 
ludicrous Soviet system permitted me or any other foreign visitor to 
read the manuscript while in Moscow, but the manuscript should not 
itself leave the country until passed by the censors. This manuscript 
was too precious, too urgent for such a ridiculous delay. It contained, 
Lifshitz explained to me, their capitulation, their confession of error: 
Penrose was right; they were wrong. In 1961 they had been unable to 
find, among the solutions to Einstein's field equation, any singularity 
with c:ompletely random dt>lormations; but now, spulTed by Penrose's 
theorem, they and a graduate student, Vladimir Belinsky, had 
managed to find one. This new singularity, they thought, must be the 
one that terminates the implosion of randomly deformed stars and that 
might someday destroy our Universe at the end of the big crunch. 
[And, indeed, in 1993 1 think they probably were right. To this 1993 
viewpoint, and to thtl nature of their new BKL ("Belinsky-Khalat
nikov-Lifshitz") singularity, I shall return near the end of this chap
ter.] 

For a theoretical physicist it is more than embarrassing to admit a 
major error in a published result. It is ego shattering. I should know. In 
1966 I misc:alculated the p1tlsations of white-dwarf stars, and two years 
later my wrong cakulations briefly misled astronomers into thinking 
that the newly discovered pulsars might be pulsating white dwarfs. My 
error, when found, was significant enough to figure in an editorial in 
the British jour11all'•lature. It was a bitter pill to swallow. 

Though errors like this can be shattering for an American or Euro
pean. physicist, in the Soviet Union they were far worse. One's position 
in the pecking order of scientists was especially important in the Soviet 
Union; it determined such things as possibilities for travel abroad and 
election to the Academy of Scienct>.s, which in turn brought privileges 
such as a near doubling of one's salary and a. chauffeured limousine at 
one's beck and call. Thus it was that the temptation to try to hide or 
downplay mistakes, when mistakes occur, was greater for Soviet scien
tists than for Westerners. And thus it was that Lifshitz's plea for help 
was impressive. He wanted no delay in disseminating the truth, and his 
manuscript v.rds forthright: It confessed the error and announced that 
future editions of The Classical Theory of Fields (the Landau-Lifshitt 
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textbook on geneml relativity) would be ruodified to remove the claim 
that implosion does not produce singularities. 

I earried the manuS<:ript to America, hidden among my personal 
papers, and it was published. The Soviet authorities never noticed. 

why was it a British physicist (Penrose) and not an American or 
French or Soviet physicist who introduced topological methods into 
relath;t.y research? And why was it that throughout the 1960s, topolog
ical methods were pursued with vigor and success by other British 
relativity physicisLs, but took hold much more slowly in America, 
France, the U.S.S.R., and elsewhere? 

The reason 1 I suspect, was th~ undergraduate training of British 
theoretical physicists. They typically major in mathematic:s as under
graduates, then do Ph.D. research in departments of applied mathe
matics or departments of applied mathematics and theoretical physics. 
Tn America, by contrast, aspiring theoretical physicists typically major 
in physics as undergraduates, and then do Ph.D. reSearch in physic:s 
departments. Thus, young British theoretical physicists are well versed 
in esoteric branches of mathematics which have not yet seen much 
physics application, but they may have a weak background in "gutsy" 
physics topics such as the behaviors of molecules, atoms, and atomic 
nuclei. By contrast, young American theoretical physicists know little 
mathematics beyond what their physics professors have taught them, 
but are deeply versed in the lore of molecules, atoms, and nuclei. 

To a great extent, we Americans have dominated theoretical physics 
since World ·war II, and we have foisted on the world's physics com
munity our scandalously low mathematical standards. l\.1ost of us use 
the mathematics of fifty years ago and are ineapable of communicating 
with modern mathematidans. With our poor mathematical training, it 
was difficu1t. for us Americans to absorb and start using the topological 
methods when Penrose introduced them. 

French theoretical physicists, even more than the British, are well 
trained in mathemati<'.s. However, during the 1960s and 1970s French 
relativity theorists were so wrapped up in matlwmatieal rigor (that is, 
perfection), and so deemphasized physical intuition, that they contrib
uted 1ittle to our understanding of imploding stars and black holes. 
Their quest for rigor slowed them down to the point that, although 
they knew well the mathematics of topology, they could not compete 
wlth the British. They didn't even try; their attention was riveted 
elsewhere. 
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Lev Davidovich Landau, who was largely responsible for the 
strength of Soviet theol"etical physics in the 1930s through 1960s, was 
also a source of Soviet resistance to topology: I ..andau had trd.nsfused 
theoretical physics front Western Europe to the li.S.S.l\. in the 1930s 
(Chapter 5). As one tool in that transfusion, he had created a set of 
examinations on theoretical physics, called the "Theoretical Mini
mum," which he required be passed as an entree into his own :research 
group. Anyone, regardless of educational background, could walk in off 
the street and take these examinations, but few could pass them. In the 
twenty-nine years of the Theoretical Minimum (1933 -62) only forty
three passed, but a remarkable portion of those forty-three went on to 
make great physics discoveries. 

Evgeny Michai1ovich T .if.o;hitz (lt1f-) and Lev Oa\o'idovich T .andau (right) in Larl
dau's room in his flat at the Institute for Physical Problems, No. Z Vorohyevskoye 
Shosse, Moscow, in 1954.JCourL~y Lifshitz's wift', 7.inaida Tvanoma Lifshitz. I 
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Landau's Theoretical Minimum had included problems from all the 
branches of mathematics that l..andau deemed important for theoreti
cal physics. Topology was not among them. Calculus, complex varia
bles, the qualitative theory of differential equations, group theory, and 
differential geometry were all eovered; they would all be needed in a 
physicist's career. But topology would not be needed. Landau had noth
ing against topology; he just ignored it; it was irrelevant· ·-·and his view 
of its irrelevance became near gospel among most Soviet theoretical 
physicists in the 1940s through the 1960s. 

This view was transmitted to theoretical physicists around the world 
by the set of textbooks, called Cour.fe of Theoretical Pl~rsics, that Lan
dau and Lifshit7. wrote. These became, worldwide, the most influential 
set of physics texts of the twemieth century, and like Landau's Theo
retical :\finimum examinations, they ignored topology. 

Curiously, topological techniques were introduced into relativity re
search in an abortive way, long before Ptmrose's theorem, by two So
viet mathematicians in Leningrad: Aleksander Danilovich Aleksan
drov and Revol't lvanovich Pimenov. Tn 1950-59, Aleksandrov used 
topology to probe the "causal structure" of spacetime, that is, to study 
the relationships between regions of spacetime that can communicate 
with each other and those that cannot. This was just the type of topo
logical analysis that would ultimately pay rich dividends in the theory 
of black holes. Aleksandrov built up a rather powerful and beautifu) 
topological formalism, and in the mid -1950s that formalism was picked 
up and pushed further by Pimenov, a young colleague of Aleksan
drov's. 

But in the end this research led nowhere. Alcksandrov and Pimenov 
had little contact with physicists who specialize in gravitation. Such 
physicists would have known what kinds of c-.alculations were useful 
and what were not. They might ha\·e told Aleksandrov and Pimenov 
that the big bang singularity or gravitational implosion of stars de
served probing with their formalism. But no such advice was to be had 
in Leningrad; the key physicists work.ed 600 kilometers southeast of 
Leningrad, in Moscow, and were ignorant of topology and topologists. 
The Aleksandrov Pimenov formalism flowered, and then went dor
mant. 

Its dormancy was forced by the fates of t\leksandrov and Pimenov: 
Aleksandrov became the rt-'Ctor (president) of Leningrad University, 
and had inadequate time for further research. Pirnenov was arrested in 
1957 for founding "an anti-Soviet group," was imprisoned for six years, 
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and then after seven years of freedom was rearrested and sent into five 
years' exile in the Komi Republic, 1200 kilometers east of Leningrad. 

I have never met AJeksandrov or Pimenov, but tales of Pimf'.nov 
were stiJl rippling through I ..eningrad's community of scientists when I 
visited there in 1971, a year after Pimenov's second arrest. Rumor had 
it that Pimenov viewed the Soviet. government as morally eorrupt, and, 
like many young people in America during the Vietnam \Yar, he felt 
that, if he cooperated with the government, the government's corrup
ti9n would rub off on him. The only way to feel moraJly clean was 
through ':iv.il disobedienc-.e. In America, civil disobedience meant refus
ing to register for the draft. For Pimenov, civil disobedience meant 
samizdat Samizdat was the "self-publication" of forbidden manu
scripts. Pimenov, it was rumored, would receive from friends a manu
script which had been forbidden for publication in the Soviet Union, 
he would type out a half-dozen copies using carbon pape.r, and he 
would then pass those copies on to other frit-.nds, who would repeat the 
process. Pimenov got caught, was t.:onvicted, and was sentenced to five 
years' exile in the Komi 1\epublic, where he worked as a tree-feller and 
an electrician in a sawmill until the Komi Academy of Sciences took 
advantage of his exile and made him the chair of their mathematies 
department. 

Finally able to do mathematics again, Pimenov continued his topo
logical studies of spacetime. By then topology had taken firm root as a 
key tool for physic:ists' gravitation research, but Pimenov remained 
isolated from the leading physicists of his country. He never bad the 
impact that, under other circumstances, he might have. 

Roger Penrose, by contrast with Aleksandrov and Pimcnov, lives 
with one foot firmly planted in the mathematics community and the 
other firmly planted in physics, and this has bee.n a major sourc:e of his 
success. 

Best Guesses 

One might have thought that Penrose's singularity theorem would 
settle once and for all the question of what is inside a black hole. Not so. 
lru;tead it opened up a new set of questions questions with whic:h 
physicists have struggled, with only modest success, since the mid-
1960s. Those questions, and our best 1993 answers (our "best ~uesses" 
is a better way to say it), a:re: 
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1. Does everything that enters the hole necessarily get swallowed 
by the singularity? We think so, but we're not sure. 

2. Is there any route from inside the hole to another universe, or to 
another part of our own t:"niverse? Very probably not, but we're 
not absolutely sure. 

3. V1lhat is the fate of things that fall im.o the singularity? W c think 
that things that fall in when the hole is quite young get torn 
apart by tidal gravity in a violent, chaotic way, before quantum 
gravity becomes important. However, things that fall into an old 
hole might survive unscathed until they come face-to-face with 
the laws of quantum gravity. 

In the remainder of this chapter I shall explain these answers in more 
detail. 

Recall that Oppenheimer and Snyder gave us a clear and unequivocal 
answer to our three questions; When the black hole is created by a 
highly idealized, spherical, imploding star, then (1) everything that 
enters the hole gets swallowed by the singularity; (2) nothing travels to 
another universe or another part of our Universe; (3) when nearing the 
singularity, everything experiences an infinitely growing radial stretch 
and transverse squeeze (Figure 15.1 above), and thereby gets destroyed. 

This answer was pedagogically useful; it helped motivate calcula
tions that brought deeper understanding. However, the deeper under
standing (due to Khalatnikov and Lifshitz) showed that the Oppen
heimer-Snyder answer is irrelevant to the real Universe in which we 
Jive, because the random deformations that occur in all real stars will 
completely change the hole's interior. The Oppenheimer-Snyder inte
rior is "unstable against small perturbations." 

The Reissner-Nordstrom type of so!ution to the Einstein field equa
tion also gave a clear and unequiv()("'dl answer: When the black hole is 
created by a particular, highly idealized, spherical, electrically charged 
star, then the imploding star and other things that fall into the hole can 
travel, via a "little closed universe," from the hole's interior to another 
large universe (Figure 13.4). 

This answer was also pedagogically useful (and has provided grist 
·for the mills of many a .science fiction writer). However, like the Op
penheimer-Snyder prediction, it has nothing to do with the real Uni
verse in which we live becauSE' it is unstable against small perturba-
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tions. More specifica11y, in our real Universe, the black hole is continu
ally bombarded by tiny electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations and by 
tiny amounts of radiation. A.s these fluctuations and radiation fall into 
the hole, the hole's gravity aceelerates them to enormous energy, and 
the.v then explosively hit and destroy the little closed universe, just 
bdore the little universe begins its trip. This was conjectured by Pen
rose in 1968, and has since been verified in many different calculations, 
carried out by many different physicists. 

ReJinsky, Khal.atnikov, and Lifshitz have given us yet another an
swer to onr questions, and this one, being totally stable against small 
perturbations, is probably the "right" answer, the answer that. applies 
to tlw real black holes that inhabit our Universe: The star tllatfonns the 
hole and everything that falls into the hote wizen the hole is young get 
tom apart by the tidal ~ravity of a BKL singularity. (This is th~ kind of 
singularity that Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz discovered, as a 
solution of Einstein's equation, after Penrose convinced them that sin
gularities must inhabit black holes.) 

The tidal gravity of a BKL singularity is radicaHy different from 
that of the Oppenheimer·· Snyder singularity. The Oppenheimer-Sny
der singularity strctehes and squeezes an infalling astronaut (or any
thing else) in a steady but mounting way; the stretch is always radial, 
the squeeze is always transverse, and the strengths of stretch and 
squeeze grow steadlly and smoothly (Figure 13.1). The RKT, singular
ity, by contrast, is somewhat like the taffy-pulling machines that one 
sometimes sees in candy stores or at carnivals. It stretches and squeezes 
first in this direction, then that, then another, then another, and yet 
another. The stretch and squeeze oscillate with time in a random and 
chaotie way (as measured by the infalling astronaut), but on average 
they get stronger aud stronger, and their osc:illations get faster and 
faster as the astronaut gets closer and closer to the singularity. Charles 
!\fisner (who discovered this type of chaotica11y oscillating singularity 
independently of Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz) has called this a 
mu:master oscillation. because one can imagine it mixing up the astro
naut's body parts in the way that a mixmaster or eggbeater mixes up 
the yolk and white of an egg. Figure 13.6 depicts a specific example of 
how the tidal forces might oscillate, but the precise scquerwe of osci11a
tions is chaotica11y unpredictable. 

In Mis11er's version of the rnixmaster singularity, du~ <lS<:illations 
were the san1e everywhere in space, at a particular moment of time (as 
measured, say, by t.he astronaut). Not so f(>r the BKL singularity. Its 
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13.6 An example of how the tidal forces might oscillate with time in a RKL 
singularity. Tht: tidal forces uet in different manners along Lhree different, per
pendicular directions. These directions, for definiteness, are here caned UlJ (for 
"up/down"). NS (for "nol'tb/southj, and EW (for "east/west"), and t>.arl1 of Uu~ 
three curves describf'Ji the behavior of the tidal force along one of these direc
tions. Time is plotted horb.ontally. At any time when the UD cnrve iM abotJc the 
horizontal time axis, the tidal force is stretchintf along the un direction, while at 
a time when the UD curve is below the axis, tho UD tidal force is squazing. The 
higher llte mJrve above the axis, tbt! stronger tb~ stretch; the lower the «:urvc 
below the axis, the strouger the squeeze. Notice the following: (i) . .o\t any mowent. 
of Lime there is a &-queeze along two directions and a stretch along one. (ii} The 
tidal forces oscillate between stretch and squee?..e; each oscillation is l'.alled a 
"cycle." (iii) The cycles arc collected into .. eras." During each en1, one of the tl1ree 
directilms is subjt'Cted to a fairly slf'.ady squee'f.t-., while the other tvo.'O oscillate 
bel ween stretch and squeeze. (i ") When the era chan8e.S, there is a change of the 
steady direction. (t') As the singularity is approached, the oscillations become 
infinitely rapid and llte tidal forces bt:t~me infinitely strong. Tlte details of the 
dh·;sion of •~ycles into eras and the change of oscillation pat. terns at the lw..ginning 
of each erc1 are governed by wbat is sometimes called a "chaotic map." 
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oscillations are spatially chaotic as well as temporally chaotic, just as 
turbulent motions of the froth in a breaking ocean wave are chaotic in 
space as well as in time. For example, while the astronaut's head is 
being alternately stretched and sc.1ueezed ("pummeled") along the 
north/south dirf!ction, his right foot might be pummeled along the 
northeastjsouthwest direction, and his left foot along south--southeast/ 
north-northwest; and the frequencies of oscillation of the pummeling 
might be qui.te different on his head, his left foot, and his right f<>ot. 

Einstein's equation predicts that, as the astronaut reaches the singu
larity, the tidal foret.~ grow infinitely strong, and their chaotic oscilla
tions become infinitely rapid. The astronaut dies and the atoms from 
which his body is made become infinitely and chaotically distorted and 
mixed--and then, at the moment when everything becomes infinite 
(the tidal strengths, the oscillation frequellcies, the distortions, and the 
mixing), spacetime ceases to exist. 

The laws of quantum mechanics obje(:t. They forbid the infinities. 
Very near the singularity, as best we understand it in 1993, the laws of 
quantum mechanics merge with Einstein's general relativistic laws 
and completely change the "rules of the game." The new rules are 
called quantum gravity. 

The astronaut is already dead, his body parts are already thoroughly 
mixed, and the atoms of which he was made are already distorted 
beyond recognition when quantum gravity takes over. But nothing is 
infinite. The "game" goes on. 

Just when does quantum gravity take over, and what does it do? As 
best we understand it in 1993 (and our understanding is rather poor), 
quantum gravity takes over when the oscillating tidal gravity (space
time curvature) becomes so large that it completely deforms all obje<'ts 
in about 10-45 second or less.12 Quantum gral-·ity then radically changes 
the character of spacetime: It..JUptures the unification of space and time 
into spacetime. It ungluE>.s space and time from each other, and then 
dP.Stroys time as a concept and destroys the definiteness of space. Time 
ceases to exist; no longer can we say that "this thing happens before 
that one," because without time, there is no concept of "before" or 

2. 10-•s sa-ond is the P/am;k-Wheel.er time. lt is give11 (approximately) by the formula 
,JGhfc•, w~ce G = 6.67() X 10·• dync·-centilnet.eri/gram• is l\ewton'& gravitation constant, li 
== 1.055 X 10··~• erg-second is Planck's qu'lnt••m mechanical constant, and c = 2.998 X 1010 

r.enti111eter/seoond is tl1e speed of light. ~ote that the Planck· Wheeler time is equal to the 
square root of the Plunck-Wheeicr area (Chapter 12) dhooidcd by Lhe speed oflight. 
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"after." Space, the sole remaining remnant of what was onee a unified 
spacetime, becomes a random, probabilistic froth, like soapsuds. 

Before its rupture (that is, outside the singularity), spacetime is hke 
a piece of wood impregnated with water. In this analogy, the wood 
represents space, the water represents time, and the two (wood and 
water; space and time) are tightly interwoven, unified. The singularity 
and the laws of quantum gravity that rule it are like a fire into which 
the water-impregnated wood is thrown. The fire boils the water out of 
the wood, leaving the wood alom! and vulnerable; in the singularity, 
the laws of quantum gravity destroy time, leaving space alone and 
vulnerable. The fire then converts the wood into a froth of flakes a11d 
ashes; the laws of quantum gravity then convert space into a random, 
probabilistic frotl1. 

This random, probabi1istic froth is the thing of which the singularity 
is made, and the froth is governed by the laws of quantum gravity. In 
the froth, space does not have <my definite shape (that is, any definite 
curvature.., or even any definite topology). Instead, space has various 
probabilities for this, that, or anothf'.r mrvature and topology. For ex
ample, inside the singularity there might be a 0.1 percent probability 
for the curvature and topology of space to have the form shown in 
.Figure 13. 7a, and a 0.4 percent probability for the fonn in Figure 13. 7h, 
and a 0.02 perc.cnt probability for the form in .Figure 13.7 c:, and so on. 
This does not mean that space spends 0.1 percent of its time in the form 
(a), 0.4 percent of its time in the form (b), and 0.02 percent of its time in 
the form (c), because there is n.o such thing as time inside the singularif;Y. 
And similarly, because there is no time, it is tota1ly meaningless to ask 
whether space assumes the form (b) "before" or "after" it assumes the 
form (c). The only meaningful question one can ask of the singularity 
is, "What are the probabilities that the spaee of which you are made 
has the forms (a), (b), and (c)?'' And the answers will be simply 0.1, 0.4, 
and 0.02 percent. 

Because all conceivable curvatures and topologies are permitted ill
side the singularity, no matter how wild, one says that. the singularity is 
made from a probabilistic foam. John Wheeler, who first. argued that 
this must be the nature of space when the laws of quantum gmvity 
hold sway, has called it quantumfoarrL 

To recapitulate, at the center of a black hole, in the spacetime region 
where the oscillating BKT, tidal forces reach their peak, there resid«~s a 
singularity: a region in which time no longer exists, and space has 
given way to quantum foam. 
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(c) 

15.7 Embedding diagrams illustrating the quantum foam that is thougllt to 
reside in the singularity inside a black. hole. The geometry and topology of space 
are not definite; instead. they are probabilistic. They might. have, for example, a 
0.1 percent probability for the fonn shown in (a}, a 0.4 pen~.ent probability for (b), 
a 0.02 pen!ent probability for (c), and so on. 

One task of the laws of quantum gravity is to govern the probabili
ties for the various curvatures and topologies within a blac-.k hole's 
singularity. Another, presumably, is to determ1ne the probabilities for 
the singularity to give birth to "new universes," that is, to give birth to 
new, classical (non-quantum) regions of spacetime, in the same sense 
as the big bang singularity gave birth to our Universe some 15 billion 
years ago. 

How probable is it that a black hole's singularity will give birth to 
"new universes"? We don't know. It might well never happen, or it 
might be quite conunon-or we might be on completely the wrong 
track in believing that singularities are made of quantum foam. 
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Clear answers might come in the next decade or two from research 
now being carried out by Stephen Hawking, James Hartle, and others, 
building on foundations laid by John Wheeler and Bryce DeWitt. 5 

Most everything in the l.Jniverse changes with age: Stars consume 
their fuel and die; the Earth gradually loses its atmosphere by evapora
tion into space and ultimately will become an airless, dead planet; and 
we humans grow wrinkled and wise. 

The tidal forces deep inside a black hole, near its singularity, are no 
exception. They, too, must change with age, according to calculations 
done in 1991 by Werner Israel and Eric Poisson of the University of 
Alberta, and Amos Ori, a postdoc in my Caltech group (building on 
earlier work of Andrei Doroshkevich and Igor ~ovikov). When the 
hole is newborn, its interior tidal forces exhibit violent, chaotic, BKL
type oscillations (Figure 15.6 above). However, as the hole ages, the 
chaotic oscillations become tamer and gentler, and gradually disappear. 

For example, an astronaut who falls into a 10-billion-solar-mass hole 
in the core of a quasar within the first few hours after the hole is born 
will be torn apart by wildly oscillating BKL tidal forc.es. However, a 
second astronaut, who waits until a day or two after the hole is born 
before plunging inside, will eru:ounter much more gently oscillating 
tidal forces. The tidal stretch and squcezt'! are still large enough to kill 
the second astronaut, but being more gentle than the day before, the 
oscillating stretch and squeeze will allow the second astronaut to sur
vive longer, and approach doser to the singularity before he dies, than 
did the first astronaut. A third astronaut, who waits until the hole is 
many years old before taking the plunge, will face an even gentler fate. 
The tidal forces surrounding the singularity have now become so tame 
and rneek, according to Israel's, Poisson's, and Ori's calculations, that 
the astronaut will hardly feel them at all. He will survive, almost 
unscathed, right up to the edge of the probabilistic quantum gravity 
singularity. Only at the singularity's edge, just as he comes face-to-face 
with the laws of quantum gravity, will the astronaut be killed·- ··and we 
cannot even be absolutely sure he gets killed then, since we do not 
really understand at all well the laws of quantum gravity and their 
consequences. 

3. The above dP.Script.inn is haSP.d on the 'Vheeler-DeWitt, Hawking-Harlle approach to 
formulating the laws nf quantum gravity. Although theirs is but one of many approaches now 
being pursued, it is nne to which l would give good ndds nf sucef!55. 
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This aging of a black hole,s internal tidal forces is not inexorable. 
Whenever matter and radiation (or astronauts) fall into the hole, they 
wi11 feed and energize the tidal forces, much like a hunk of meat 
thrown to a lion energizes him. The oscillatory stretch and squeeze 
near the singularity, having been fed, will grow stronger for a short 
while, and then will die out and become quiL>seent once again. 

In the late 1950s and early f960s John Wheeler had a dreant, a hope, 
that we humans might one day be able to probe into a singularity and 
there see quantum gravity at work-that we might pr<.lbe not only 
with mathcmati<',s and computer simulations, but also with real, physi
cal observations and experiments. Oppenheimer and Snyder dashed 
that hope (Chapter 6). The horizon that they discovered forming 
around an imploding star hides thf! singularity from external view. lf 
we remain foreve·r outside the horizon, there is no way that we can 
probe the singularity. And if we plunge through the horizon of a huge 
old hole, and survive to meet the quantum gravity singularity face-to
face, there is no way we can transmit a description of our meeting back 
to Earth. Our transmission cannot esr.ape from the hole; the horizon 
hides it. 

Though Wheeler has long sinCE' renounced his dream and now vig· 
orously champions the view that it is impossible to probe singularities, 
it is not at all certain that he is correct. lt is conceivable that some 
extremely nonspherical stellar implosions produce naked singularities, 
that is, singularities that are not surrounded by horizons and that there
fore can be observed and probed from the external Universe, even from 
F...arth. 

ln the late 1960s, Roger Penrose searched hard, mathematically, for 
an example of au implosion that creates a naked singularity. His search 
came up empty. Whenever, in his equations, an implosion created a 
singularity, it also created a horizon around the singularity. Penrose 
was not surprised. After aU, if a naked singularity were to form, then it 
seems reasonable to eJtpect that, just before the singularity forms, light 
ean escape from its vicinity; and if light can escape, then (it would 
seem) so can the material that is imploding to create the singularity; 
and if the imploding material can escape, then presumably the male· 
rial's huge internal pressure will make it escape, thereby reversing the 
implosion and preventing the singularity from forming in the first 
place. So it seemed. However, neither Penrose's mathematical manipu
lations nor anybody else's were powerful enough to say for sure. 
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In 1969 Penrose, strongly convinced that naked singularities cannot 
form, but unable to prove it, proposed a conjecture, the conjecture of 
cosmic censorship: No imploding object can et-'l!r form a naked singular
ity; if a singularity is formed, it must be clothed in a horizon so that we in 
the external Universe cannot see it. 

Members of the physics "establishment." ·physicists like John 
Wheeler, whose viewpoints are the most influential· ··have embraced 
cosmic censorship and espouse it as almost surely correct. Nevertheless, 
nearly a quarter century after J>enrose proposed it, cosmic censorship 
remains unproved; and recent computer simulations of the implosion 
of highly nonspherical stars suggest that it might even be wrong. Some 
implosions, according to these simulations by Stuart Shapiro and Saul 
Teukolsky of Cornell University, might actually create naked sin
gularities. Might. Not will; just might. 

Stephen Hawking is the epitome of the establishment these days, 
and John Preskill (a colleague of mine at Caltech) and T enjoy"tweak
ing the establishment a bit. Therefore, in 1991 Preskill and I made a 
bet with Hawking (Figure 13.8). We bet that cosmic censorship is 
wrong; naked singularities can form in our Universe. Hawking bet that 
cosmic censorship is right; naked singularities can never form. 

13.8 Bet between Stephen Hawking, John Preskill, and rne on the correctness 
of Penrose's cosmic censorship conjecture. 
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Just four months after agreeing t<> the bet, Hawking himself diaeov
ercd mathematical evidence (b:lt not a jirm pmoj) that, when a black 
holt! eompletes its evaporation (Chapter 12), it might not disappear 
entirdy as he had previously expcc:ted, but instead it might leave 
behind a. tiny naked singularity. Hawking announced this result to 
Preskill and me privately, a few days after he discovered it, at a dinner 
party at Presklll's home. However, when Preskill anrl I then pressed 
him to concede our bet, he refused or1 grounds of a technicality. The 
wording of our bet voms very clear, he insisted: The bet was restricted to 
naked singularities whose formation is govemed by the laws of classi
cal (t.hat is, not quantum) physics, including the laws of general relativ
ity. However, the evaporation of black holes is a quantum mechanical 
phenomenon and is governed not by the laws of classical general rela
tivity, but rather by the laws of quantum fields in curved spacetime, so 
any naked singularity that might result from black-hole evaporation is 
outside the realm of our bet, Hawking insisted (correctly). Neverthe
less., a naked singularity, ho,,·ever it fonns, would surely be a blow to 
the establishment! 

Though we enjoy our bets, the issues we argue are deeply serious. If 
naked singularities can exist, then only the ill-understood laws of quan
tum gravity can tell us how they behave, what they might do to space
time in their vicinities, and whether their actions can have a large 
effect on the Universe in which we live, or only a small one. Because 
naked singularities, if Lhey <:au exist, might strongly influence our 
Universe, we want very much to understand whether cosmic censor
ship is oorrect, and what the laws of quantum gravity predic:t for the 
behaviors ()f singularitit>...s. The stmggle to find out will not be quick or 
easy. 
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Wormholes 
and Time Machines1 

in which the author seeks insight 
into physical laws by asking: 

can highly advanced civilizations 
build wormholes through hyperspace 

for rapid interstellar travel 
and machines for traveling backward in time? 

Wormholes and Exotic Material 

I had just taught my last dass of the 1984· 85 academic year and was 
sinking into my office chair to let the adrenaline subside, when the 
telephone rang. It was Carl Sagan, the Cornell University astrophysi
cist and a personal friend from way back. "Sorry to bother you, Kip," he 
said. "But I'm just finishing a novel about the human race's first con
tact with an extraterrestrial civilization, and I'm worried. I want the 
science to be as accurate as possible, and I'm afraid T may have got 
some of the gravitational physics wrong. Would you look at it and give 
me advice?" Of course T would. It would be interesting, since Carl is a 
clever guy. It might even be fun. Besides, how could I turn down this 
kind of request from a friend? 

The novel arrived a couple of week.. later, a three-and-a-half-inch
thick stack of double-spaced typescript. 

t I have chosen to write this chapter solely from my own J)ersonal 'l'ie'\'\''J)Oint. 
It therefore is much less objectin~ than tlae rest of the book. and represents other 
people's research much less fairly and less c.ompletely than it does my own. 



484 BLACK HOI.F.S AND TIME VV A RPS 

1 slipped the stack into an overnight bag and threw the bag into the 
back scat of Linda's Bronco, when she picked me up for the long drive 
from Pasadena to Santa Cruz. Linda is my ex-wife; she, I, and our son 
Bret were on our way to see our daughter Kares graduate from col1egc. 

As I ..inda and Bret. took tun1s driving, I read and thought. (Llnda 
and Bret were accustomed to such introversion; they had lived with me 
for many years.) The novel was fun, but Carl, indeed. was ill trouble. 
He had his heroine, Elf:anor Arroway, plunge into a black hole near 
Earth, travel through hyperspace in the manner of Figure 13.4, and 
emerge an hour later near the star Vega, 26 light-years away. Carl, not 
being a relativity expert, was unfamiliar with the message of perturba
tion calculations2

: It is impossible to travel through hyperspace from a 
black hole's core to another purl of our Universe. Any black hole is 
continua11y being bombarded by tiny electromagnetic vacuum fluc
tuations and by tiny amounts of radiation. As these fluctuations and 
radiation fall into the hoie, they get accelerated by the hole's gravity to 
enormous energy, and they then rain down explosively on any "little 
closed universe" or "tunnel" or other \'ehiclc by which one might try to 
launch the trip through hyperspace. The c-.alculations were unequivo
cal; any vehicle for hyperspace travel gets destroyed by the explosive 
"rain" before the trip can be launched. Carl's .novel had to be changed. 

During the return drive from Santa Cruz, somewhere west of Fresno 
on Interstate 5, a glimmer of an idea came to me. Maybe Carl could 
replace his black hole by a wormhole through hyperspace. 

A wormhole is a hypothetical shortcut for travel between distant 
points in the Universe. The wormhole has two entrances called 
"mouths," one (for example) near Earth, and the other (for example) 
in orbit around Vega, 26 light-yea:rs away. The mouths are connected 
to each other by a tunnel through hyperspace (the wormhole) that 
might be only a kilometer long. If we enter the near-Earth mouth, we 
find ourselves in the tunnel. By traveling just one kilometer down the 
tunnel we reach the other mouth and emerge near Vega, 26Iight-years 
away as measured in the external Universe. 

Figure 14.1 depicts such a wormhole in an embedding diagram. This 
diagram, as is usual for embedding diagrams, idealizes our Universe as 
having only two spatial dimensions rather than three (see Figures 3.2 
and 3.3). In the diagram the space of our Universe is depicted as a 

2. See [he "Best Guesses" scLtion of Chapter 13. 
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14.1 A 1-kiJorneter-long wormhole through hyperspace linking the F..arth to the 
neighborhood of Vega, 26 light-years away. (Not drawn to scalt>_) 

two-dimensional sheet. Just. as an ant crawling over a sheet of paper is 
oblivious to whether the paper is lying flat or is gently folded, so we in 
our Universe are oblivious to whether our Universe is lying flat in 
hyperspace or is gently folded, as in tht~ diagram. However, the gentle 
fold is important; it permits the Earth and Vega to be near each other 
in hyperspace so they can be connet-1:ed by the short wormhole. With 
the wormhole in place, we, like an ant or worm crawling O\'er the 
embedding diagram's surfa<:e, have two possible routes from Earth to 
Vega: the long, 26-light-year route through the external Universe, and 
the short, 1-kilometer route through the wormhole. 

What would the wormhole's mouth look like, if it were on Eart.h, in 
front ()f us? In the diagram's two .. dimensional universe the wormhole's 
mouth is drawn as a circle; therefore, in our three-dimensional Uni
verse it would be the three-dimensional analogue of a circle; it would 
be a sphere. In fact, the mouth would look something like the spherical 
horizon of a nonrotating black hole, with one key exception: The llOri
zon is a "one-way" surface; anything can go in, but nothing <:an come 
out. By contrast, the wormhole mouth is a "two-way" surface; we can 
cross it in both directions, inward into the wormhole, and back outward 
to the external Universe. Looking into the spherical mouth, we can see 
light from Vega; the light has entered the other mouth near Vega and 
has traveled through the wormhole, as though the wonnholt~ were a 
light pipe or optical fiber, to the near-Earth mouth, where it now 
emerges and strikes us in the eyes. 

Wormholes are not mere figments of a science fiction writer's imagi
nation. They were discovered mathematically, as a solution to Ein-
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stein's field equation, in 1916, just a few months after Einstein formu
lated his field equation; and John Wheeler and his research group 
studied them extensively, by a variety of mathematical calculations, in 
the 1950s. However, none of the wormholes that had been found as 
solutions of Einstein's equation, prior to my trip down Interstate 5 in 
1985, was suitable for Carl Sagan's novel, because none of them could 
be traversed safely. Each and every one oft.h.em was predicted to evolve 
with time in a very peculiar way: The wormhole is created at some 
moment of time, opens up briefly, and. then pinches off and disap
pears-and its total life span from creation to pinch-off is so short tl1at 
nothing whatsoever (no person, no radiation, no signal of any sort) can 
travel through it, from one mouth to the other. Anything that tries will 
get caught and destroyed in the pinch-off . .Figure 14.2 shows a simple 
P.xample. 

Like most of my physicist colleagues, I have been skeptical of worm
holes for decades . .ill"ot only does Einstein's field equation predict that 
wormholes live short lives if left to their own devices; their lives are 
made even shorter by random infalling bits of radiation: The radiation 
(according to calculations by Doug Eardley and Ian Redmount) gets 
accelerated to ultra-high energy by the wormhole's gravity, and as the 
energized radiation bombards the wormhole's throat, it triggers the 
throat to recontract and pinch off far faster than it would otherwise
so fast, i.'l fact, that che wormhole has hardly any life at all. 

There is another reason for skepticism. Whereas black lwles are an 
inevitable consequence of stellar evolution (massive, slowly spinning 
stars, of just the sort that astronomers see in profusion in our galaxy, 
will implode to form black holes when they die), there is no analogous, 
natural way for a wormhole to he created. In fact, there is no reason at. 
all to think that our Universe contains today any singularities of the 
sort that give birth to wormholes {Figure 14.2); and even if suc-.h sin
gularities did exist, it is hard to understand how two of them could find 
each other in the vast reaches of hyperspace, so as to create a wormhole 
in the manner of Figure 14.2. 

When one's friend needs help, one is willing to turn most anywhere 
that help might be found. Wormholes despite my skepticism about 
them· ·seemed to be the only help in sight. Perhaps, it occurred to me 
on Interstate 5 somewhere west of Fresno, there is some way that an 
infinitely advanced civilization could hold a wormhole open, that is, 
prevent it from pinching off, so that Eleanor Arroway could travel 
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{c) 

(d) ( f ) 

"1 4.2 The evolution of a precisely spherical wormhole that has no material in its 
interior. (This evolution was discovered as a solution of Einstein's field equation 
in the mid-1950s by Martin Kruskal. a young associate of Wheeler's at Princeton 
University.) Initially (a) there is no wormhole; instead there is a sin8ularity near 
Earth and one near Vega. Then, at some moment of time (b), the two sin8ularities 
reach out through hyperspace, find each other, annihilate each other, and in the 
annihilation they create the wormhole. The wormhole grows in circumference 
(c), then begins to recontract (d), and pinches oft' (e), creating two singularities 
(t) similar to those in w·hich the wormhole was born-but "'ith one crucial 
ext!eptioiL Each initial s~ularity (a) is like that of the big bang; time flows out 
of it, so it can give birth to something: the Universe in the r.ase of the bi8 bang. 
and the wormhole in this case. Each final singularity (f), by contrast, is like Lhat 
of the big crunch (Chapter 13 ); time flows into it, so things get dE'~<;troyed in it: the 
Universe in the ease of the bi8 crunch. and the wormhole in this ca.<;E"_ Anything 
that tries to cross throush the wormhole duri~ its brief life gets caught in the 
pinch-oft' and, alon~ with the wonnhole itself, gets destroyed in the final sin
gularities (1). 
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through it frorn Earth to Vega and back. I pulled out pen and paper and 
began to calculate. (Fortunately, Tnt(m;tate 5 is very straight; T could 
calculate without getting earsic:.k..) 

To make the calculations easy, I idealized the wormhole as precisely 
spherka1 (so in Figure 14.1, where one of our Universe's three dimen
sions is suppressed, it is precisely c-.ircular in cross section). Then, by two 
pages of cakulations based on the Einstein field equation, I discovered 
three things: 

First, lhe only t-"·ay to hold lite uJOrmJwle open is lo thread the uJonn

hole with some ~·ort of material that pushe.~ the wormhole~ walls apart, 
gravitationall_r. T shall call such material exotic b~cause. as we shall see, 
it is quhe different from any material that any human has evr!r yet 
met. 

Second, I discovt1red that, just as the required e.xoti(: materia] must 
push the wont1hole's walls outward, so also, whenever a beam of light 
pa!>ses Lhrough the material, the mat~rial will gravitationally push 
outward on the beam's light rays, prying them apart from each other. 
In other words, the f'..xotic material will behave like a "defocusing 
lens"; it wi11 gravitationally defocus the light beam. Sec Bo.x 14.1. 

Third, T learned from the llinstein field equation that, in order to 
gra•,ritationally defoeus light beams and gravitationally push the 
wormhole's walls apart, tlte exotu: material threading the wormhole 
must hatH?. a negative avt:rage energJ' density, tlS seen by a light beam 
traveling through it. This requires a bit of explanation. I\ecall that 
gravity (spacetime curvature) ls produced by mass (Box 2.6) and that 
mass and energy are et}uivalent (Rox 5.2, where the equivalence is 
embodied in Einstein "s famous equation E ::: 1'\.fc!J). This :means that 
gravity can be thought. of as produced b}' energy. t\ ow, take the energy 
density of the materia.) inside the wormhole (its energy per L:ubic eenli
meter), as measured by a light beam -that is, as measured by someone 
who travels through the wormhole at (nearly) the S})(~ed of light -a.nd 
average tl1at energ)· density along the light beam's trajectory. The 
r~sulting averaged en~rgy density InU!>t be negative in order for the 
material to be able to defocus the light beam and hold the wormhole 
open-that is, .in order for the Wllrmhole's mat~riaJ to be "exotic.''~ 

Thi!! does not necessarily mean that the exotic material has a nega· 
tive energy as .measured by someone at rest ino;ide the wormhole. En-

.'1. 1:1 technical language, we !'il)' that the.> exotic mar.r.rial "violates t.hc averaged wealt 
energy condition. •• 



Box 14.1 

Holding a Worn1hole Open: Exotic Material 

Any spherical wormhole through which a beam of tight can travel wilt 
gruvitationdly defocus the light IN.am. To see that this is so, imagir1e (as 
drawn below) that the beam is sent through a converging lens before it 
enters the worm hole, thereby making all its rays wnverge radially toward 
the wormhole's center. Then the rays will always continue to t.l"avel radi
ally (how else could they possibly mo~·c?), which means that. when they 
emerge from the other mouth, they arc diverging radially outward, away 
from the wormhole's center, as shown. The beam has been de-focused . 

. . ... . : ~-.... · · ...... · . . . . ........... : ::· .· :_ ..... :. : ... · ... · ..... · .... ~ ........ ·:.:.::·;.:·· 

.·. • . >;:~\ ....... , ... ,..,~~:--

The wormhole's spacetime curvature, which causes the defocusing, is pro
duced by the "exotic" material that threads through the wormhole and 
holds the wormhole open. Since spacetime curvature is equivalent to grav
ity, it in fact is the exotic material's gravity that dcfocuses the light beam. 
In other words, the exotic material gravitationally repels the beam's light 
rays, pushing them away from itselF and hence away from each other, and 
thereby defocuses them. 

This is precisely the opposite to what happens in a gravitational lens 
(Figure 8.2). There light from a distant star is focused by the gravitational 
pull of an intervening star or galaxy or black hole; here the light is 
de focused. 

ergy density is a relative concept, not absolute; in one reference frame 
it may be negative, in another positive. The exotic material can have a 
negative energy density as measured in the reference frame of a light 
beam that travels through it, but a positive energy density as measured 
in the wonnhole's reference frame. Nevertheless, because almost all 
forms of matter that we hum<ms have ever encomltered have positive 
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average energy densities in everyone's reference frame, physicjsts have 
long suspeeted that exotic material cannot e:\.ist. Presumably the laws 
of physic-..s forbid exotic material, we physicists have conjectured, but 
just how the laws of physics might do so was not at all clear. 

Perhaps our prejudice against the existence of exotic material is 
wrong, I thought to myself as I rode down Interstate 5. Perhaps exotic 
material can exist. This was the only way I could see to help Carl. So· 
upon reac.hing Pasadena, 1 wrote Carl a long letter, explaining why his 
heroine could not use black holes for rapid interstellar travel, and 
suggel>"ting that. she use wormholes instead, and that somebody in the 
novel disr.over that exotic material can really exist and can be used to 
hold the wormholes open. Carl accepted my suggestion with pleasure 
and incorporated it into the final version of his novel, Con.tact. 4 

It occurroo to me, after offering Carl Sagan my comments, that. his 
novel could serve as a pedagogical tool for student.rs stu.dyi11g general 
relativity. A.s an aid for suc.h students, during the autumn of 1985 Mike 
Morris (one of my own students) and I began to write a paper on the 
general relativistic equations for wormholes supported by exotic mate
rial, and those equations' conneetion to Sagan's novel. 

We wrote slowly. Other projects were more urgent ilnd got higher 
priority . .By t.-,_e winter of 1987-RB, we had submitted our paper to the 
American Journal of Physic!>; but it was not yet published; and Morris, 
nearing the end of his Ph.D. training, was applying for postdoctoral 
positions. With his applications, Morris enclosed the manuscript of our 
paper. Don Page (a professor at Pc~nnsyh·ania State l:niversity and a 
forrn~r student of mine and Hawking's) received the application, read 
o12r manuscript, and firt:~d off a letter to Morris. 

"Dear Mike, ... it follows immediately from Proposition 9.2.8 of the 
boo.k by Hawking & Ellis, plus the Eillstein field e(1uations, that any 
wormhole [requires exotic material to hold it open] ... Sincerely, Don 
N. Page." 

How stupid T fC"lt. I had never studied gl(lbal mnthods5 (the topic of 
the Hawking and Ellis book) in any depth, and T \Vas now pa.ying the 

4. See P.sp<!cially pages 347, 31-8, atld 406 of Contact by (Jarl Sagan. 'l'lu!re the exotic 
condition (negative average energy <lensity w; $een by light bcwm traveling Lhrough thP. 
wormhole) is expressed in JJ difft•rt-nl, bnt. equivalent way: As ~en by someone at. rest ir>~ide the 
wormhole, LhP. mate.tial must have a );;rge te11sion, along the radial dirt.'CI.iou, a tcn.siotl that i~ 
bigger than lhP. material's energy density. 

5. 01apter 13. 
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price. I had deduced on Interstate 5, with modest labor, that to hold a 
precisely spherical wormhole open one must thread it with exotic ma
terial. However, now, using global methods and with eYen less labor, 
Page had deduced that to hold any wormhole open (a spherical worm
hole, a cubical wormhole, a wormhole with random deformations), one 
must thread it with exotic materiaL I later learned that Dennis Gan
non and C. W. Lee reached almost the same (..'Oilclusion in 1975. 

This discovery, that. all wormholes require exotic material to hold 
them open, triggered much theoretical research during 1988--92. "Do 
the laws of physics permit exotic material to exist, and if so, under 
what circumstances?" This was the central issue. 

A key to the answer had already been provided in the 1970s by 
Stephen Hawking. In 1970, when proving that tlw surface areas of 
black holes always inc:rcase (Chapter 12), Hawking had to assume that 
there is no exotic material near any black hole's horizon. If exotic 
material were in the horizon's vicinity, then Hawking's proof would 
fail, his theorem would fail, and the horizon's surface area could shrink. 
Hawking didn't worry much about this possibility, however; it seemed 
in 1970 a rather safe bet. that. exotic material cannot exist. 

Then, in 1974, came a great surprise: Hawking inferred as a by
prodnr.t of his discovery of black-hole evaporation (Chapter 12) that 
vacuum fluctuations near a hole:~ horizon are exotic: They have negative 
average energy density as seen by outgoing light beams near the hole's 
horizon. In fact, it is this exotic property of the vac:uum fluctuations 
that permits the hole's horizon to shrink as tht~ hole evaporates, in 
vio1ation of Hawking's area-inc-.rease theorem. Because exotic material 
is so important for physics, 1 shall explain this in greater detail: 

Rec.a11 the origin and nature of vacuum fluctuations, as discussed in 
Box 12.4: When one tries to remove all electric: and magnetic fields 
from some region of space, that i.s, when one tries to create a perfect 
vacuum, Lhere always remain a plethora of random, unprediL:table 
electromagnetic oscillations-oscillations caused by a tug -of-war be
tween the fields in adjacent regions of space. The fields "here" borrow 
energy from the fields "there," leaving the fields there with a ddicit of 
energy, that is, leaving them momentarily with negative energy. The 
fields there then quickly grab the energy back and with it a little 
excess, driving their energy momentarily positive, and so it goes, on
ward and onward. 

Under normal circurnstances on harth, the average energy of these 
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vacuum fluctuations is zero. They spend equal amounts of time with 
enl"'rgy deficit..<~ and energy excesses, and the average of deficit and 

excess vanishes. :Not so near the horizon of an evap01·ating black hole, 
Hawking's 1974 calculations suggested. Near a horizon the avE>.rage 
energy must be negative, at least as measured by ligl1t beams, which 
means that the va.cuum fluctuations are exotic. 

How this comes about was not deduced in detail until the early 
1980s, when Don Page at Pennsylvania State University, Philip Can
delas at Oxford, and many od1.er physicists used t..lJ.e laws of quantum 
fields in curved spacetime to explore in great detail the influence of a 
hole's horizon on the vacuum fluctuations. They found that the hori
zon's influence is key. The horizon distorts the va(:uum fluctuations 
away from the shapes they woul.d ha\·e on Earth, and by this distortion 
it makes their average energy density negative, that is, it makes the 
fluctuations exotic. 

Under what other cirL:umstances will vacuum fluctuations be exotic? 
Can they ever be- exotic inside a wormhole, and thereby hold the 
wormhole open? This was the a.-ntral thrust of the r.eosearch effort 
triggered by Page's notir.ing that the only way to hold any wormhole 
open is with exotic material. 

The answer has r10t come easily, and is not entirely in hand. Gunnar 
Klinkhammer (a student of mine) has proved that in flat spacetime, 
that is, far from all gravitating objectS, vacuum fluctuations can never 
be exotic ·-they can never have a negative average energy density as 
measured by light beams. On the other hand, B.obert W aid (a former 
student of Wheeler's) and tih•i Yurtsever (a former student of mine) 
have proved that in curved spacetime, under a very wide variety of 
circumstances, the curvature distorts the vacuum fluctuations and 
thereby makes them E'.xotic. 

Is a wormhole that is trying to pinch off such a circumstance? Can 
d1e curvature of the wormhole, by distorting the vaL-uum fluctuations, 
make them exotic and enable them to hold the wormhole open? ·vv-e 
still do not know, as this book goes to press. 

In early 1988, as theoretical studies of exotic material were getting 
under way, I began to re!:ognize the power of the kind of research that 
Carl Sagan's phone caJI had triggered. Just as among all real physics 
experiments that an experimenter might do the ones most likely to 
yield deep new insights into the laws of physics are those that push on 
tl1e laws the hardest, then similarly, among all thought experiments 
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that a theorist might study, when probing laws that are beyond the 
reaches of modern technology, the ones most likely to yield deep new 
insights are those that push the hardest. And no type of thought experi
ment pushes the laws of physics harder than the type triggered by Carl 
Sagan's phoue c-..all to me--thought E'.xperiments that ask., "What things 
do the laws of physics pennit an infinitely adfJOJ'lCed civilization to do, 
and what things do the laws forbid.," (Ryan "infinitely advanced civili
zation," I mean one whose activities are limited only by the laws of 
physics, and not at all by ineptness, lack of know-how, or anythi.ng 
else.) 

We physicists, I believe, have tended tQ avoid such questions because 
they are so close to science fiction. While many of us may enjoy read1ng 
science fiction or may even write some, we fear ridicule from our 
colleagues for working on research close to the science fiction fringe. 
We therefore have tended to focus on two other, less radical, types of 
questions: "What kinds of things occur natural~y in the Universe?" (for 
example, do black holes occur naturally? and do wormholes occur natu
rally?). And "What kinds of things can we as humans, with our present 
or near-future technology, do?" (for example, can we produce new 
elements such as plutonium and use them to rnake atomic bombs? and 
cau we produce high-temperature superconductors and use them to 
lower the power bills for levitated trains and Suptorconducting Super
collider magnet.s?). 

By 1988 it seemed clear to me that we physicists had been much too 
conservative in our questions. Already, one Sagan-type question (as I 
shall call them) was beginning to bring a payoff. By asking, "Can an 
infinitely advanced civilization maintain wormholes for rapid inter
stellar travel?" Morris and 1 had identified exotic material as the key to 
wormhole maintenance, and we had triggered a .somewhat fruitful 
effort to understand the circumstances under which the laws of physics 
do and do not permit exotic material to exist. 

Suppose that our l:niverse was created (in the big bang) with no 
wormholes at all. Then coilS later, when inteHigent life has evolved 
and has produced a (hypothetical) infinitely advanced civilization, can 
that infinitely advanced civilization construct wormholes for rapid inter
stellar traveP Do the laws of physics permit wormholes to be con
structed where prev-iously there were none? Do the laws permit this 
type of change in the topology of our Universe's space? 

These questions are the -~econd half of Carl Sagan's interstellar trans-
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port problem. The first ha!f,' maintaining a wormhole onr.e it has been 
constructtd, Sagan solved with the help of exotic matter. The sec~ond 
half he finessed. In his novel, he describes the wormhole through 
which Eleanor Arroway traveied as now bei11g maintained by exotic 
rnatter, but as having been created in the distant past by some infi· 
nitcly advanced civilization, from which all reoorrls have been lost. 

We physicists, of course, are not happy to relegate wormhole ere· 
ation to prehistory. '\o'Ve want to know whether and how the 'Cniverse's 
topology can be changed now, within the co11fines of physical law. 

We can imagine two strategit.'S for constructing a wormhole where 
before there was none: a quantum strategy, and a clas.~ical strategy. 

The quantum strategy relies on gravitational IJacuum fluctuations 
{Box 12.4), that is, the grdvitational analogue of the electromagnetic 
vacuum fluctuations discussed above: random, probabilistic fluctua
tions in the curvature of space cau!ted by a tug-of-war in which adja
cent regions of space are continually stealing energy from each other 
and then giving it back. Gravitational vacuum fluctuations are thought 
to be everywhere, btlt under ordi11ary circumstances they are so tiny 
that no experimenter has ever detected them. 

Just as an electron's random degeneraL'J motions become more vig
orous when one confines the electron to a smaller and smaller region 
(Chapte:r 4), so also gmvitational vac:uum fluctuations are mort vigor
ous in small regi<>ns than ln large, that is, for small wavelengths rather 
than for large. In 1955, John Wheeler, by combining the laws of quan
tum mechanics and the laws of general relativity in a tentative and 
crude way, deduced that in a region the size of the Planck- Jfneeter 
lengtk 6 1.62 X 1 o-ss centimeter or smaller, the vacuurn fluctuations are 
so huge that space as we know it "boils" and becomes a froth of quan
tum foam-the same sort of quantum foam as makes up the C()re of a 
spacetime singularity (Chapter 13; Figure 14.3). 

Quantum foam, therefore, is ever:rwhere: inside black holes, in in
terstellar space, in the room where you sit, in your brain. But to see the 
quantum foam, one would have to zoom in with a (hypothetirel) super
microscope, looking at space and its contents on smaller and smaller 
scales. One would have to zoom in from the scale of you and me 

6. The Planr.k Wheeler lengtli is the square root of the Plu.nck·· Wheeler area (which 
ell~ into the foc.mula for the Pntropy of a black hole, Chapter 12), it is givP.n by the fnrn1ula 
.JGiafc•, where C = 6.670 X I o-• dyt:~e·rentime~r/gram• is :::\ewtnn's gravitation oonsta.!ll.,/i 
= 1.055 x w--n erg-second is Planck's quantum mechilnk'al constanl, ancl ,. = 2.998 X to•• 
centimel"'r/r.et.-ond \s the speed of 1\ght. 
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(hundreds of centimeters) to the scale of an atom (tO-a centimeter), to 
the scale of an atomic nucleus (10-n t:entimeter), and then on down
ward by twenty factors of 10 more, to 10-~$ centimeter. At all the early, 
"1arge" scales, space would look completely smooth, with a very defi
nite (but tiny) amount of cmvature. As the microscopic zoom m~ars, 

then passes 10-52 centimeter, however, one would see space be.gin to 
writhe, ever so slight1y at first, and then more and more strongly until, 
when a region just 1 0"35 centimeter in size fi11s the supermicroscope's 
entire eyepiece, space has become a froth of probabilistic quantum 
foam. 

14.5 (Same a11 l<,igure 13.7.) Embedding diagrams illustrating quantum foam. 
The geometry and topology of space are not dt>.finite; instead, they are probabilis
tic. They might have, for example, a 0.1 percent probability for the fonn shown 
in (a), a 0.4 percelll probability for (b), a 0.02 percent probability for (c), and so 
on. 

(c) 
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Since the quantum foam is everywhtre, it is tempting to imagine an 
intlnitely advanced civilization reaching down into the qu.antulll foam, 
finding in it a wormhole (say, the "big" one in Figure 14.3h with its 0.4 
perr..ent probability), atld trying to grab that wormhole and enlarge it 
to classical size. ln 0.4 percent of such attempts, if the civilization were 
truly infmite1y advanced, they might succeed. Or would they? 

We do not yet understand the laws of quantum gravity well enough 
to know. One reason for our ignorance is that we do not und(>.rstand the 
quantum foam itself very well. We aren't even 100 per<..-ent sure it 
exists. Howev~r, the challenge of this Sagan-type thought experi
ment-an advanced ciYllization pulling wor:rnholes out of the quan
tum foam --might be of some conceptual help in the coming years, in 
efforts to firm up our understanding of quantum foam and quantum 
gr!lvity. 

So much for the quantum strategy o£ worm hole creation. What is the 
clas.~ical strategy;:J 

In the classical strategy, our infinitely advan(:ed civilization would 
try lo warp and twist space on macroscopic sr..ales (norma], human 
scales) so as to make a wormhtlle where previously none existed. It 
seems fairly obvious that, in order for such a strategy to sur.ceed, one 
must tear two holes t:n space arui .~ew them together. Figure 14.4 shows an 
example. 

14.4 One sr.rategy tbr making a wom1hote. (a) A "sock" is ereated in the cul"va-. 
t.ureofspace.(b) Space outside the sock is gentJyfulded in hyperspat!t'.{c) A small 
hole is tom in the toe of the sod<. a hole is tom in space just below the bole, and 
the edgE'.<~ of the holes are "sewn" together. This strategy looks classical (macro
~opic:) at first sighL However, the tearing Jtroduc.es, al least momentarily, a 
spacetime singularity which is governed by the laws o1' quantum gravity, so this 
slrat.t>.gy is really a quantum one. 

Fold 

(a) ( h ) (c} 
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Now, any such tearing of spac-.e produces, momentarily, at the point 
of the tear, a singularity of spacetime, that is, a sharp boundary at 
which spacetime ends; and since singularities are governed by the laws 
of quantum gravity, such a strategy for making wormholes is actually 
quantum mechanical, not classicaL We will not know whether it is 
permitted until we understand the laws of quantum gravity. 

Is there no way out? Is there no wa.y to make a wormhole without 
getting entangled with the ill-understood laws of quantum gravity
no perfectly classical way? 

Somewhat surprisingly, there is--but only if one pays a severe price. 
In 1966, Robert Geroch (a student of Wheeler's at Princeton) used 
global methods to show that one can constnlct a wormho1e by a 
smooth, singularity-free warping and twisting of spacetime, but one 
can do so only if, during the construction, time a1so becomes twisted up 
as seen in aU reference frames.7 More specifically, whi1e the construc
tion is going on, it must be possible to travel backward in time, as well 
as forward; the "machinery'' that does the construction, whatever it 
might be, must function briefly as a time machine that carries things 
from late moments of the construction back to early moments (but not 
back to moments before the construction began). 

The universal reaction to Geroch's theorem, in 1967, was "Surely the 
laws of physics forbid time machines, and thereby they will prevent a 
wormhole from ever being constructed c1assica11y, that is, without tear
ing holes 1n space." 

In the decades since 1967, some things we thought were sure have 
been proved wrong. (For example, we would never have believed in 
1967 that a black hole can evaporate.) This has taught us c-..aution. As 
part of our caution, and triggered by Sagan-type questions, we bt~gan 
asking in the late 1980s, "Do the laws of physics really forbid time 
machines, and if so, how? How might the laws enforce such a prohibi
tion?" To this question I shal1 return below. 

Let us now pause and take stock. In 1993 our best understanding of 
wormholes is this: 

If no wormholes were made in the big bang, then an infinitely 
advanced civilization might try to construct one by two methods, quan
tum (pulling it out of the quantum foam) or classical (twisting spar.e-

7. I wish that I could draw a simple, clear picture to show how this smooth t:reation of a 
wormhole is accomplished; unfortunately,! cannot. 

497 



498 UL\CK HOLKS A~D TIME W :\.RPS 

time without tearing it). We do not understand tl1e laws of •1uantum 
gravity well enough to deduce, in 1993, wh~tl1er the quantum con
struction of wormholes is possible. We do understand the Jaws of classi
cal gravity (genera] relativity) well enough to know that the classical 
construction of wormholes is permitted only if the l:onstntction ma
chinery, whatever it might be, twist.s time up so strongly, as ~SCen in aU 
reference frames, that. it produces, at least briefly, a time machi11e. 

We also know that, if an infinitely advanced civiHzation somehow 
ac:quir~ a wormhole, then the only way to hold the wormhole open (so 
it car. be USC!d for interrstdlar travel) is by threading it with exotic 
material. We know that vacuum flm:tuations of the electromag.netic 
field are a promising form of exotic materiaJ: They can be exotic (have 
a negative average energy density as measured by a light beam) in 
L'\.trved spacctiine under a wide variety of circumstances. However, we 
do not yet know whether they can be exotic inside a wormhole and 
thereby lulld the wormhole open. 

In the pages to come, I shall assume that an infinitely advanced 
civilization has somehow ac•1uired a wonnhole and is holding it open 
by means of some sorl of exotic material; and I shall ru;k what other 
ut~es, besid(~s interste11ar travel, the civilization might find for it..~ worm
hole. 

Time Machines 

In Oe<:ember 1986, the fourtecl"lth semi-annual Texas Symposium on 
Relativistic Astrophysics was held in Chicago, Il!inois. Thc!.'i'l~ "Texas" 
symposia, patterned after the 1963 one in Dallas, Texas, where the 
mystery of quasars was first discussed (Chapters 7 and 9), had by now 
become a firmly established instin1tion. T went to the symposium and 
lectured on dreams and plans for LIGO (Chapter 10). ~'like :\1orris (my 
"wc,rmhole" student) also went, to get his first full-blown exposure to 
the international community of relativity physicists and astrophysi
cists. 

In the corridors between lectures, "Morris became acquainted with 
Tom Roman, a young assistant professor from Central Connecticut 
State L:niversity who, several yea1·s earlier, had produced deep insights 
about exotic: matter. Their conversation quickly turned to wormholes. 
"If a. wormhole can really be held open, then it will permit one to 
travel o\:'er interstellar distances far faster than light," Roman noted. 
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"Doesn't this mean that one can also use a wormhole to travel back
ward in time?" 

How stupid Mike and I felt! Of course; Roman was right. We, in 
fact, had learned about such time travel in our childhoods from a 
famous limerick: 

There once was a lady muned Bright 
who traveled mttch faster than light. 
She departed one day in a relative way 
and came horne the previous night. 

With !\oman's comment and the famous limerick to goad us, we easily 
figured out how to construct a time maC".hine using two wormholes that 
move at high speeds relative to each other.8 (T shall not describe that 
time machine here, because it is a bit complicated and there is a 
simpler, more easily described time machine to which I shall come 
shortly.) 

I am a loner; I like to retreat to the mountains or an isolated seacoast, 
or even just into an attic, and think. New ideas come slowly and require 
large blocks of quiet, undisturbed time to gestate; and most worthwhile 
calculations require days or weeks of intense, steady concentration. A 
phone call at the wrong moment can knock my concentration off bal
ance, setling me back by hours. SoT hide from the world. 

But hiding for too long is dangerous. 1 need, from time to time, the 
needle-pricking stimulus of conversations with people whose view
points and expertise are different from mine. 

8. This tir.Ot' machine and othel'$ described later in this chapter are by no means r.he t1r.st 
time machine--type ~-olutions rotlte .li.insrein field equatior1 r.hat people have found. In 1937, W. 
J. van Stockum in Edinburgh discmrf'.rP.d a Mhltion in which a11 infinirely long, rapidly spin
ning cylinder functions as a t.irne machine . .Physicists have long objected that nothing iu the 
Ur1ivene can be infinitely long, and they have. ~uspected (but nobody has proved) that., if the 
length of the '"Yliftc.ler 11\'"Crc mac.le finit~, it would cease to bt.- it time machine. In 1949, Kurt 
GOdel, at the Tnstitute foe Advanced Study in l'rinceton, New Je~y. found a solution to 
Einstein's equation that describes a whole uni\•erse which spins b~ll does not expand or con· 
tract, and in "'•h\(:h one call travel backwacd in time by simply going out LO great dist;\nces from 
Earth am1 then returning. Physicists obje<.t, of course, that our real l:nivel'!ll! dOP.s not. at. all 
resemble Godel's ~-olution: It is not SJ1inning, at least not much, Wid it is cxpandi~. Jn !97fi 
Frank Tipler used the Einstein field equation t.o prove that, i11 order to ,·ceare a tirnl' machine 
in a finitP.·si7.ed region of space, one must 11se exotic. mat.P.rial as part of ~he llHlclline. (Since any 
tcaversablf: wormhole JllUSt be threaded by exotic material, the wormhole based time Ina
chines described in this chapter satisfy Tipler's rL-quiccmr.nt.) 
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In this chapter thus far I have described three examples. Without 
Carl Sagan's phone call and the challenge to make his nO\:el scientifi
cally correct, I would never have ventured into research on wormholes 
and time machines. Without Don Page's letter, Mik.e ~1orris and I 
would not have known that all wormholes, regardless of their shape, 
require exotic material to keep them open. And without Tom 1\omatt's 
remark, Morris and 1 might have gone on blithely unaware that from 
wormholes an advanced civilization can easily make a time mar.hine. 

In the pages to r:ome, I will describe other examples of the CT\H!ial 
role of needle-pricking interactions. However, not all ideas arise that 
way. Some arise from introspection. June 1987 was a case in point. 

In early June 1987, emerging from several months of frenetic class
room teaching and interactions with my research group and thr. LlGO 
team, I retreated, exhausted, into isolation. 

All spring long something had been gnawing at me, and I had been 
trying to ignore it, waiting for some days of quiet, to ponder. Those 
days, at last, had come. In isolation, I let the gnawing emerge from my 
subconscious and began to elCamine it: "How does time decide how to 
hook itself up through a wormhole?" That was the nub of the gnaw. 

To make this question more concrete, I thought about an example: 
Suppose that I have a very short wormhQle, one whose tunnel through 
hyperspace is only 30 centimeters long, and suppose that both mouths 
of the worrnho)e- two spheres, ead1 2 meters in diameter--are sitting 
in my Pasadena living room. And suppose that 1 climb through the 
wonnhole, head first. From my viewpoint, I must emerge from the 
second mouth immediately alter T enter the first, with no delay at all; 

14.5 A picture of me crawling through a hypothetical, very short wormhole. 
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in [act, my head is mming out of the second mouth while my feet are 
still entering the first. Does this mean that my wife, Carolee, sitting 
there on the living room sofa, will also see my head emerging from the 
second mouth while my feet are still climbing into the first, as in 
Figure 14.5? If so, then time "hooks up through the wormhole" in the 
same manner as it hooks up outside the wormhole. 

On the other hand, Tasked myself, isn't it possible that, although the 
trip through the wormhole takes almost no time as seen by me, Carolee 
must wait an hour before she sees me emerge from the second mouth; 
and isn't it also possible that she st~s me emerge an hour before 1 
entered? If so, then time would be hooked up through the wormhole in 
a different manner than it hooks up outside the wonnhole. 

What could possibly make time behave so weirdly? I asked myself. 
On the other hand, why shouldn't it behave in this way? Only the laws 
of physk.s know the answer, I reasoned. Somehow, I ought to be able to 
deduce from the laws of physics just how time will behave. 

As an aid to understanding how the laws of physics control Lime's 
hookup, I thought about a more complicated situation. Suppose that 
one mouth of the wormhole is at rest in my living room and the other 
is in interstel1ar space, traveling away from F..arth at nearly the speed of 
light. And suppose that, despite this relative motion of its two mouths, 
the wormhole's length (the length of its tunnel through hyperspaee) 
remains always fixed at 30 centimeters. (F'igure 14.6 explaill.S how it is 

14.6 F.xplanation of bow lhe mouth11 of a wormhole can move relative to each 
other as seen in the extemal Universe, while the length of the wormhole remains 
fixed. Each ofthediaArams is an emtw.ddin~ diagram like thalin Figure "14:1, seen 
in profile. The diagrams are a sequence of snapshots that depict motion of the 
UnJverse and the \Vormhole relative lo hypo'SfJ(lCe. (Recall, however, that hyper
space is just a useful figment of our imagination~~; there is no way that we as 
humans can e,·er see or e~perience it in reality; see Figures 3.2 and 5.:5.) Relative 
to hyperspace, the bottom part of our Universe is sliding rightward in the dia· 
grams, while the wormhole and the top part of our Universe remain at rest 
Correspondingly, as seen in our Univt:rse, the mouths of the wormhole are 
moving relative to each other (\ltey are getting farther apart), but as seen through 
the wormhole they are at rest with res1w.ct to each other; the wormhole's length 
doe.s not change. 
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possible for the length of the wormhole to remain fixed while its 
mouths, as seen in the external Universe, move rdative to each otht"r.) 
Then, as seen in the external Universe, the two mouths are in different 
reference frames, frames that move at a high speed relative to each 
other; and the mouths therefOre must experience different .fl01vs qf time. 
Oil the other hand, as SP.en through the wormhole's interior, the 
mouths are at rest wit..lr respe<-1: to each other, so they share a common 
reference frame, which means that the mouths must experience the 
same flow if time. From the external viewpoint they experience differ
ent time flows, and from the internal viewpoint, the same time flow; 
how confusing! 

Gradually, in my quiet isolation, the confusion subsided and all 
became clear. The laws of general relativity predict, unequivocally, the 
flow of time at the two mouths, and they predict, unequivocally, that 
the two time flows will he the same when compared through the worm
hole, but will be different when compared outside the wormhole. Time, 
in this sense, hooks up to itSE"lf differently through the wormhole than 
through the external Universe, when the two mouths are moving rela
th·e to each other. 

And this difference of hookup, I then realized, implie.s thatfrom a 
single wormhole, an infinitely advanced civilization can malr.e a time 
machine. There is no need for two wormholes. How? Easy, if you arE" 
infinitely advfmced. 

To explain how, T shall describe a thought experiment in which we 
humans are infinitely advanced beings- Carolee and I find a very short 
wonnhole, and put one of its mouths in the living room of our home 
and the other in our family spacecraft, out..~ide on the front lawn. 
~ow, as this thought experiment will show, the manner in which 

time is .hooked up through any wormhole actually depends on the 
wormhole's past l1istory. For simplicity, I shall assume that when Ca
rolee and 1 first acquire- the wormhole, it has the simplest possible 
hookup of time: the same hookup through the wormhole's interior as 
through the exterior Vniverse. In other words, if T climb through the 
wormhole, Carolee, I, and everyone on Earth will agree that I emerge 
from the mouth in the spacecraft at essentially the same moment as 1 
entered tl1e mouth in tl1e living room. 

Having checked that time is, indeed, hooked up through the worm
hole in this way, Carolee and I then make a plan: I will stay at home in 
our living room with the one mouth, while Carolee in QUr spacecraft 
takes the other mouth on a very high speed trip out into the Universe 
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14.7 Carolee and I construct a time machine from a wonr~hole. !..eft: I stay at 
home in Pasadena with one mouth oft he wonnhole and hold hands with Carolee 
through the wormhole. Right: Carolee ".arries the other mouth on a hi8h-speed 
lrip through the Universe. Inset: Our hands inside the wormhole. 

and back. Throughout the trip, we will hold hands through the worm
hole; see Figure 14.7. 

Carolee departs at 9:00 A.M. on 1 January 2000, as measured by 
herself, by me, and by everybody else on F..arth. Carolee zooms away 
from Earth at nearly the speed of light for 6 hours as measured by her 
own time; then she reverses course and zooms back, arriving on the 
front lawn 12 hours after her departure as measured by her own time.111 

I hold hands with her and watch her through the wormhole through
out the trip, so obviously I agree, UJhile looking through the wormhole, 

that she has returned after just 12 hours, at 9:00P.M. on 1 January 2000. 
Looking through the wormhole at 9:00 P.~t., I can see not only Carolee; 
I can also see, behind her, our front lawn and our house. 

9. Tn reality, if Catolee were to accelerate up LO the speed of light and then back down so 
quickly, the acceleration would be so great Lhat it would kill her and mutilate her body. 
HnwP.,'"P.r, in the spirit of a physicist's thought experiment, I shall pretend that her body is 
made of such strong stuff that shP. C'.an survive the acceleration comfortably. 
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Then, at 9:01 P.:'v1., I turn and look out the window·· and there I see 
an empty frm1t lawn. The spaceship is not there; Carolee and the other 
wormhole mouth are not there. Instead, if I had a good enough tele
scope pointed out the window, I would see Carolee's spaceship flying 
away frorn Earth on its outbound journey, a journey that as measured 
on Earth, looking through the external Universe, will require 10 years. 
[This is the standard "twins paradox"; the high-speed "twi.n" who goes 
out and c:omes back (Carolee) measures a time lapse of only 12 hours, 
while the "twin" who stays behind on Earth (me) must wait 10 years 
for the trip to be completed.] 

T then go about my daily routine of life. f'or day after day, month 
after month, year after year, I c.arry on with life, waiting-·until fi
nally, on 1 January 2010, Carolee returns from her journey and lands 
on the front lawn. I go out to meet her, and find, as expected, that she 
has aged just 12 hours, not lO years. She is sitting there in the space
ship, her hand thrust into the wormhole mouth: holding hands with 
somebody. T stand behind her, look into the mouth, and see that the 
person whose hand she holds is myself, 10 years younger, sitting in our 
living room on 1 January 2000. 'fhe wormhole has become a time 
machine. Jf T now (on 1 January 201 0) climb into the wormhole mouth 
in the spaceship, I will ernerge through the other mouth in our livil1g 
roorn on 1 January !,WOO, and there I will meet my younger self. Sirni
larly, if my younger self climbs into the mouth in the living room on 1 
January 2000, he will emerge from the mouth in the spaceship on 1 
January 2010. Travel through the wormhole in one direction takes me 
backward 10 years in time; travd in the other direc:tion takes me 10 
years forward. 

Neither I nor anyone else, however, can use the wormhole to travel 
back in time beyond 9:00 J>.\1., 1 January 2000. It is impossible to travel 
to a time earlier than when the wormhole first became a time machine. 

The laws of general relativity arc unequivocal. If wonnholes can be 
he1d open by exotic material, then these are general relativity's predic
tions. 

In summer 1987, <t month or so after I arrived at these predictions, 
Richard Price telephoned Carolee. Ric:hard-a close friend of mine and 
the man who sixteen years earlier had shown that a black hole radiales 
away all its "hair'' (Chapter 7) · was worried about me. H•~ had heard 
that 1 was working on the theory of time maehines, and he feared 1 had 
gone a little crazy or senile or ... Carolee tried to reassure him. 
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Richard's call shook me up a bit. ~ot because I doubted my own 
sanity; I had few doubts. However, if even my closest friends wen 
worried, then (at least as a protection for Mike Morris and my other 
students, if not for myself) I would have to be c.areful about how we 
presented our research to the community of physicists and to the gen
eral public-

During the winter of 19Xi-88, as part of my caution, I decided to 
move slowly on publishing anything about time machines. Together 
with two students, Mike ~!orris and Ulvi Yurtsever, I focused on trying 
to understand everything I could about wormholes and time. Oilly 
after all issues were crystal dear did I want to publish. 

Morris, Yurtsever, and I worked together by computer link atld 
telephone, since I was hiding in isolation. Carolee had taken a two-year 
postdoctoral appointment in Madison, Wisconsin, and I had gone along 
as her "house husband" for the first seven months (January-July 1 988). 
I had set up rny computer and working tables in the attic of the house 
we rented in Madison; and I was spending most of my waking hours 
there in the attic, thinking, calculating, and writing .. largely on other 
projects, but partly on wormholes and time. 

F'or stimulus and to test my ideas against skilled "opponents," every 
few weeks I drove over to .Milwaukee to talk with a superb group of 
relativity researchers led by John Friedman and Leonard Parker, and 
occasionally I drove down to Chicago to talk with another superb group 
led by Subrah1nanyan Chandrasekhar, Robert Geroch, and Robert 
Wald. 

On a March visit to Chicago, I got a jolt. I gave a seminar describing 
everything I understood about wormholes and time machines; and 
after the seminar, Geroch and Wald asked me (in effect), "Won't a 
wormhole be automatically destroyed whenu-er an advanced civilization 
tries to convert it into a time machine:'l" 

Why? How? I wanted to know. They explained_ Translated into the 
language of the Carolee-and-me story, their explanation was the fol
lowing: Imagine that Carolee is zooming back to Earth with one worm
hole mouth in her spacecraft and I am sitting at home on Earth with 
the other. When the spacecraft gets to within 10 light-years of Earth, it 
suddenly becomes possible for radiation (electromagnetic waves) to use 
the wormhole for time travel: Any random hit of radiation that leaves 
our home in Pasadena traveling at the speed of light toward the space
LTaftcan arrive at the spacecraft after 10 years' time (as seen on Earth), 
enter the wormhole mouth there, travel back ill time by 10 years (as 
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seen on Earth), and emerge from the mouth on Earth at precisely the 
same moment as it started its trip. The radiation piles right on top of its 
previous self, not just in space but in spacetime, doubling its strength. 
What's more, during the trip each quantum of radiation (each photon) 
got boosted in energy due to the relative motion of the wormhole 
mouths (a "Doppler-shift" boost). 

After the radiation's next trip out to the spacecraft then back 
through the wormhole, it again returns at the same time as it left and 

14.8 (a) The Gerocft-Wald susgestion for how a wormhole might get destroyed 
when one tries to make il into a lime machine. An intense beam uf radiation 
1.ooms between the two mouths and Uli'O~ the wormhole, piling up on and 
reinforcing itself. The beam becomes infinitely energetk and destroys the worm
hole. (b) What actually happens. The wonnhole defocuses the beam, reducing 
the amount of pileup. TI1e beam remains weak; the wormhole is not destroyed. 

( ~) 

( b ) 
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again piles up on itself, again with a Doppler-boosted energy. Again 
and again this happens, making the beam of radiation infinhely strong 
(Figure 14.8a). 

In this way, beginning with an arbitrarily tiny amount of radiation, 
a beam of infinite energy is created, coursing through space between 
the two wormhole mouths. As the beam passes through the wormhole, 
Geroch and VVald argued, it will produce infinite spac.etirne curvature 
and probably destroy the wormhole, thereby preventing the wormhole 
{rom becomirtg a time machine. 

T drove away from Chicago and up Interstate 90 toward :Madison in 
a daze. My mind was filled with geometric pictures of radiation beams 
shooting from one wormhole mouth to the other, as the moulhs move 
toward cac:h other. I was trying to compute, pictorially, just what would 
happen. I was trying to understand whether Geroch and Wald were 
right or wrong. 

Gradually, as T neared the Wisconsin border, the pictures in my 
mind became clear. The wormhole would not be destroyed. Geroch and 
W aid had ovC'.rlooked a crucial faL1:: livery time the beam of radiation 
passes through the wormhole, the wormhole defocuses it in the manner 
of Box 14.1 above. After the defocusing, the beam emerges from the 
mouth on Earth and spreads out over a wide swath of space, so that 
only a tiny fraction of it can get caught by the mouth on the spacecraft 
and transported through the wormhole back to Earth to "pile up" on 
itself (Figure 14.8b). 

1 could do the sum visua11y in my head, as I drove. By adding up all 
the radiation from all the trips through the wormhole (a tinier and 
tinier amount after ead1 defocusing trip), l computt~d that the final 
beam would be weak; far too weak to destroy the wormhole . 

.:\1y calculation turned out to he right; but, as I shall explain later, l 
sl10uld have been more cautious. This brush with wormhole destruc
tion should have warned me that unexpected dangers await any maker 
of time machines. 

Wlen graduate students reach the final year of their research, they 
often give me great pleru.""Ure. They produce major insights on their 
own; they argue with rne and win; they tea,ch me unexpected things. 
Such was the case with Morris and Yurtsever as we gradually moved 
towa:rd finalizing our manuscript for Physical Review Letters. T ,arge 
portions of the manuscript's technical details and technical ideas were 
theirs. 
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As our work neared completion, I oscillated between worrying about 
tarnishing Morris's and Yurtsever's budding scientific reputations with 
a label of "crazy science fiction physicists" and waxing enthusiastic 
about the things we had leamed and about our realization that Sagan
type questions can be powerful in physics research. At the last minute, 
as we finalized the paper, I suppressed my caution (which Morris and 
Yurtsever seemed not to share), and agreed with them to give our 
paper the tit]e "Wormholes, Time Machines, and the Weak Energy 
Condition" ("weak energy condition" being the teclmical term as
sociated with "exotic matter"). 

Despite the "time machines" in the title, our paper was accepted for 
publication without question. The two anonymous referees seemed to 
be sympathetic; I heaved a sigh of relief. 

'With the pub]ication date nearing, caution took hold of me again; I 
asked the staff of the Caltech Public Relations Office to avoid and, 
indeed, try to suppress any arul all pubHcity about our time machine 
research. A sensational splash in the press might brand our research as 
crazy in the eyes of many physicists, and 1, wanted our paper to be 
studied seriously by the physics community. The public relations staff 
acquiesced. 

Our paper was published, and all went well. As I had hoped, the 
press missed it, but among physicists it generated interest a11d contro
versy. Letters trickled in, asking questions and challenging our claims; 
but we had done our homework. We had answers. 

My friends' reactions were mixed. Richard Price continued to worry; 
he had decided I wasn't crazy or senile, but he feared I would sully my 
reputation. My Russian friend Igor Novikov, by contrast, was ecstatic. 
Telephoning from Santa Cruz, California, where he was visiting, Novi
kov said, "I'm so happy, Kip! You have oroken the barrier. If you can 
publish research on time machines, then so can l!" And he proceeded to 
do so, forthwith. 

The Matricide Paradox 

Among the controversies stirred up by our paper, the most vigorous 
was over what 1 ]ike to call the 111.0.tricide parado:c10

: If I have a time 

10. In mrn.'t IICier.ce f1ction litP.rature, the teem "grandfathP.r paradox" is wed rather than 
;'rnatcicide paradox." Presumably, the chivalrous men who dominate the sdence t1ction writ
ing profession feel more comfortable pushing the murder back. a generation and onto a maie. 
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machine (wormhole-based or otherwise), T should be able to use it to go 
back in time and kill my mother before I was conceived, thereby 
preventing myself from being born and kiJling my mother.u 

Central to the matricide paradox is the issue of free will: Do I, or do I 
not, as a human being, have the power to determine my own fate? Can 
I really kill my mother, after going back.ward in time, or (as i.."l so many 
science fiction stories) will something inevitably stay my hand as I try 
to stab her in her sleep? 

Now, even in a universe without time machines, free will is a terri
bly difficult thing for physicists to deal with. We usually try to avoid it. 
It just confuses issues that othetwise might be lucid. With time ma
chines, all the more so. Accordingly, before publishing our paper (but 
after long discussions with our Milwaukee colleagues), Morris, Yurt
sever, and I decided to avoid entirely the issue of free wiH. We insisted 
on not discussing at all, in print, human beings who go through a 
wormhole-based time machine. Instead, we dealt only with simple, 
inanimate time-traveling things, such as electromagnetic waves. 

Before publishing, we thought a lot about waves that travel hack
ward in time through a wormhole; we searched hard for unresolvable 
paradoxe.s in the waves' evolution. Ultimately (and with crucial prod
dings from John Friedman), we convinced ourselves that there proba
bly will be no unresolvahle paradoxes, and we c-.. onjectured so in our 
paper.1i We even h~oadened our conjecture to suggest that there would 
never be unresolvable paradoxes for any inanimate object that passes 
through the wormhole. It was this conjecture that created the most 
controversy. 

Of the letters we received, the most interesting was from Joe Pol
chinski, a professor of physics at the l..;'niversity of Texas in Austin. 
Polchinski wrote, "Dear Kip, ... If I understand correctly, you are 
conjecturing that in your [wormhole-based ~ime machine there will be 
no unresolvable paradoxes]. It seems to me that ... this is not the case." 
He then posed an elegant and simple variant of the matricide para
dox-a variant that is not entangled with free will and that we there
fore felt competent to anal.yze: 

11. I at1d n1y f:)ur siblin~ arP. very rL'Spt.'ctlul and obedient t.oward our mother; sao, for 
e.~~ample, 'F'oot.note 2 in Chapter 7. Accordingly, I have sought and received permission from 
my moth~r to usc this cxarnple. 

12. Three years latt-r, 1ohro Friedman and ~like Morris together managed r.o prO\'C rigc:>r· 
ously that, when waves tntvel backward in time through a wormhole, t.here indeed arc no 
Ulllel;o\vab\e {Jararloxes---'P"ovid£«1. the waYcs 9Upt'iomp<we \inear\y on thP.mSelvcs in the mall· 
ner of Box 10.3. 
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Take a wormhole that has been made into a time machine, and 
place its two mouths at rest near each other, out in interplanetary space 
(Figure 14.9). Then, if a billiard ball is launched toward the right 
mouth from an appropriate initial location and with an appropriate 
initial velocity, the ball will enter the right mouth, travel backward in 
time, and fly out of the left mouth before it entered the right (as seen 
by you and me outside the wormhole), and it will then hit its younger 
self, thereby preventing itself from ever entering the right mouth and 
hitting itself. 

This situation, like the matricide paradox, entails going back in time 
and changing history. In the matricide paradox, I go back in time and, 
by killing my mother, prevent myself from being born. In Polchinski's 
paradox, the billiard ball goes back in time and, by hitting itself, pre
vents itself from ever going back in time. 

Both situations are nonsensical. Just as the laws of physics must be 
logically consistent with each other, so also the evolution of the Uni
verse, as governed by the laws of physics, must be fully consistent with 
itself:.........Or at least it must be so when the Universe is behaving classi
c-ally (non-quantum mechanically); the quantum mechanical realm is 

14.9 Polchinski's billiard ball version of tlae matricide paradox. The wormhole 
is very short and has been made into a time machine, so that an}1hing that enters 
the right mouth emerges, as measured on the outside, 30 minutes before it went 
in. The ftow of time outside the mouth is denoted by the symbol t; the flow of 
lime as experienced by the billiard ball itself is denoted by t. The billiard ball is 
launched at l = 3:00 P.M. from the indicated location and wit.h just the right 
velocity to enter the right mouth at t = 3:45. The ball emerges from the let\ 
mouth 50 minutes earlier, at t = 3:15, and then hits its younger self at t = 3:30 
P.M., knockiOR itself off track so it cannot enter the right mouth and hit itself. 
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a little more subtle. Since both I and a billiard ball are highly classical 
objects (that is, we can exhibit quantum mechanical behavior only 
when one makes exceedingly accurate measurements on us; see Chap
ter 10), there is no way that either I or the billiard ball can go back in 
time and c-hange our own historif'..s. 

So what happens to the billiard ball? To find out, Morris, Yurtsever, 
and T focused our attentioJ:l on the ball's initial conditions, that is, 1ts 
initial location and velocity. We asked ourselves, "For the same initial 
conditions as led to Polchinski's paradox, is there any other billiard ball 
trajectory that, unlike the one in Figure 14-.9, is a logically self-consist
ent solution to the physical laws that govern classical billiard balls?" 
After much discussion, we agreed that the answer was probably "yes," 
but we were not absolutely sure·· and there was no time for us to 
figure it out. Morris and Y•Jrtsever had completed their Ph.D.s and 
were leaving Caltech to take up postdoctoral appointments in Mil
waukee and Trieste. 

Rrtunately, Caltech continually draws great students. There were 
two new ones waiting in the wings: Fernando Echeverria and Gunnar 
Klinkhammer. Echeverria and Klinkhammer took Polchinski's para
dox and ran with it: After some months of on-and-off mathematical 
struggle, they proved that there indeed is a fully self-consistent billiard 
ball trajectory that begins with Polchinski's initial data and satisfies all 
the laws of physics that govern dassical billiard balls. In fact, there are 
two such trajectories. They are shown in Figure 14.10. I shall describe 
each of these trajectories in turn, from the viewpoint of the ball itself. 

On trajectory (a) (left half of Figure 14.10), the ball, young, clean, 
and pristine, starts out at time t = 3:00 P.\.'l., moving along precisely 
the same route as in Polchinski's paradox (Figure 14.9), a route taking 
it toward the wonnhole's right mouth. A half hour later, at t = 3:30, 
the young, pristine ball gets hit on its left rear side, by an older
looking, cracked ball (which will turn out to be its older self). The 
collision is gentle enough to deflect the young ball only slightly fi.·om 
its original course, but hard enough to crack it. The young ball, now 
cracked, continues onward along its slightly altered trajectory and en
ters the wormhole mouth at t = 3:4S, travels backward in time by 30 
minutes, and exits from the other mouth at t = 3: 15. Because its 
trajectory has been altered slightly by comparison with Polchinski's 
paradoxical trajectory (Figure 14.9), the ball, now old and cracked, hits 
its younger self a gentle, glancing blow on the left, rear side at t = 
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3:30, instead of the vigorous, highly deflecting blow of Figure 14.9. The 
evolution thereby is made fully self-consistent. 

Trajectory (b), the right half of Figure 14.10, is the same as (a), 
except that the geometry of the collision is slightly different, and corre
spondingly the trajectory between collisions is slightly different. In 
particular, the old, cracked ball emerges from the left mouth on a 
different trajectory than in (a), a trajectory that takes it in front of the 
young, pristine ball (instead of behind it), and produces a glancing 
blow on the young ball's .fro~ right side (instead of left rear side). 

Echeverria and Klinkhammer showed that both trajectories, (a) and 
(b), satisfy all the physical laws that govern classical billiard balls, so 
both are possible candidates to occur in the real Universe (if the real 
Universe can have wormhole-based time machines). 

This is most disquieting. Such a situation can never occur in a uni
verse without time machines. Without time machines, each set of 
initial conditions for a billiard ball gives rise to one and only one 
trajectory that satisfies all the classical laws of physics. There is a 
unique prediction for the ball's motion. The time machine has ruined 
this. There now are two, equally good predictions for the ball's motion. 

14.10 The resolution of Polchinski's 'ersion of the matricide paradox (Figure 
14.9): A billial'd ball, starting out at 5:00 P.M. with the same initial conditions 
(same location and velocity) as in Polchinski's paradox, can move along either of 
the two trajectories shown here. Each of these trajectories is fully self-consistent 
and satisfies the classical laws of physics everywhere along the trajectory. 

\. 
\ 
i 

( '<\. ) 

I 
\ 
i( 

'l:-~a:trsl·· 
h"b:15j 

f't"~':l:oo 
\ u~Z>:OO 

( b ) 



14. WORMHOLES AND TIME MACHINES 

Actually, the situation is even worse than it looks at first sight: The 
time machine makes possible an infinite number of equally good pre
dictions for the ball's motion, not just two. Box 14.2 shows a simple 
example. 

Box 14.2 

The Billiard Ball Crisis: 
An Infinity of Trajectories 

One day, while sitting in San Francisco Airport waiting for a plane, it 
occurred to me that, if a billiard ball is fired between the two mouths of a 
wormhole-based time machine, there are two trajectories on which it can 
travel. On one (a), it hurtles between the mouths unscathed. On the other 
(b), as it is passing between the two mouths, it gets hit and knocked 
rightward, toward the right mouth; it then goes down the wormhole, 
emerges from the left mouth before it went down, hits itself, and flies 
away. 

(-a.) (h) 

Some months later, Robert Forward ione of the pioneers oflaser inter
ferometer gravitational-wave detectors (Chapter 10) and also a science 
fiction writer] discovered a third trajectory that satisfies all the laws of 
phyl>ics, the trajectory (c) below: The collision, instead of occuning be
tween the mouths, occurs before the ball reaches the mouths' vicinity. I 
then realized that the collision t:ould be made to occur earlier and earlier, 
as in (d) and (e), if the ball travels through the wormhole several times 
between its two visits to the collision event. For example, in (e), the ball 
travels up route <1, gets hit by its older self and knocked along P and into 
the right mouth; it then trave1s through the wormhole (and backward in 

(continued next page) 
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time), emerging from the left mouth on y, which take.s it through the 
wormhole again (and still farther back in time), emerging along(), which 
takes it through the wormhole yet again (a:nd even farther hack in time), 
emerging along £, which takes it to the collision event, from which it is 
deflf>.Cted down ~· 

Rvidently, there are an infinite nllmber of trajectories (each witl1 a 
different number of wormhole traversals) that al1 satisfy the classical 
(non-c1uantum) laws of physics, and all begin with ident.ir.ally the same 
initial conditions (the same initial billiard baH location and velocity). One 
is left wondering whether physk'$ has gone crazy, or whether, instead, the 
laws of physics carl somehow tell us which trajectory the ball ought to 

take. 

( c ) ( d ) ( e ) 

Do time machines make physics go crazy? Do they make it impc.lSSi
ble to predict how things evolve? If not, then how do the laws of 
physics choose which trajectory, out of the infinite a1lowed set, a bil
liard ball will follow? 

In search of an answer, Gunnar Klinkhammer and T in 1989 turned 
from the clas.ficallaws of physics to the quantum laws. Why the quan
tum laws? Because they are the Ultimate Rulers of ou.r liniverse. 

For example, the laws of quantum gravity have ultimate control 
over gravitation and the stru<--ture of space and time. Einstein's classi
cal, general n~lativistic laws of gravity are mere approximations to the 
quantum gravity laws-approximations with excellent. accuracy when 
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one is far from all singularities and looks at spacetime on scales far 
larger than t0-53 centimeter, but approximations nevertheless (Chapter 
13). 

Similarly, the classical laws of billiard ball physics, which my stu
dents and 1 had used in studying Polchinski's paradox, are mere ap
proximations to the quantum mechani<'.allaws. Since tbe classical laws 
seem to predict "nonsense" (an infinity of possible billiard ball trajecto
ries), Klinkhammer and I turned to the quantum mechanical laws for 
deeper understanding. 

The "rules of the game" are very different in quantum pbysic..s than 
in classical physics. When one provides the classical laws with initial 
conditions, they predict what will happen afterward (for example, 
what trajectory a ball will follow); and, if there are no time machines, 
their predictions are unique. The quantum laws, by contrast, predict 
only probabilities for what will happen, not certainties (for example, 
the probability that a ball will travf'l through this, that, or another 
region of space). 

In light of these rules of the quantum mechanical game, the answer 
that Klinkhammer and I got from the quantum mechanical laws is not 
surprising. We learned that, if the ball starts out moving along Pol
chinski's paradoxical trajectory (Figures 1+.9 and 14.10 at time t = 
3:00 P.M.), then there will be a certain quantum mechanical probabil
ity-···say, 48 percent-for it subsequently to follow trajectory (a) in 
Figure 14.10, and a certain probability---say, also 48 percent· for tra· 
jectory (b), and a certain (far smaller) probability for each of the infin
ity of other classically allowed trajectories. In any one "experiment," 
the ball will follow just one of the trdjectories that the classical laws 
aHow; but if we perform a huge number of identical billiard ball 
experiments, in 48 percent of them the ball will follow trajectory (a), in 
48 percent trajectory (b), and so forth. 

This conclusion is somewhat satisfying. It suggests that the laws of 
physics might accommodate themselves to time machines fairly nicely. 
There are surprises, but there seem not to be any outrageous predic
tions, and there is no sign of any unresolvable paradox. Indeed, the 
National Enquirer, hearing of this, could easily display a banner head
line: PHYSICISTS PROVE TIME MACHINE.'! EXIST. (That kind of outrageous 
distortion, of course, has been my ret:urrent fear.) 

In the autumn of 1988, three months after the publication of ouT 
paper "V\Tormholes, Time Machines, and the Weak Energy Condition," 
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Keay Davidson, a reporter for the San .Francisco Examiner, discovered 
it i.n Physical Review Letters and broke the story. 

It could have been worse. At least the physic~r;; community had had 
three months of quiet in which to absorb our ideas without the blare of 
sensational headlines . 

.But the blare was unstoppable. PHYSICISTS IN\'F..~T TI::\Ut: MACHINES, 

read a typir.al headline. California magazine, in an article orl "The 
Man Who l11vented Tune Travel," even ran a photograph of me doing 
physics in the nude on Palomar Mountain. I was mortified·· ·not by the 
photo, but by the totally outrageous claims that I had invented time 
machines and time travel. {/time machines are, infact, allowed by the 
laws of physics (and, as will become. clear at the end of the chapter, I 
doubt that they are), then they are probably much farther beyond the 
human race~~ present technological capabilities than space travel was 
beyond the capabilities of cavemen. 

After talking with two reporters, I abandoned all efforts to stem the 
tide and get the story told accurately, and went into hiding. My be
sieged administrative assistant, Pat Lyon, had to fend off the press with 
a firm "Professor Thome believes it is too early in this research effort to 

communicate results to the general public. When he feels he has a 
better understanding of whether or not time machines are forbidden 
by the laws of physics, he will write an article for the public, explain
ing." 

With this chapter of this book, I am making good on that promise. 

Chronology Protection? 

In February 1989, as the hoopla in the press was beginning to subside, 
and while Echeverria, Klinkhammer, and I were struggling with Pol
cbinski's paradox, I flew to Bozeman, Montana, to give a lecture. There 
I ran into Bill Hiscock, a former student of Charles Misner's. As I have 
with so many colleagues, I presaed. Hiscock for his views on wormholes 
and time machines. I was searching for cogent criticisms, new ideas, 
new viewpoints. 

"Maybe you should study electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations,'' 
Hiscock told me. "Maybe they will destroy the wormhole when infi
nitely advanced beings try to turn it into a time machine." Hiscock had 
in mind the thought experiment in which my wife Carolee (assumed to 
be infinitely advanced) is flyiug back to Earth in the family spacecraft 



1-4. WORMHOLES AND TIME ~1ACHINES 

with one wormhole mouth, while I sit on Earth with the od1er mouth, 
and the wormhole is on the verge of becoming a time machine (Fig
ures 14.7 and 14.8 above). Hiscock was speculating that electromag
netic vacuum fluctuations might circulate through the wormhole in 
the same manner as did bits of radiation in Figure j 4.8; and, piling up 
on themselves, the fluctuations might become infinitely violent and 
destroy the wormhole. 

I was skeptical. A year earlier, on my drive home from Chicago, T 
had convinced myself that bits of radiation, circulating through the 
wormhole, will not pile up on themselves, create an infinitely energetic 
beam, and de!>-troy the wormhole. By defocusing the radiation, the 
wormhole saves itself. Surely, 1 thought, the wormhole will also defo
t."Us a dreulating bearn of elet.'tromagnetic vacuum fluctuations and 
thereby save itself. 

On tbe other hand, I d1ought to myself, time machines are such a 
radical com.:ept in physics that we must investigate anything which has 
any chance at all of destroying them. So, despite my skepticism, I set 
out with a postdoc in my group, Sung-Won Kim, to compute the be
havior of circulating vacuum fluctuations. 

Though we were helped greatly by madlematical tools and ideas 
that Hiscock and Deborah Konkowski had developed a few years ear
Her, Kim and T were hampered by our own ineptness. Neither of us was 
an expert on the laws that govern the circulating vacuum fluctuations: 
the laws of quantum fields in curved spacetime (Chapter 13). Finally, 
however, in February 1990, after a full year of false starts and mistakes, 
our calculations coalesced and gave an answer. 

I was surprised and shocked. Despite the wormhole's attempt to 
defocus them, the vacuum fluctuations tended to refocus of their own 
accord (Figure 14.11). Defocused by the wormhole, they splayed out 
from the mouth on Earth as though they were going to miss the 
spac:ecraft; then of their own accord, as though being attracted by some 
mysterious force, they zeroed in on the wormhole mouth in Carolee's 
spacecraft. Returning to Earth through the wormhole, they then 
splayed out from the mouth on Earth again, and zeroed in once again 
on the mouth in the spacecraft. Over and over again they repeated this 
motion, building up an inten..r;;e beam of fluctuational energy. 

'Will this beam of electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations be intense 
enough to destroy the wormhole? Kim and I asked ourselves. J:t"or eight 
months, February to September 1990, we stmggled with this question. 
Finally, after several flip-flops, we concluded (incorrectly) 44probably 
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not." Our reasoning seemed compelling to us and to the several col
leagues we ran it past, so we laid it out in a manuscript and submitted it 
to the Physical Review. 

Our reasoning was this: Our calculations had shown that the cir
culating electromagnetic vacuum fluctuations are infinitely intense 
only for a vanishingly short period of t£me. They rise to their peak at 
precisely the instant when it is first possible to use the wormhole for 
backward time travel (that is, at the moment when the wormhole first 
becomes a time machine), and then they immediately start to die out; 
see Figure 14.12. 

Now, the (ill-understood) laws of quantum gravity seem to insist 
that there is no such thing as a "vanishingly short period of time." 
Rather, just as fluctuations of spacetime curvature make the concept of 
length meaningless on scales smaller than the Planck ·Wheeler length, 
10-as centimeter (Figure 14.5 and associated discussion), so also the 
curvature fluctuations should make the concept of time meaningless on 
scales smaller than t0-45 second (the "Planck-Wheeler time," which is 
equal to the Planck-Wheeler length divided by the speed of light). 
Time intervals shorter than this cannot exist, the laws of quantum 

14.11 As Garolee and I try to <'.Onvert a wormhole into a time machine by the 
method of F'i.gure 14.7, electromagnetic vacuum nuctuations zoom between the 
two mouths and through the wormhole, piUfi8 up on themselvf'~'i and creati~ a 
beam of huge nuctuational energy. 
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gravity seem to insist. The concepts of before and tifter and evolution 
with time make no sense during intervals so smal\. 

Therefore, Kim and I reasoned, the circulating electromagnetic vac
uum fluctuations must stop evolving with time, that is, must stttp 
growing, t0-45 second before the wormhole becomes a time machine; 
the laws of quantum gravity must cut off the fluctuations' growth. And 
the quantum gravity laws will let the fluctuations continue their evolu
tion again only 10-43 second after the time machine is born, which 
means after they have begun to die out. In between these timP.s, there 
is no time and there is no evolution (Figure 14-.12). The crucial issue, 
then, was ju.ft hnw intense has the beam of circulating fluctuations 
become when quantum gravity cuts off their growth' Our calculations 
were clear and unequivocal: The beam, when it stops growing, is far 
too weak to damage the wormhole, and therefore, in the words of our 
manuscript, it seemed likely that "vacuu; fluctuations cannot prevent 
the formation of or existence of closed timelike curves." (As 1 men
tioned ecu-lier, closed timelike curve.'> is physicists' jargon for "time rna· 

14.12 Evolution of the intensity of the electromagnetic vacuum nucLuations 
that circulate through a wonnhole just before and just after the wormhole 
becomes a time machine. 
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chines"; having been burned by the prE>.ss, J had stopped using the 
phrase "time machines" in my papers; and the press, unfamiliar with 
physicists' jargon, was now unaware of the new time machine results l 
was publishing.) 

In September 1.990, when we submitted our manuscript to the Physi
cal Review, Kim and I sent copies to a number of colleagues, including 
Stephen Hawking. Hawking read our manuscript with interest--and 
disagreed. Hawking had no quarre~ with our calculation of the b(~am of 
circulating vacuum fluctuations {and, in fact, a similar calculatiotl by 
Valery Frolov in Moscow had by then verified our results). Hawking's 
quarrel was with our analysis of quantum gravity's effects. 

Hawking agreed that quantum gravity was likely to cut off the 
growth of the vac:uum fluctuations 10-•s second before the time rna
chine is created, that is, 'o-•!1 second before they olhE'.I"Wise would 
become infinitely str«mg. "B·ttt 10-.u second as measured by whom? In 
whose reference frame?'' he asked. Time is "relative," not absolute, 
Hawking reminded us; it depends on one's reference frame. Kim and T 
had assumed that the appropriate reference frame was that of some
body at rest in the l\-ormhole throat. Hawking argued, instead (in 
efl"ect), for a different choice of I"eference frame: that of t11e fluctuations 
themselves--or, stated more precisely, the reference frame of an ob
server who circulates, along with the fluctuations, from Earth to space
craft and through the wonnhole so rapidly that he sees the F...a.rth 
spacecraft distance contracted from 10 light-years (10111 centimeters) 
down to the Planck-Wheeler length (tO-~ centimeter). The laws of 
quantum gravity can take over and stop the growth of the beam only 
10·--+:s seco11d before the wormhole becomes a time machine, a.r seen by 
such a circulating observer, Hawking conjectured. 

Translating back to the viewpoint of an observer at rest in the 
wormhole (the ob..<~~:~rver that Kim and I had relied on), Hawking's 
conjecture meant that the quanturn gravity cutoff or.curs I o-95 second 
before the wormhole becomes d time machine, not 1 o-1-:5 second- and 
by then, accoi"ding to our calculations, the vacuum fluctuational beam 
is strong enough, but just barely so, that it might indeed destroy the 
UJOrm.hole. 

Hawking's conjecture about the location of the quantum gravity cut
ofT was cogent. He might well be right, Kim and 1 concluded after 
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much contemplation; and we managed to change our paper to say so 
before i.t got published. 

The bottom line, however, was equivocal. Even if Hawking was 
right, it was far from cleaT whether the beam of vac:uum fluctuations 
would destroy the wormhole or not-and to find out for certain woqld 
require understanding what quantum gravity does, when it takes hold 
in the t0-95-second interval around the moment of time machine for
mation. 

To put it succinctly, the laws of quantum gravity are hidin.gfrom us 
the an.~wer to whether wormholes e-·an be contJerted szl.cce.<i.ifuJ.f:y in.to time 
machines. To learn the answer, we humans must first become experts 
on quantum gravity's laws. 

Hawking has a firm opinion on time machines. He thinks that 
nature abhors them, and he has embodied that abhorence in a conj~c
ture, the chronology protection conje<.."ture, which says that the laws if 
physics do not allow time machines. (Hawking, in his characteristic 
off-the-wall humor, describes this as a conjecture that wiH "keep the 
world safe for historians.") 

Hawking suspects that the growing beam of vacuum fluctuations is 
nature's way of enforcing chronology protection: Whenever one tries to 
make a time nuzchin.e, and no matter what kind of device one uses in. one~\" 
attempt (a wormhole, a spinning cylinder, 15 a "cosmic string';t• or what
ever), just before one :s- device becomes a time machine, a beam of vacuum 
fluctuations will circulate through the device and destroy iL Hawking 
seems ready to bet heavily on this outcome. 

I am not willing to take the other side in such a bet. I do enjoy 
making bets with Hawking, but only bets that I have a reasonable 
chance of winning. My strong gut feeling is that I would lose this one. 
My own calculations with Kim, and unpublished calculatious that 
Eanna Flanagan (a student of mine) has done more recently, suggest to 
me that Hawking is likely to he right. However~ we cannot know for 
sure until physicists have fathomed in depth the laws of quantum 
gravity. 

1!1. See Footnote 8 on page .-.99. 
1+. Retentlv Richard Gou: of Princeton UniversitY has di1covered that one can make a 

time Jllachine by taking two infinitely long CO$Illic stri~ (hypothetical objcct.4 that mighl or 
might not exist in the real Uuivezse) and movirtg them past each other at \"~IY high speed. 
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Epilogue 

an overview of Einstein !s legacy, 
past and future, 

and an update on several central characters 

It now is nearly a full century since Einstein destroyed Newton's 
concept of space and time as absolute, and began laying the founda
tions for his own legacy. Over the intervening century, Einstein's leg
acy has grown to include, among many other things, a warpage of 
spacetime and a set of exotic objects made wholly and solely from that 
warpage: black holes, gravitational waves, singularities (clothed and 
naked), wormholes, and time machines. 

At one epoch in history or another, physicists have regarded each of 
these objects as outrageous. 

• We have met, in this book, Eddington's, Wheeler's, and even Ein
stein's vigorous skepticism about black holes; Eddington and Ein
stein died before they were firmly proved wrong, but 'Wheeler 
became a convert and black-hole advocate. 

• During the 1940s and 1950s, a number of physicists, bu1lding on 
mistaken interpretations of the general relativistic mathematics 
they were studying, were highly skeptical of gravitational waves 
(ripples of curvature)-but that is a story for another book, and the 
skepticism long since has vanished. 
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It was a horrendous shock to most physicists, and still is to many, to 
discover that singularities are an inevitable consequence of Ein
stein's general relativistic laws. Some physicists derive comfort 
from faith in Penrose's cosmic censorship conjecture (that all sin
gularities are clothed; naked singularities are forbidden). But 
whether cosmic censorship is wrong or right, most physicists have 
accommodated to singularities and, like Wheeler, expect the ill
underl>"tood laws of quantum gravity to tame them- ·-ruling and 
controlling them in just the same way as Newton's or Einstein's 
laws of gravity rule the planet.c; and control their orbits around the 
Sun. 

• W onnholes and time machines today are regarded as outrageous 
by most physicists, even though Einstein's general relativistic laws 
permit them to exist. Skeptical physicists can take comfort, how
ever, in our newfound knowledge that the existence of worm.holes 
and time machines is controlled not by Einstein's rather perrnis
sive laws, but rather by the more restrictive laws of quantum fields 
in curved spacetime, and quantum gravity. When we understand 
those laws better, perhaps they will teach us unequivocally that 
physical laws always protect the Universe against wormholes and 
time machines--or at least time machines. Perhaps. 

What can we expect in the coming century, the second century of 
Einstei11's legacy? 

It seems likely that the revolution in our understanding of space, 
time, and objects built from spacetime warpage will be no less than in 
the first century. The seeds for revolution have been laid: 

• Gravitational-wave detectors will soon bring us observational 
maps of black holes, and the symphonic sounds of black holes 
colliding-·····symphonies filled with rich, new information about 
how warped spacetime behaves when wildly vibrating. Supercom
puter simulations wil1 attempt to replicate the symphonies and tell 
us what they mean, and black holes thereby will become objects of 
detailed experimental scrutiny. What will that scrutiny teach us? 
There will be surprises. 

• liltimately, in the coming century, most likely sooner rather than 
later, some insightful physicist will discover and unveil the laws of 
quantum gravity, in all their intjmate detail. 

• With those quantum gravity laws in hand, we may figure out 
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precisely how our Universe's spacetime came into being, how it 
emerged from the quantun1 foam and froth of the big bang singu
larity. V\Te may learn for sure the meaning or the meaninglessness 
of the oft-asked question, "What preCE'ded the big bang?" We may 
learn for sure whether quantum foam produces multiple universes 
with ease, and the full details of how spacetime gets destroyed in 
the singularity at the core of a black hole or in the big cnmch, and 
how and whether and where spacetime gets re-created again. And 
we may learn whether the laws of quantum gravity permit or 
forbid time machines: Must time machines always self-de.struct at 
the moment they are activated? 

• The laws of quantum gravity are not the final set of physical laws 
along the route that has led from Newton to special relativity, to 

general relativity and quantum theory, and then to quantum grav
ity. The quantum gravity laws will still have to be married to 
(unified with) the laws that govern nature's other fundamental 
forces: the electromagnetic force, the weak forr..e, and the strong 
force. We will probably learn the details of that unification in the 
coming century-· and again, most likely sooner rather than later; 
and that unification may radically alter our view of the Universe. 
And what then? No human today can foresee beyond that point, I 
believe--and yet, that point may well come in my own lifetime, 
and in yours. 

In Closing, November 1995 

Albert Einstein spent most of his last twenty-five years in a 
fruitless quest to unify his general relativistic laws of physics with 
Maxwell's laws of electromagnetism; he did not know that the most 
important unification is with quantum mechanics. He died in Prince
ton, New Jersey, in 1955 at the age of seventy-six. 

Subralunanyan Chandrasekhar, now eighty-three years old, con
tinues to plumb the secrets of Einstein's field equation, often in col
la'ooration with much younger colleagues. In recent years he has taught 
us much about pulsations of stars and collisions of gravitational waves. 

Fritz Zwicky became less a theorist and more an observational 
astronomer as he aged; and he continued to generate controversiai, 
prescient ideas, though not on the topics of this book. He retired fro.rn 
his Caltech professorship in 1968 and mmred to Switzerland, where he 
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spent his final years promoting his own inside track to knowledge: the 
"morphological method." He dil~ in 1974. 

Lev Davidovich Landau recovered intellectually, but not emo
tionally, from his year in prison (1958-39) and then continued on as 
the dominant figure and most re-vered teacher among Soviet theoreti·· 
cal physicists. In 1962 he was critically injured in an automobile .acci
dent, which left him with brain damage that changed his personality 
and destroyed his ability to do physics. He died in 1968, hut his closest 
friends said of him afterward, "For me, 'Dau died i·n 1962." 

Yakov Borisovich Zerdovich remained the world's mol>-t influen
tial astrophysicist through the 1970s and into the 1980s. However, in 
1978, in a tragic interpersonal E>..xplosi.on, he split off from most of his 
research group (the most powerful team of theoretical astrophysicists 
that the world has ever seen). He tried to rebuild with a fresh set of 
young colleagues, but was onJy partially successful, and then in the 
1980s be became a guru for astrophysicists and cosmologists, world
wide. He died of a heart attack in MOS<'.ow in 1987, soon after Gorba
chev's political changes made it possible for hi:rn to travel to America 
for the first time. 

Igor Dmitzi.evic.h Novikov became the leader of the Zel'dovich/ 
Novikov research groap after the split with Zel'dovich. Through the 
1980s he held the group togeth<>.r with the same kind of fire and 
stimulus as Zel'dovich had mustered in the old days. However, without 
Zel'dovich, his group was :merely among the best in the world, and not 
far ahead of everyone else, as before. With the collapse of the Soviet 
Union in 1991, and following a heart operation that made him feel 
his finiteness, Novikov moved to the Cniversity of Copenhagen in 
Denmark, where he is now creating a new Theoretical Astrophysics 
Center. 

Vitaly Lazarevich Ginzburg, at age seventy-seven, continues to 
do forefront resean·h i.n several different branches of physics and astro
physics. During Andrei Sakharov's exilt~ to Gorky in 1980-86, Gillz.
burg, as Sakharov's official "h08s" at the Lebedev lnstitut,e in Moscow, 
refused to fire him and acted as a sort of protector. Under Gorbachev's 
perestroika, Ginzburg and Sakharov were both elected members of the 
Chamber of People's Deputies of th~ U.S.S.R.., where they pushed for 
reform. Sakharov died of a heart attack in 1989. 

1. Robert Oppenheimer, though repudiated by the United States 
government in his 1954 security clearance hearings, became a hero to 
the majority of the physir.s community. He never returned to rt!search, 
but he remained closely in touch with rnost all brancbes of physic.s, and 
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served as a powerful foi] off whom younger physicists could bounce 
their ideas, until his death from cancer in 1967. 

John Wheeler, at age eighty-two, continues his quest to understand 
the marriage of quantum mechanics and general relativity-and con
tinues to inspire younger generations with his lecture.s and writings, 
most notably his recent book A Journey into Gravi~r and Spacetime 
(Wheeler, 1990). 

Roger Penrose, like Wheeler and many others, is obsessed with the 
marriage of general relativity and quantum mechanics and with the 
ill-understood laws of quantum gravity that should spring forth from 
that marriage. He has written about his unconventional ideas in a book 
for nonphysicists (The Emperor's New Mind, Penrose, 1989). ~1any 
physic:ists aTe skeptical of his views, hut Penrose has been right so 
many times before ... 

Stephen Hawking also continues to be obsessed with the laws of 
quantum gravity, and most especially with the question of what those 
laws predict about the origin of the Universe. Like Penrose, he has 
written a book {or nonphysicists, describing his ideas (A Brief History 
ofTime, Hawking, 1988). His health holds strong, despite his ALS. 
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a list of characters 
wlw appear significantly 

at several different places in the book 

NoTR: The following descriptions are meant to serve soldy as reminders of and 
cross-ruferences to each person's various appearances in this hook. These descriptions 
are twl intended as biographical skt~tches. (Most of these people have madt' n1ajor 
contributions to science that are not rcle\'a11t to this book and therefore are not iisted 
here.) The principal criterion for inclusioli in this section is nlJl importance of contri
butiom, but rather multiple appearanr.cs of ~he person at several diffenml locations in 
the book. 

Baade, Walter (1893-1960). German born, American optical astronomer; with 
Zwicky, developed the concept of a supernova a.;1d its connecl.ion to neutron stars 
(Chapl.er 5); identified the galaxiP-~ associated with '!osmic radio sourc:es (Chapter 9) . 

.Bardeen, James Maxwell (b. 1939). Ameril:an theoretical physicist; showed that 
rnany or most black holes in our Universe should be rapidly spinning and, "';th 
Petterson, predicted the influence of the hoJp.s' spins Oll surrounding accretion disks 
(Chapter 9); with Carter and Hawking, discovered the l'our laws of black-hole me
chanics (the laws of evolul.ion oi black holes) (Chapter 1.2}. 

Bekenstein, Jacob (b. 1947). Israeli theoretical physicist; student of Wheeler's; 
with Hartle, showed that one cannot. discern, by any external sLudy of a blat:k hole, 
what kinds of particles were among 1he mattu-ial tl1at formed h (Chapter 7); proposed 
that the surface area of a black hole is its entropy in disguise, and !'.arried on a battle 
with Hawking over this idea, ultimately winning (Chapter 12). 
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Bohr. Niels Hendrik David (1885-1962). Danish theoretical physicist; ~obcl 
laureate; one of the founders of quantum mecltanics; mentor for many of the leading 
phyl!i.cists of the middle twentieth century, including Lev Landau and John Wheeler; 
advised Chandrasekhar in his battle with l:t:.ddington (Chapter 4); tried to save Lan
dau from p~on (Chapter 5); with Wbcel<'.r developed the theory of nuclear fission 
(Chapter 6). 

Braginsky, Vladimir .Horisovich (b. 1931). Russian ex:perirncnt.al physi<:ist; dis
covered quantum mechanical limit.<~ on the precision of physical measurements, in
cluding those of gravita6onal-wave detectors (Chapter 10); inventor of the concept of 
"quantum nondemolition" devices, which circumvent those quantum limiL'I (Chapter 
10). 

Carter, Brandon (b. 1942). Australi&l theoretical physicist; student of Dennis 
Sciama's in Cambridge, England; later moved w France; e]ucidau'!d the properties of 
spinning bla<:k holes (Chapter 7); with others, proved that a black hole has no hair 
(Cltapter 7); with Bardeen and Hawkir~g discovered the four laws of black-hole 
mechanics (the laws of evolution of black holes) {Chapter 12). 

Chandrasekhar, Subrahmanyan (b. 1910). Indian born, American artrophysi
cist; :::-lobellaureate; proved that there is a maximum mass for white-dwarf stars and 
fought a batt1e with Eddington over the correctness of his prediction (Chapter 4); 
de,•eloped .much of the the()ry of how black holes respond to small perturbations 
(Chapter 7) . 

.Eddington, Arthur Stanley (1882-1944). British astrophysicist; leading early 
exponent of Einstein's laws of generdl relativity (Chapter 3); vigorous opponent of 
the concept of a b]ack hole and ofChandrasek.\ar's conclusion that white dwarfs have 
a maximum mass (Chapters~ and 4). 

Einstein, Albert (1879-1955). German bow, Swiss/American theoretical physi
cist; Nobel laureate; formulated the laws of special relativity (Chapter 1) and general 
relativity (Chapter 2); showed that light is simultaneously a particle and a wave 
(Chapter 4); opposed the concept of a black hole (Chapter 3). 

Geroch, Robert (b. 1942). American theoretical physicist; student of Wheeler's; 
with others, developed global methods for anal~ing black holes (Chapter :3); 
s.howed that the topology of space can change (for example, when a wormhole forms) 
only if a time machiM is produced in the process (Chapter 14); with Wald, gave the 
first argument suggesting that time machines rnight be destroyed whenever they try 
to fornt (Chapter 14-). 

Giacconi, Riccardo (b. 1951). Italian hom, American experimental physicist and 
astrophysicist; led the team that discovered the first X-ray star. in 1962, wing a 
detector flown on a rocket (Chapter 8); led the team that designed and built the 
Uhuru X-ray satellite, which produced the first strong X-ray evidence that Cygnus 
X-1 i& a black hole (Chapter 8). 

Ginzburg. Vitaly Lazarevich (b. 1916). Soviet thPOretical physicist; inventt'd. 
the LiD fuel for the Soviet hydrogen bomb and then was separated from the bomb 
project (Chapter 6); with Landau, developed an explanation for the origin of super
conductivity (Chapters 6 and 9); discovered the first evidence that a black hole has no 
hair (Chapter 7); developed the synchrotron radiation eltplanation for the origin of 
c05mic radio waves (Chapter 9). 

Greenstein, Jesse L. (b. 1909). American optical astronomer; colleague of 
Zwicky's (Chapter 5); with Fred Whipple found it impossible to explain cosmic radio 
waves (Chapter 9); triggered the beginning of America's research effort in radio 
astronomy (Chapter 9); with Maarten Schmidt, discovered quasars (Chapter 9). 
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Hartle • .James B. (b. 1939). Stt:.dent of Whccll~r's; with Bekenstein, showed that 
one camtot disc..ern, by ar•y external study of a bla~:k hc,Je, what kinds of part:cles were 
among the material Lhal formed it (Chapter 7); with Hawking, dist~overed the laws 
that govern the evolution of a black bole's horiz.or.. (Chapter 12); with Hawking, is 
developing insights into the laws of quantum gravity (Chapter 15). 

Hawking, Stephen W. (b. 194g). British theoretical physicist; student of 
Sciama's; dcvduped key parts of the proof that a black hole has no hair (Chapter 7); 
with Barder.n tmd Garter, discovered the four I3ws of black-hole mechanics (the laws 
of evolution of black h(llt!ll) (Chapter 12); discovered that, if one ignores the laws of 
quantum mecha11ic.~, Lhe surface areas of black boles c.an only increase, but quantum 
mechanics makes black holt!ll evctporate and shrink (Chapter 12); showed that tiny 
black holes could hav·e formed in the; big bang and, ..,..;th Page, placed obsc.~rvational 
limits on such prirnorclial holes based on astnmomcrs not seeing gamma rays pro
duced by their evaporation (C.."hapter 12); developed global (topological) methods for 
analyzing black holes (Chapter 13); with Penrose, proved that the big bang contained 
a singularity (Chapter 13); forrnulated the chronology protl~t:tion conjecture and 
arguecl that it is enforced by vacuum fluctuations de!troying any ti!l'll! machine at the 
moment it is created (Chapter 14); madt~ bets witb K1p Thome over wht~tht~r GygiiUS 
X-1 is a hlack holt~ (Chapter 8) and wheLher nakefi singularities can form in our 
1;n1verse (Chapter 13). 

Israel, '\Vemer (b. 1931). South African born, Canadian theoretical physicist; 
proved that e~>ery nonspinning 'OJ lack hole must be spherical, and gave evidence that a 
black hole loses its ;'hair" by radiating it away (Chap~.t.r 7); dis(:overcd that the 
surface areas of blac!t holes can only increase, but did not realize the significance of 
this conclusion (Chapter 12); with Poisson and Ori, showed that the tidal forces that 
surround a bla(:k hole's singularity bec.ome weaker as the hole ages (ChaptP.r 13); 
developed insights into the early history of blac.k-holc research (Chapter 3). 

Kerr, Roy P. (b. 1934). 1\ew Zealander mat.hf'.matidan; discovered the solution to 
Einstein's fit>ld equaLion, which describes a spinning blac.k hole: thl~ "Kerr so~ution" 
(Chaptl~r 7). 

Landau, Lev Davidovich ( 1908· 1968). Soviet theoretical physicist; ~obd laure
ate:. transfused theoretical physics from Western Europe into the t:.s.S.R. i11 the 
1930s (Chapters 5 and 13); tried to explain stellar heat as produced by stellar matelial 
being capr.urcd onto a neutron core at the sr.nr's center, and thereby triggered Oppen
heimer's research on neutron stars and black holes (Chapter 5); was imprisoned in 
Stalin's Great Terror and then released so he could develop the theory of superfluid· 
ity (Chapter 5); contributed Lo Soviet nuclear weapons research (Chapr.er 6). 

Laplace, Pierre Simon ( 17 49-·1827). Frenct: natural philosopher; devdopcd ami 
popularized the t.:oncept of a dark star (black hole) as governed by Newton's laws of 
physics (Chapter~~ 3 and 6). 

Lorentz, Hendrik Antoon (1853-1928). Dutch theorer.ic.al physidst; ::'ofobellau
reat(!; clevelopt>rl key foundations for thP.Iaws of special relativiLy, the lllost illlp~>rtant 
bt.i ng the Lorentz-FitzgP.ra1d comrat.:tion and time dilation ( Chap~r 1 ); friend and 
associate of .E.instei11 whf'.ll t:in!>"tcin was developing his general relativistic laws of 
physics (Chapter 2). 

Maxwell • .James Clerk (1831-1879). Hrit.ish theoretical physicist; developed the 
laws of electricity and rllagnetism (Chapter 1). 

Michell, John (1724 1793). British natural philosopher; developed and popular
izc:d the concept of a dark ~;tar (black hole) as govemed by :-.Iewton's lavn of physics 
(Chapters 3 and 6). 
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Michelson, Albert Abraham (1852--1931). German-born, American experimen
tal physicin; :::-lobellaureate; invented the techniques of interferometry (Chapter 1); 
t1sed those tedmiques to discover that the speed of light is indepl~ndent of one's 
velocity through the Universe (f'..hapter 1 ). 

Minkowski. Hermann (186+-1909). German theoretical physicist; teacher of 
Einstein (Chapter 1); discovered that space <md time are ttnified into spacetime 
(Chapter 2). 

Misner, Gbarles W. (h. t9~g). American theoretical physicist; student of 
Wheeler's; developed an insightful embedding diagram description of how an im
ploding star produces a black hole (Chapter 6): created a research group that contrib
uted significantly to the "golden age" of black-hole research (Chapter 7); di11<:overed 
that electromagnetic and other waves propagating Mar a spinning black holo can 
extract rotational energy from the hole and 1.15e it to amplify themselve11 (Chapter 12); 
discovered the oscillatory, "mixrna.~tt>.r" oscillations of tidal gravity near singularities 
(Chapter 1~). 

Newton, Isaac (1642-1727). British natural philos<1pher; developed the fotmda
tions for the Newtonian laws of physia; and for the concept of space and time as 
absolute (Chapter 1); developed the Newtonian laws of gravity (Chapter 2). 

Novikov, Igor Dmitrievich (b. t9~.')). Soviet theoretical physicist and astrophysi
cist; student of Zel'dovich's; ..... ;t.h Doroshke\"ich and Zel'dovich, developed some of 
the key initial evidence that a black hole has no hair (Chapter 7); with Zel'dovich, 
proposed the method for astronomicaJ searches for black holes in our galaxy that 
seems to have finally succeeded (Chapter 8); with Thorne, developed the theory of 
the structur·es of accretion disks around black boles (Chapter 12); with Doroshltevich, 
predicted Lhat the tidal forces inside a black hole must change as the hole ages 
(Chapter 1:3); carried out resean:h on whether the laws of physics permit time ma
chines (Cha11ter 14). 

Oppenheimer, J. Robert (1901--1967). American theoretical physiciat; trans
fllsed theoretical physics from Western Europe to the Vnited States in the 1930s 
(Chapter 5); with St-.rber, disproved Landau's claim that stars miglu be kept hot by 
neutron cores, and with Volkoff, demonstrated that there is a. maximum possible mass 
for neutron stars (Chapter 5); with Snyder, demonstrated, in a highly idealized 
model, that when massiv~ stars die, they must implode to form black holt~!l, and 
elucidated key features of' the implosion (Chapter 6); led the American atomic bomb 
projet:t, opposed the hydrogen bomb project ea.rly on and then endorsed it and lost hia 
security clearance (Chapter 6); did battle with Wheeler over whether impl05ion 
produces black holes (Cha.pter 6). 

Penrose, Roger (b. 19?>1). British mathematician and theoretical physicist; pro
tege of Sciama's; speculated that black holes lose their hair by radiating it away 
(Chapter 7); discovered that spinning black hole~~ store huge amounts of eltergy in the 
swirl or space outside their horizons and that this energy can be extracted (Chapter 7); 
developed the concept of a black hole's apparent horizon (Chapters 12 and 13); 
disco\-ered that the surface areas of black holes must increa.~~e, but did not realize the 
sigllifiCJance of that ct>nclusion (Ghapter 12); invented and developed global (topologi
<~al) methods for ana.ly7.ing black holes (Chapter 13); proved that black holes must 
have singularities in their cores and, with Hawking, proved that. the big bang con
tained a sirtgularity (Chapter 13); proposed the cosmic Cf!nsorship conjecture, that the 
laws of physics prevent naked singularities from forming in our Universe (Chapter 
13). 
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Press. William K (b. 1948). American theoretical physicist and astrophysicist; 
student of Thome's; with Teukolsky, proved that black holes arc stable against snlall 
penurbat.ions (Chapters 7 ar1d 1 g); discovered that black holes can pulsate (Chapter 
7); orgar.ized the funeral for the golden age of black-hole research (Chapter 7). 

Price, Richard H. (b. 1945). American theoretical physicist and astrophysicist; 
student of Thorne's; gave the definitive proof that a l1lack hole loses its hair by 
radiating the hair away and proved that an:rthing which can be radiated will be 
radiated away completely (Chapter 7); saw evidence that black holes pulsate but did 
not recognize its significance (Chapter 7); with others developed the membrane 
paradigm for black holes {Chapter 11 ); worried about Thorne's sanity when Thorne 
initiated r~arch on time machines (Chapter 14). 

Rees, Martin (b. 194g), British astrophysicist; student of Sciama's; developed 
models that explain the observed features of binary systems in which a black hole 
accretes gas from a companion star (Chapter 8); proposed that the giant lobes of a 
radio galaxy are powered by beams of energy that travel from the galaxy's core to the 
lobes, and with Blandford developed detailed models for the beams (Chapter 9); with 
Blandford and others, developed models that explain l1ow a supermassive black hole 
can energize radio galaxies, quasars, and active galactic nuclei (Chapter 9). 

Sakharov, Andrei Dmitrievich (192t t 989). Soviet theoretical physicist; in
vented key ideas that underlie the Soviet hydrogen bomb (Chapter 6); close friend, 
associate, and compe~itor of Zel'dovich's (Chapters 6 and 7); later oo<..-ame the leading 
Soviet dissident and, after glasnost, Soviet sainL 

Schwarzschild, Karl (1876 ·1916). German astrophysicist; discovered the 
Schwarzschild solution ot' the Einstein field equation, which describes the spacetime 
geometry of a JJonspinning star that is either Static or imploding, and also describes a 
nonspinning black hole (Chapter 3); discovered the solution of the Einstein equation 
for the interior of a <'.Onltant-density star--a solution :.hat Einstein used to argue that 
black holes cannot exist (Chapter 3). 

Sciama, Dennis (b. 1926). British astrophysicist and memor for British research
ers on black holes (Chapters 7 and 13). 

Teukolsky, Saul A. (b. 1947). South African born, American theoretical physi
cist; student of Thome's; invented and developed the formalism by which perturba
tions of spinning black holes are analyzed and, with Pr1.-ss, used his formalism to show 
that black holes are stable against small perturbations (Chapters 7 and 12); with 
Shapiro, discov~ evidence that the laws of physics might permit naked singulari
ties to form in our Universe (Chapter 13). 

Thorne. Kip S. (b. t 940). American theoretical physicist; student of Wheeler's; 
proposed the hoop conje1..'ture which describes when black holes can foma in an 
imploding star, and developed evidence for it (Chapter 7); made estimates of the 
gravitatiotlal waves from astrophysical sources and contributed to ideas and plans for 
the detect.ion of those waves (Chapter tO); with others, developed thr. membrane 
paradigm for black holes (Chapter 11); developed ideas about the statistical origin of 
the entropy (Jf a black hole (Chapter tg); probed the laws of physics by means of 
thoughl experin1ents about wormhok'$ and time machines (Chapter 14). 

Wald. Robert M. (b. 19+7). Ameri!'.an theoretical physicist; student of Wheeler's; 
contributed to the Teukolsky formalism for analyzing perturbations of black holes 
and its applications (Chapter 7); with others, de\·eloped an understanding of how 
electric fields behave outside a black ho._,·an understanding that underlies the 
membrane paradigm (Chapter H); contributec to the theory of the evaporation of 

JJJ 



536 CHARACTERS 

black holes and its implications fl)r t.he origin of black-hole entropy (Chapter 12); 
with Geroch, gave the firsL argument suggesting that tirnc machines mighL be de
stroyt~d whenever they try to form (Chapter 14). 

Weber, Joseph (b. 1919). American experimental physicist; invented the world's 
first gravitational-wave detectors ("bar detectors") and co-invt~nted interferometric 
dot(."<:tors for gravitational waves (Chapter 10); universally regarded as the "father" of 
the field of gravitational.wave detection. 

Wheeler, John Archibald (b. 1911 ). Americ.an theoretical physicist; mentor for 
American researchers or• bla(:k holes and oLher aspects of general relativity (Chapters 
7); with Harrisorl ;md W akano, developed the equation of state for cold, dead matter 
and a complete catalog of Cl)ld, d~.ad stars, thereby firming up evidt:ntx: thai. when 
massive stars die they must form black holes (Chapter 5); with :'oliel'l Bohr, developed 
the Lheory of nuclear fission (C-1lapter 6); k.od a team thai. designed the first American 
hydrogen bombs (C-'hapter 6); argut.od in a battle wiLh Oppenheimer that black holt~s 
cannot form, then retracted the argument and became the leading propommt of black 
holes (Chapter 6); coined the phrases "black hole" (Chapter 6) and "a black hole has 
no hair" (Chapter 7); argued that the "issue of the final state" of gravitationally 
imploding stars is a key to undP.rstanding the marriage between general relativity 
and quantum mechanics, and in this argurne11t anticipa1.ed Hawking's discovery that 
black holes can evaporate (Chapters 6 and 1~); developed foundations for the laws of 
quantum gravity and, most important, conceived and developed the concept of quan
tum foam, which we now suspect is the stuff of which singularities are made (Chapter 
13); deYeloped the concept of thl~ Planck -Wheeler length and area (Chapters 12, 13, 
14). 

Zel'dovich, Yakov Borisovich ( 1914-198 7). Soviet theoretical physicist and as
trophysicist; mt:ntor for Soviet astrophysicists (Chapter 7); developed Lhe theory of 
nuclear chain reactions (Chapter 5); invented key ideas that underlie Soviet atomic 
and hydrogen bombs, and led a bomb design team (GhapLer 6); with Doroshkevich 
and Kovikov, developed early evidence that a black hole has no hair (Chapter 7); 
invented several methods for astrouomical searches for black holes, one of which 
seems ultimately to have SUCCI.'(.>dl~ (Chapter 8); independently of Salputcr, proposed 
that supermassive black holes power quasars and radio galaxies (Chapter 9); c:on
ceived of the idea that the laws of quanLum mechanics might cause spinning black 
holes to radiate and thereby lose their spin and, with Starobinsky, proved so, but then 
resisted Hawking's proof tl1at even nonspinning holl'-'1 !'.an radiate and evaporate 
(Chapter 12). 

Z\\'icky, .Fritz (1898-19.71-). Swiss-bon\ American theoretical physicist, asr.ro
physicist, and optical astronomer; with Kaade, idemified supernovae as a class of 
astronomical objeL'ts and proposed r.haL they are po\'lrered by energy :relcasl~d when a 
llormal star becomes a neutrl)n star (Chapter 5). 



Chronology 

a chronology 
of events, insights, and discoveries 

1687 Newton publishes hia Principia, in which are formulated his concepts of 
absolute space and time, and his laws of motion and laws of gravity.lCh. t] 

1785 & 1795 Michell and Laplace, using Newton's laws of motion, gravity, az1d 
light, formulate the concept of a ISewtonian black hole. (Ch. 3] 

1864 Maxwell formulates his unified laws of electromagnetism. [Ch. tj 

1887 Michelson and Morley show, experimentally, that the speed of light is inde
pendent of the velooity of the Earth through absolute space. [ Ch. t] 

1905 Einstein shows that space and time are relative rather than ab.,olute, and 
formulates the special relativistic la"'"S of physics. [Ch. 1] 

Kinstein shows that electromagnetic waves behave under some circumstance;; 
like particles, thereby initiating the concept of wave/particle duality that 
underlies quantum mechanics. (Ch. 4] 

1907 Einstein, taking his iirst steps toward general relativity, formulates the con
cept of a local inertial frame and the equivalence principle, and deduces the 
gravitational dilation of time. lCh. 2] 

1908 Hermann Minkowski unifies space and time into an absolute four-dimen
sioual spacetime. (Ch. 2] 

191.2 Einsteitl realizes that spacetime is curved, and that tidal gravity is a manifes
tation of that curvature. (Ch. 2] 
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1915 Einstein and Hil"bert independently formulate the Einstein field equation 
(which describ(~S how mass curves spa.cetime), therehy completing the laws of 
g~.neral rt-llltivity. (Ch. 2] 

1916 K:rrl Schwarzschild discovers Lhe Schwarzsch'ild solution of the Einstein field 
equation, which later will tum out to des<:rihe nonspinning, uncharged black 
boles. ICh. 3] 

Flamm discovers that, with an appropriate choil'.e of topology, the Schwan
St';hild solution of tht> Einstein equation can de•l'.ribe a wormhole. [Ch. 14j 

1916 & l918 Reissner and Nordstrom discover their solution of the Einsteii• field 
equation, which later will describe no11Spinning, charged black hoks.lCh. 7] 

1926 Eddington poses the mystery of the white dwarf.~ and attacks the reality of 
black holes. [ Ch. 4] 

&.hrodingE!r and Heisenberg, building on others' work, complete the formu
lation of the quanlum mechanical laws Q( physics. [Ch. 4] 

Fowler uses the quantum mechal,icallaws to show how electron degeneracy 
resolvea the mystery of the white dwa.rfs. [Ch. 4-J 

1930 Chandrasekhar discovers that there is a waximum mass for white dwarfs. 
LCh. 4] 

1932 Chadwick discovers the neutron. [Ch. 5] 

Jansky discovers cosmic r.tdio waves. ;ch. 9 J 

1933 Landau creates his r<$earch group in t.he C.S.S.R. and begins to 1ra11sfuse 
theoretical physics ttu~re from Western Europe. lCh. :5, 13] 

Baade and Zwicky identify supernovae, propose tlte com:ept of a neutron star, 
and suggest that supernovae are powered by t.he impl05ionof a stellar core to 
fomr a neutron star. \Ch. 5] 

19~5 Chandrasekhar Illakes more complete his demonstration of the ll'laximum 
mass for white-dwarf stars, aJid l:t:.cldington attacks his work. lCh. 4] 

1955-1959 The Great Terror in the U.S.S.R. [Ch. 5, 6] 

1937 (-;reen&tein and Whipple demonstrate that .Iansky's cos:nic radio Waves can
not be explained by then-known astrophysical processes. [Ch. 9) 

Landau, in a desperate attempt to a~·oid prison and death, proposP.S that stars 

are kept hot by energy relt>.ased when matter flows onto neutron cores at their 
l'.enters. [Ch. 5J 

19:S8 Landau is imprisoned irr Mo.'lr.Ow on ch11rges of spying for GermaDy. [Ch. 5] 

Op~mheimer and Serber disprove Landau's ncutr<ln core method for keeping 
stars ho~; Opptmheimer and Volkoff show thaL there is a maximum rnass for 
neutron stars.lCh. 5] 

Dethe and Critchfield show that the Sun and other stars are kept hot by 
burr1ing nuciear fuel. LCII. 5] 
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1939 Landau, near death, is released from prison. f Ch. 5 J 

Einstein argues that black holl.!s cannot P.xist in the real l;niversc.lCh. 4J 

OppP..nheimer and Snyder, in a highly idealized calculation, show that an 
imploding star forms a black hole, and (paradoxically.~ that the implosion 
appears to freeze at the hori1.on as seen from the outside but not as seen from 
the star's surfa<~. [ Ch. 6 J 

Reber disl'..overs cosmic raclio waves from distanL galaxies, but does not know 
that is what he is seeing. [ Ch. 9 J 

Bohr and Wheeler develop thl~ theory of nuclear fission. [Gh. 6J 

Khariton and :t .. d'dovich develop the theory of a chain reaction of nuclear 
rissions. [Ch. 6j 

The (' ..erman army invades Poland, setting off World War T I. 

1942 The C.S. launches a C111Sh program to develop the atomic: bomb, led by 
Oppenheimer. l Gh. 6 J 

1945 The U.S.S.R. launches a low-level effort to design nuclear r(:acl.ors and atomic 
bombs, with Zel'dovich as a lead theorist. [Ch. 6] 

1945 The U.S. drops atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. World War II 
ends. A low-level U.S. effort to develop the superbomb is beguri.lCh. 6j 

The "C.S.S.R. launches a crash program to dc,rclop the atomic bomb, with 
Zel'dovich as a lead theorist. [Ch. 6] 

1946 l<'riedman and his team launch the first astronomical instrument above the 
Earth's atmosphere, orr a captured (7p.rman V -2 rocket. 1:cn. 8J 

Experimental phyr.icists in England and Australia begin constructir:g radio 
t.clcscopes and radio interferometers. l Ch. 9 j 

1948 Zel'dovich, Sakharov, Gin~burg, and others in the U.S.S.R. initiate design 
work for a superbomb (hydrogen bomb); Ginzburg invents the LiD fuel, 
Sakharov the layered-cake design. [Ch. 6J 

1949 The U.S.S.R. explodes its first atomic bomb, setting off a debate in the 
"C.S. about a crash program to develop the superbomb. The G.S.S.R. pro
ceeds directly into 2 crash program for the superbomb, without debate. 
(Ch. 6J 

1950 The U.S.launch(.>s a crash superbomb effort. ;ch. 6J 

Kicpenheuer anrl Ginzburg realize that cosmic radio waves are prod\lCCd by 
cosmic-ray electrons spiraling in interstellar magnetic fields. [Gh. 9 J 

Alexandrov and Pimcnov initiate an ill fated attempt to introduce topologi
cal tools into rna1.hematiczl studies of C'.uved space1.ime. [Ch. 13] 

1951 Teller and Ularn in the U.S. ir•v1.!tlt the idea for a "real" superbomb, one that 
can be arb1trarily powerful; Wheeler puts together a team to df'_<;ign a bomb 
based on the idea and simulate its explosion on computers. ~Ch. 6] 

))9 
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Graham Smith provides Baade with a 1-arc-minute error box for the cosmic 
radio source Cyg A, and Baade discovers with an optical telescope that Cyg A 
is a distant galaxy-a "radio galaxy." [Ch. 9] 

1952 The U.S. explodes its first superbomb device, one too massive to be delivered 
by an airplane or rocket, but using the Teller-Uam invention and based on 
the Wheeler team's design work. [Ch. 6] 

1953 Wheeler launches into research on general relativity. [Ch. 6j 

Jennisor1 and Das Gupta discover that the radio waves from galaxies are 
produced by two giant lobes on opposite sides of the galaxy. [Ch. 9] 

Stalin dies. [Ch. 6] 

The U.S.S.R. explodes its first hydrogen bomb, based on the Ginzburg and 
Sakharov ideas. lt is claimed by U.S. scientists not to be a "real" superbomb 
bec.ause the design does not permit the bomb to be arbitrarily powerful. [Ch. 
6) 

1954 Sakharov and Zel'dovich invent the Teller-Ulam idea for a "real" super
bomb. [Ch. 6] 

The U.S. explodes its first real superbomb, based on the Teller-Ulam/Sak
harov-Zel'dovich idea. {Ch. 6] 

Teller testifies against Oppenheimer, and Oppenheimer's security clearance 
is revoked. [Ch. 6] 

1955 The U.S.S.R. explodes its first real superbomb, based on the Teller-Ulam/ 
Sakharov-Zel'dovich idea. [Ch. 6] 

Wheeler formulates the concept of gravitational vacuum fluctuations, identi
fies the Planck-Wheeler length as the scale on which they become huge, and 
suggests that on this scale the concept of spacetime gets replaced by quantum 
foam. [Ch. 12, 13, 14) 

1957 Wheeler, Harrison, and Wakano formulate the concept of cold, dead matter 
and make a catalog of aU possible cold, dead stars. Their catalog firms up the 
conclusion that massive stars must implode when they die. [C..h. 5] 

Wheeler's group studies wormholes; Regge and Wheeler invent perturbation 
methods for analyzing small penurbations of wormholes; their formalism 
later will be used to study perturbations of black holes. [Ch. 7, 14] 

Wheeler poses the issue of the final state of stellar implosion as a holy grail 
for research and, in a confrontation with Oppenheimer, opposes the idea that 
the final state will be hidden inside a black hole. [Ch. 6, 13] 

1958 Finkelstein discovers a new reference frame for the Schwarzschild geometry, 
and it resolves the 1939 Oppenheimer-Snyder paradox of why an imploding 
star freezes at the critical circumference as seen from outside but implodes 
through the critical circumference as seen from inside. [Ch. 6) 

1958-1960 Wheeler grcldually embraces the concept of a black hole and becomes 
its leading proponent. [Ch. 6J 
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1959 "\o'Vheel~;r argues that spacetime singularities formed in the big crtlll<~h or 
insidt! a black hole ace governed by the laws of quantum gravity, and may 
consist of quaiitam foam. ~Ch. 13J 

Burbidge shows that the giant lobes of radio galaxies contain magnetic and 
kinetic energy equivalent to that obtaintd by a perfeL1. tonversion of 10 
million Suns into pure energy. (Ch. 91 

1960 Weber initiates construction of bar detectors for gravitational wavt~s. [Ch. 101 

Kmskal shov."s ihat, if il is not threaded by any material, a spherical worm
hole will pinch off so quickly that it cannot be traversed. [Ch. 14: 

Graves and Krill discover that the Reissner· 1\orc:!strom solution of Einsteix,'s 
equation describes a spherical, E'lectrically charged black hole ancl al~n a 
wormhole. [Ch. 7 J Their work suggest.~ (inco.'Tectly) that it might be possible 
to travel from the interior of a black hole ir. our Universe through hyperspace 
a."ld into some other universe.lCh. 13] 

1961 Khalau1ikov and Lifshitz argue (incorrectly) that Eix1stcin's field equation 
does not penn it the existence of sir1gularities '1'1>-ith randnml.'f deformed curta·· 
ture, and therefore singulariti<.-s cannot fonn inside real black holt'!.'l or in the 
Cniverse's big crunch. [Ch. 13) 

1961-1962 Zel' dovich begins research 011 astrophysics aiid gtmeral relativity, re
cruits :Kovikov, and hegins to build his research team. [Ch. 6] 

196.2 Thorne begins rcseard1 under Wh<~l~>.r's guidance and initiates researc:h that 
will lead to th<~ hoop conjecture. !C:h. 7] 

Giacconi and his team discover cosmic X-rays, using a Gl~igcr counter 11own 
above the Earth's atmosphere on an Acrobee rocket. [Ch. 8] 

1963 Kerr discovers his solution of Einstein's field ec1uation. [Ch. 7j 

Schmidt, Grt.-enstein, and Sandage discover qua$Ars. [Ch. 91 
1964 The golden age of theoretical black-hole rP.search begins. [Ch. 1: 

Penrose introduces topology as a tool in relativity research, a11d uses it t.n 
prove that singularities must resitlt~ inside all black holes. [Ch. 13i 
Ginzburg and then Doroshkevich, :\'ovikov, and Zel'tlovkh discover the first 
evidence that a black hole has no "hair." [Ch. 7.J 

Colgate, May, and 'White in the 1:.s., and Podurets, lmshennik, and Nadezhin 
in the U.S.S.R., adapt homb design curnput.er codes to simulate realistic im
plosions of stellar cnres; they confirm Zwicky's 1954 speculation thilt implo
sions with low tna.ss wiJI form a neutron star aiid trigger a supernova, and 
confirm the 1939 Oppenheimer Snyder conclusion that implosions with 
larger rnass will create a black hole. (Ch. 61 
Zel'dovich, Guseinov, and Salpeter make the first proposals for how to s<:arch 
for black holes in the real Universe. [Ch. 8] 

Salpeter and Zel'dovich speculate (<.'(lfrectly) that sup<~rma.ssive bla<~k holes 
power quasars and radio galaxies.IGh. 9] 

541 
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Herbert Friedman and his team discover Cygnus X-1, using a Geiger counter 
flown on a rocket. (Ch. 8] 

1965 Boyer and Lindquist, Carter, and Penrose di.'>l'.over that Kerr's solution of 
Einstein's field equation describes a spinning black hole. [Ch. 7) 

1966 Zel'dovich and Xovikov propose searching for black holes in binaries where 
one object emits X-rays and the other light; this rnethocl will SUIX~eed in the 
1970s (probably).lCh. 8J 

Geroch shows that the topology of space can change (for example, a worm
hole can form) non-quantum mechanically only if a time machine is creat<.od 
in the process, at least momentarily. [Ch. 14] 

1967 Wheeler coins the name black hole. (Ch. 7] 

Israel proves rigorously the first piece of the black-hole, nn-hair conjecture: A 
nonspinning black hole must be precisely spherical. (Ch. 7) 

1968 Penrose argues that it is impossible to travd from the inwrior of a black hole 
in our 'Cniverse through hyperspace and into some other universe; others, in 
the 1970s, will confirm that his argument is correct. i Ch. 1 3 ~ 

Carter discovers the nature of the swirl of space around a spinning black hole 
and its influence on infalling particles. (Ch. 7J 
Misner and independently Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz. discover the 
oscillatory "mixmaster" singularity as a solution of Einstein's equation. [Ch. 
13] 

1969 Hawking and Penrnse prove that our Cniverse must have had a singularity at 
the beginning of its big bang expansion. [Ch. 13] 

Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz discover the oscillatory BKL singularity 
as a solution of Einstein's equation; they show that it has random deforma· 
tions of its spacetime curvature and argue that therefore it is the type of 
singularity that forms inside black holes and in the big crunch. [Ch. t5J 

Penrose discovers that a spinning black hole stores enormous energy in the 
swirling motion of space around it, and that this rotational energy can be 
cxtractcd.[Ch. 7] 

Penrose proposes his cosmic censonhip conjecture, that the laws of physics 
prevent naked sir1gularities frorn forming. [Ch. 13J 

Lynden-Bell proposes that gigantic black holes reside in the nuclei of galaxies 
ancl are surrounded by a<.'Cretion disks. [Ch. 9j 

Christodoulou notices a similarity between the evolution of a black hole 
when it slowly accretes matter and the laws of thermodynamics. [Ch. 12] 

\Veber announces tentative observational evidence for the existence of gravi
tational waves., triggering many other experimenten to start constructing bar 
detel.-tors. By 1975 it will be clear he was not seeing waves. [Ch. 10j 

Bragin&ky discoven evidence that there will be a quantum limit on the 
sensitivities of gravitational-wave detectors. [Ch. 10] 
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1970 8ardeen shows that the accretion of gas is likely to make typical black holes 
in our Universe spin very rapidly. {Ch. 91 
Price, building on work of Penrose, ~ovikov, and Chase, de la Cruz, and 
Israel, shows that black holes lose their hair by radiating it away, ar.d he 
proves that anything which can be radiated will be radiated away completely. 
LCh. 7] 

Hawking formulates the c-oncept uf a black hole's absolute horizon and proves 
that the surface areas of absolute horizons always increase. [Ch. 12) 

Giattoni's team constructs Ghuru, the first X-ray detector on a satelh~e; it is 
launched into orbit. [Ch. 8j 

1971 Combined X-ray, radio-wave, and optical observations begin tu bring strong 
evidence that Cygnus X-1 is a black hole orbiting a normal star.[Ch. 8] 

Weiss at MIT and Forward at Hughes pioneer interferometric detectors for 
gravitational waves. [Ch. 10) 

}tees proposes that a radio galuy's giant lobes are powered by jets that shoot 
out of the galaxy's core. [Ch. 9) 

flanni and Ruffini formulate the concept ()f surface charge on a horizon, a 
foundation for the membrane paradigm. [ Ch. 11 J 

Press discovers that black holes can pulsate. [Ch. 7J 

Zel'dovich speculates that spinning black holes radiate, and 7..el'dovich and 
Starobinsky use the laws of quantum fields in curved spacetime to justify 
Zel'dovieh's speculatiort. [Ch. 12] 

Hawking points out that tiny "primordial" blaf'.k holes might have been 
created in the big bang. [Ch. 12] 

1972 Carter, building on work by Hawking and Israel, proves the no-hair conjec
ture for spinning, uncharged black holes (except for some technical details 
filled in later by Robinson). He shows that such a black hole is always 
described by Kerr's solution of Einstein's equation. (Ch. 7] 

Thome propoaes the hoop conjecture as a criterion for when black boles fonn. 
[Ch. 1] 

8ekenstein conjectuxes that a black hole's surface area is its entropy in dis
guise, and conjectures that the hole's entropy is the logarithm of the number 
of ways the hole could have been made. Hawking argues vigorously against 
this conjecture. [Ch. 12] 

Bardeen, Carter, and Hawking formulate the laws of evolution of black holes 
in a fornt that is identical to the laws of thermodynamics, but maintain that 
the horizon's surface area cannot be the hole's entropy in disguise. [Ch. 12] 

Teukolsky develops pertuxbation methods to describe the pulsations of spin
ning black holes. [ Ch. 7) 

1975 Press and Teukolsky prove that the pnlsations of a spinning bll.(".k hole are 
stable; they do not grow by feeding off the hole's rotational energy. [ Ch. 7) 

J4J 
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1074 Hawking ~ilows t.hat all black holes, spinning or nonspinning, radiate pre
cisely as though they had a ternperature that is proportional t.n their surface 
gravity, and they thereby evaporaLe. He then recants his claim that the laws 
of black-hole mechanics arc nor. the laws of thermodynami!'.s in disguise and 
recants his critique of Ht!kcnsLein's conjecture that a hole's surface area is its 
entropy in disguise. [Ch. 12j 

1074-1978 Blandford, Rees, and Lynden-Kell identify severctl methods by which 
supermassive black holes in the nuclei of galaxies and quasars can create jets. 
[Ch. 9] 

UJ75 Bardeen and Petterson show that the swirl of space around a spinning black 
hole carl act as a gyroscope to rnainr.ain the directions of jcts.lCh. 9] 

Chandrasekhar em harks on a five-year qut!$1. Lo develop a cornplctn mathe
matical description of perturbatio11s of bladt holes. [Ch. 1; 
lJnmh and Davies infer that, as seen by acccll!rating observers just above a 
black hole's l1orizon, the hole is surrour.ded by a hot. aunosphere of partidt!!l, 
whose gradu<tll!SCape acrounts for the hole's evaporation. rch. 12j 

Page computes the S_()(!l:trum of particles radiated by black holes. Hawking 
and Page, from observational data 011 oosmic gamma rays, infer that there can 
be no more than~ tiny, J>rimordial, evaporating black holes in each (;ubic 
light-year of spat:c. lCh. 12] 

The golden age t•f theoretical black-hole research is declared finished by 
youthful researchers. [Ch. 7.1 

1977 Gibbons and Hawking vt:rify Kekenstein's conjet:turc that a black hole's cn
Lro}JY is the logarithm of the number ofv:ays it might. have been madt!. lCh. 
12] 

R.adio astronomers USl! interferometers to diSl.'Ovcr t.he jets that feed puwer 
from a gala"y's Cl!llt.ral black-hole engine t.o iu giant radio emitting lobes. 
[C .. l!. 91 
Blandford and Znajek show thal magnetic lields, thrP.ading the horizon of a 
spinning black hole, !'.an extract the hole's spin energy, and that the extracted 
energy <:an power quasars and radio galaxies. [Ch. 9~ 

Znajek ar.d Damour formulate the membrane description of a black-hole 
horizon. / Ch. 11 J 
Bragir.sk.y and colleagut!S, and Caves, Thorne, and colleagues, devise quan
tum nondemolition sensors for circurnvcfl!.ing the quantum limit on bar 
detectors of gravitational waves. rch. tOJ 

1978 Giacconi's group <:omplctes construction of tho first high-resolution X-ray 
telescope, called "J<~instein," and it is laur•t:ht~ into orbit. [Ch. 8] 

1979 Townes a11d others disc:X~vcr evidence for a 3-million-!;nlar-mass black hole at. 
the center of our galaxy. [Ch. 9] 

Drever initiates an interferometric gravitational-wave detection projet:t at 
C..altech. [Ch. 101 
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1982 Huntiug and .MazW' prove the no-hair conjecture for spinning, electrically 
charged black holes. [Ch. 7] 

1985-1988 Phinney and others develop r.omprehensiw black-hole-based models 
to explain the full details of quasars and radio galaxies. [ Ch. 9; 

1984 The National Science Foundation t'orges a shotgun marriage between the 
Caltech and MIT gravitational-wave det.cct.ion cll'orts, giving rise to the 
LlGO Project. [Ch. lOj 

Redmount (building on earlier work by li..ardley) shows that radiation falling 
into an empty, spherical wormhole gets accelerated to high energy and 
greatly speeds up the wormhole's pinch-off. l Ch. 14 J 

1985-1995 Thome, Morris, Yurtse~rer, f'riedman, 1\ovikov, and othen probe the 
laws of pl1ysics by asking whether they permit Lravcrsabl<.~ wormholt.-s and 
time machines. I Ch. t 41 

1987 Vogt becomes director of Lhe LIGO Projt.'<!t, and it then begins to move 
forward vigorously. [Ch. 10] 

1990 Kim ancl Thome show that, whene~rer one tries to create a time rr1achine, by 
a11y method whatsoever, an intense beam of vacuum flu<.:tuations circulates 
through the. machine at the moment il is first created. lCh. t4j 

1991 Hawking prop05es the chronology prott.-ction t.'Onjet.-ture (that the laws of 
physics forbid time machines) and argues Lhat. it will b(~ t~nfon~>d by the 
circulating beam of vacuum fluctuations destroying any time machine alit.~ 
mom en I l)f formation. [ Ch. 14] 

Israel, Poisson, and Ori, building l)n work by Doroshkevicll and JS'ovikov, 
show that the singularity inside a black hole agP-~i Ori shows that wh<.~ll the 
hole is old and quiescent, infalling objects do not get strongly deformed by 
the singularity's Lidal grcwity until the moment they hit its quantum gravity 
core. [Ch. 13] 

Shapiro and Teukolsky discover evidence, in supercompul.er simulations, that 
the cosmic censorship conjecture might be wrong: Naked singularities might 
be able to form when highly nonsphcri<~l stan implode. [Ch. 131 

1993 Hulse and Taylor ar~ awarded the ::'llobel Prize for demonstrating, by mea
surements of a binary pulsar, that gravitatiotlal waves exist. [Ch. 10,; 
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Glossary 

definition.~ of exotic terms 

absolutf'n Independent of one's reference frame; the same as measun.-d in each and 
every reference frame. 

absolute horizon. The surface of a black hole. See horiz<ln. 

absolute space. Newton's conception of the three-dimensional space in which we 
live as having a notion of absolute rest. and as having the property that the 
lengths of objects are independent of the motion of the reference frame in 
which they are measured. 

absolute time. Newton's conception of time as being universal, wiLh a unique, uni
versally agreed upon notion of simultaneity of events and a unique, univer
sally agreed upon time interval between any two events. 

accelerated observer. An observer who does not fall freely. 
accretion disk. A disk of gas that surrounds a black hole or rleutron star. lt'riction in 

the disk makes the gas gradually spiral inward and accrete ont.o the hole or 
star. 

adiabatic index. Same as rr:sutance to CtJmpression. 

aether. The hypothetical medium which (according to nineteenth-century thinll.ing) 
oscillates when electromagnetic "'"aves go by, and by its oscillations, makes 
the wallf'~~ possible. The aether was believed to be at rest in absolute spat-e. 

angular momentum. A measure of the amount of rotation that a body has. In this 
book the word spin is often used in place of ''angular momentum." 

antimatter. A form of material that is "anathema" Lo ordinary matter. To each type 
of particle of ordinary matter (for example, an electron or proton or neutron) 
there corresponds an almost identical antiparticle of antimatter (the positron 
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or antiproton or antincu.tron). V\l"'hen a particle of matter rm.'t~ts iLs corrt'· 
sponding antiparticle of antimatter, they annihilate each other. 

apparent horizon. The ouLermost location arou!ld a black holt~, where photo11s, 
tr}ing to escape, get pulled inward hy gravity. This is t.he same as the (abso
lute) horizon only when the hole is in a quiescent, unchanging statt~. 

astronomer. A scientist who speciali~-es in observing cosmic objects using tdescopes. 
astrophysicist. A physicist (U5ually a theoretical physicist) who specializes in using 

the laws of physics to try Lo understand how cosmic objet.-ts behave. 
astrophysics. The branch of physics that deals with cosmic obj<.'CI.~ and the laws of 

phy~ics that govent them. 
atom. The basi<' building block of matter. Each atom consists of a nucleus wir.h 

positive electric charge and a surrounding cloud of electrons wit.'l negative 
charge. Electric forces bind the electron clo•Jd to the nucleus. 

atomic bomb. A bomb whose explosive t>ncrgy comes fron• a l'.hain reaction of 
fissions of uranium-235 or plutonium-2..'59 nuclt>i. 

band. A range of rrequencies. 
bandwidth. Th<! range of fre~:~uencics over which aJI instrument can dt:tect a 

wavf!. 
bat detector. A gravitational-wave detector in whil'.h the wavl'.s squ~e and stretch 

a large mt'tal bar, and a sensor monitors the bar's vibrations. 
besm splitter. A device used to split a light beam into two parts going in different 

directions, and to combine two light beams that come from different tlircc
tions. 

big bang. The explosion in which Lhe l:niverse began. 
big crunch. The final stage of recollapse of the Cniverse (assuming the Cniversc 

dOf'.s ultimately recollapse; we don't know whether it will or not). 
binary system. Two objct;ts in oroit around each other; the object.s may be stars or 

black holes or a st<lr and a black hole. 
BKLs~ularily. A singularity near which tidal gravity oscillatf'.s chaotically both in 

time and space. This is thl~ type of singularity thaL probably forrns at the 
center~ of black holes and in the big crunch of our t:niverse. 

black hole. An object (created by the implosion of a star) down which things can fall 
hut out of which nothing can ever escape. 

black-hole binary. A binary system made of two black holes. 
Blandford-Znajek process. The extract.ion of rotational energy from a spinning 

black bole by magnetic fields thaL thread through the hole. 
boosted atomic bomb. An atomic bomb whose explosive power is ir•cn!aSl!d by one 

or more layers of fu.sior1 fuel. 
chain reaction. A st>quence of fi..~ions of atomic m;clei in which neutrons from one 

fission trigger additional fissions, and neutrons from thi)S(: trigger still more 
fissions, and so on. 

C.handrasekhar limit. The maximum mass that a whitt!-dwatf star can have. 
chronol~y protection conjecture~ Hawking's conjecture that the laws of physic..s 

do not aiJow Lime machines. 
classical. SubjecL to the lavt""S of physics that go'"-ern macroscopic ohjects; non-quan

tum mechanical. 
cold. df'.ad matter. Gold matter in wl1ich all nudear reactions have gone to comple

tion, t>xpellittg from the matter all the nuclear energy that l'.all po~ibly be 
removed. 

collapsed star. The name used for a bl&ck hole in the West in the 1960s. 
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conservation law. Any law of physics that says some specific quantity !'.an nl':ver 
change. Examples are const:rvation of mass and energy (taken together a.~ a 
single <~ntity via Einstein's E = 1lrfr.~), com1ervation of total electric charge, 
and cnnservation of angular momentum (total amount nf spin). 

corpuscle. The name ust:d for a particle of light in the seventeemh and eighteenth 
centuries. 

cosmic censorship conjecture~ Th~ (:onjt.>L'ture that the Ia ..... 'S of physics prevem 
naked singularities from fcuming when an objt."(;t irnplodes. 

cosmic ray. A partide of matter or antimatter that bombard~ the Earth frorn space. 
Some cosmic rays are produced by the Sun, but most are r.rea1.~d in distant 
regions of our Milky Way galaxy, perhaps in hot clouds of gas thai. art~ cjcctt~d 
into interstellar space by supc!rllovac. 

cosmic Sl.ring. A hypothetical one-diJDP.Jl5ional, sl.ring-likc objl~lo:t that is made from 
a warpagl~ of spa<.-e. The string has no ends {eil.her ll. i~ dosl~d ore itself like a 
rubber band or it extmuls on and on forever), and its space warpagp. causes 
any circle around it t.o have a drcumference divided by diameter slightly l~s 
tl1an 1t. 

critical circumference. The circumference of the hori7.on of a black hole; the cir . 
cumferencc insidt~ which an object must shrink in order for it t.o form a black 
hole around itself. The value of the critil'.al circumference is 18.5 kikllnt!tets 
times the mass of the hole or object in units of the ma.'l.~ of the Sun. 

curvature of space or spacetime. The property of space or spacetime thai. makl'.~ it 
violate Euclid's or :\1inkowski's notions of gl'OIIIt'try; that is, the property that 
enables b"t.raight lines that are initially p:u-allel l.o cro."~S. 

Cy@; A. Cygnus A; a radio galaxy that looks like (but is not) two colliding galaxies. 
The finl. radio galaxy to bt' firmly identified. 

Cyg X-1. Cygnus X-1; a massive objl'Ct in our galaxy that is probably a black hole~. llot 
gas falling toward the objl~t:t emits X-rays observed on Earth. 

dark star. A phrase used in the lat~ eightt~~uth arul early nineteenth centuries to 
describe what we now call a bla!'.k hoi~. 

degeneracy pressure. Pressure inside high-density mau.c~r. prod1!ecd by erratic, 
high-speed, wave/particle-duality-induced motions of c~lcctrons or neutrons. 
This typ~ of pn'SSure rernains strong when matter is cooled to al~o~olnt.e zero 
temperature. 

deuterium nudei, or deuterons. Atomic nudci madt~ frorn a single proton and a 
single neutron held together by the nuclP.ar for!'.c. Also t:allcd "heavy hydro
gen" hecauSl~ atorns of deuterium have almost the same chemical propl~rties 
as hydrogl~IL 

differential equation. An t.oquation that combines in a single formula various func
tions and their rates of change:; t.hat is, the functions and their "derivatives." 
Ky "solve a differential equation" is meant "compute the functions them· 
schrt'S from the differential equation." 

Doppler shin. 11le shift of a wave to a higher frequenc.v (shorter wavdength, higher 
tmcrgy) wht~n its source is moviug toward a receiv~r, and l.n a lower frequcn<~y 
(longer wavelength, lowt'r energy) when the source is moving away fmm l.lw 
receiver. 

electric charge. The property of a particle or matter by which it produces and ft>els 
ell~c..tric forces. 

E'lectric field. The force field around an electric charge, which pullti and pWiht:s on 
otht~r dcetric charges. 
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electric field lines. Lines that poinr in the direction of the force that an electric field 
exerts on charged particles. Electric analogue of magnetic field Jin<'.s. 

electromagnetic waves. Waves of electric and magnetic forCE'S. These include, de
pending on the wavelength, radio waves, mi(".rowaves, infrared radiation, 
lig}tt, ultraviolet radiation, X-rays, and gamma rays. 

electron A fundamental particlE! of matter, with negative electric charge, which 
populates the outer regions of atoms. 

electron d.-.generacy. The behavior of electro11s at high densities, in which they 
move erratically with high $peeds as a result of quantum mechanical wave/ 
particle d.uality. 

elementary particle. A subatomic particle of matter or antimatter. Among the 
elementaJ:y particles are electron$, protons, neutrons, positrons, antiprotons, 
and antineutrons. 

embedding diagram. A diagram in which one visualizes the curvature of a two
dimensional surface by embedding it in a flat, three-dimensional space. 

entropy. A measure of the amount of rltndomness in large collections of atoms, 
mol~cules. and ot.her particles; equal to the logarithm of the nwnber of ways 
that the particles oould be distributed without changing their macroll(:opic 
appearance. 

equation of state. The manner in which the press1ue of matter (or matter's resist
ance to compression) deptm.ds on its density. 

equivalence principle. See principle of equiiJ4lence. 
error box.. The ·region of the sky in which observations suggest that a specific star or 

other objt!Ct is located. It is called an error box: because the larger are the 
uncenainties (errors) of the observatiolls, the larger will be this region. 

escape velocity. The speed with which an object must be launched from the surface 
of a gravitating body in order for it to escape the body's gravitational pull. 

event A point in spacetime; that is, a location in space at a specific moment of time. 
Alternatively, something that happeru at a point in spacetime, for example, 
the ~:~:plosicii of a firecracker. 

exotic material. Material that has a nesati.ve average energy density, as measured 
by someone moving through it at nearly the speed of light. 

field. Something that is distributed co~atinuously and smoothly in space. F..xamples 
are t.he electric field, the magnetic field, the t:urvature of spal'.etime, and a 
grclviUt.tional wa\'e. 

fission, nuclear. The breakup of a large atomic nucleus to form several smaller ones. 
The fission of urar.ium or plutollium nuclei is the source of t!ae energy that 
drives the explosion of an atomic bomb, and fission is the energy source in 
nuclear reactors. 

freely fallin8 Object An object on which no forces act except gravity. 
free particle. A particle on which no forces act; that is, a. particle that mo,·es solely 

under the influe.."lce of its own inertia. When gra.vity ia present: A particle on 
which no forces act except gravity. 

frequency. The rate at which a wave oscillates; that is, its numhf'.r of cycles of 
oscillation per second. 

frozen star. The name used for a black hole in the U.S.S.R.. during the 1 960s. 
function. A mathematical expression that tella how one quantity, for example, the 

circulilferenre of a black hole's horizon, depends QD some other quantity, for 
example, the black hole's mass; in this example, the function is C = 4-1tGM/c2, 
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where C is the circwr.ference, M is the mass, G is Newton's gravitation 
constant, and c is the speed of light. 

fusion, nuclear. The merger of two small atomic nuclei to form a larger one. The 
Sun is kept hot and hydrogen bombs are driven by the fusion of hydrogen, 
deuterium, and tritium nuclei to form helium nuclei. 

galaxy. A colle<:tion of between 1 billion and 1 trillion stars that al1 orbit around a 
common center. Galaxies are typically about. 100,000 light-yean in diameter. 

gamma rays. Electromagnetic waves with extl'f'.mely short wavelengths; see Figure 
P.2 on page g:;. 

Geiger counter. A simple instrument for detecting X-rays; also called a "propor
tional counter." 

general relativity. Einstein's laws of physiQl in which gravity i.~ described by a 
curvature of spacetime. 

geodesic. A straight line in a curved space or curved spacetime. On the Earth's 
surface tl1e geodesics are the great circles. 

gigantic black hole. A black hole that weighs as much as a million Suns, or more. 
Such holes are thought to inhabit the cores of galaxies and quasars. 

global methods. Mathematical techniques, based on a combir.ation of topology and 
geometry, for analyzing the structure of spacetime. 

gravitational cutoff. Oppenheimer's phrase for the formation of a blaf'.k hole 
around an imploding star. 

gravitational lens. The role of a gra\itating body, such as a black hole or a galaxy, 
to fo<'us light from a distant source by deflecting the light rays; see light 
deflection. 

gravitational redshift of light The lengthening of the wavelength of light (the 
reddening of its color) as ii propagates upward through a gravitational field. 

gravitational time dilatioiL The slowing of the flow of time near a gravitating 
body_ 

sravitational wave. A ripple of spacetime t:urvature that travels with the speed of 
light. 

gra\iton. The particle which, according to wave/particle duality, is associated with 
gravitational waves. 

gyroscope. A rapidly spinning object which holds its spir. axis steadily fixed for a 
very long time . 

.. hair." Any property that a black hole can radiate away and thus cannot hold on to; 
for example, a magnetic field or a mountain on its horizon. 

hoop conjecture. The conjecture that. a black hole forms when and only when a 
body gets compressed so small that a hoop with the critical circumference can 
be placed around it and twisted in all direction..q. 

horizon. The surface of a black hole; the point of no return, out of which nothing can 
emerge. Also called the absolute lwri.zon to distinguish it from the apparent 
lwriz.on 

hydrogen bomb. A bomb whose explosi11e energy comes from the fusion of hydro
gen, deuterium. and tritium nuclei to form helium n!.lclei. See also super
bomb. 

hyperspace. A fictitious flat space in which one imagines pieces of our l;nivcrse's 
curved space as embedded. 

implosion. The high-speed shrinkage of a star produced by the pull of its own 
gravity. 
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inertia. A body's resistanre LO buing accelerated by forr.t~ that act on it. 
ineJ•tial reference framt>- A rdcrence frame that dot'-~ not rotatt> and on which no 

external forces push or pull. The motion of such a referem:c frarne is driven 
solely by i lS own inertia. See also bJCal in.ertio.l rejeren.ce frarn.e. 

infrared radiation. J<:lct-1.rornagnetic ..... -avP.S with wavelength a little longer than 
light; see Figure P.2 on page 25. 

interference. TI1e manner in whit>h two waves, superimpO!iing on each other and 
adding linearly, reinforre eac:h other when their crP.SL'I m<Jtdl with r.rests and 
troughs with troughs (construc•.ive interference), and cancel cac:h other when 
<.Tests matr.h up with troughs (destructive int.crfl~rence). 

interferOJneter. A device based on the interference of waves. See radii> inte':forome
ter ar~d i11teljemmetric detect.or. 

interferomel.rh.~ detector. A det.octor of gravitational waves in which the waves' 
tidal fo((:Cs wiggle masse11 t.hat hang from wires, a11d the intcrrercnc~ of laser 
beams is used to monitor the ma&Sell' motions. Also called inteifemmet.er. 

interferometry. The process of interfering two or mofl~ wavt>s with each oLher. 
intergalactic space. The spat:c betwt>en the galaxies. 
interstellar $pace. The space betwl~~~ the stars of our Milky Way gala"Y· 
inverse square law of ~rality. Newton's law of gravity, which says r.hat betwt>en 

every pair of objt.>cts in the lJniversf! there at-1.5 a gravitational force~ that pulls 
tht' objects toward eacb other, and t.he force is proportional to the product of 
the object&' masses aru! inversely proporr.ionnl t.o tht' square of the dist.anc.<.~ 
l11:twt~e11 tbem. 

ion. An atom r.hHt has lost some of its orbital electrons and therefore has a nl't positive 
charge. 

ionized gas. Gas in whieh a large fraction of the atoms have lost orbir.al dct:t.rons. 
jeL A beam of gas r.hat carries power from the CC:Jtrcll engine of a radio gal11.xy or 

quasar to a disLanL, radio-emitting lobe. 
laws of l>hyslcs. Fundamental principles from which one l:an deduce, by logical nnd 

mathematical calculations, how our Universe behaves. 
length COlltl'action. The contraction of ari object's length as a rt-suit tJf its motion 

past the person who measures the lcr.gth. The contraction occun; only along 
the directiorl of rnotion. 

IighL The type of electromagnetic waves that r.an be seen by the human eye; sec 
l<'igure P.2 on page .25. 

light deflection. The deflection of t.bc direction of propagation or light and other 
electtomagnl!tic waves, as they pass JJcar the Sun or any other gnwitating 
body. This denection is produced by the curvature of spac~~timc around the 
body. 

LI('J{). The Laser lntP.rli:rometer Gravitational-Wan~ Observatory. 
linear. The property of combining together by simple additicm. 
lobe. A hug~.~ radio-emitting doud of gas outside a galaxy or quasar. 
local inertial reference frame. A reference frune on which no rorccs except grav

ir.y at:t, that falls freel_y in re3ponse to gravity's pull, and that is small enough 
for tidal gravitational accelero:.Lions to be negligible inside iL 

magnetic field. The field that produces magnet.ic forces. 
magnetic field lines. Lines that point along the direction of a magnetic field (Lhar. 

is, along the direction that. a compass needle WDuld point if it were placed in 
r.he magnetic field). Tht"!.'IC fil~ld lint'S can be 111ade lWidcnt around a bar 
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magnet by placing a sheet of paper above the rnagnt~t and sr.atr.ering bits of 
iron on the paper. 

mass. A measure of the amount of matter in an object. (The obje<.'t's inertia is 
proportional to its mass, and Einst.ein showed that mass is actually a very 
<.'Olllpal:t form of' energy.) The word "mass" is also used to ml'all "an objt:cl. 
made of mass," in contexts where the inertia of the obje1..'t is important. 

Maxwell's laws of electromagnetism. The set of laws of physic~<~ hy which James 
Clerk .Maxwell unified all electromagnetic phcrmmcma. From these laws one 
can predict, by mathernatical calculations, the behaviors of elPCtricity, mag
netism, and elet:tromagrwtic waves. 

metaprinciple. A principlt~ thnr. all physical la\\"S should obey. The princiJ'h: or 
relativhy is an example of a metaprinciple. 

microsecoud. One-millionth of a second . 
.microwaves. Electromagnetic radiation wit.h wavelength a little shorter than radio 

waves; see Figure P.g on page 2.1). 
Milky Way. The galaxy in which we live. 
mixmaster sin~ularity. A sing1.1larity near which tidal gravity osdllat.(.-s chaor.ico~1lly 

wit.h Lime, but does not necessarily vary in spat!t:. Sec also BI<L sir1gularity. 
molecule. An entity made of several atorn$ that share their electron clouds with each 

other. \Vater is a molecule madl! in t.his way from two hydrogen atoms and 
one oxygen. 

mouth. An entrance to a wormhole~. There is a mouth at each of the two eruls of the 
worm holt!. 

naked singularity. A singularity that is not inside a bla(:k hoi~ (not surrounded by a 
black-hole horizon), and that tht!rdc,rc C'.an be seen and studied by someone 
outside it. See cosmic censorship conjecture. 

National Science .Foundation (]\;SF). The agency of the United States govern
ment charged with the support of basic aw.ientific research. 

natural philosopher. A phrase widely used in the seventeenth, eightl.'Cnth, and 
nir•ctccnth cc:nturies to describe what we now call a scientist. 

nebula. A doud of brightly shining gas in interstellar spacr.. Hefore t.he 1930s, galax 
ics were generally mistaken for nebulas. 

neutrino. A very light particle that resern blcs the phot.on, P.xcept that it interaets 
hardly at all with matter. :-.leutrinos produced in the Sun's center, for exam
ple, fly out through the Sun's surrounding matter without bt!ing absorbed or 
sutttt:rcd hardly at all. 

neutron. A subatomic particle. ~eutrons ancl protons, h~ld togeLher by the nudear 
force, make up the nuclei of atoms. 

neutron <'.Ore. Oppenheimer's narne for a neutron star. Also a neutron star at thl' 
center of a normal star. 

neutron star. A star, about as massive a.~ the Sun but only 50 to 1000 kilomc!l.el'll in 
circmrlferen<~, and made from neutrons packed tightly together h.v t.he force 
of gravity. 

new quantum rned•ani<'~'i. The final version of the laws of quantum mec-.hanics, 
formulated in 1926. 

Newtonian laws of physics. The laws of physic:s, builL on .Kewton's conception of 
space and time as absolute, which were the centerpiece of ninett>erJth-oontur.v 
thinking about the Uuivcrse. 

Newton's law of gr'dVity. St•t~ imJenoe .~quare lalll of~ravity. 
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no-hair conjecture. The conjecture in the 1960s and 1970s (which was proved to be 
true in the 1970s and 1980s} that all the properties of a black hole are 
determined uniquely by its mass, electric charge, and spin. 

nonlinear. The property of combining together in a more complicated way than 
simple addition. 

nova. A brilliant. outburst of light from an old star, now known to be caused by a 
nuclear explosion in the star's outer layers. 

nuclear burning. }luclear fusion reactions that keep stars hot and power hydrogen 
bombs. 

nuclear force. Also called the "strong interaction." The force between protons and 
protons, protons and neutrons, and neutrons and neutrons, which holds 
atomic nuclei together. When the particles are somewhat far from each other, 
the nuclear force is attractive; when they are doser it bccomt'.s repulsive. The 
nuclear force is responsible for much of the pressure near the center of a 
neutron star. 

nuclear reaction. The merging of several atomic nuclei to form a larger one (fu
sion), or the breakup of a larger one to form several smaller ones (fission). 

nuclear reactor. A device in which a chain reaction of r•uclear fissions is used 
to generate energy, produ(~e plutonium, and in some cases produoe electri
city. 

nucleoJL Neutron or protor1. 
nucleus, atomic. The dense core of an atom. Atomic nuclei have positive electric 

charge, are made of neutrons and protons. and are held together by the 
nuclear force. 

observer. A (usually hypothetical) person or being who makes a measurement. 
old quantum mechanics. The early version of the laws of quantum mechanics, 

developed in the first two deeades of the twentieth century. · 
optical astronomer. An astronomer who observe!! the Vniverse using visible light 

(light that can be seen by the human eye). 
orbital period The time ir takes for one object, in orbit around another, to encircle 

its companion once. 
paradigm. A set of tools that a community of scientists uses in its research on a given 

topic, and in communicating the results of its research to others. 
particle. A tiny object; one of the building blocks of matter (such as an electron, 

proton, photon, or gravit()n). 
perihelion. The location, on a planet's orbit around the Sun, at which it is closest to 

the Sun. 
perihelion shift of Mercury. The tiny failure of Mercury's elliptical orbit to close 

on itself, which results in its perihelion shifting in position ea.:h time Mer
cury passes through the perihelion. 

perturbation. A small distortion (from ita normal shape) of an object or of the 
spacetime curvature around an object. 

perturbation methods. Methods of analyzing, mathematically, the behaviors of 
small perturbations of an object, for example, a black hole. 

photon. A particle of light or of any other type of electromagnetic radiation (radio, 
microwave, infrared, ultraviolet, X-ray, gamma ray); the particle which, ac· 
cording to wave/particle duality, is associated with electromagnetic waves. 

piezoelectric crystal. A crystal that produces a voltage when squeezed or stretched. 
Planck's constant A fundamental constant, denoted li, that enters into the laws of 
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quantum mechanics; the ratio of the energy of a photon to its angular fre
quency (that is, to 21t times its frequency); 1.055 X 10-37 erg-second. 

Planck-Wheeler length, area, and time. Quantities iiSSociated wit.h the lawll of 
quantum gravity. The Planck-Wheeler length, JGnfc• = 1.62 X to·•s centi
meter, is the length scale below which space as we know it cea_~ to exist and 
becomes qua11tum foam. The Planck···Wheelf'.r time (1/c times the Planck
Wheeler length or ab()ut 10-48 second) is the shortest time interval that can 
exist; if two events are separated by less than tl1is, one cannot say which 
comes before and which after. The Planck-Wheeler area (the square of the 
Planck-Wheeler length, that is, 2.61 X to·•• square centimeter) plays a key 
role in black-hole entropy. In the above formulas, G = 6.670 X 10-e dyne
centimeter"/ gram~ is Newton's gravitation constant, 1i = 1.055 X tQ-17 erg· 
se!'.ond is Planck's quantum mechanical constant, and c = 2.998 X I 010 centi
meter/second is the speed of light. 

plasma. Hot, ionized. eledrically conducting gas. 
plutonium-239. A specific type of plutonium atomic nucleus which contain .. q 239 

protons and neutrons (94 protons aud 145 neutrons). 
polarization. The property that electr()magnetic and gravitational waves have of 

consisting of two components, one that oscillates in one direction or ~t of 
directions, and the other in a differellt direction or set of directions. The two 
components are called tlte waves' two polarizations. 

polarized body. A body witlt negative electric charge concentrated in one ~ion 
and positive !'.barge c()ncentrated in another region. 

polarized light; polarized gravitational waves. Light or gravitational waves in 
which one of the two polarizations is completely absent (vanishes). 

postdoc. Postdc)(.:toral fellow; a person who has recently received the Ph.D. degree . 
and is contir1uing his or her training in how to do research, usually under the 
guidance of a more senior researcher. 

pressure. The amount of outward force that matter produces when it is squeezed. 
Price's theorem. The theorem that all properties of a black hole that can be t.:On

verted into radiation will be converted into radiation and will be radiated 
away completely, thereby making the hole "hairless.'' 

primordial black hole. A black hole typically far less massive than the Sun that 
was created in the big bang. 

principle of absoluteness of the speed of light. Einstein's principle that the speed 
of light is a universal constant, the same in all directions and the sarne in 
every inertial reference frame, independent of the frame's motion. 

principle of equivalence. The principle that in a local inertial reference frame in 
the presence of gravity, all the laws of physics should take the same form as 
they do in an inertial reference frame in the absence of gravity. 

principle of relativity. Einstein's principle that tlte laws of physics should not be 
able to distinguish one inertial reference frame from another; that is, that 
they should take on the same form in every inertial reference frame. When 
gravity is present: this same principle, but with local inertial reference frames 
playing the role of the inertial reference frames. 

pulsar. A magnetized, spinning neutron star that emits a beam of radiation (radio 
waves and sometimes also light and X-rays). As the star spins, its beam 
sweeps around like the beam of a turning spotlight; each time the beam 
sweeps past Earth, astronomers receive a pulse of radiation. 
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pulsation. The vibration or oscillation of an object, for example, a black bole or a 
sLar or a bdl. 

quantum field. A field !hat is governed by Ltw laws of quantum rn!.'<~har1ics. AI\ 
fields, when measured wir.h sufficient ac:curacy, Lurtl out t.u be.! quantum fie\ds; 
but when measured with modest accuracy, they may behave classically (that 
is, they do not exhibit wave/particle duality or vacuum flucr.uaLions). 

quantum fields in curved spacetime, the laws of. A partial marriage of gen
tmd relativity (curved spacetime) with the laws of quantum fields, in which 
gravir.ar.ional wavt~s and nongravitational fil'lds are rt>.garded as quantum 
mechanical, while Lhe curved spacetime in whidt they reside is regarded as 
classicaL 

t)Uanlum foam. A probabilistic foamlike structure of space r.hat probably makes up 
the <.'Ores of singularities, and that probably occurs in ordinar_y space on scales 
of the Planck Wheeler length and less. 

quantum gr8"tity. The laws of physi<.'S that are obtair1ed by merging ("marrying") 
general relativiLy wir.h quantum mechanics. 

quantum mechanic.'t. The laws of physics that govl!rn the rcalrn of the small 
(atoms, molecules, electron, protons), and thaL also underlie t.hc realm of the 
large, but rarely show themselves there. Among the phenomena LhaL quan
tum mechanics predicts are the uncertainty principle, wave/panicle diNllily, 
and TJUC.wlmjluctuatz:on.s. 

qum1tum nondemolition. A rnethod of measurement that circumvents the stan. 
dard qualllum limir .. 

quantum theory. The same as qUD.tU.um meclw.r1ir:~c 
quasar. A cowpa1.:t, highly luminous object in the distant Universe, believed LO be 

powered by a gigantic black hole. 
radiation. Any fonn of high-speed particles or waves. 
radio astronomer. An astronomt>r who studies the Cniverse using radio waves. 
radio galaxy. A galaxy that emits strong radio waves. 
radio interferometer. A device consisting of several radio telescopes linked to-

gether, which simulates a single much larger radio r.d.:>J>~:OPl~· 
r"ddio SOUI'(.'e. Any astronomical objecr. thaL emits radio wavn!l. 
radio telescope. A telescope that observes the Universe using radio waves. 
radio waves. Electromagnetic v..-aves of very low frequency, used by humans Lo 

r.rnnsmit radio signals 1111d used by astronomers to study distant astronomical 
objects; see Figure P.2 on page 25. 

redshift. A shifting of elei:tromagnetic waves Lo longer wavcll~ngths, that is, a "red
dening" of the wavf'-~. 

reference frame. A (possibly imaginary) laboraLory for making physical measurn
mci•ts, which moves through the Universe in some particular mannf!r. 

relative. nepcmdtmt on one's reference fr.une; different, as measured in one frame 
which moves t.hrough the Ur1iverse in one manner, than as measured in 
another frame whieh moves in ar1other manner. 

resistance to compression, or simply resistance. Also called adiabatic index. The 
percentage by which Lhe pressure inside matter increases when the dl!llsity is 
increased by 1 percent. 

rigor; rigorous. A high degree of precision, exactness, and reliability (a term applied 
to mathematical calculations and arguments). 

rotational energy. The energy associated with the spin of a black hole or a star or 
some other objcL"'.. 
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Schwartsehild geometry. The geomer.ry of spacetime around and insicle a spheri
<:<~1, nonspinning hole. 

Schwarzschild singularity. The phrase used between \916 and about 1958 to de
scribe what we now !'.all a black hole. 

Sco X-1. Scorpius X-1, the brightest X-rdy star in the sky. 
second law of thermodynamic.~. The law that en1Iopy <:an never decreao;e and 

almost always increases. 
sensitivity. The weakf'.st sigr1al tl1at can be m<~asured by some dr.v ic:c. Alternatively, 

the ability of a devicf; to measure signals. 
sensor. A device for monitoring the vibrations of a bar or rnotions of a mass. 
shocked gas. Gas that has bet.n heated and compre.'lsed in a shock front. 
shock front. A pla<:c, in flowing ga-<~, where ~he density and temperature of the gas 

suddenly jump upward by a large amount. 
simultaneity breakdown. The fact that events which are simulr.;HlCous as mea

sured in one reference frame are not !>imult.aneous as mea.'lurt~d in another 
frame that mo,•es relativl! to the tirst. 

8ingularity_ A rugion of spacetime where spacetime curvature becomes so ~rong 
that the gerwral relativistic laws break clown and the laws of quantum gravity 
take over. If one tries to describe a singularity u..<ing general rdativity alone, 
or1e finds (incorrectly) that tidal gravity and spacetime Cltrvature are infi
nitely strong there. Quantum gravity probably replaces l.h~sc ir1finities by 
cj_uantum foam. 

Sirius B. The white-dwarf star that. orbits around the .11tar Siri·.rs. 
spacetime. The four-di1nensional "fabric" that resulu when space aml time are 

unil"ied. 
spacetime curvature. The property of r.pacctime that causes fr~ely tailing panicles 

that are initially moving along parallel world lines to su~<~que.nt.ly move 
together or apart. Spa<:etirne curvature and tidal gravi~y are d~ffcrcnt names 
for l.hc same thing. 

spacetime diagram. A diagram with time plotted upward and space plou.ed hori
zontally. 

special relativity. l~instein's laws of physi(~ in tlle absen!'..e of grdvity. 
spectral lines. Sharp f(~atures in the spec:trum of the light emil.!{~d by some source. 

These features are due to stroll{l emi..'l!lion at specific wavelengLhs, emission 
produced by specific aLOms or rnolecules. 

spectograph. A sophisticated versio11 of a prism, for separating the various r.olors 
(wavelengt.lts) of light and thereby measuring the lighL's speutrum. 

spectrum. The range of waveleng1.hs or frequencies o~·er which electromagnetic 
waves can ex:.St, running from ext.remely low -frequency radio waves up 
through light to extremely high· frequency gamrna rays~ see Figur~ p_g in the 
prologue. Also, a picture of the distribution of light as a function of frP.qu<~t•cy 
(or wavcll!ngth), obtained by sending the light through a prism. 

spin. Rotlltion. Sec angular momentum. 
stability. The i.'~Su<~ of whetlrE:r an objcl-1: is unstable or no1 .. Sec also unstable. 
standard quantum limit. A limit, due to the uncertaimy principle, on how accu-

rately certai:a quantities c:m be mea.~ured using standard method.,. This lirrJit 
<'.an be circumvented using quantum nondemolition methods. 

stroboscopic measurement A specific kind of qualltum nomlemolition measure
mer.!. in which one makes a seque.nce of very quick measurements of a 
vibraling bar, each measurern<~"t sPparated by one vibration period. 
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structure of a star. The details of how a star's pressure, density, temperature, and 
gravity change as one goes inward from its surfacl~ to its center. 

superbomb. A hydrogen bomb that uses a prindple by which one can produce an 
arbitrarily large explosion. 

superconductor. A material that conducts electricity perfectly, without any resist
ance. 

supermassive star. A hypothetical star that weighs as much as or more than 10,000 
Suns. 

supernova. A gigantic explosion of a dying star. The explosion of the star's outer 
layers is powered by energy that is released when the star's inner cure im
plodes to form a neutron star. 

surface gravity. Roughly speaking, the strength of the gravitational pull felt by an 
observer at rest just above a black hole's horizon. (More precisely: that gravi
tational pull multiplied by the amount of gravitational time dilation at the 
observer's location.) 

synchrotron radiation. Electr()magnetic waves emitted by high-speed electrons 
that are spiraling around and around magnetic field lines. 

thermal pressure. Pressure created by the heat-induced, random motions of atoms, 
mole~.:ules, electrons, and/or other particles. 

thermodynamics. The set of physical laws that govern the random, statistical be
havior of large numbers of atoms and molecules, including their heat. 

thermonuclear reactions. Heat-induced nuclear reactions. 
tidal gravity. Gravitational accelerations that squee1e objects along some directions 

and stretch them along others. Tidal gravity produced by the Moon and Sun 
is responsible for the tides on the l<::arth's oceans. 

time dilation. A slowing of the llow e>f time. 
time machine. A device for traveling backward in time. In physicist.<~' jargon, a 

"closed timelike curve." 
topology. The branch of mathematics that deals with the qualitative ways that 

objects are connected to each other or to themselves. For example, topology 
distinguishes a sphere (which has no hole) from a doughnut (which has 
one). 

tritium. Atomic nuclei made of one proton and two neutrons bound together by the 
nuclear force. 

ultraviolet radiation. Electromagnetic radiation with a wavelength a littl~ shorter 
than light; see Figure P.2 on page 25. 

uncertainty principle. A quantum mechanical law which states that, if one mea
sures the position of an object or the strength of a field with high precision, 
one's measurement must necessarily perturb the object's velocity or the field's 
rate of change by an unpredictable amount. 

univf'..rse. A region ()(space that is disconnected from all other regions of space, mul'.h 
as an island is disconnected from all other pieces of land. 

Universe. Our universe. 
unstable. The property of an objeet that if one perturbs it slightly, the perturbation 

will grow large, thereby l'.hanging the object greatly and perhaps even de
stroying it. Also called, in more complete tenninology, "unstable against 
small perturbations.'' 

uranium-255. A specific type of uranium nucleus which contains 235 protons and 
neutrons (92 protons and 145 neutrons). 
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vacuum. A region of spacetime from which have been removed all the particles and 
fields and energy that one can rt~move; Ule only things left are the irrentov
able vacuum fluctuations. 

vacuum nuctuations. Random, unpredictable, irremovable oscillations of a field 
(for P.xample, an electromagnetic or gr-.witational field), which are caused by 
a tug-of-war in which small regions of spac-.c momentarily steal energy from 
adjacent regions and then give it back. See also 'Jacuum and virtual particles. 

virtual particles. Particles that are l-Teated in pairs using enl~rgy borrowed from a 
nf".arby region of space. The laws of quantum mechaniC'.~ !'(.-quire that the 
energy be given back quiddy, so the virtual particles annihilate quickly and 
cannot be captured. Virtual particlM are the particle aspect of val'.tmm Ouc
n.tations, as seen by fl'(.-eiy falling observers. Virtual photons and virtual gravi
t.ons are the particle aspects of electromagnetic vacuum lluctuations and 
gravitational vacuum fluctuations, respectively. See also watJe/particle duo.{.. 
ity. 

warpage of spar.etime. Same as curvature of spacetime. 
wave. An oscillation in sorne field (for example, the electromattnetic field or space-

time curvature) that prrJpag-<ltes through spacetime. 
waveform. A <~urve sho ..... -lng the details of the oscillations of a wave. 
wavelength. Thl~ distance between the cn'Sts of a wave. 
wave/particle duality. The fact that all waves sometimes behave like particles, and 

all particles sometimes behave like wavl-"8. 
white-dwarf star. A star with roughly the circumferem:e of the Earth but the ma!IS 

of the Sun, which has exhaustl~ all its nuclear fuel and is gradually cooling 
off. h supports itself against the squeeze of its own gravity by means of 
electron degeneracy pressure. 

world line. The path of an object through spa<:etime or through a spacetime dia
gram. 

wormhole. A "handh!" in the topology of spare, coml<.o<.:ting two widely separated 
lC)('.ations in our L; ni verse. 

X-rays. Electromagnetic waves with wavelength between thal or ultraviolet radia
tion and gamma rays; see Figure P.2 on page 25. 
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what makes me confident 
of what I say? 

SOLRCI!:S ANI) ABBREVIATIONS 

Sources cited in these notes are listed in the bibliography. 
Abbreviations used in these notes are: 

Page 

ECP-1-The Collected Papers of Alben Einstein, Volume 1, cited in bibliog
raphy as ECP-1. 

ECP-2-The Collected Papers of Albert Einstein, Volume 2, cited in bibliog
raphy as ECP--2. 

INT-Interviews by the author, listed at beginning of bibliography. 
MTW-Misner, Thome. and Wheeler (1975). 

PROLOGUE 

25 {Of all the conceptions ... finding them_ J This paragraph is adapted from Thorne 
(1974). 

26 [From the orbital period ... ("10 solar masses").] ~ewton's formula is Mh = 
C05/(27tGP0~), where }\.fh is the mass of the hole (or any other gravitating body), 
C0 and P 0 are the circumference and period of any circular orbit around the hole, 
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1t is 3.14159 .... and Gis ~ewton's gravitation constant, t.32i X tou kilorrwwrs~ 
per secor11l2 per solar mass. Sc':l~ note to page 61, below. lnscrt.ing into this formula 
tf1e starship's orbital period P 0 = 5 rninul.es 46 seconds, and its orbital circumfer· 
ence C 0 = 106 kilornett!rs, one obtair•s a mass 1\.fh = 10 solar masst'.s. (One solar 
mass is 1.9R9 X 10~0 kilograms.) 

28 f As for size, ... Surz's mass.~ Tht> formula for the hori·1.0n circurnft~rence is Ch = 
41t(~.Uhfc~ = 18.5 kikmteters X (Mhflv!.;.;)), where ;l-fh is the hole's mass, G is 
Newton's graYil.ation constaut (see abcve), (: = .lU./98 X 10~ kilometers per 
second is tht! speed ofli~orht, and 1'lrfc = 1.989 X 10~ kilugrams is the mass of the 
Sun. Set\ e.g., Chapter:; 31 and 32 of MTW. 

55 iln houor of those tidt~s, ... t.i.daifor'(:e.J The tidal fom\ E'Xpressed as;! relative 
accderation betwt!nn your head and feet (or betw(len any other twn objects), is 
l!,a = 161t'G(M"h/l~)L, when~ (; is ~el\"ton's gravitation t:omltallt (see above), 
Mh is thl' black-hole ma.."'i, C is 1.he circurnfcrence at which you are- locatt~, and 
L is the disl.ance between your hPad and feeL. ~ote that 1 Earth gravity is 9.81 
meten per second1 . See, e.g., page ;J9 ol" MTW. 

37 fG(~rwral relativity ptc~dicts, ... at.:tually decreases.j The above formula (note to 
page 35) gives fur Lh~ tidal f(!rcc b_aoc.Af..~/C:S. When the circuml~rence is nearly 
that of the horizon, ex /ll}h (note to page 35), so D.aoc I I !Htt 

37 CThe entire trip of 30,100 lighl.-years ... unly 1l years.~ Suu'Ship time '/~hip• 
Earth timt~ TE, and ,distant:e D tra,·elt'tl arc related by ~E = (2c~ G)sinh(g1~h.i p/ 
2c) aud D = (2c"J/g)[<:n.'lh{g~~hir.f2c) -1], where g •s !.he sh1p's at:celerauon 
("one Earth gravity," 9.R1 meters per second2 ), c is t.hP speed of light, and cosh 
a:1d sinh are tlw hyperbolic l!tiSin•~ and hyperbolic sine functions. See, e.g., Chap
ter 6 of MTW. For trips thaL last mud1 more than one year, these formulas 
becomP, approximately, TE = Dfcand Tship = {2c/P.)lrl(gD/c~), whe~ In is the 
natura! lognriLhm. 

39 [To rmnain in a eircular orbit, ... hur!P.d you inward.] For a rnalht~matical 
arralysis of circular (and other) orbit.s around a nor1spinning black hole, see, e.g., 
Chapter 25 of MTW, and especially Box 25.6. 

40 [Your cakulations show ... 1.0001 horizon cirr.umferer•ces .. · The acceler.ltion 
force you will feel, hovering at a circumferer•(:t~ C above a blc~ck hnle of Was5 ll'fh 
and horizon circumferell(!(~ ch, is a = +1t~00\'1hf0) X (1/..,jl- CfCh), where (7 

is Nt.owton's gravitation t:ot15tant. If you are very close t.o the horizon, then C ~ 
{:h a: _1\fh, wltich impliPs a a: lf;\-fh. 

40 [t!"sing tlsP llsualt-g acceleration ... crew in tlH: s1.arship.] Set! the second now l"or 
page 37 abOVI~. 

43 [The spot is smnll ... seen from Earth.l Wl11~n one hov~!rs at. a circumt"t~r~nce 
c slightly above- a horizon with circtunf"ert~nc:e ch. one st:es all the light from 
the: external Univcrs~ cor.centrated in a bright disk with angular diamett'r 
a. :::::. 3.Ji • ../1 - Ct1/C radians = 300Jl - ChiC degrees. Sl'e, e.g., Box :25.7 of 
MTW. 

44 [EqualJy pt!culiar, the colors ... 5 X 10-7 mcL!ll' light.~ When one bov<!rs at 
a circurnfercnr:e C slightly abt>Ve a horiwn wil.h circumf1mmce Cj1, onl! sees 
the wavdengths A of all lighL from the ex~rnal lJniverst~ gravitationally blue
shifted (the inverst~ of 1.he gravitational 1-edshift) by A.rt~ceived /)•emitted = 
1/Jt- C/Ch. Sec, e.g., page 657 of .\1TW. 
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49 (Inserl.ing these numbers ... coalt.>scc seven days from now.~ Whc11 two black 
holes, eal'..h with rnass }\1/b, orbit each other with separation D, thc~y have an 
orbital pE'.riod 2:rr..jTP/2GMh, and r.heir gravitational wave recoil fol1'.cs thl!lll 
to spiral together ar1d coalesce after a time (5/512) X {':5/G5)(U/Mb)). G is 
J\ewtou's gravitation constant and c is th~ SJX'<~d of light; see abo\'e. See, e.g., 
J<:quation (36.17b) of :\-lTW. 

53 LThl~ rir1g has a circumference of 5 million kilometers, ... curvature of 
sparel.irnl!.] A person on the girder-work ring at a distanC4~ /. from its central 
layer feels ar1 ac<.-eleration a = ('?i~:tt'GMh/CS)L toward tre l'.entral la)-er, 
caused half by the rotating ring's rent.rifugal force and half by th1~ h•,lc's tid
al force. G is !\;ewton's gravitation constant, lWh is the hole's mass, and C i.s 
the circurnfe::-ence of tht~ ring's centrai layer. li'or I'.Otnparison, 1 Earth grav
ity of a<."<~ler.don is 9.81 mett~rs per second~. See the not.n for page 57 above. 

55 [The l11ws of quantum gravity ... usable for time travP.l.] w-•• l~Cnt:l(leter ;;;;: 
.JGh/c' is the "Planck-.Wheeler ll~ngth," ~-ith G = Kewton's gravitation 
constant, c = the speed of ligh1., and /i = Planck's constant (1.055 X 10-$4 
kilogram-meter~ p<'r St!Cond). See page 494- or Chapter 1 +. 

57-58 LArwther is the fact that, ... nying colors.) See, e.g., Will (1986). 

CHAPTER J 
59 General commen1. about Chapter 1: :.\1ost of this chapter's rr.aterial about 

Einsteir1's life comes from the standard biographies of him: Pais ( 198.2), 
Hoffman (19.72), Clark (1971), 1-~instein (1949), and Frank (1947). 1-'or rnost of 
the historical perspective and quotations in Chapter 1, which I have glearwd 
from these ~tandard biographies, I do not give individual citations bdow. 
Much new histori<;almaterialJS be....orning a~·ailable with the gradual publicll
tion of Einstein's c:ollcl.-ted papers, ECP- t, t-:CP-2, ami Einstein and ~1aric 
( 1992). I do cite, below, material from thP.se ~ources. 

59-60 [Professor WilhPlm Ost,'lfnld ... J lermarm Einstein.] Docume11t 99 in ECP .1. 
60 ["1 :mhinking respect ... enl"~my of truth,"" Document 115 of I•:.CP- t, as 

translatP.d on. page xix of Renn and Schulmann (1992). 
61 Footnote 1: The following example illustrates what is meam hy "mathcrnati

r.ally manipulatit1g" the laws of physia. 
E.arly in the sevemec:nth <~entury, Johannes Keplt~r deduced, from Tycho 

Brahe's observations of the planets, that the rube of the circumference C of a 
planet's orbit dh·;ded by the square of its orbital period P, i.e., 0/~. was tJte 
same for all the planets then known: Merl.'Ury, Venus, Earth, :\!tars, Jupiter, 
Saturn. A half century later, Isaac ~ewton explained Kepler's disc:overy by a 
mathematical manipulation of the Newtnnian laws of motion and gravity 
(the laws listed on page 61 of the text): 

1. lt'rom the following diagram and a fair amowtt of swf~at, one 
deduces that, as a planet endrclcs the Sun, tl1e planet's veloci~y 
l'..hangcs at a rate given by the formula, (rate of change of velocity) 
= IJ:ttC/PJ, where 1t = 3.14159 .... This r<Jt.c of change of velocity 
is sometimes l'.alled the centr~;;~al accelerulion that the orbiting 
planet experience.~. 
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V .. \o<:ity v""t.o.- r' 
(i)e... let~pb• C/P) 

NOTES 

2. J'\ewton's second law of motior• tells ll'> that this rate of cbangc of 
velocity (centrifugal acceleratlon) must. be equal t.o the gravita

ti~nal ~'ore~, FgrdV' t'Xe~~ed hy the Sun o:t tl~e pla~e!,. divid~ by the 
pia nets mass, ~1 p]anet• m other words, 27tC1 P" - Ji gra'!/1Hflanet· 

3. Newton's gravu.at1onal law tells us that the graVltatlona. force 
Fgrav is proportional to the Sun's mass l\·fsun tirru$ the plane!'s 
mass lW'_pliUJt!t divided by !he square of tho planet'~ orbit;;,l circum
f:renc:·, Stated as an equ~ity rath~~ tt:an a p~oportionality, Fg~av 
- 1:>t lT.M;,-;un''W'planetfC . Here G •s ~ewtor• s r.onsta!lt of gravita

tion, equal to 6.670 x t o-ilO kilometer per second• per kilogram, or 
equivalently 1.327 X 1 0" kilo:r.neters5 per se(:ond~ per solar mll$5. 

4. Uy inserting this expression for the gravitational force F rav into 
:-lewton's S'eCI>nd law of motior• (Step 2 above), we obtai1~ 27tC/ pa 
== 47t'~GMsun/{~. Hy then multiplyir•g both side.,; of this equation 
by (-:a/2rt, we obtain CS/~ = 21tG.,'\-fsun· 

Th,ts, Newton's laws of rnotior. and gravity explain-in fact they enforce- -the 
relationship discovered by Kepler: CS/JII is the same for all planets; it depends 
only on ~ewton's gravitation constant and the Sun's mass. 

As an illustration of the power of the laws of physics, the above manipulations 
r1ot only explain Kepler'!! discovery, they also offer us a method to weigh the Sun. 
By di\•iding the final equation in Step 4 by 21tG, we obtain an equation for the 
Sun's n1us, Msun = C"/(21r.GJ118). By iD&erting into this equation the circumfer
ence C and period P of any planet's orbit a.s measured by astronomers and the 
value ()f l'\ewton's gravitation consr.ant G as measured in Earth-bound laborato
ries by physicists, we infe1· that the mass of the Sun is 1.989 X 1()59 kilograms. 

62 ["Weber lectured ... his every class."j Document 39 in ECP--1; Documr.nt!.? in 
Einstein IUld Marie (1992). 

6-3 [And since the aether ..• at rest in absolute apace,] In this chapter, I ignore the 
spec:ulations by some physicists in the late nineteenth century that in the vicir1i~y 
of the Earth the aether might be dragged along by the motion of the Earth 
through absolute space. There in fact was stmng e.xperimental evidence against 
11uch dragging: If, near the Earth's surface, the aether was at rest with respect to 
the .Karth, then there should be no aberration uf starlight; but aberration due to 
the Karth's moti()n around the Sun was a well-established fact. For a brief discus
sion of the history of ideas about d1e aetb.r, see Chapter 6 of Paia ( 1982); for more 
detailed discussions, aee references d:.ed therein. 

6+ [Albert Michelson •.. had invented.] The technology of Mk.helson's timt' was not 
capable of compari11g one·uiQ.y light speeds in va.rious direction$ ..... ith sufficient 
accur-c~cy (1 part in 104) to test 1he ~ewtoni:m prediction. However, there was a 
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simil~r prt~il:tion of a difference in rou.nd:irip light speeds (about 5 parts iu 109 

differew.e hetwt~en a round-trip parallel to lht~ Earth's motion through the aether 
and one perpendicular). Mid1elson's new IP.Chnique was idt>ally suited to measur
ing su!'.h round-trip differences; they wP.re what Michelson searched for and rould 
not find. 

65 rBy contrast. Heinrich Weber ... mislead young minds.] T do not knowjorcerta.i11 
that ·weber was confident of this, llr that he in particular took the attitude that it 
would be inappropriate to m(:ntion the Micl1elson-~1orley experiment in his 
lectures. This passage is speculation hascd on the absence of any sign that Weber 
discussed the experiment, or the issues raiSt.'fl by the experiment, in his lecwres; 
see the der.ailt~d notes on his lectures taken by l•:instt!in (Document 37 in EC.P-1) 
and the brief de~~eription {page 62 ofECP-l) o{ the only othl!r existing set of notes 
from \-Veber's lectures. 

fi5 LHy comparing it with other cxpcrirnents,l The other experim1!nt.~ wt!rc those, 
'uch as measurements of the ab~rratiun of starlight, which implied that the 
aether is not draggPd along hy the lt'.arth; see note to page 63, above. 

65 [A tiny (five parts ir1 a billion) ... Michelson- Morley cxperiment.l Recall (note tO 

page 64) that .lVhchel!oon was actually measuring round-trip light speeds and 
luokir1g for variations with dirt~ction of about five parts in a billion. 

66 [If one expressed ... (see Figure t.tc}.l Tbis discussion of t.h~ "no cr•ds on wag· 
netil' field lines" law, and the more detailed discussion in Figure 1.1, is my l)Wn 
traniilat.ion, into modern pictoriallangmJgl!, of one aspect of the Maxwell's equa
tions issue with which Lorentz, Larmor, and Poincare strugglPd. For a more 
precise discus.<~ion l)f this issue and their strUggle, s~o pa~es 123-130 of Pais 
(1982). 

66 ~If the Fitzgerald contral-'tion ... "dilates" time.) To make the laws beautiful 
required not only the contral-'tion of moving objeets and the dilation of their time, 
it also required pretending \.hat the concept of simultaneity is relative, i.e., that 
simulta11eity depends on one's st.ak~ of motion; and Lorentz, Larmor, and Poinl'<lte 
paid consid\~rable attention to this as well CIS to length contraction and t.iml' 
dilation. Hl)wevcr, for pedagogical simplicity, I igr•ore this in the text and take up 
the issue of simultaneity somewhat later in Chapter 1. 

68 ~"I am more and more convinced ... not correct. "j Document 52 in ECP-1; 
Document 8 in Einstein and :\IIaril: (1992). 

fif! lOver the next six years, ... dilation of tirne.l Here I am speculating. It is r•ot 
really known to what extent Einstein's mind focused on thest' issuP.s duritJg 
1899--1905. A'$ Pais (1982, Section6b) makes dear, during these six: years Einstein 
was unaware of the Lorentz-Poincare-l.armor deduction of length contractioll 
and time dilat.iOTl from Maxwell's laws. Stated more todmically, he UJas aware of 
Lorentz's derivation of tht' T .orentz transformation up to fin."1. ordl~r in veloc.ity 
(including simultaneity breakdowt\), but not to second order when~ length <:on
tral--tion and time dilation or:C11r. On the other hand, he presumably was aware. of 
r.he 1-'iugerald-Lorentz inferen!'.e of length contraction from the Michelsl)n Mor
ley l!xpcr\Int'.nt; ami we do know t.hat in his 1905 paper on special relativity ht~ 
givP.s his own derivation of the full Lorent.7. transformation, accurate to all ordf!rs, 
and of length contril<:tion, time dilation, and simultanl~ity breakdown. 

69 [To the saucy ... :\-lill!Va Marie,] For a description of Marie's personality based 
largely on the love lt~t.tcrs between her and Einstein, see Rcrm and Schulmann 
(199g); for the love letters see ECP-t or Einstein and ~~ari~ (1992). 

565 
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69 ["I'm absolutely convinced ... bad recommendation."] Doculn(!nt 9+ of 
KCP-1; Document 95 of .Einst(!in and Marie {1991). 

69 ["I could have found ... thick hide."] Document 100 of ECP· t. 
69 ["This Miss Mari~ ... dislike her.") Document 138 of ECP·l. 
69 [''That lady seems ... wil'.ked people!"] Dorument 125 of M;P-1. 
69 ["I arn bfo.side myself .•. f•mner teachers."j Document 104 of ECP-1. 
70 fan illegitimate child ... staid Switzeriand;J ECP-1; Renn and Schulmann 

{t 992); Einstein and Marie (1992). 
70 (Most of these he spent studying and thinkingj I am speculating, based on 

,:arious biGgraphies of Einstein, that he spent most of his free hours ill this 
way. 

70 ;"He was aitting in hi." study ... went on working.''J Seelig (1956), as quoted 
by Clark (1971 ). 

7(}· 71 [Sometimes it helped ... ") could not have found ... whole of Europe."] But 
see the discussion, on page xxvi ofRenn and Schulmann (1992), of the contri
butions that Besso made to Einstein's work. 

77 [This proof is essentially ... deviSt!d by Einstein in 1905.) Section 2 of 
Document 23 of I:<:CP-2. 

78 ~Indeed, a wide variety ... in just this way.J See, e.g., the appendix in Will 
(1986). 

79 [ HatJing tkduced that spat;e . . . to his principle of relativity:] As Pais (1 982, 
Section (ib.6) makes clear, Henri Poin<.:a!+. formulated a prirnitivP version of 
the principle of relativity (calling it the "relativity principle") one year before 
Einstein, but wa! unaware of its power. 

83 [Einstei11's article ... was p~tblished.] Document 23 of ECP-2. 

CHAPTI!:I\ 2 

87 Genf'.l"al comments about Chapter 2: Most of this chapter's material about 
Einstein's life comes from the standard biographies of him: Pais (1982), 
Hoffman (1972), Clark (1971), Einstein (1949), and Frank (1947). For most of 
the historical perspective and quotations in f'..hapter 2, which I have gleaned 
from these standard biographies, I do not give individual citations below. 
Much new historical material will bt!Come available in the next few years, 
with the gradual publil'.ation of E.instein's collected papers: the volumes that 
foll()w the already published I<:CP-1 and EGP-2. 

The intellectual route that Einstein followed to get from special relativity 
to gerteral relativity was basil'.ally that described in this chapter. However, of 
necessity I have siznplified his route substantially; and for clarity, I have 
described the route in modern language rather thall in the language that 
Einstein used. For a careful historical reconstruction of Einstein's intellectual 
route, see Pais ( t 982). 

87 (The views of space and time ... independent reality.] Hermann Minkowski's 
address was delivered at the 80th Assembly of German Natural Sciellti&ts and 
Ph:rsicians, at Cologne, 21 September 1908. An English trcmslation has beet! 
published in Lorentz, t~instein, Minkowski, and Weyl (1923). 

94 [The other, a pe1.:uliarity in the :Moon's ... misinterpretation of the astrono
mers' measurements.] The Moon appeared to be speeding up ever so slightly 
in its motio11 around the Earth, an effect that Newton's gravitatic,nal law 
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could not explain. In 1920 G. I. Taylor and H. Jeffries realizerl that, in fact, 
the Moon was not speeding up. Rather, the Earth's spin was slowing dowll 
due to the gravitational puli ofthP. Moon ou h~h-tid~ water in the Earth's 
oceans. Ry comparing the Moon's sLeady motion to the l!:arth's slowing spin, 
astronomen had incorrectly inferred a lunar speedup. See Smart (1953). 

96 [re,..iew article ... Radioaktivitiit umJ. l<:lektronilcj A.n English translation 
of l<~instein's beautiful review article is published as Document 47 of 
.ECP-2. 

tOO [Einsteir1 discovered gravitational time dilation ... prt'.sented lll Box 2.4,J 
Einstein's argument as presented in Box 2.4 was originally pu'olitthed in 
Einstein (1911). 

100 [When starting to write his 1907 review article, ... &diaaktivitiJl und 
EfeJuronik] Document 47 of ECP-2. 

105 [Einstein's life as a professor ... he was brilliant.j See Frank (1947), pages 
89-91. 

117 lThese conclusions ... on 25 November.] Einstein (1915). 
t 18-119 Ho" 2.6: Remark for reade~s who are far:Tiiliar with the mathematical for· 

mulation of general relativity: The desl'.ription of the Einst.f!in tleld equa
tion given in tltis bo" corresponds to the mathematlcal relatior. 
Ru = 41tG(Tu + T r:z + 'l)y + T 2 c)• where Ru is the tirne-time component 
of the Ricci curvature tensor, G is J\ewton ·~~ gravitation constarlt, Ttt is t.he 
density of mass expre&l!Cri in en~rgy un"1ts (see Box 5.2), and 
1'zr + T yy + T~z is the sum of the principal preMures along three ortho·· 
gonal directions. See page 406 of MTW. This "time -time" component of 

. the Einstein field equation, when imposed in all reference frames, guaran
tees that the other nine eompo!lents of the field equation are satislled. 

119 [As I browse ..• (a browsing which, ... into English!)j Einstein's personal 
pape1·s and the rights to some of his published papers wert! tied up i" a legal 
battle for several decades. The Russian edition of his collected works was 
produced and publKhed at a ti!llt' when the Soviet Union did r.ot adhere to 
the International Copyright Convention. The far more complete English 
edition is now being published, very gradually; the first two volunlP.S are 
ECP-1 and ECP-2. 

CnAP1'Jo;a 3 

121 ["The essential result of this investigation ... reaiity."l Einstein (1939). 
122 [In 1785 John Michell ... should look like.] Michell {1784). For discussion& 

of this work see Gibhm1s (1979), Schaffer (197!)), lsrad (1987), and Eisen
staedt (1991). 

123 lThirteen years later, ... subsequent editions of his book.j Lapla!'..e (1796, 
1799). For discussions of Laplace's publication..~ on dark stars, see lsrdel 
( 1987) and Eisenstaedt ( 1 99 t ). E.isenstaedt discu.'I.'IC!' the atttrn pts and fail
ure to verify, observationally, Michell's prediction that ligh~ crnittt>d by 
massive stars ~s affected by their gra\-ltatiooal pull, and the r:ontribution 
that this failure might have had to Laplace's deletion of dark stars from the 
third edition of his book. 

124 lSchwaruchild mailed to Einstein ... curvature inside the star. j Schwarz
schild (1916a,b). 

567 
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1:.:51 [Jim Brault ... Eir•stein's prediction.] Brault (1962). For a deLailerl discus
sion of test.' of E.in~tein's general r~lativi..~tic laws of gravity see Wlll 
(1986). 

131·-132 li-Iowevcr, few were ... highly compact stars.~ l<'or a detailed discussion of 
the early history of pt.>ople'a rcar.tion to the Schwarzschild gl~ometr_v and 
reseatt",h on it, see Eiscns~edt ( 1982). A broadt·r-brush·~d history that covers 
the period from 1916 to 1974- will !x~ found in Israel (1987). 

135 fin 1939, 1-~insteir• publisl•cd ... cannot exi~;I.J Einsr.ein {'1939}. 
1.~ lAs backing for ... Einstein believed.] Schwal'ZS(:hil.d (l9Hib). 
1~8 ("I alTl sure ... 1.0 that faith."] Israel (1990). 
159 ["There is a curiou~ ... dream of."] Israel (1990). 

CIIAP'I'EJ\ 4 

140 Gener~l c:ommelll about Chapter 4: The histori1~l aspects of this chapter 
ue based largdy on (i) 11ersonal conver~1.tions with S. Chandrns!!khar over 
the pillit twenty-fh'e years, (i i) a taped interview with hirn (C~T ·Chand· 
rasckhar), (iii) a book about Eddington by him (Chandr&'l.~khar, 1983a), 
ar.d (iv) a beautiful biography of hiPJ (Wali, 1991). I do not cite specifif: 
sources for specifir ttems, except in special r.ases. (;handrclSekhar's sdenti fir. 
publif'.ations 011 white dwarfs arP. colkc1.ed together in Chandra.sekhar 
(1989). 

141-1·1-2 [Especially intere8ting was ... Royal A stron.omical Society.] Fowler ( l 9l2b). 
142 fFowler's artidt? poinled ... ArthurS. F..ddington,l F.ddingtun (1926). 
143 J<'ootnote 2: For a detailed discussion ofthe di.fficultiP.s Adams faced aud tlw 

errors that he made in his measurements, see Greenstein, Oke, 11t1d Ship
man (1985). Tl1is rP.ferenre also gives information about obscrva.tior•al 
sludies of Sirius R llp t<) 1985. 

150 [Char•drnse.khar worked out ... in prcssure.l Here 1 have takP.n litcrn::-y 
licer1sc in two ways. f'irst, Fowler (1926) had alrel\dy comput(:d the m~ist· 
am:c to cornpressioz•, so Chandrasekhar \Vas merely checkir•g Fow\l,r's cal
culation. &"COnd, this is not t!ae rout.e by whic:h Chandrasekhar carried out 
his computation (l~T-Chandra.seokhar}, though it is matlU!matically equiv
alent to the true route. This route i..~ the orl(~ that i~ easiest l'or me to explaill; 
the true route cntaile<l (:omputing t.'te dectrons' pressurl~ as an integral over 
their momemum spa<:e. 

152 [Finally, a full year ... published.] Chandraselthar (1951). 
152 Footnote 4: Stoner (1930). This contribution by Stoner is briefly lrJCnl.ior.ed 

by ChandrasP.khar ( 1931 ). l·'or a discussion of the work of St.mer and related 
work by Wilhelm Ande.rson, s..oe Israel ( 1987). 

t 53 [In lat.P. 1934 ... in Estonia.i Anderson (1929), Stone.r (1950). 
154 Figure -+.3: The tnasst."S and circumfercnc:es of white dwarfs as shown in this 

figure, and Chandrasekhar's rP.sults for tl1e interior struct~<res of white· 
dwarf stars, wP.re lat-1.'f' published in Chandrasckhar ( t 935). 

160 f"The star hds to go on radiating ... in Lhis absurd way!"] Eddington 
(1935a). For further details of Eddington's specious arguments see Edding
tcm (t935b). 
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161-16g [To Leon Rosentdd ... "If Eddington is right, ... Eddington's stat<!rnents"] 
Wali (1991). 

162 [in Paris in 19~9, ... "Out there we don't bdicve in Eddington."J Wali 
(1991). 

162 [If nature provided no law ... white-dwarf grave.j I was told this in an 
authoritative fashion by an eminent Caltech astr()nomy prnrcssor when I 
was an undergraduate in 1958-62. It is my stroll~ personal irnpres!1icm from 
that era that most a.~tronumen were taking this view and had done so since 
the early 1940s, but I cannot. be sure. 

f 65 ["I felt that ... into something else:." J Quoted by W ali ( 1991 ). 
165 [To EddingLOn, the treatment ... astror•omical establishment.J T'nis inter· 

pretation of Eddin~rt.on's behavior was sugg<!sted to me by Werner brad, in 
a l'_ritique of an early version of this chapter; J believe it accords wel1 wi1.h 
the historical record. 

CHAPTER 5 

164 General oommcnt about Chapter 5: The historical aspecu of this t~hapter 
are based in large part. (i) on my inte!views with participants in the evet1ts 
de.v.ribed, or with their scientist colleagues and friends (TNT-Baym, I~T
.Braginsky, INT-Eggen, lNT-Fowler, I:ST-Ginzh~<rg, TNT-Greenstein, 
INT-Harrison, lNT-Khalatnikov, 1Jio4T-Lifshitz, INT-Sandage, T~T-Serber, 
INT-Volkoff, TNT-Wheeler), and (ii) on my reading(){ the scic!ltiric papers 
the participani.S wrote. For general background on the history of physics in 
the 19'~0s and 1930s, I have relied somewhat on Kevles (1971), and for 
background on the history of Soviet physics, on Medvedev (1978). Useful 
information and background about Landau came frorrl Livanon (1980) 
and Gam ow (1 970), abou1. Oppenheimer from Rab1 et al. ( 1969} and Smith 
and Weiner (1980), and about the development of Wheeler's ideas from his 
research notebooks, Wheeler (1988). In some places I have rdied on other 
sources cited below. 

164 l".By the time I knew Fritz ... wrong,"] I~T-Fowler. 
164 LJesse Greenstein ... "a self-proclaimed genius ... other people."j IXI'

Greenst..ein, and Greenstein (1982). 
!65 [He even went on the air ... popularize his neutron stars.l Zwic.ky 

(1935). 
166 ["Zwicky called Baade ... same room,'' recalls Jesse Greenstein.] I NT

Greenstein. 
168 [(Today we know, ... factor of 10,] .Baade (1952). 
168 [Hy combining Baade's knowledge ... larger factor, 10 million,] These are 

Baade and Zwicky's numbers, as they appear in the abstract of a talk that is 
replicated in Figure 5.2 (Baade and Zwidty, 1954a), except for the "10,000 
and perhaps 1 0 million," whil'.h r.ome from their more de!.ailtd paper on 
the issue (Bilade and Zwidty, 1934b). Their error resulted from assuming 
that whf'.n the supernova is brightest, the circumferenl'.e of its hot, radiatir1g 
gas is in the range of 1 to 100 solar circumferences. In fact, the circumfer
cmce is far larger than this, and when one traces through their argument, 
this results in far less ultraviolet ligltt and X-rays. 
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171 l'I'he neutron arrived ... it seerned to Zwicky.] In this section and through
out Chapu~r 5, I att.ribute to Zwicky the COllCept of a neutron star and iiS 
const'qucnces for supemovac !lnd cosmic ra:rs, although th(: publication of 
the idea~; was joitn with Baade. Giving Zwicky the credit. l'or the i1lcas (and 
Baade the credit for the key understanding of the observational dat.a) is an 
infonned speculation based Oil my discuSt~ions with 1.heir sdcmist col· 
leagues: TbiT-Eggen, J:--'T.Fowler, J~T-Greenstein, IN1'-Salldage. 

174· 1-'igure 5.2: Baade and Zwicky (1954a). For some ju~l.ification ofthe num
bers in ~e abstrclct see thP more detailt:d presental.ion in Uaade and Zwicky 
(19~b). 

17/i [La11dau's publication .•. r.ry for help:) This interpretation of I..andau's 
publication was explainr.d to me hy his cl~st, lifdong friPnd, Evgeny 
Michailovich Lifshitz (J~T-Lifshiu) . 

. 180 [A fe!low pclStdoctoral ... "I vividly remember ... ol the paper."J Quowd in 
Livanova (1980). 

180 ·j 81 ["All the nice girls ... are left,") Quot.«l in Livanova (1960). 
181. [As Ge<>rge Gamow, ... "Russian 11r.ience ... capitalistir counl.ries.""l 

Gamow (1970). 
181 IJu 1936 Stalin, ... wfo.re de5troyed.] Th(: statistics rm imprisomnents ,wd 

deatbs under Stalil• are somewhat uncertain. Medvcdev (1978) gives what 
are perhaps the In<>St reliable numben; available in the 1970s. Howev•.~r, in 
the late 1980s glasnost made possible tnt"> public di..~emination of inforrna. 
tior1 that drovt: the nuTnbcJis upward. The numbe~ I quote are an overall 
asses&ment made by Russian friendr~ of mine who have studied tllfl i&6ue in 
some depth in the light of the glnsnOllt re\'Clations. 

182 [Arthur Eddington ... nucle41' fwum;) Chapl.er 11 u f l':ddingt•m ( 1 926) 11J1d 
rP{erences LhP.rein. 

184 ~Landau had ii.Ctually ... fail ir. atomic nud~..i.] Landau (1932). 
184 (In latl: 1937, I ... •.ndau wrote a manascript] Lat~dau's manus.~ript was puo

lishcd iu Landau (1938). Unbeknownst. 10 Landau, his close friend George 
Gamow had alrP.ady published the same i1lea (Gamow, 1937). Gamow had 
est:aped from the U.S.S.R. in 1953, shortly after Stalin's iron Cltrtain de
scended (St.>e Gamow, l970), but before escaping he held learned Lmdau's 
original pre-neutron idea ofkt. ... ~ping a star hot by a dt~nse ce11tral core. After 
the neui.Ton was disr.overed, it. was natural that Gamow and Landau (n<lw 
out of contact with each o1.ner) would independently reinterpret Landau's 
1931 core as a tleutron t~re. 

185-186 [Landat: sent Hnhr ... •vrhe new idea of L. l..andau is c.u~ellent and very 
promisiug."j J..anda.u's closest perso11al friend, Evgeny Michailovich Lif· 
shi tz, called my attention to this <~rrespond<:nce in 1982 (INT-Li [~hi tz) and 
explairl(.:d to me the history behind it, as re<-).)Ullt(:d here. After Lifshit;r.'s 
death, the full corresponder1<:C -including that between K.apil.lla and !\-1olo
tov, Kapi18a and Stalin, and Kapitsa ar•d Beria, which ultima!ely produced 
I..antlau's ~least' frorn prisou -·\o\'"llS published in Khe.latnikov (1988). The 
e.xoerpls quoted here are rny own translation from tbe RUliSian. 

186 f -thoagh in Landau's t:."'lse, ... KGH files: .i Gorelik (1991 ). 
186-187 LLandau. was lucky ... (Supernuidity hati been dis<:overed ... power of 

Soviet sdcnce.)J See note to pages 185-186. 
188 ["Well, R.obert, ... damned word.") Quot~~ in Ropl (1969). 
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188-189 L"Oppie ... twenty-five dollan a month."j Serber (1969). 
191 [(..o\s of the early 1990s, ... Landau's mct:han\sm.)J These ~ianl. stars are 

thought to be l'.rt~11ted in binary star syst.mnt; when ont~ star implodt:s «> 
become a neutron star, and thtm, much lat.c:r, spirals int.o the core of its 
t:ompanion b'tar and r.akcs up rP.sidence there. These peculiar be11st~ have 
come to be caliM "Thorne-Zytkow objPcts" because Anna Zytkow and 1 
were the fii'lll. to cornpute their structures ir• dptail. Sec Thorne and :i.ytkow 
(1977); also C..annon Pt al. (1992). 

191 (they subrnit.ed tht~ir critique ... ":\n estimaw of Landau ... of the Suu."] 
Oppenheirrw.r and Serber (1958). 

192 [1n th~ 1990s, ... 3solnr masses,) Shapiro and Tcukolsky (19R3), II artie and 
Sabbadini (1977). 

193 ·196 Box 5.1: In this box, most of my desl'.ription of the sequence of sl.<:fJ8 by 
whil'.h the research was done is informed spt:x:ulation, hnst~d on an interview 
with Volkoff (INT- Vulkofl), the Tolman ar<'.hivt•t; (Tolman, 1948), and the 

participants' publica.l.ions (Oppenheimer and Volkofl", 1939; Tolman, 19?>Q). 
195 [On 19 OcLober, ... mon.~ formulas.j The correspotldcm·e between Tolman 

and Oppenheimt:r is archivt~d in Tolman ( 1 94-8). 
195· t96 [''I remember being ... my <".alculations."] I NT-Volkoff. 

196 [Th(',re must still'o<> ... several solar masses.~. This condusior1 was published 
in Op(ll'.nheime:r and Volkoff (J %9). Tolman's analytic aualyst.-s, on wh1ch 
Oppenheimer and VolkoiT relied foe their estimat~~s of the effn1't. of nuclear 
[Qrces, were published irt Tolman ( 19~9 ). 

1.97 [In March 1956, \'\'heeler ... and Oppenheimer and Volkoff.~ Volurnl~ 1-. 
pag"-~ 3.~ 10 of Wneder (1988). 

199 [''\'"heeler wa~ superbly prepart~ ... hydrogen bomhj t'or detail!l uf 
Wheeler's background al'ld earlier w.,rk see Wh~:"eler (1979) and Thorne 
and Zurek (1986). 

200-202 Box 5.5: This equation of state (1.lw fruit of l.lw work of Harrison and 
WheelPr) was published in I Iarrison, Wabno. and Wlweier (1958), and in 
greater dPtail in Harrison, Thome, Wnkano, and Wht~dcr (196!;). The 
more wcent, solid curve at and above nudear densil.ies (10 14 grams pt:r 
c\lhic (:Cntimeter) it; 1m approximation to various modern n<Jllations of sl.fJL(' 
as reviewed by Shapiro and Teukolsk.y (1983). 

203 J4'igure 5.5: From Harrison, Wakano, arod Wheeler (1958) and I Iarrison, 
Tht>rne, \Vakano, and Wheder (1965). The solid neuuon·star C•Jrvt! is an 
approximation to various modt~rrJ tJOmputations as reviewt~d by Shapiro aml 
Teul1olsky (1983). 

go6 ['fhus, his article with Volkoff ... "On Mnssive ::'ll"eutror. Cores.".i Oppen
heimer and Volkoff (1939). 

207 [I lis best l'.ffnrt ... "On t.he Theory :mel ObsPrv;llion of High1y Collapst'd 
Stars.•·_; Zwicky (1959). 

20f! [Isidore I. Rabi, ... "(I]1. S(~etns to me ... had already gone."; Rnhi ct al. 
(1969). 

CHAPTER 6 

209 General comrnent about. Chapter 6: Tht• l1istoricnl aspects of l.hi.s dl'lpter 
are ba~d in la-q~;e p<~.tt on t.he fol\";)wing: (\)my inl.er.,.i(~ws with pact.i(·.ip·.mts 
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in the events described, o.r vorith their scientist colleagues and friends (11\T
Bra.ginsky, 11\T-Finkelstein, JNT-Fowler, INT-Ginzburg, INT-Harrison, 
INT--Lifshit-t, INT-Misner, INT-Serlter, Il".tl'-Whe(,Jer, INT-Zel'dovich), 
(ii) my owii participation i11 a small portion of the history, (iii) my reading 
of the soientifJC papers the participants wrote, (iv) the dt?Scriptions of the 
American nuclear weapon~ projects in Bcthe (1982), Rhodes (:986), Tellffl" 
(1955), and York (1976), (v) the desl..Tiptions of the Soviet nuclear weapons 
projeus and other events in Lhe U.l:L'i.R. in Golovin (1973), Medvedev 
(1978), R.itus (1990), R.omanov (1990), and Sa.kluuov (1990), and (vi) Jolw 
Wheeler'~ research notebtlOks (Wheeler, 1988). 

209--.211 tit was Ttlesday, 10 June HJ58 ... "It is very difficult to believe 'gra"·ita
tional cutoff is a satisfactory answer,"] A written vt!rsion •Jf Wheeler's 
lecture and thP. interchange of comments between Wheeler and Oppen
heimer are publisht!d in Solvay (1958). 

210 ["there sooms no escape ... [below about 2 Sun8]"] This quok! is para
phraaed from Harrison, Wakano, and Wheeler (1958), with minor cha~1ges 
of detail to fit the r.hraseology and cor.ventionll of this book. 

212 ("Hartland pooh-poohed ... Jibenl politics."] INT-Serher. 
212 ("Oppie was extremely cuhured; ... mnit independcnt."j JNT-Fowler. 
212 ["Hartland had more talent ... rest of us did."] 1~1'-Serber. 
212 fHefore embat-king ... quick survey of the problem.] Here J am speculatillg; 

1 do not know for sure that he caJTied out such a quick survey, but based on 
my undel:lltanding of Opp4>.nheime,r ~1d the contents of the papt~r he wrote 
whe11 the research was finished (Op1-.enbeimer and Snyder, 1939), I 
strongly suspect that he did . 

.iH6-217 [By scrutinizing those formula~;, ... looks on the star's surfaoe,l Oppen
heimer ar.d Snyder published the results of their rl'.st'.ard1 ir1 Oppenheimer 
aJJd Snyder (1939). 

219 iAt Caltech, for e;yample, ... was very convinced.] I~T-Fowler. 
219 lTbere Lev Landau, ... human mind to comprehend.]lNT-Lifshitz. 
220 ["In personality they ... I chose Breit.") Wheeler (1979). This reference is 

an autobiographical account of Wheeler's research in nuclear physics. 
220, 222 [Wl1eeler and Flohr a.t Princeton ... The Bohr-Wheeler article ... Phy.fical 

Revieu·j Bohr and Wheeler (1939), Wheeler (1979). Bohr and Wheelel" did 
not name plutonium-259 by n;une in their paper, bu:t Louis A. Tumer 
inferred directly from their Figure 4 that it was an ideal nucleus for sus .. 
1.aining dtain reactions, and proposed in a famous classified memorandum 
that it be used as the fuel for the atomic bomb (Wheeler, 1985). 

2':l5 [Zel'dovich and a close friend, ... for aiJ the world to see.) INT-Zel'dovich, 
Ze1'dovich ~td Khariton (1939). 

22:1 [Wheeler was the lead sciemist ... Nagasaki bomb.] For !ome details of 
Wheeler's key role, !lee pages g-5 of Klauder (1972). 

223 ["If atomic ho:tnbe ... at Los Alamos and Hiroshima."] From a speech by 
Oppenheimer at I..os Alamoa, 1\ew ~ex;co, on 16 October 1945; see page 
17!2 of Goodchild (1980). 

225 ("In some SQrt of f".rude senst'! ... cannot lose."J Page 174 nf Goodchild 
(19.80). 
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223 -224 ("As !look back ... August 6, 1943."j Wheeler(1979). 
225 [While this massive effort ... over to the American design.] These details 

Wfll'C re\·ealed by Khariton in a kot---ture in MOIICOw, which was reported in 
the New York Times of Thursday, 14lanuazy 1993, page A5. 

225 [accumulation of waste ... square miles ()f countryside.] Medvedev ( 1 979). 
226-227 l"We base our recommendations ... genocid~."] Report of 30 Octoh('r 1949 

from the General Advisory Committee to the U.S. Atomic En~rgy Comrnis
si<Ul. Rep•-oduced in the appendi" of Yorio. (1976). 

227 ["Nine out of ten ... str(>ke of genius."] Bethe (1982). 
227 [As Wheeler recalls, ''We did an immense amount ... get things out."J 

INT· Wheeler. • 
228 LWheeler recalls, "While I was stming ... on the project."] J :'-IT· Wheeler. 
229 ["The pragram we had in 1949 ... once you had it."] lJSAEC (1984), p. 251. 
229 ["I'm told ... thermonuclear devices"] I~T-Wheeler. 
229 [In spring 1948, fifteen months hef<•re}There seems to be some confusion 

over the dat.e on which 1he Sovitrt H-oomb design work. was initiated. 
Sakharov (1990) dates it as spring >948, but Ginzburg (1990) datt>.s it as 
1947. 

2'29 [In June 1948, a. second superbomb team) This is the date giver1 by Sak:
harov (199(1); Ginzburg (1990) place.s the date in 1947. 

229 Foomote 5: Sakharov's sr.eculation is outlined in Sakharov (1990). Zel'
dovich's assertic>n was 111ade verbally to close 1\ussian friends, who trans
mitted it to me. 

230 ["Our job is ·to lick Zel'dovich's a1•us."] Quoted to me by Vitaly Ginzburg, 
who was present. Sakharov was also pr~nt; in the English version of his 
.[l!emoirs (Sakharov, t990), the quotation is expressed as "Our job is to kiss 
Zel'dovif-.h's ass." For some of my own views un the complex relationship 
betw~n Zel'dovich and Sakhal·ov, see Thorr•e (1991). 

230 ["that bitch, Zel'dovich."J This quot.P. by Landau has been passed on to rnt' 
independently by several Soviet theoretical physicists. 

230 [Sakharov proposed ... lithium dcuteride (LiD).J Romanov (1990). 
231 [it was 800 times more powerful ... Hiroshima.] The numbers I cite forth(~ 

energy relesse in va.rious bornb explosions are ta!ren from Ycrk (1976). 
a.'l31 L"I am under the influen~ ... his humanity."] Sakharov (1990). 
go2 [In March 1954. Sakharov ... Teller-l~lam idt."'l,l Romanov (1990), ~ak.-

harov (1990). 1\omanov, ir1 an article in honor of Sakharov, attributes th\! 

discovery jointly to Sakharov and l'..el'dovich. Sakharov says that "(sJevera1 
of us in the theoretical departmen'IS came up with [this ideaj at about the 
siUile time," and be then leaves the imptf'.ssion that he hilnself deserves the 
greater share of the credit but says that "Zel'dovich, Yuri Trutnev, and 
othel'll undoubtedly made significant contributions." 

2:55 ["In a great number of cases ... not to grant clearance.") USAEC 
(1954). 

235 [Teller had "had the courage ... deserved considercltion,"J J. A. Wheeler, 
telephone ~nversation with K. S. Th(lfne, July 1991. 

235 [Andrei &o~.kharav, ... f'.ame to agree.} Sa!iliarov (1990). 
259 {At Livermore ... produced a bl~ck hole.] The motivatmn for this research, 

57) 
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a quest to understand supernovae and their roles as sourr.:es of cosmic rays, is 
described in Coigate iUld Johnson (1960j. Cnlgate and White (1963, 1966) 
c-drried out the small-mllSS, supernova-forming simulations, using l'cwton's 
description of gravity rather than Einstein's. !\!lily an.d White (1965, 1966) 
did the large-mass, black-hole-fo!ming simulations, using Einstein's gen
eral relativistic desr.riptior1 of gravity. 

240-24-1 [To puzzle out the details ... nearly identirA"ll to tlt<~ AmeriCllns'.] lnlshen-
nik and 1'\adezhin (1964), Podureu {1964). 

244 ["You cannotdppreciate ... true sirnultaneously,"J 1::-ff-T..ifshitz. 
244 (Then one day in i958, ... David Fi.11kelstein,J l•'inkelstcin (195S). 
2~ llt'oot.note 5: See, e.g., the discu86iorls in Box 31.1 and Chapter 31 of 

MTW. 
2-+5 [Finkelstein diS(:C>Vered, ql1ite by chance ... ai!d st.ellar implosion.J Fo::

Finkclstei!a's dCSf'.ription of how the disoovery v..'"as made, n~e Finkelstein 
(1993). 

g46 [an article in Scientifu: American.] Thorne (1967). 
254 [In 1964 and 1965 ... stellar implosion.] Harrison, Thorne, Wakano, a!ld 

Wheeler (1965). 
256 [He tried it out at a confcrenCf! ... "By reason ... increase its gravitational 

attraction."~ Wheeler (1968). 

CIIAP'l'ER 7 

g58 Ger•eral co.1nment about Chapter 7: The hil!torical aspects of this chapter 
are based on (i) my own personal experien<"e as a participant, (ii) .lily 
interViews with other participan!S (H~T-Carter, TNT-Ch'dlldrase.khar, I~T
Detweiler, INT-Eardley, I:"'T-Ellis, 1:-.:T.Geroch, 1~1'-Ginzburg, IST· 
Hartle, INT-Ipser, INT-Israel, IXT-MiSJler, 1;11'1'-Novikov, J~"T--Penrosc, 
1:\lT-Press, 1~-Price, 11\"'T-R.ees, INT .. Sciama, INT-Smarr, J~T-Teu
.kolsky, INT-Wald, INT-Whee-ler, IN'l'.Zel'dovich), and (iii) my rea•ling of 
the sdt'.ntific papers the participants wrote. 

262 f"Therel1ave been few oc:casions ... coztsummatcd.''] Wheeler (1964b). 
266 !hoop conjecture:ll first published the concept of lhe huop conjl~cture in o 

l<'e.s~hrif~ "lrolume iu honor o{ Wheel"'r (Thome, 1972), and in Box 32.3 of 
MTW. 

g68 fthe idea that the implosion of~ star ... cun backw·ard.l This idt•a was 
called by ~oviko\· aml7.cl'dovich the semi.dosed unirJerse. Th"y ultimat.ely 
published separate papers describing it: Zel'dovich (1962) and !'lovikov 
(1963). 

269 ["Maybe you rt.ou; don't ... but you wiU want to."] I~T-Novikov . 
.269 i."Yakov Horis'cll would ... next ~y."J I~T-NovikoY. 
274 [To test this speculation ... no magnetic field whatsoever.l The key ideas 

and ir1itial calculations of this research were published in Ginzburg (1964); 
more complete matht•matiCGl details wete worked out by Ginzburg and a 
young colleague, l.eonid Moi...eevich Ozernoy (Ginzburg and Ozernny, 
1964). 
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275 [Dor05hkevid1, ::'ll'ovikov, and Zel'dovich quickly ... no protrusion) They 
published their analysis ami (~onclusions in Doroshkevich, Zel'dovich, and 
~ovikov (1965). (The order of the authors is alphabetic in the RU$$iar1 
language.) 

278 lin London, Novikov presented ... anything like it.] Readers can ~ the 
flavor of Novikov's lecture in the influential n:~vit~w articles that he and 
Zel'dovich wrote shortly before the conferenr.e: Zel'dovich and ::'ll'ovikov 
(1964, 1965). 

278 [The writwn version ... in Russian.~ Doroshkevich, Zel'dovich, and :'llovi
kov (1965); see note to page 275. 

279 [The first was Werner Israel, ... will become clear ht!lowJ Israel's analysis 
was published in Israel (1967). 

281 rHe got there third, aftt!r ~ovikov and after Israel,] ~ovikov (1969), dt! Ia 
Cruz:, Chase, ar1d l.srad (1970), Price (1972). 

283 ··284 [(The rm~t:hanism, ... Ted Chase.)] de la f'..ruz, Chase, arui Israel (1970). 
284 LThc field now threads the horizon, ... leaving the hole unrnagnetiz.ed] For 

a more detailed and complete discussion of the interaction of magttetic 
fields with a black hole, see Figures 10, 1 1, and 36 of Thorne, Price, and 
:\"la<.'tloJlalcl ( 1986). 

285 !The lio11's share ... Ma~ur.] For a review and references, see Section 6.7 of 
Garn!r (1979); the subsequent, final stage was published in Mazur (1982) 
and Runting (1983). 

288 (John Graves and DietPr Brill, ... charged black hole.] Graves and Brill 
( 1960) and references thcn~in. 

289 rRoy Kerr had ... outside a spinning star.j Kerr (1963). 
290 [Within a year Carter ... Richard Lindquist,] Carter (1966), !\oyer and 

Lindquist (1967). 
290 [Garter and others ... possibly exist.] Carter (t9·79) and earlier references 

therein. 
290 [Carter, by plumbing that mathemati<.'S, ... should be.) Carter (1968). 
293 [Werner Israel showed ... always f"ail.J Israel (1986). 
294 [In 1969, Roger Pemose .•. marvelous discovery.) Penrose (1969). 
295 (Ted ::'ll'ewman ... Robert TorrenCf:.j Ne ..... "'IIlan et al. (1965). 
295 [In autumn 1971, Bill Press, ... black l10le itself.] Press (1971 ). 
297 lThe winner was Saul Teukolsky,i Teukolsky (1972). 
298 [Teukolsky recalls vividly ... "Somdimcs when you play with matbeztlat

ics, ... terms together.''] 11\"1"-Teukolsky. 
298 [Teukolsky himself, ... its pulsations are stable.: Press and Teukolsky 

(1973). 
299 [ Th£ lt4athematir:al1'heory f!f"Blo.ck Holes] Chandrasekhar (198:5b). 

CHAPTER 8 

300 !General <.'<lmmcnt. abotlt Chapter 8: The historical aspet.'tS of this chapter 
are based on (i) my own personal experience as a participant, (ii) my 
inter11iews with other partil:ipants (INT-Giacconi, I::'ll'T-Novikov, INT
Rees., IKT .Van Allen, INT-Zel'dovich), (iji) my reading of the scientific 
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papers tbe participants wrote, and (iv) the following published account.s of 
the hirtory: friedman (1972), GiaC<'.oni and Gursky (1974), Hirsh (1979), 
and Uhuru (1981). 

301 ["Such an object. ... another star"] Wheeler {1964a). 
301 [If you are Zel'dovich ... stellar impiosion.] Twenty-two years later, in 

:986, Zel'do,·ich expressed 1.0 nu: regret that he had nor. been mol:e optm
minded about the issue of what golltl on inside black holes; Ir..'T ·ZeJ"dovich. 

3(16 (Together, Guseinov and Zel'do,,kh ... the catalogs.J Zel'dovich and 
Guseinov (196:5). 

307 rBy searching through ... eight black-hole candidates.] Trimble and 
Thorne (1909). 

307 WO"rtunately, his brainstorming ... :'ilew York.] Salpeter (1964), Zel'dovich 
(1964). 

308 [Zel'dovich md :"'ovikov together ... i!l!alling frci.S ideaj Novikov and 
2'.el'clovich {1966). 

309 ["the rodtet returned ... on impact.''l.Jinedman (1972). 
311 [thc!y announcc"!d their discoveiY: ... luui p~1ed] Giacc()ni, Gursky, 

l:'aolini, and Rossi (1962). 
3H! [(suggcst.ed in 1972 by Rashid S•myaev, ... Zei'dovich's team)J SLJnyaev 

(1972). 

CIIAPTI!:R 9 

3g~ Creneral l:Omment ab<JUL Chapter 9: The histc>l'ical aspect.<; of this chapter 
are bast-d on {i) my own personal experience u a peripher-cll participnr•t. 
from 1962 onward, (ii) my interviews with several participants (INT-Gim
burg. INT-Greenstcin, ~T -1\CC!I, INT -zc:'dovich), (iii) my .reading of the 
scientific papers the participants 'II.'Tote, and (iv) the following published 
ar;d unpublished accounts of the history: Hey (1 973), Gret~nstein ( 1982), 
Kelle~.mann and Sheets (1983), Stru\'e and Zehe-rgs (1962), &nd Sullivan 
(1982, 1984). 

323 LCosznic radio waves ... 1932 by Karl Jansky,] Jansky (1932). 
32~ 324 [The t'\\O exceptions ... Jansky wa~ st.-eing.] Whipple and Greemtein 

(1937). 
324 l"I never met ... not one a.~tronomer,"J l~T-Greenstein. 
~g.+ (So uninterested ... call number W9GF7..J For Reber's own historical 

description of his work, see Relw.r (1958). 
327 rin 1940, having made ... paper for publir.ation.] Reber ( 1940). 
327 (Greenstein descrihes Reber a~ "the ideal American itJVentor ... a million 

dollars."] 1:::-lT -Greenstein. 
:527 l"The Cnivcrsity didn't want ... independellt cuss."] )~T-nreenstein. 
330 [The firrt crucial ber•chmark, ... radio sources must lie.] Bolton, Stanley, 

and Slee (1949). 
3~1 [When Uaade developed ... two galaxies colliding with each oth~r] Baado 

and :\1inkowski (1954). 
333 [R.. C. Jennison and :VI. K. Das Gupta ... opposite sides of 1.he "colliding 

galaxies."] Jcnni&On and Da.a Gupta (1953). 
334 (Greenst.t•in organized ... 5 and 6 January 1954.~ Tbl' proceedir•gs ()f this 

conferemx.: are publislu"\d in Washington ( 1954 ). 
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335 [The mental block ... Maarl.fm Schmidt,J Schmid I. ( 1965}. 
336 [Greenstein turned, ... 37 pE'ICent of t.he speed oflight.j Greenstein (1963). 
33 7 rHarlan Smith ... as short as a month.l Smith ( 1965). 
339 [Building on seminal ideas ... till interstellar spacej Alfven and Herlofson 

(1950), Kiepenheuer (1950), Ginzburg (1951 ). For a discust;ion of the his
tory of l.his work see Ginzburg (1984). 

339 [Geoffrey Burbidge ... 100 percent efficiency.] Burbidge (1959). 
341 rTo foster dialogue ... Dallas, Texas.] The proceedings of this conference 

are published in Robinsoll, Schild, arad Shucking (1965). 
342 [So, as Kerr got up to speak, ... picked Uf) pace.J This dP.~ription is from my 

own vivid memory of 1.he ronferen!'.e. 
343 [In 1971, this suggested ... that powers quasars.j Rees (1971). 
343 ~Malcolm Longair, ... elE'Ctromagnetic waves.] Longair, Ryle, ancl Sdwlwr 

(1973). 
546 lThe idc~a that gigantic bla(:k holes ... 1/.,dwin Sal~l.cr and Ynkov Boriso

vich ?...el'dovichj Salpeter (1964}, l'...el'dovich (1964}. 
346 [A more complete ... by Donald Lynden-Bell,~ Lynden-Bt>ll (1969). 
346 [How can a bladt hole ... ansv;er in 1975:] Bardeen and Petterson (1975). 

347 · 348 [How strong will the swirl of space be ... nearly its maximum possible raw_: 
Hardeen ( 1970 ). 

348 lFirst, Hlaradford a11d Rl>t~ rl!aliz:l-d,J Rlandfi>rd and 1\(~l~ (1974). 
548 lSecond, ... l.ynd~n-Kcll pointed out,j Lynd~n-Kell (1978). 
548 [Third, Blandford realized,] Blandford (1976}. 
350 [The fourth method .. . Blami.fo~Zn.ajel..· proces.t 1 Blandford and Znajek 

(1977). 
~51 rlf quasars and radio galaxies are po ..... ""erl'd by the sarne kind of black-hull~ 

engine,l For more detailed discussions of the present state of our under
st.andi11g of quasars, radio g"dlaxics, jl!ts, and the rolc:s of hlad. holes ;md 
their accretion disks as thl~ central cmginl"!ll thai. power 1.hem, see, e.g., 
Begelman, Blandford, and Rees (1984) and Blandford (1987}. 

354 [The evidence for such a hole ... far from firm.l Set>, e.g., Phinnt>y ( 1989). 

CHAI''I'I!:R 10 

357 General comment about Chapter 10: The hisl.ori!'.al aspects of thi.<~ chapter 
are based on (i) my O\o\-'11 personal experience as a participant, (ii) my 
interviews with several participants (I~T Braginsky, INT-Drever, TXT
Forward, I:ST-Grisbchuk, INT -Weber, I~T Weiss), and (iii) my reading of 
scientific papers the participants wrote. For more teclmical overviews of 
gravitational radiation and efforts to detect it, st!C, l~.g., Hlair ( 1991) nnd 
Thorne (1987). 

366 [While Weber was publishing his con!'.t!pt,] Weber (195.3). 
366-367 [Through lac.e 1957, ... broad..~idr. to the incoming waves] The fruits of 

Weber's work were published in Weber (1960, 1961). 
367 [His sole guide ... near the critical circumference.] I...etter from Weber to 

me, dated 1 October 1992; 'Webt'x did not publish this argument at l.hc: timt~. 
Weber's colleague Freemau Dysora was the first J.o shnw that nature is 
likely to produet~ gradtational-wav~ bur.st.s nf"A'lr the frequencies Weber had 
chosen (Dyson, 1963). 
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369 I_Hnwever, in t.he early 1970s, ... a rt~alit.y.) Weber'!> annoUJJl~crnent of obsl~rva
r.ional t>vidcnc1~ for gravit<Jt.ional waVl!S was made in Weber (1969). Tbt' er1suing 
experiJOl!nLal activity illld controversy O'lrer whnr.her 'l.l"aVl~ had really bc'!fln de·· 
tectt!d arc docurneut.cd, e.g., in dcSnbbata and Wt>ber (1977) ami papers cited 
thcn!in. For a sodnlngical study of the controversy see Collins (1975, 1981). 

369 !two-month stunmer schoolj The lectur{~S presented at. the surnnu~r school, in-. 
ducling Weber's, were published in DeWitt and DeWitt (1964). 

~72 [During our 1969 meeting, ... ultimate lirnitar.ion.] Thi:s initial version of 
Bragim;ky's warning was published in Bragir•sky (1967). 

3i2 rHowever, in 1976, ... ~ertaimy principle. J The clarified warnings were pub
lishl!C in Braginslry (19i7) and Giffard (1976), and the uncertaimy prinl:iple 
t•rigin of the lirniL was explained in Thorne, Drever, Caves, Zimmermann, and 
Sandberg (197R). 

37:1 !~Roughly to-u was tlw answer,~ &!1:, e.g., the quasi-transcript. of a 1978 confer
ence tliscussion in Epsr.ein and CL1rk (1979) . 

. 375 [\-Ve boLh found the answer ... different routes.l Hraginsky, Voront.sov, and 
Khulili (1978); Thome, Drevcr, Caves, Zimmel"man11, 1md Sandberg (1978). 

378 l_ln principle ir. would be possible to widen the bars' handwidth:<j Michelson and 
Taber (1984). 

383 ~lnterft!TOtneters f(>r gravitationai-wave dete(~tion ... as did Robert Forward and 
colleagues) Gertsen$ht.ein and PtJSLovoit (19fi2), Webl~r {1964), Wci511 (1972), 
:\1oss, :Vliller, ailCl Forward ( 1971 ). 

383 rand Drever hud added ... tn Lheir design.~ See, e.g., Drevt'r (1991) and rdi!r
ent:es tbert!in. 

3R7 [he redin:cted most ol' his own team's efforts ... and znodcst funds.] See Bra
ginsky a1'd Khalili ( 199'2). 

?.i91 fA key to sut:eess in our endeavor ... or LIGO. J I-' or an ovcrv iew of thl~ plans for 
LIGO SI.!(J Abramovid I!L al. (1992). 

CHAPTER H 

597 Genercli t!<.lmment about Chapter 11: Tht: (rather minor) historical aspt.'CtS of this 
chaf>ter arc based on (i) my own personal experience as a participant, (ii) my 
intervil:ws with two or.her particirmnLs (IKT-l><tnlour, 1~'1'-Wald), (iii) tny read
il•g of !\l'.lentifi<: papers thl' participants wn>Le, and (iv) my expc:rience a.s a 
st.udent in a tXJurse on paH1digms and :scicmtific revolutions taught by Thomas 
Kuhn at Priur:Nou lJnivcr!>it.y in 1965. 

401 • The Structun~ c!f&ientijil: Revolutionsj Kuhn (j 962). 
405 LThis freedom carries power.) Richard Jt'eyuman, orw of the gr(•llt.est physicisLs of 

our century, described hr~autifully the power of having sl~vP.ral dintm~nt para. 
digrns at one's fingcrr.ips in his lovely little hook Tlte Cluirar.ter l!f Ph_ysical Law 
(Ft!ynrnan, 1965). 1\ote, however, Lltat he n<!vP.r uses the word "paradigl:rJ.," and I 
suspect. that he nl~vt~r read Thomas Kuhfl's writings. Kuhn described how plooplc 
likt: l•'eymtuu• r>perate; Feynman just operated that way. 

4-03 I That is why physicists ... supplemt'nt to it.) The n.u sparetimP. paradigm wa,; 

dev1sed rnorc o1·less indtlpendently b_y n nurnber of different pco>ple; it is known, 
techniC<ally, as a "field theory in /lat spacetimr- formulatinn of genl!ral relativ
ity." Jl'or an oven·icw nf its history and concc:pu, sel' the followir•g pas.~ages in 
MTW: &ctior.s 7.1 and 18.1; Hoxes 7.1, 17.2, and 18.1; ExercitK~ 7.3. Far em 
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ek!gant generalh:ation of it, which elucidates its rt.lat.ionship to the curvml spacr:
t.ime paradigm. see Grishcbuk, Petrov, and Popova (1984). 

406 {In 1971 Hanni and Ruffini, ... JeffC..ohenj Cohen aml Wald (1971 ), Har.ni and 
Ruffini (1973). 

4·ll7 [Five years later Roger Blandford ... power j~lSj Blandford arul Znajck (1977). 
409 !,During 1977 and 1978, Znajek and ... pi<..-torial interprt!tation:J Znajek (1978), 

Damour (1978). 
40!:1 [Black Holes: The Membrolte Jlaradigm.,;Thorne, Pric.e, anti .\Iacdunald {1986). 

See also Price and Thome (1988). 

CU.-tt'TER 12 

41.:1. General comment about Chapter 12: The historical aspet:ts of l.his chapter arc 
based on (i) my own personal experience a~ a partkipam, (ii) my interviews 
wit.h other participan•.s (INT-DeWiLt, 1!.\'T-&rdl~y. INT-llartle, TNT-Haw'...:
ing, INT-lsrael, J;'IIT-Per.rose, lNT.Unnth, I~T-Wald, l}';T-Wheelt~r.IK1'·Zel'
dolrich), (iii) rny reading of scientific Jk'lpers the participants wrote, ami (iv) the 
Following published accounts of tht! hist.ory: Bekt~nstein ( 1980), I lawkil1g (1988), 
brae! (1987). 

412 [The IdP.a hit ... so quickly . .i This ar.d the suheequent description of how 
Hawking lllriv~d at the idea come l'rom 1:-.fT.Hawking and Hawking (191i8). 
Hawking pubhsht•d th~ details and consequences of his idea, as 'kl'tched in tht~ 
first sectit>n of this chapter, "Kla('.k Holes Grow," in Hawking (1971b, 1972, 
1973). 

414 [following Rogt~r Penrose's h:ad,j Ptmrost. (1965). 
414 Box 12.1: Hawking (1972, 1975). 
417 [Stephen Hawk.ing was not the fint ... Wt!rner Israeli 11\'T -Luael, INT-Peurvse, 

INT -Hawk-ing. 
417 [P~nrose's 1964 discov~ry ... sir;gulnrity at its center. j Pf:nrose (1965). 
4tS Bo" 12.2: Hawlcing (1972, 1973). 
419 11Hawking aud Jan1cs Hartle ... gravity of oth•~r bodit.-s.~ Hawking and Hartle 

(1972). 
42.2 f.Deme1.rios Christodoulou ... equation.~ of tlu~rrnodyn<llnkll.~ Chri.'ll.11doulou 

(1970). 
42~ [JaCt.•b Beiwnstein was not persuaded.] Hekenswin describes this and t.he comro· 

Yersy with Hawkiug that f'ollowr.d in Uekenswin (1980). &kenstein publislwd 
his bla<~k .. hoh~ entl'Opy conjecture and hio; arguments for it in Hd1.enst~in (1972, 
1973). 

42fi lLes Jiouchessununcr school,l Th~ proceedings of the 1972 sunnner sr.hool w~rc 
publish~cl in Dt~V\tiu and DeWitt (~973). 

427 [Bardeen, Caner, and Hawking ... law.f if blo.ck-hole mechani.c:s\ Bardcen, 
Carter, and Hawking(1973). 

428 [Zel'clovich had brought me to M()SC()w ... ~Charles Misner and John Wbr~der 
accompanic·d me ou my Jut1e 19i1 visit to MosrA.Jw, bur. they were not with me~ at 
Zel'dovich's apar1.ment during the discussion dt.'SCribed in W(! following paru· 
graphs. 

429 ~Zel'dovich, his eyes dancing, ... j I have Tl~nstru(~ted t.hc folJpwing conversa
tiotl from memory, and have tra.11slat.ed it into less teclmil".al !angu~e than we 
actually used. 
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453 [Zel'dovic:h, however, did not forget.; ... his paper was published] 7..el'
doviclt (197t). 

1-3+··+55 [Staroblnslty described Zel'dovir.h's conje1.:ture ... docs, indeed, radiate.l 
Zel'dovich and Starobinsky ( 1971 ). 

455 [Then cs.m.e a bomb!;hell.] Hawking describes, in Hawking (198a), how he 
arrived at his "oombshell" discovery that all black holes radiate. He pub
lished the discovery and its implications in llawking (1974, 1975, 1976). 

437 [This and the demand for a perfect mesh, ... almost completely.] See, e.g., 
Wald (1977). 

457 Footnote 11: Wald (1977). 
4~9 !.Perhaps the simplest ... particles rather than wavl'.s:] HQwking (1988). 
442 !Gradual1y ... new UIJdec&tanding embodied in l•'tgure Jg,5.] Chapter 8 of 

Thorne, Price, and Macdonald ( 1986), and references therein. 
444 Box 12.5: Davies (1975), Unruh (1976), U~~tuh and Wald (!982, 1984). 
446 [a highly ab.~trdct proof .. , in 1977.] Gibbons and Hawking (1977). 
446 [The total lifetime .... Don Page) Page (1976). 
447 lDetailed calculations by Hawking, ... to produce! tiny holes.j E.g., Hawk

ing (1971 a); Novikov, Polnare,r, Starobiruky, and Zel'dovich (1979). 
#7 (The abreuce of excess gamma rays ... soft equation of 'tate.] Page and 

Hawking (1975); Novikov, Polnarev, Starobinsky, and Zel'dovich (1919). 

CHAPTEI\ 15 

449 General comment about Chapter 13: The historical aspe~.-t.<~ of this ehapter 
are based on (i) .my own pe:rsonal experience (though as an observer rather 
than a participant), (ii) my interviews with participant.<~ (INT-Belinsky, 
INT.DeWitt, INT-Geroch, INT-Khalatnikov, I~T-Lifsbitz, 11'-0T-.Ma.cCal
lum, INT-Mimer, J]I;T-Penrose, INT-Sciama, INT·Wheeler), and (iii) my 
reading of IK'ientific papers the participants wrote. 

449 [John Archibald Wheeler taught . . . outside thr. horizon.] Harrison, 
Wakano,and Wheeler (1958); Wheeler (1960). 

450 [Wheeler retained his conviction ..• pursuing.] Wheeler ( t 964a,b); 1 tnrri
SOtl, Thorne, Wakano, and Wheeler (1965). 

450 [J. Robert Oppenheimer and Hartland Snyder,] Oppenheimer aod Snyder 
(1939). 

460 [Perhaps Oppenheimer's UllWillingness to speculate,] See the last several 
pi!ges of Chapter 5. 

451 [The singularity predicted by the Oppenheimer--Snyder cakulations) The 
singularity as described here is that. in the vacuum outside the ilnploding 
star, and since the va<:uum region is described by the Scbwarzschild solu
tion of Einstein's equations, this singularity is often referred to as the 
singularity of the Sch~~r:hild geometry. Jt is analy7;ed quantitativeiy, e.g., 
in Chapter 3!2 of MTW. 

4St Figure 13.1: Ibid. 
453 [One group, ... general relativity fails] Wheeler ( 1960, 1964a,b); Harrison, 

Thorne, Wakano, and Wheeler (1965). 
450 [A sec:ond group, ... Khalatnikov and Evgeny Michailovich Lifshitz ... 
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could not be LrusLr:d.J This viewpoint and the calr.ulations that led Khalat
nikov and LifshiL7. \.0 it were published in Lifshil.7. and Kbalatnikov (1960, 
·1965) and in Landau and I .ifshitz (1962). 

+54 ~ K halatnikov and Lifshitz. ... small perturbati.on.s.] Ibid. 
45fi [ 1'h.e Classical Theory f.!{ Fields.] I .andau ar1d Lifshitz ( 1 962). 
457 Figure 13.4: It was obvious in the early 1960s to students in Wheeler's 

group, where Lhe Gnw(.>s·-Brill (1960) research had bl~l!n done, that there 
must exist a solution to Einstein's eq·.1ations of the sort depicted here. 
Howt~ver, I gather from a discussion with Penrose that researchers in most 
other groups diu not become aware of it ulJtil the late 1960s. It was diffic:ult 
to construct such solutions explicitly, ar1d we in \Vheeier's group did nol. 
try, and did not publish anything on the issue. The first publication of the 
idea and the firsl. aucmpt at an explicit solution, so far as I know, were by 
]\" ovikov ( 1966). 

458 lllans Reissner and Gunnar Nordst.rom ... Dieter Brill and John Graves,] 
Graves atd Brill (1960) and references therein. 

459 ~Roger Penrose grew up in a British ... J This biographical discussion of 
Penrose comes largely from 1::-rf-Penrose and 11'\T-Sciama. 

460 [The seduction began in 1952,) Ibid. 
462 [One day in late autumn of 1964, ... ] INT .. Penrose; Penrose (1989). 
462 l "My conversation with Robinson ... crossing the street."] Penrose ( 1989). 
+6.2 Ln short artide for ... Plly.~i.cal Rtt~Jieu; Letrers, 1 Penrose (1965). 
465 [glo/Ju.l methods.] The global melhods were codified in a dassic book. by 

Hawking and I.:Uis (1973). 
465 [Hawking and Penrose io 19·70 proved ... big crunch.J Hawking and 

Penrose (1970). 
466 [Lifshitz. though JP.wish, ... t9·76.; From my privat.c dist:•.wions with 

Lifshitz in the 1970s. 
466 [Khalawikov had two strikP.s agairu;t him; ... come to London.] I.eu.er from 

Khalamikov to me, 18 June 199(l. 
466 [As he spoke in the packed London lecture hall, ... Penmse, they asserted, 

was probably wrorlg.J From my own men:ory of t.ht~ meeting and its after .. 
math. 

468 ["Please, ... submit it Lo Physic:al Review Letters,~ Khalatnikov and J..i f
shil.z (1970). See also Belinsky, Khalamikov, and Lifshitz (1970, 1982). 

469 [I carried t.ht~ manuscript ... published.] Ibid. 
470 fLev Davidovic-.h J.auclau ... great physics di.~vcries.] JXT-Lifshitz., 

Livanova (1980). 
47l [Curiously, topological techniques ... Pimenov.] I lP.arncd this from Pen· 

rose. 
471 [In 1950 59, Aleksandrov ... that. c-.annot.j Aleksandrov (1955, 1!159). 
471 [JLicked up aiJd pushed further by Pimenov,J Pimenov (1968). 
473 C(due to Khalat:1ikov and Lifshitz.) ... "Ltnstable ag"clinst small perturba

tions."~ l.ilshiu and Khalatnikov (1960, 1963). 
173 fThe ReissnP.r-:'lord!>trom ... large universe] e.g., 1'\ovikov ( 1966). 

473-474 [it is unstable ... many different ph)-sicists.] In technical language, it is the 
inner Cauchy /zorizo11 of the Reissner 1\ordstrom solution that i~ uil.~table. 
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The conjectu1·~ is in PMrose ( 1968); the proofs are in Chandras~khar and 
Hartle (1982) and earlier references cited therein. 

474 [Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz ... (This is the .kind ... holes.)] 
Belinsky, Khalatnikov, and Lifshitz (1970, 1982). 

474 (Charles Misner ... mirnuzsteroscillariLln] Misner (1969). 
476 rJuat when does quantum gravity take over, ... l)r less.] This was first 

deduced by WheeiP.r (1960), building on his own earlier ideas 9f vac:tJUrn 
fluctuations of the geometry of spar..etime (Wheeler, 1955, 1 957). 

476 Footnote 2: The Planck-·Wheeler time. \Va& introduced and its physical sig
nificance deduced by Wheeler (1955, 1957). 

476·-+77 [Quantllm gravity then radically changes ... random, probabilistic froth,] 
This was first suggellted by Wheeler (1960), and has beP.n made more 
quantitative since via what is now called the "Wheeler-DeWitt equation." 
See, e.g., the discussion ir. Hawking (1987). 

477 [John Wheeler, ... qi.UUZlumfDilm.] Wheeler (1957, 1960). 
479 [Clear answers ... DeWitL] See, e.g., Hawking (1987, 1988). 
479 (The tidal forces ... a11d gradually disappear.] Doroshkevich and Novikov 

(1978) showed that the singularity age&; Poisson anc:l Israel (1990} and Ori 
(1991) deduced the details of the agir.g in idealized mtldels; and Ori (1992) 
has l.entatively shown that these models are good guides to the behavior of 
singularities in rerd black hole~. 

481 [Some implosions, ... might actually create naked singularities.] For details 
of these simulations see Shapiro and Teukolsky (1991). 

482 [Just four months ... tiny naked singularity.] Hawking's evidence was 
published in Hawking {1992a). 

CHAPTER 14-

485 General comment about Chapter 14: The historical aspeets of this C".hapter 
are based almost entirely on my owl:l experiences as a participant. 

485--486 [\Yormholf".s ue not mere figments ... in 1916,] Ludwig Flamm (1916) 
diS<."<Jvered that, with an appropriate choice of topology, the Schwat7.schild 
{1916a) solution of ~:instein's equation describes an empty, spherical worm
hole. 

487 Figure 14..2: Kruskal (1960). 
490 fWe wrote slowly ... Attk1rican JourMl of Phy.ric.~J Morris and Thome 

(1988). 
of.90 [(the topic of the Hawking and f..llis book)] Hawking and FJlis (t973). 
491 [vacuum jluctuatiOfiS near a hole$ horiz.on are exotic: 1 Hawking inferred this 

only very indirectly and somewhat tentatively from his discovery of black
hole evaporation. It was firmly demoz1strated to be so six years later, by 
Candelas (1 980). 

492 [The answer has not come easily, ... thereby makes them eAotic.] SeeWald 
and Yurtsever (1991) and other references cited therein. 

494 fin 1955, John Wheeler, ... quantum foam-] Wheeler ( 1955, 1957, 1960). 
497 [In 1966, Robert GP.roch ... to travel backward in time,] Geroch (1967). 

Friedman, Papastamatiou, Parker, and 7..hang (1988) have giv•m an explicit 
~xample of wormhole crelltion of the St)rt envisioned by Geroch '11 theorem. 

4-99 .Z."'oamote 8: "·an Stockum (' ~ 7), Godel ( j 94-9 ), Ti pier ( 1976). 



NOTES 

508 [Our paper was published,] Morris, Thorne, and Yurtsf"ver (1988). 
509 lwe conjectured so in our paper.] Morris, Thome, and Yurtsever (1988). 
509 Foomote 12: Friedman and :Morris (1991). 
511 [Echeverria and Klinkhammer ... two SUf".h trajectories.) Echeverria, Klink

hammer, and Thome (1991). 
513-514 Box: 14.2: Echeverria, Klinkhammer, and Thome (1991). 

515 [Robert Forward ... discovered a third trajectory] Forward (1992). 
515 [but there seem not to be ... unresolvable parcldox. j For a careful and fairly 

thorough technical discussion of the issue of paradoxes when onP. has a 
wormhole-based time machine, see Friedman et al. (1990). 

516 [California magaune, ... on Palomar Mountain.] Hall (1989). 
517 [Though we were helped ... Konkowski] Hiscock and Konkovrski (1982). 
520 [a similar calculation by Valery Frolov ... our results] Frolov (1991). 
521 [we managed to cha. .. tge ... got published] Kim and Thome ( 1991 ). 
521 [the chronology protection conjecture,] Hawking (199gb). 
521 Footnote 14: Gou (1991). 
521 [I am not willing to take ... the laws of quantum gravity.] I-'or a somewhat 

technical description of my 1993 reasons for skepticism about time ma
chines, and a detailed overview of research on time maf".hines up to spring 
1993, see Thome (1993). 
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nlnr.l< hole, primcordial, 50--51, ++i--48 

Blaclt.·huloo properties: 

overview of properties, i<!.~· 56, 2;;11 59 

ci,.,umft!rl!tlr.e, 211~29, 28n 

radius, 30-55 

"''"I"'· :lll, ~ 1-52. 293. 295f 
uloLS out light from stars behind it, 2ti, 41, 30!1 

warpage of sp.1ce, 4"1; see tzl.m Em bedding 

dingrnrn• 

tidal gcavily, ~37 

spin and swirl of Sp.'\CC, '1.7 28, 50· ··52, 2119--94, 

291 f. 29'-lf, 51-6 48, 408f; .<etr al.m KP.rr 

10lution 

gymscupic ••·Liuu, 346--48 

orbi1.5, 38-40, 52, 291-92, Z9i<!f 

gravitational ""~.l!ler;ninn, 40, 45 

gravit<tuuroal fcocu~irog of light, 41-14, 42f, 

30?t-4,303f 

gr>tviLational blucshift of light, H 

electric C'.hargc and field, 286, 2AA-1!9 

rotaticonal e11ergy. 53, 294 

e111.ropy, 425-26, +42, ++5 46 

atrnosphCJ"C, #"i 46, 444b 

superrndiance, 433 

pulsation,., 29~99 

stability, 296-91.! 

Hawki11g'• area-inereaOP. t.heor,.rn, 413, 413». 

416-17,422-25,427,462 

laws of black-hole- mt'chnnk.1 and 

thc-rmodYI•amico, +27, 43ti, #2, 445-46 

Ulliqllt'IICSS of, tee "II•tir" on bla.:k hules 

M d-.rihed by mer11brouo" paradigm, 405-11, 

44!1, 445: see also Mcmbra11e J:~<~radigm 

see ulw Critical <"ircumfemnee; J;n,beddiug 

diagrams; uHair"~ llawk.ing cadiaLioni 
Hori>.an; Sc~IWilrzachild geome1.ty; 

Sdawarzochild singularity; Singularity 

BlandfOJ'd-i'..r>ajr.-k proeeu, 5~ 54, 5<1-f, ~9f, 

550 53, 4Cl7···9, 408£, 5771\350 

Chain reaction&. t•udear: 

conCl'pt of, 220, 222, 2:22h 

7 .el'do~;da···Kharitun thooury of, 225 

Cbaudra..,khar-.I::ddington COl>front.•tion, I :ill ·-6.~ 

(;haudrasekbar limit, 151·· 5il, 154f, 156h-57h, 

161f, 175 

C.haos, '\62b 

Chemic:al reac:tior1o, 11!3b, 359-40 

Chrnflolngy pruLec.tion con jccturc, 5121 

Clocks, perfect a11d ruhbP.ry, "197 ·-405, 398b, 399f 

Cold, dead rnottl'r, 197· ·9<'!, :200h-'l02b. 203n 

\.oltl ftL'Iion, 64 

(;.,u...,..vation laws, 28+ 
U.Smic CCllSorship conjcr.tnrl!, "16, 481, 524 

Cosmic ray-. 165, I i5--74, l73.u, 1741; 189, 19'-l, 

2.,1, 5741'\239 

<.:ri~i<·al circumferencl': 

for cighteenth-r.Pntury black. holoo, 122, 123f, 

:2i2f 

prl!dio:lf!d by Sch w ..... .scbild gron•etry, 152 .~, 

1321", 214-15 

role in stellar implosion, 214, 217-19, 2#, 

i<!~· 55,266, 274, 279-1!1, 329. 415b 

mle in accreliull ulllo black holt', 139, of 18h 

and frequencies of graviutionol wavP-A, !>67 

and hoop conjecture, 266, 2fi7f 

see also Horir.on 

Cygnn.•A: 

olilll.~woory uf, 325f 

idcmificotion of gnlnxy, 330-5~, 532f-33f 

tli..,overy uf duuble lubes, ~:53, 352f·· 53f 

diM'.nVP.ry of jet•, 345-45 

rdolio piclures of, 352f-·55f, :5+1-f 

Cygnus X-1, 514 21, :";16f 
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Dark star (cig}•teo.nth-cenrury ve.rsion of hl11dr. 

h<>ll!), l22-2of, 12?>f, H2, 133, 1:\8, 2Sl-M, 

252f, 568Nl!l2, 51i8Nt23 

negeneracy of ei ... :trons: 

oontcpt nf, l45n, 1f5· ~. 148 

rclntivistic vs. llanr..lativistic, 150--51 
in an ollom, 17(lb 

l!:ddingtan 's views on, 15/1-66 

pre'·entolill:lall blar.l: hu~ from fnrulill8, 447 

,.,. al.nJ l'tcssure, 11on1hennal, degomera<y 
Deg.,lleracy of nP.V\rons a!'ld prvt.ons: 

in an atomic nueleue. 169 

in a neub:ou s\ar, 17(1 

Differential<oljUatinn, 155n-54n 

Dilf.,reu~ial geoutetty, 1 U H, 471 

lluppleuhift, 3.'2, 100, lOth, 1031>, 504,~5f, 

5!)6-·7 

F..iastein field e'luatiuu, fo."P>nlatioD of: 

.Einstein'• otr"8&le to discuvor, I 13--17 

Hill:..rt's diiiCOvcry of, 117, H9 
de:aib of, 11llh-19h, :S67Nl 18-19 

we ulso G.,neral relativity 

.liins~in'& legacy, overview uf, 5.23--2-'i 
Einstein X·ray ~loscoJie, 514 

Electric field line&: 

around • r.harged blaelt hole. 21!4, ~. 288-89, 

289f, 294, 405-7, 40fif 
u.e also Magn<!tic field li-

Eicctromagnetie law-, see Maxwell'~ laws of 
"le.,tromagn..:isrn 

I.Uectromagnetic cadiation, S))"dlum «>f, 2Sf 

.l!.mbcdciinc diograms: 
introduced and cxplained.l:l6 31, 129{, 127f 

as p.ut of a "paradigm," +01 

for star near critical circumft!ll!li.Ce, 1Sl9f, 1!>2f, 

156 
for impludiug star, 215-H, 214f, 9.46-50, 247f 

f11r black hole, !IH, !>97, 599£ 
f11r elec-uically ch;orged black hole, i!811-89, 289£ 

for spinning black hole, 291, 291f 

for binary black hole l!lltiuing gravitational 

waves, 5~7, !>58f 

f01· binary blaclr. hule merging, 569{ 

for IJ'a.vel to anothcruni~-...rse, 456, '!67f 

Cor quantu.:n foam, 487f, 4-l~Sf 

for 11 wormhole, +8+--85. 485f, SOlf 
f<>r creation of a wormhole, 496f 

Entrop~ 

definition of, 423, +Ub 
incre111e of, 422--26, 424b 

of hlact. hole, 4~, +42, 4+5--46 
Equt~.tion of stalf'~ 

co~pt of, 153, 19~b 
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of white-dwarf matter, 150-53, 154f, 1<56b--57b, 
200b-20lb 

of nudear rnaur.r, 1 95b-!l5b, !lOOb-211'2h 
of L'Oid, dead matter, 20(1b-202b 

li..quivalenr.e prindplc, 44--45, 97-91.!, 9!1£, 100, 

t03b, 109, 371 

ETJI (Zurich PnliiA!chnilrum), 60, 62, 66, 69, 71. 

93, 11~, 115 
Exot~ mat .. rial: 

nature of, 1-88-90, 508 
"llCUUil'l fluctuations ar, 491-92, 498, 583N+91, 

51J3N49i! 

requinod t.o hold a '"ormhole Of"'n, 488, +89h, 

490-9!, of93-!M, 498, .S04 

required wt.eu creating a tinu! machi1:e, 49911 
~:.Xporimental p!tysid~ r.outrastcd wit.'l other 

a:;,utists, 319-·21, 328 

Fiftb force, 64 
J'ISSion, nuclear, 

r.nqcept of, 2i! I b-.22b 

di.tt:o"ery of, 220 

8ohr-·\'\11eeler lheory of, .2'2D-~ 

tee am Chair. rl!'.ac:ticm 

Fh'C will, 509 

F'taio .. , nuc~r: 
i.'OIICCpt of, 185b, 221 h-22b 
kecpntaa hot, 18'~. 1114, 191 

u poooible )lOWer oource for <JIIUilD, 540 

cold fWiiO.'I, 64 

Gamma taya: 

as part of electrornagn .. tic spcctnnu, 25f 

emitted by gas ag:reting into black hole, gs 
<!lnitted in black·holc evaporation, of47-4a 

C"lt!necal .:ovaria11ce, ltofn 
General n.lativity: 

EiMtei11's $1lU(gl.e to formulate, g()-.117 

domain of Vlllidt~y. 84-~!\ 

experimcntall.ettsof, 57-58,116-17,593, 

56'SN57~8. 568NI!>l 

maniage with quant..un znechani•os, tee 
Quall!UII'I gravity 

su also ~peciji& t:uneepu: Rins~ein field "<juati~n; 

1\quhralence pri,.,iple; Gravitational tin.e 

dihotion; Gravity, tidal: Relativi~y. prii1Ciple 

of; Spoce wa1p11ge; Spacetime CUl'Vature; 

Time warpoge . 

Getodesic, 108-il!, 108f, 118b, 126--27.401 

Global miOlhods. 'MIS, 490, 490n, 491 

Golden a~, 258-6i, 260f, 299, 541,346, 570, 

426 

n.andfather P-radox, 508n 
Gra'Yitatioual collapee, '"" Implooiou of star 
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GravitatiOilallens and fo<:uoing, 41-4~, 42£ 

!IDHm W3f, 489b, 507 
Gravir.atimutl r...Jshift of light: 

de.cripti.on of, ~2, 131···53, 132f, 142··45, 215f, 
214-1~445,56~~44 

deduced from Kl"avitationallime dilation, 151, 
214 

as~OilUillical observation• of, 151, 14!'1, 148 
Gravitational time dilation: 

Rin&tein's infcret~cc of, 100, 102b-3b 
nnr•urf...,.,ofaAtarorSun, 130 ·51, 214 

Gravitational waves: 

nature of, 48-49, 558, 362-65, 364f 

contrast()d wilh electromagnetic waves, 57Ht 
otrr.ngth of, !165 

frequencieo of, 567, W, :0.9!'1 
oources of, 379-80 

emission of, 379-80 

polari?.ations of, 395···9i 
from blac:lt.-hole bin~~rir.s, 48-49, 357·· 61, 

59~96.413 

waveforms of, 393-96, 394f 

inforiWltion <:arried by, 49, 56ll-·61, 594-96, 
524 

extraction of infonnatiun frDm, 593-96, 394-f 

mny revolutionize our understanding of 
Univr.,.., 578-81, 52-4 

obsen.,.tional proof th"Y exi.st, 599 ·9~ 
1940s and 19505 1kepticisnt about, 523 

Gravitational-wave detectors: 

Weber's irwcntion of, 366-69 
bar dr.t""tn~, '\67 69, 368f, 5712, 37+-78, 

585-87 

interferometric de1eet0r5, 382-96, 583£, 

:'>11-1-h· 1'15b, 5118f, ~; tee al.so IJGO; VIRGO 
bars amd intP.rfr.rom~ compared, 385-87 
Braginsky's standard quantum limit, !'170!, 
374-76,~ 

quantum nondemolition, 375-76, 377(, ~86-87 
.e~ aL<a I.IGO; VIRGO 

Gravitational-wave recoil (kick·b~~r:k), 48, 3511--59, 
395 

C'navity, Einstein's laws of, 5r.e General relativity 
Gravity, NP.Wton'• law of: 

description of~ 61, 93-94, 405, 405 

Einstein'$ objectioos 1.0, 96 
Gmvity, tidal: 

Nr.wtoni11n r.xplanation of, 3-4-35, I 0+-6, 104£, 
106b 

Einst<-jn'& explanation--spacetime curvature, 
llll-1~, IIOf, 112f 

dur. to MIKin, 105, 106b, 111-12f, 362-65, 562b, 
564f, 451 

in a gravitational wave, 362~5, 56-1-f 

near .singularity inside black hole, tu 
Singularity, tidal gravity near 

Great 'f error, 181, 185-86, 233b, 268 

"Hair'' on black holes: 
no-hair conj""'urr., 274£, 275, 277 
first evidence of haicJ ....... ess, 273-75 

Israel's lhcorem (proof of hairl~ess for 
nonspinning holr.s), 279·-110 

pruc>f fur •pinning, chargt!d holP.O, ~.; 
Prire's lhcorem (how the hair gets lost), 

28o-s5,282(283L350 

implications of hairlesera.-.ss: "black-hole 
uniqueneu," 27, 2116,425 

quantum hair, 284 

Hawking radiation from a black hole: 
Z..l'do•·ir.h'• di:w..overy of, for a rotatirag hole, 

-429-55 

Hawking's diocuvery of, in general, 435-56 
7.cl'dovich's acreptarare of, 459 
bued on quantum fi.,ld th""ry in curvP.d 

sp;u:elin1e, 456-39 
properties of, 435-36 

relationship to supcrradiancc, 433n 
1115 e.:aporat.ion of black-hole aunosphCTC, 

44:5-45, 443f 

see al.so Black-hole evaporation 

H-bomb: see Nuclear weapons research 
Hoop c011jecture: 

formulation ol, 266 67, 267f 
~idence for, 264-67 

Horizon of black hole: 
overview of, 26, 26 ··50 

nam" r.ninP.d, 255 
cittumference of, 28-29, 21\n 

spin of, 291-9-4 
maximum &pin rate.', 51·-52, 29~····94 
shape nf, 28, 51, 11.93, 29~f 

enu-opy of, 423-26, 442, 445-46 

surfact" gravity of, 456 
tempe'l'3ture of, 427, 436, 442, 445, 446 
fr¥.P.Zing ofthing• near, 217 · I fl, 2:\9, 2+4 41), 

255-56,.291-92 
makes quamum fields ellolic, 491-92 
mr.mbrane-paradigm description of, 1-05 11, 

406f, 4JOf, +4!}, 445 

Hawking's area-increase theoreu1 fur, 415, 
415n,416-17,422-23,427,462 

laws of evolutiora of, 427, of36, 442, 446 
apJ'llrP.nt hori•nn ,..,. ahotolutr. horizon, 414··17, 

415b 

~elcological evolution of absolute horizon, 41 i, 
418b 

BI'J'llrP.nt. horizon 111 harhingr.r of 5inguLuity, 

605 
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Horiwu of black hole (cont.i11ued) 
46!.! 65 

see aLro Critkal cil-curnfe<ence 

Hypenpace, 55, 55f, 121:1-30,214., 214f, ~9. 291, 

-4.56--58, 457[, 4511f, ~+·-86, 487f, 4-96f, 
500 ·501, 501f 

Irnploaion of llt&l" to form black hole: 

overview, 27 

limited by .,.·hite.dwarf and newrnn-star 

zni\UeS, 159-61,161£, ns-78, 177£ 

prC"'!!nted by mass ejection. 196-97, ·2()5-6, 

21Q-11, 211£,236 

miJISel' of plltent .stan, 205-6 

Oppcnbeimcr-Snyderpr<!dicLions of, 211 ·19 

~'inkelstein's ref...-encc &o~me for, 24-5--46, 249, 
255 

•iu1ulations Dll a co•nputer, 238-5!1, 1140-41 

parable nl the anta descrihint, 246-1-9, li-7f 
frceo.ing of irnplo&ion •• oeen frorn ou:eide, 

211-1~ ~9.24-4-49,z;s-so 

n.•n-frccwing as se .. n in the 11&1&1", .218, m, 
244·'\-9 

creation of tingularity. 250, i!51, ~5-56; .cee 
fll . .., Sillgulo.rit_y 

like l.irne·"-'""-'SCHl big ban11, :?6H9, 268n 

111 prop<lled po'""r rource fur quasars. 'S41 

-~e also !:loop conjecture 
l.onploeion of star to 1o.nr. neuU'Oll .st11r, 171, 1 W, 

173-75; te'- .. tso SUJII!tllovae 
Inertial reftTence fumr., SC, !16-!18, 99f, 1()0, 109, 

249 

lnfr11rrd radia:ion, 25! 
llll.etfe>rauletry: 

principles of, 384b ·-115b 

and MieheliOII-M<>rley CX)'t!timcn:, 64 
•nd radiu telcecopoos, 32!)i, 3~ 

and gnvitatiomll-wa\lf! de~eeti<>al, 589-81-, ~. 

384b- 11.-Sb; see .alro Gravitational-wave 

detl!et.•no; LJ(',() 

L,terval in spact'tilne, 911, 92, 91b ·92b 

Ken- ooluti011 f<>r spillning black hole, ~. 294, 

341-4;2, 359-61, 359!, 575N28!l 

l•tser, im·e,.tion of, 366, 366n 

laws of physico: 

nature of, 57-58, 64--86 

logica.l me5hingo)f, 256-~7, 457-311 

fon:e tile unh.....,.ae to \H.ha"e as it does, 27, 27n, 

51,86 

JIP.n.llittt'<i versus r.o•npulsory predir.tioll&, 

137 -~. 285 86; su alw Slability a.ud 

ill stability 
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nietaprinciplcs nheycd by, 82-83, 94 

ehould be bt-.autiful, 66, 79, 82, 115 
d .. Ulain& of validity nf, "Sa.· ~9, 57-5i:!, 114-86, 

193, 4115, !It+· 15, 5:.1') 

'" also :\ewtcnian Ia~& nf physics; l'aradign: 
Length contraction dt:c t.o <el...dve nlfllion, 6:S-6ti, 

611, 71, 76, 78, 84, 130, 565N65, 565~68 

w Houches, lt'ru•r.r., physico summer .. hool, 

369-70, 426-28, +~3. 454-f, 580:'\426 

Lifht: 
as pari of elec!ron•agaetic •ped.rutn, il5[ 

Ne•too's "w:puK.ulilr dC'Scriptioll of. 12'-l-25 

lluygens' wa.ve dPJCription Df, 123, 147b 

Eimlt'in's wav.,/particle duality of, H7h 

~e .zL<<> Abfnlut&n(.'$5 of speed Df li~.tht; 

Maxwell'• laW~ .,f electrOmli(C!lt'ti.•m 

U<lO: 
gencsi.• .. t~ 361 -85, 39<1-·-91 
dee<;riptioll of, 391-!13 
org•niu.tion of, ~!II, 3911• 

l .inearity, 57!.\b, 3114-b-Mb; _._ t~lso x .. nlinea:-ity 

MagnMic fit'ld lines: 

depi<.'\ed, Mf, 262, i!63f 

"nu endo"law, 66. 67f, 79, 1!1-Bil, 115, 5Ci5~66 

magnetic: repulsion bctw.,..n, 262 
gravitlltionnl 11ttra«i<>n be-tween, 262 ·65 

aro11nd an imf>lt.'<iing sur, 275-74 

aroun<i a blac:k hole, 295, 3411, 549f, 3oQ-51, 
4()8-!1 

in radio .oc•urccs. 358-39, !>4!2, 341\, 549f, !'15Q-51, 
iOil--9 

see 4/.w Electric field lines 

Manhatl.iUI project, 28 
MilliS-energy equw•l•mre and conversiOil ("Jr: = 

Me""): 

<!er..,ils of, 172b, +41 n 

as COI!&Cqnenro of principle Dhcl•tivity, 1!2 

as imp1yin& that eltcrgy t.:urve& •pac<:time. 481.1 

as pnwer source for Sllpet!IO\'Ile, 173 

Matri<:ide par.,dox, 56, 50&-9, 50811 
Mau.erhorn project, ~29 

Maxwc.>ll's laws of "lecLrOrn..gueLism, 62, en. 67£, 

71. 7!1, 81 .~9, IJS, 14-7b, ·•5."), 52S, ~65N 66, 

565N68 
Mctnb<an!' parad~m for bo'ar.k. ho,lcs, 4-0S...tl, 4-43, 

+45 
\ir.ret.~ry, periheli"n shift nf. 94, 95b, 1 0~. I 07, 

116-11, 119b 

Mt•tap<inciplt!, 8'2-l.l~, 9+ 

Michael5on-Morlr.y ~XJ><'rimt'llt, f>4-06, 72-15, 

78,115, 385f. :i6SX64. 565:'\65 

Microwave rndi.otion, 25f 

Mlcdina at•d Seronn, tale of, Al!-90 
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Moon: 

apparent anomaly in ochital moti<m, 94, 

567.:\94 

as source of tides on Earth's oceans, 105, 106b, 

111-12f, 362· ·65, ~62b, 36-1-f, 4-51 

... arch for X-rays from, 311, 312£ 

Xakcd singularity, 480-82 
XASA, :\5!1, ~54-, :'190, 

:S atinnal SciP.Dce Fou.udatiun (NS.F), 589-90 

:\eptune, 94 
_:lleutron, discovery of, 169, 171 

Neutron &tars: 

Zwicky'• pt"f'diction of, 165--66 

Zwicky's <.-amputation• of, 207 

Landau's neulron cores. 182, 182{, 184--86, 191 

Oppenheimer--Volkoff·· Tolman computation-• 

of, 195b-96h 

llarrioon-Wakauo-Wht!t!ler <."Oillput.atiOJIS of, 

198-.206 
fonnation in 1111pemovae, 171, 172f, 17:\-75, 

174-f 

minimum mliSS,190-91 

maximum mass, 19'2, 195b 

maximum mass determines fatell of d)·in&&tnn, 

176 7!! 
ubservatiuns uf, see Pulsar 

in binary •yatem, 58, 315, 579, 395, 571~ 191 

as source of gra,;tational waves, 580, 393-94, 

+05 

see also Pul.sar 

Newtoniau law& of pliysi<:s: 

nature of and applications of, 61-M 

foundations of, 61-65 

cnlmbling of foundation& nf, 6~72 

dornain of Villidity of, 84--85 

:\ewton's laws of motion, 61, 81, 93, 565]1161 

see also Gravity, Xewton'slaw of; M:tx-.11'• 

lawo nf ele<:trwnagnetism 

:\ ubel prize aw .. rded to: 

Einstein, 69, 85, I 05, 147b 

Chandrasekhar, 1+9 

Landau, 187 

Townes, Baoov, and Prokharov, 366 

Hulse and Taylor, 593 

Nonlinearity: 

concept of, 361, :'162b--63h 
nf black hoi,..' 8pacet.i.me warp<~ge, 361 

"'"a].,, Line..rity 
:S 0\"aC, 166-68 
~ .. d.,ar burning (fuoiun), ue Itusiu.u 

Nudear force: 

concept of; 169 

compared to gravitational force, 1 !!+ 

r.omparetl to electromagneue lo!U', 221 b 

in atomic nuelei, 170b, 185b 

at hij!h densities, 205, 

pressure d!H! to, 177, 100-92, 194h--95b, .ii!05f, 

20"i!b, 571NI96 

Nuclear weapons research: 

1\mcrica~~ A-bomb project., 223 ·-24 

Soviet A-bomb projett, 224-i!fi 

American H-bumb (super bomb) project, 

226-29,251-52 
So•.;et H-bomb (suP"'" bomb) project, 22~32, 

255b 54-h 

T .. U....-l llam/S..karo•-Zel'duvicb $ecret, 

241-43, 245£ 
rclatio11 to astroph)-,icS research, 258-45 

:'oluclcms, atomic, 169, 170f, 171, 183b, 2'21b 

OpJ"''lheiruer security clearance hearings, 2:52, 
2~4--51) 

Oppenheim,..- "Wheeler •~mfrontation: 

backgruwtd ol; 2.ii!O, 2.2.5--.ii!i, i!'..!&-27, 254 55 
confrout.ation, 209-11. 223--·24, 238, 24(1 

Orbit around Kl"avitatine body: 
in scir.ncr. fir.t.icm .-~narjo, 24 
11-...d to r.unapute body's mas~~, 26, 561 !'26, 

563N61 

explained by Ne"'"ton's laws, 61 

Paradigm, 4-0i!-1 I, +16 

cnnr.ept 11£, 4() I 

flat-spa~.,.time par .. digm for gravity, 401 ·5 

cuNed-spacetime paradigm for gravity, 

+01 ... 

X..wtonian paradigut for gravity, 40~ 

membraue paradigm for black holeJ, 405 II, 
++5,4-+.'i 

Pauli exclusion principle, 170b 

Perturbation ruetbods, 275, 276b, 29&-98 

l'hotoelcctric effect, 14-7b 

Photon: 
and wa~-..-panicle duality, 146, 147b, 3.22 

virtnal, 439--41, 440f 

sp<ml.luteuWI emission of, 431 b 

see a{$o Gamma rays; T .ight; X-rays 
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see alw other Qutmtum tmtr"'-s.· Dc11enerac:y; 

llawkillf rotii.ttio.u; l'robabilhy; J:ncertair.ty 

prineipie; VacUliD\ flurr.u11tiuus; 
\Vpve-J"'rtirl.e dualiry 

QuaniUrronundemolitinn, ~75-76. 577[, !11!6-87 
Quarks, search for. ~7()-71 

Q11a1..rs: 
o~ervicw oi, 45-48, 47f 

di8C".av,..1 of, 535 37 
variabiloty of, 3M ·-38 

f!IIP.rgy of, 3~9 

speculations abuut. power snnrce, 275, 539 ·4-1 

gigantic bll!Ch. holes as pnw"r ouurcc, ~46-5-!1, 

407-111,408{ 
ro~ of" accn-tion disks in, :,1-6 54-

de!ailed tnodP.l of, 351-53, 352f 

Radio galuies: 
d\8C".ovt:cy of, 330-51 
diliCOVtl')' of double rallio lobto.a, 555 

furrher oboervations of, 534 

oneriiO' r"''uircmenta of, 539 
apec .. Lations about power sourr.l!, 1275, 5~9 41 

gigantic black holes as p<>w"r source, 546 54, 

407-lO, "'i)8f 

role of accretion disks in, 346-S•J 

d~t11iled model of, !.51-~3. 352f 
~e alov Cyg111~ A; Qua 'Iars; Radio jets 

R11dio jeu: 

discovP.ry of, 345-45 
gyrosmpie stability nf source, 54~ 
g•pntic black hole as source, 34-.3-5+, 407 10, 
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unstohl,. ....... 205-5, 204h 

~UJI'!"IIa ... ive stars, 54 J 

.we ulse> Blru:k holes; Neu1.ror1 st.,..,.; S.m; While 
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St.rong f11rce, .ee Xud""r for.,.. 

Sun: 
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