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After stars formed in the early Universe, their ultraviolet light is 
expected, eventually, to have penetrated the primordial hydrogen 
gas and altered the excitation state of its 21-centimetre hyperfine 
line. This alteration would cause the gas to absorb photons from 
the cosmic microwave background, producing a spectral distortion 
that should be observable today at radio frequencies of less than  
200 megahertz1. Here we report the detection of a flattened 
absorption profile in the sky-averaged radio spectrum, which is 
centred at a frequency of 78 megahertz and has a best-fitting full-
width at half-maximum of 19 megahertz and an amplitude of 0.5 
kelvin. The profile is largely consistent with expectations for the 
21-centimetre signal induced by early stars; however, the best-fitting 
amplitude of the profile is more than a factor of two greater than 
the largest predictions2. This discrepancy suggests that either the 
primordial gas was much colder than expected or the background 
radiation temperature was hotter than expected. Astrophysical 
phenomena (such as radiation from stars and stellar remnants) are 
unlikely to account for this discrepancy; of the proposed extensions 
to the standard model of cosmology and particle physics, only 
cooling of the gas as a result of interactions between dark matter 
and baryons seems to explain the observed amplitude3. The low-
frequency edge of the observed profile indicates that stars existed 
and had produced a background of Lyman-α photons by 180 million 
years after the Big Bang. The high-frequency edge indicates that 
the gas was heated to above the radiation temperature less than 
100 million years later.

Observations with the Experiment to Detect the Global Epoch of 
Reionization Signature (EDGES) low-band instruments, which began 
in August 2015, were used to detect the absorption profile. Each of the 
two low-band instruments consists of a radio receiver and a zenith- 
pointing, single-polarization dipole antenna. Spectra of the brightness 
temperature of the radio-frequency sky noise, spatially averaged over 
the large beams of the instruments, were recorded between 50 MHz 
and 100 MHz. Raw spectra were calibrated, filtered and integrated over 
 hundreds of hours. Automated measurements of the reflection coeffi-
cients of the antennas were performed in the field. Other measurements  
were performed in the laboratory, including of the noise waves and 
reflection coefficients of the low-noise amplifiers and additional  
calibration constants. Details of the instruments, calibration, verifica-
tion and model fitting are described in Methods.

In Fig. 1 we summarize the detection. It shows the spectrum 
observed by one of the instruments and the results of model fits. 
Galactic synchrotron emission dominates the observed sky noise, 
 yielding a power-law spectral profile that decreases from about 
5,000 K at 50 MHz to about 1,000 K at 100 MHz for the high Galactic 
latitudes shown. Fitting and removing the Galactic emission and  
ionospheric contributions from the spectrum using a five-term,  
physically motivated foreground model (equation (1) in Methods) 
results in a residual with a root-mean-square (r.m.s.) of 0.087 K.  

The absorption profile is found by fitting the integrated spectrum 
with the foreground model and a model for the 21-cm signal  
simultaneously. The best-fitting 21-cm model yields a symmetric 
U-shaped absorption profile that is centred at a frequency of 
78 ±   1 MHz and has a full-width at half- maximum of −

+19 MHz2
4 , an 

amplitude of . − .+ .0 5 K0 2
0 5  and a flattening factor of τ = −

+7 3
5 (where the 

bounds provide 99% confidence intervals including estimates of  
systematic uncertainties; see Methods for model definition). 
Uncertainties in the parameters of the fitted profile are estimated 
from statistical uncertainty in the model fits and from  systematic 
differences between the various validation trials that were performed 
using observations from both instruments and several  different data 
cuts. The 99% confidence intervals that we report are calculated as 
the outer bounds of (1) the marginalized statistical 99% confidence 
intervals from fits to the primary dataset and (2) the range of best- 
fitting values for each parameter across the validation trials. Fitting 
with both the foreground and 21-cm models lowers the residuals to 
an r.m.s. of 0.025 K. The fit shown in Fig. 1 has a signal-to-noise ratio 
of 37, calculated as the best-fitting amplitude of the profile divided 
by the statistical uncertainty of the amplitude fit, including the cova-
riance between model parameters. Additional analyses of the 
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Figure 1 | Summary of detection. a, Measured spectrum for the reference 
dataset after filtering for data quality and radio-frequency interference. 
The spectrum is dominated by Galactic synchrotron emission.  
b, c, Residuals after fitting and removing only the foreground  
model (b) or the foreground and 21-cm models (c). d, Recovered  
model profile of the 21-cm absorption, with a signal-to-noise  
ratio of 37, amplitude of 0.53 K, centre frequency of 78.1 MHz and  
width of 18.7 MHz. e, Sum of the 21-cm model (d) and its residuals (c).
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What is the 21 cm line



a good old friend: the CMB

black body radiation emitted near the epoch of electron-proton 
recombination, i.e.                 , with a brightness temperature  .
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H1 cloud

most of the Universe matter is in the form of neutral Hydrogen 

after recombination and prior re-ionization

1100 . z . 10

dark ages

the CMB journey in the dark ages

z ⇠ 1100z ⇠ 10

how propagation through the dark ages affects the CMB blackbody spectra?
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the form of the signal
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the fiducial scenario
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the fiducial scenario
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the fiducial scenario
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the fiducial scenario

TCMB / (1 + z)

re-ionization is completed and there is no more 
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An absorption profile centred at 78 megahertz in the 
sky-averaged spectrum
Judd D. Bowman1, Alan E. E. Rogers2, Raul A. Monsalve1,3,4, Thomas J. Mozdzen1 & Nivedita Mahesh1

After stars formed in the early Universe, their ultraviolet light is 
expected, eventually, to have penetrated the primordial hydrogen 
gas and altered the excitation state of its 21-centimetre hyperfine 
line. This alteration would cause the gas to absorb photons from 
the cosmic microwave background, producing a spectral distortion 
that should be observable today at radio frequencies of less than  
200 megahertz1. Here we report the detection of a flattened 
absorption profile in the sky-averaged radio spectrum, which is 
centred at a frequency of 78 megahertz and has a best-fitting full-
width at half-maximum of 19 megahertz and an amplitude of 0.5 
kelvin. The profile is largely consistent with expectations for the 
21-centimetre signal induced by early stars; however, the best-fitting 
amplitude of the profile is more than a factor of two greater than 
the largest predictions2. This discrepancy suggests that either the 
primordial gas was much colder than expected or the background 
radiation temperature was hotter than expected. Astrophysical 
phenomena (such as radiation from stars and stellar remnants) are 
unlikely to account for this discrepancy; of the proposed extensions 
to the standard model of cosmology and particle physics, only 
cooling of the gas as a result of interactions between dark matter 
and baryons seems to explain the observed amplitude3. The low-
frequency edge of the observed profile indicates that stars existed 
and had produced a background of Lyman-α photons by 180 million 
years after the Big Bang. The high-frequency edge indicates that 
the gas was heated to above the radiation temperature less than 
100 million years later.

Observations with the Experiment to Detect the Global Epoch of 
Reionization Signature (EDGES) low-band instruments, which began 
in August 2015, were used to detect the absorption profile. Each of the 
two low-band instruments consists of a radio receiver and a zenith- 
pointing, single-polarization dipole antenna. Spectra of the brightness 
temperature of the radio-frequency sky noise, spatially averaged over 
the large beams of the instruments, were recorded between 50 MHz 
and 100 MHz. Raw spectra were calibrated, filtered and integrated over 
 hundreds of hours. Automated measurements of the reflection coeffi-
cients of the antennas were performed in the field. Other measurements  
were performed in the laboratory, including of the noise waves and 
reflection coefficients of the low-noise amplifiers and additional  
calibration constants. Details of the instruments, calibration, verifica-
tion and model fitting are described in Methods.

In Fig. 1 we summarize the detection. It shows the spectrum 
observed by one of the instruments and the results of model fits. 
Galactic synchrotron emission dominates the observed sky noise, 
 yielding a power-law spectral profile that decreases from about 
5,000 K at 50 MHz to about 1,000 K at 100 MHz for the high Galactic 
latitudes shown. Fitting and removing the Galactic emission and  
ionospheric contributions from the spectrum using a five-term,  
physically motivated foreground model (equation (1) in Methods) 
results in a residual with a root-mean-square (r.m.s.) of 0.087 K.  

The absorption profile is found by fitting the integrated spectrum 
with the foreground model and a model for the 21-cm signal  
simultaneously. The best-fitting 21-cm model yields a symmetric 
U-shaped absorption profile that is centred at a frequency of 
78 ±   1 MHz and has a full-width at half- maximum of −

+19 MHz2
4 , an 

amplitude of . − .+ .0 5 K0 2
0 5  and a flattening factor of τ = −

+7 3
5 (where the 

bounds provide 99% confidence intervals including estimates of  
systematic uncertainties; see Methods for model definition). 
Uncertainties in the parameters of the fitted profile are estimated 
from statistical uncertainty in the model fits and from  systematic 
differences between the various validation trials that were performed 
using observations from both instruments and several  different data 
cuts. The 99% confidence intervals that we report are calculated as 
the outer bounds of (1) the marginalized statistical 99% confidence 
intervals from fits to the primary dataset and (2) the range of best- 
fitting values for each parameter across the validation trials. Fitting 
with both the foreground and 21-cm models lowers the residuals to 
an r.m.s. of 0.025 K. The fit shown in Fig. 1 has a signal-to-noise ratio 
of 37, calculated as the best-fitting amplitude of the profile divided 
by the statistical uncertainty of the amplitude fit, including the cova-
riance between model parameters. Additional analyses of the 

1School of Earth and Space Exploration, Arizona State University, Tempe, Arizona 85287, USA. 2Haystack Observatory, Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Westford, Massachusetts 01886, USA. 
3Center for Astrophysics and Space Astronomy, University of Colorado, Boulder, Colorado 80309, USA. 4Facultad de Ingeniería, Universidad Católica de la Santísima Concepción, Alonso de Ribera 
2850, Concepción, Chile.
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Figure 1 | Summary of detection. a, Measured spectrum for the reference 
dataset after filtering for data quality and radio-frequency interference. 
The spectrum is dominated by Galactic synchrotron emission.  
b, c, Residuals after fitting and removing only the foreground  
model (b) or the foreground and 21-cm models (c). d, Recovered  
model profile of the 21-cm absorption, with a signal-to-noise  
ratio of 37, amplitude of 0.53 K, centre frequency of 78.1 MHz and  
width of 18.7 MHz. e, Sum of the 21-cm model (d) and its residuals (c).
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what EDGES see

absorption feature centered around 78MHz  

signal is anomalously large  

(�Tb)obs ' �500+200
�500 mK (�Tb)exp ' �220mK

Bowman et al., Nature, 2016 



what EDGES see

or in terms of redshift around z ⇠ 17
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observations using restricted spectral bands yield nearly identical 
best-fitting absorption profiles, with the highest signal-to-noise ratio 
reaching 52. In Fig. 2 we show representative cases of these fits.

We performed numerous hardware and processing tests to validate 
the detection. The 21-cm absorption profile is observed in data that 
span nearly two years and can be extracted at all local solar times and 
at all local sidereal times. It is detected by two identically designed 
instruments operated at the same site and located 150 m apart, and 
even after several hardware modifications to the instruments, includ-
ing orthogonal orientations of one of the antennas. Similar results for 
the absorption profile are obtained by using two independent pro-
cessing pipelines, which we tested using simulated data. The profile is 
detected using data processed via two different calibration techniques:  
absolute calibration and an additional differencing-based post- 
calibration process that reduces some possible instrumental errors. It 
is also detected using several sets of calibration solutions derived from 
 multiple laboratory measurements of the receivers and using  multiple 
on-site measurements of the reflection coefficients of the antennas. 
We modelled the sensitivity of the detection to several possible  
calibration errors and in all cases recovered profile amplitudes that 
are within the reported confidence range, as summarized in Table 1.  
An EDGES high-band instrument operates between 90 MHz and 
200 MHz at the same site using a nearly identical receiver and a scaled 
version of the low-band antennas. It does not produce a similar  feature 
at the scaled frequencies4. Analysis of radio-frequency interference 
in the observations, including in the FM radio band, shows that  
the absorption profile is inconsistent with typical spectral contribu-
tions from these sources.

We are not aware of any alternative astronomical or atmospheric 
mechanisms that are capable of producing the observed profile. H ii 
regions in the Galaxy have increasing optical depth with wavelength, 
blocking more background emission at lower frequencies, but they 
are observed primarily along the Galactic plane and generate mono-
tonic spectral profiles at the observed frequencies. Radio-frequency 
recombination lines in the Galactic plane create a ‘picket fence’ of 
narrow absorption lines separated by approximately 0.5 MHz at the 
observed frequencies5, but these lines are easy to identify and filter 
in the EDGES observations. The Earth’s ionosphere weakly absorbs 
radio signals at the observed frequencies and emits thermal radiation 
from hot electrons, but models and observations imply a broadband 
effect that varies depending on the ionospheric conditions6,7, including 
diurnal changes in the total electron content. This effect is fitted by 
our foreground model. Molecules of the hydroxyl radical and nitric 
oxide have spectral lines in the observed band and are present in the 
atmosphere, but the densities and line strengths are too low to produce 
substantial absorption.

The 21-cm line has a rest-frame frequency of 1,420 MHz. Expansion 
of the Universe redshifts the line to the observed band according to 
ν =   1,420/(1 +  z) MHz, where z is the redshift, which maps uniquely 
to the age of the Universe. The observed absorption profile is the con-
tinuous superposition of lines from gas across the observed redshift 
range and cosmological volume; hence, the shape of the profile traces 
the history of the gas across cosmic time and is not the result of the 

properties of an individual cloud. The observed absorption profile is 
centred at z ≈  17 and spans approximately 20 >   z >   15.

The intensity of the observable 21-cm signal from the early 
Universe is given as a brightness temperature relative to the micro-
wave background8:
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where xHi is the fraction of neutral hydrogen, Ωm and Ωb are the matter 
and baryon densities, respectively, in units of the critical density for a 
flat universe, h is the Hubble constant in units of 100 km s− 1 Mpc− 1, 
TR is the temperature of the background radiation, usually assumed to 
be from the background produced by the afterglow of the Big Bang, 
TS is the 21-cm spin temperature that defines the relative population 
of the hyperfine energy levels, and the factor of 0.023 K comes from 
atomic-line physics and the average gas density. The spin temperature 
is affected by the absorption of microwave photons, which couples TS 
to TR, as well as by resonant scattering of Lyman-α  photons and atomic 
collisions, both of which couple TS to the kinetic temperature of the 
gas TG.

The temperatures of the gas and the background radiation are 
 coupled in the early Universe through Compton scattering. This 
 coupling becomes ineffective in numerical models9,10 at z ≈  150, 
after which primordial gas cools adiabatically. In the absence of 
stars or non-standard physics, the gas temperature is expected to be 
9.3 K at z =   20, falling to 5.4 K at z =   15. The radiation temperature 
decreases more slowly owing to cosmological expansion, following 
T0(1 + z) with T0 =   2.725, and so is 57.2 K and 43.6 K at the same  
redshifts,  respectively. The spin temperature is initially coupled to the 
gas temperature as the gas cools below the radiation temperature, but 
eventually the decreasing density of the gas is insufficient to main-
tain this coupling and the spin temperature returns to the radiation 
temperature.
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Figure 2 | Best-fitting 21-cm absorption profiles for each hardware case. 
Each profile for the brightness temperature T21 is added to its residuals and 
plotted against the redshift z and the corresponding age of the Universe. 
The thick black line is the model fit for the hardware and analysis 
configuration with the highest signal-to-noise ratio (equal to 52; H2;  
see Methods), processed using 60–99 MHz and a four-term polynomial 
(see equation (2) in Methods) for the foreground model. The thin solid 
lines are the best fits from each of the other hardware configurations  
(H1, H3–H6). The dash-dotted line (P8), which extends to z >   26, is 
reproduced from Fig. 1e and uses the same data as for the thick black line 
(H2), but a different foreground model and the full frequency band.

Table 1 | Sensitivity to possible calibration errors

Error source
Estimated  
uncertainty

Modelled 
error level

Recovered  
amplitude (K)

LNA S11 magnitude 0.1 dB 1.0 dB 0.51
LNA S11 phase (delay) 20 ps 100 ps 0.48
Antenna S11 magnitude 0.02 dB 0.2 dB 0.50
Antenna S11 phase (delay) 20 ps 100 ps 0.48
No loss correction N/A N/A 0.51
No beam correction N/A N/A 0.48

The estimated uncertainty for each case is based on empirical values from laboratory 
 measurements and repeatability tests. Modelled error levels were chosen conservatively to 
be five and ten times larger than the estimated uncertainties for the phases and magnitudes, 
 respectively. LNA, low-noise amplifier; S11, input reflection coefficient; N/A, not applicable.

© 2018 Macmillan Publishers Limited, part of Springer Nature. All rights reserved.

Bowman et al., Nature, 2016 
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Tgas with no decay

Tgas ⌧DM = 1027 s

Tgas ⌧DM = 1026 s

the faster DM decays, the more it heats the IGM

how DM gets in the game

TCMB

region tested by EDGES
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Our bounds



limits on the DM lifetime

we require that DM decays do not reduce the signal by more than a factor 2 or 4 
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we require that DM decays do not reduce the signal by more than a factor 2 
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limits on the DM lifetime
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our assumptions

we ignore additional sources of heating

we take TS = Tgas

we ignore the anomalously large signal and assume EDGES is seeing 
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conclusions

we are able to constraint          using the claimed observation of 
an absorption signal in the CMB spectrum

⌧DM

the bounds are competitive or stronger than the existing ones

the bounds are free of astrophysical uncertainties

we are just starting to probe the dark ages, stay tuned! 
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