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Abstract: Accurate atomic parameters, such as transition probabilities, wavelengths, and energy
levels, are indispensable for the analysis of stellar spectra and the obtainment of chemical abundances.
However, the quantity and quality of the existing data in many cases lie far from the current needs
of astronomers, creating an acute need for laboratory measurements of matching accuracy and
completeness to exploit the full potential of the very expensively acquired astrophysical spectra.
The Fourier Transform Spectrometer at Imperial College London works in the vacuum ultraviolet-visible
region with a resolution of 2,000,000 at 200 nm. We can acquire calibrated spectra of neutral, singly,
and doubly ionized species. We collaborate with the National Institute of Standards and Technology
(NIST) and the University of Lund to extend our measurements into the infrared region. The aim
of this review is to explain the current capabilities of our experiment in an understandable way to
bring the astronomy community closer to the field of laboratory astrophysics and encourage further
dialogue between our laboratory and all those astronomers who need accurate atomic data. This
exchange of ideas will help us to focus our efforts on the most urgently needed data.

Keywords: high resolution spectra; atomic data; Fourier transform spectroscopy; transition
probabilities; wavelengths

1. Introduction

The Fourier Transform Spectrometer (FTS) Laboratory at Imperial College London has been
working on the measurement of atomic and molecular parameters for the last 30 years. A remarkable
growth in the capabilities of ground- and space-based instrumentation has pushed the field of
astronomy to a point where very accurate atomic data is needed to exploit the immense capability of
current Galactic Surveys. The lack of accurate wavelengths, energy levels, and transition probabilities
for many of the most common elements found in stellar spectra and the poor quality of existing data
call for a collective effort to take place.

Our experience of attending conferences within the field of astronomy has led us to believe
that the main difficulties in establishing successful and efficient collaborations between data users
(astronomers) and data producers (either experimental or theoretical) are a lack of a common language
and an absence of a good understanding of the other fields. On the one hand, data producers struggle
to gain a clear idea of the most urgently needed data, whereas, on the other hand, astronomers struggle
to grasp what can be done in terms of experimental measurement and what the capabilities of the
different laboratories working in the field are. Experience has shown us that this lack of mutual
understanding can be very easily solved in many cases if the main concepts and ideas from each field
are explained to non-experts in a clear and simple way.
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The aims of this contribution are to address the main ideas underlying the measurement of atomic
parameters (wavelengths, energy levels, transition probabilities, hyperfine and isotope structure
constants) for all those data users (especially astronomers) who are not familiar with the field, and to
explain the capabilities of our laboratory. An understanding of the strengths and limitations of our
instrument will help to establish further successful collaborations with astronomers in need of atomic
and molecular data. We also provide a summary of the latest work carried out by our group in
collaboration with other institutions and descriptions of our current and future projects.

There are several review papers concerning laboratory astrophysics which focus on the Fourier
spectroscopy technique [1,2], data needed [3,4], the latest results in the field, and projects undertaken
by the main groups within it [5,6]. Very detailed and clear descriptions of the need for atomic and
molecular data within the field of astronomy can be found in Allende Prieto (2016) [7] and Barklem
(2016) [8]. The aim of this paper, rather than to present an exhaustive account of data needs or
recent results, is to bring non-experts closer to the field of laboratory astrophysics and the capabilities
and practices of our laboratory. In terms of atomic parameters, we will focus most closely on the
measurement of transition probabilities (log(gf ) values) given their importance and the recent review
of atomic data for wavelengths and energy levels by Nave et al. (2017) [5].

2. Our Experimental Set-Up

Astronomers record radiation coming from stars, which are their given “problem” light sources,
and then analyse its spectral composition (using known atomic data) to obtain information about the
elements these stars are made of. The opposite process is done in the laboratory, where we analyse the
light emitted by a source of our choice (with a known chemical composition) to obtain the unknown
atomic parameters. A diagram of our experimental set-up is shown in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Experimental set-up of the Imperial College VUV FTS [9].

Generally, we use matter in plasma state as a light source. This plasma is generated inside a
lamp, which can be either commercial or made in-house. The advantage of the latter is that they
are far more versatile as they can be run at different currents and be filled with different gases to
obtain the spectral lines of interest. Currents and gas pressure conditions are carefully optimized to
obtain the highest signal-to-noise ratio (SNR) for the lines we are interested in (especially the weakest
ones) while avoiding self-absorption (the phenomenon by which part of the radiation emitted is
reabsorbed by the same plasma before leaving the lamp, causing changes to the profile and strength
of the spectral lines observed and therefore distorting the measurement of both wavelengths and
transition probabilities). Commercial lamps tend to run at low currents which, on many occasions,
are insufficient to offer lines from high-lying energy levels. We use two different customised lamps:
a water-cooled Hollow Cathode Lamp (HCL), made at Imperial College, to produce lines of neutral
and singly ionised elements (Figure 2); and a Penning discharge lamp made at the University of
Hannover, for doubly ionised elements. These lamps are chosen as they run very stably.
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Figure 2. Photograph of the Hollow Cathode Lamp made at Imperial College London.

Once we have solved the problem of generating the radiation, we need to extract the information
about the different wavelengths present in it. To do that, one could use either a dispersive element, such
as a prism or a diffraction grating, or an interferometric technique (combined with Fourier analysis).
This last method, known as Fourier Transform Spectroscopy, is that used in our laboratory. A detailed
description of this technique can be found in [2,10]. It is important to note the main advantages of
Fourier Transform Spectroscopy, which are:

• Combination of high resolution and wide wavelength range
• Linear wavenumber scale
• Slowly varying intensity response function

Finally, we use a photomultiplier tube (PMT) detector appropriate for the spectral region of interest
to record an interferogram which contains information about the intensity at all the wavelengths.
Several interferograms are normally recorded and co-added to improve the SNR before we Fourier
transform them using the XGREMLIN package [11] to obtain the final spectrum. A comparison of an
FTS and a grating recorded spectrum is shown in Figure 3.
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Spectra need to be wavelength and intensity calibrated. For wavelength calibration, we use a
set of Ar II lines [13] measured by Whaling et al. (1995) [14]. For the intensity calibration, we use
two standard intensity calibrated lamps to obtain the response function of our spectrometer in the
VUV-visible spectral range. For the region ranging from 140 to 350 nm, we use a deuterium lamp (D2)
calibrated by the Physikalisch-Technische Bundesanstalt (PTB) in Germany. Above 300 nm, we use a
tungsten lamp (W) calibrated by the UK National Physical Laboratory (NPL).

Once calibrated, spectral lines are generally fitted with Voigt profiles (a centre-of-gravity fitting
is used when hyperfine and isotopic structure or blends are present). The fitting of the spectral
lines provides three key quantities: the central wavelength of the spectral line, the full width at half
maximum (FWHM), and the total area under the profile, which is known as the relative intensity of
the line. The main characteristics of our instrument are summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Main characteristics of the VUV-Visible FTS at Imperial College London.

Spectral range 140–800 nm
Max. path difference 20 cm

Resolving power 2,000,000 at 200 nm
Min resolution limit 0.025 cm−1 at 50,000 cm−1

Max free spectral range 64,000 cm−1

Beamsplitter Magnesium fluoride
Detector Photomultiplier tube (PMT)

Dimensions 1.5 × 0.25 × 0.25 m

3. Our Laboratory Measurements

Quantitative interpretation of stellar spectra relies on the existence and accuracy of atomic
data such as wavelengths, transition probabilities, energy levels, and hyperfine structure constants.
Well-defined linelists with reliable and consistent atomic data are also very important for the analysis
of deviations from local thermodynamic equilibrium (non-LTE effects) when modelling stellar
atmospheres [15–18]. Together with realistic stellar models and high-resolution stellar spectra, accurate
atomic and molecular data are essential to obtain chemical abundances with the level of accuracy
needed by Galactic Surveys (Figure 4). Our laboratory provides high quality experimental data for all
these purposes from recorded high-resolution laboratory spectra.
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3.1. Transition Probabilities

Transition probabilities or oscillator strengths (f -values, log(gf ) values) are essential for the
analysis of stellar spectra as they relate to the intensity of the different spectral lines used to obtain
abundances of different elements. Several approaches can be used to obtain these parameters.
Laboratory measurements, theoretical calculations, and reverse solar analysis [19] are the most common,
with each of them presenting both advantages and disadvantages.

If we consider an atom or ion in an excited state, there are different possible channels by which
the electron in an upper energy level can decay to a lower one, as shown in Figure 5. Each of these
possible transitions can be characterized by its Einstein coefficient for spontaneous emission, Aul, also
known as the transition probability.
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The mean lifetime, τu, of that upper energy level is defined as the time in which the population of
that level, Nu(t), decays to 1/e of its initial value and can be expressed as a function of the transition
probabilities for every possible transition:

τu =
1

∑i Aui
(1)

The “intensity” of a spectral line, Iul, understood as the total number of photons involved in
a particular transition and taking into account that a spectral line is not a Dirac delta function,
but a Voigt profile around the central wavelength due to the different broadening mechanisms, can be
experimentally obtained as the area under the fitted spectral line profile. From the theoretical point of
view, we can express the intensity of a spectral line as [20,21]:

Iul ∝ Aul Nu (2)

where Aul is the transition probability and Nu is the population of the upper energy level at a particular
instant. Depending on the measurements we are carrying out, we can play with this expression in
different ways [22], bearing in mind that the intensity of the line (area under the fitted spectral line) is
the quantity we can measure in the laboratory with FTS and the Aul is the parameter we normally want
to obtain. Regarding the remaining quantity (the population of the upper energy level) two approaches
can be followed depending on the kind of light source used and the characteristics of the experiment:

Boltzmann-Plot technique: If the plasma used as a light source is known to be in at least local
thermodynamic equilibrium (LTE), the population of the upper energy level will follow a Boltzmann
distribution and expression (2) can be rewritten as:

Iul ∝ Aul
N0gu

Z(T)
e(

−Eu
kBT ) (3)

where N0 is the total number density of the species considered, gu is the degeneracy of the upper
energy level, Z(T) is the partition function, kB is the Boltzmann constant, and T is the temperature
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of the plasma. Several methods can be used to obtain the plasma temperature. A very good review
of them can be found in Table 1 from Wiese (1991) [20]. If the transition probabilities of some lines
are well known, the plasma temperature can be obtained by using the so-called Boltzmann plot or
slope technique [21]. The transition probabilities used to determine the plasma temperature are the
“normalizing” factor and establish the absolute scale of the measurements. This technique is useful in
obtaining large sets of data and when lifetimes for certain energy levels are not available or cannot
be measured. A recent example of this technique can be found in Nitz et al. (2018) [23]. The main
problems of this method are the assumption of equilibrium and the need for some pre-measured data
of good quality.

These two problems can be avoided with the technique used in our laboratory, the branching
fraction method.

Branching fraction technique: This ingenious approach [24,25] removes the necessity of having
to consider the population of the upper energy level (which depends on the plasma thermodynamic
state) by looking at all the transitions coming from a given upper energy level. Firstly, for convenience,
we define the so-called branching fraction, BF, as [24]:

BF =
Iul

∑i Iui
(4)

This branching fraction can be obtained by measuring relative line intensities from the recorded
intensity calibrated spectra. As we are considering spectral lines all coming from the same upper
energy level, we can see from Equation (2) how the intensity of a line only depends on the transition
probability in a linear way, allowing us to rewrite (4) as:

BF =
Aul

∑i Aui
(5)

Making use of Equations (1) and (5), we can express the transition probability as:

Aul =
BF
τu

(6)

We can therefore obtain experimental values of transition probabilities combining BF and lifetimes.
Firstly, we identify all the lines coming from the upper energy level of interest using semi-empirical
calculations from Kurucz [26]. These calculations are also used to estimate the contribution from
missing lines due to them being too weak to be observed, blended, or outside the observed wavelength
range [27]. In most cases, the fraction α of the total intensity that is missing is less than 5% and
a correction factor (1 + α) is applied to ∑

l
Iul in Equation (4) to account for these missing lines.

We use Equation (4) to determine branching fractions from line intensities measured in our laboratory,
as explained in Section 2, which are then combined with the lifetime of the upper energy level to get
transition probabilities.

Lifetimes can be measured with time-resolved laser-induced fluorescence (TRLIF) [28,29] or beam
foil techniques [25], or obtained from theoretically calculated values. The main challenges of this
method are the need to measure all the significant transitions coming from the upper energy level of
interest (even if those spectral lines can lie very far apart in terms of wavelength) and the necessity
of the upper energy level lifetime, which sets the absolute scale in this case (as the Aul does in the
previous method).

The branching fraction method, combined with TRLIF measurements of lifetimes, has been
extensively used by our laboratory in collaboration with NIST (USA) and the Universities of Lund
(Sweden) and Wisconsin (USA) to obtain transition probabilities, which are converted into oscillator
strengths, f, and usually into the log(gf) required by astronomers using the expression [25]:
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log(gl f ) = log
(

Aul guλ2 × 1.499 × 10−14
)

(7)

where gl and gu are the statistical weights of the lower and upper energy levels, respectively, and λ is
the wavelength of the line expressed in nm.

We provide log(gf ) values of neutral and singly ionized atoms with uncertainties as low as
0.02 dex (5%) for strong lines, and are currently focusing on iron-group elements due to the great
demand for these by astronomers. A very significant effort has been made to obtain accurate transition
probabilities of Fe I, both in the infrared (IR) [30] and in the visible-UV region [31–33], due to its
importance in different Galactic surveys such as APOGEE [34] and Gaia-ESO [35]. Table 2 includes a
list of the publications of log(gf ) values in which our laboratory has participated in the last 15 years.
The third column includes the total number of log(gf ) values provided in each work, with the number
of values for which previous measurements did not exist between parentheses. The uncertainty of the
measured log(gf ) values varies from line to line, so we provide a range (in dex, with x dex = 10x) in the
fourth column.

Table 2. Log(gf ) measurements taken with the participation of our laboratory in the last 15 years.

Element Spectral Range Total Log(gf ) (New) Uncert (Dex) Reference

Fe I 213–1033 nm 120 (22) 0.02–0.1 Belmonte et al., (2017) [33]
Sc II 158–425 nm 57 (57) 0.03–0.11 Pehlivan et al., (2017) [29]
V I 304–2000 nm 208 (13) 0.02–0.1 Holmes et al., (2016) [36]
Fe I 320–1102 nm 203 (81) 0.02–0.11 Den Hartog et al., (2014) [32]
Fe I 352–1087 nm 142 (64) 0.02–0.14 Ruffoni et al., (2014) [31]
Fe I 1.5–1.7 µm 28 (28) 0.05–0.11 Ruffoni et al., (2013) [30]
Mn I 321–1400 nm 20 (15) 0.02–0.05 Blackwell-Whitehead et al., (2011) [37]
Ti I 465–3892 nm 88 (67) 0.04–0.08 Blackwell-Whitehead et al., (2006) [38]

Mn I 209–2780 nm 44 (24) 0.03–0.1 Blackwell-Whitehead et al., (2005) [39]

One of the key aspects in the determination of transition probabilities is the estimation of the
uncertainty, which helps data users (astronomers) and groups creating databases and linelists for
their use in astronomy (VALD [40], VAMDC [41], BRASS [42], Gaia-ESO [43], APOGEE [44]) to
decide which values should be included, especially when more than one data set is available. Very
detailed descriptions regarding all the possible sources of uncertainty that should be taken into account
(depending on the experimental method used to obtain Aul) can be found in [45–47]. As can be seen
from Equation (8) [48], the uncertainty of the chemical abundances is directly proportional to that of
the oscillator strength, f :

log
(

EW
λ

)
= log(abundance) + log(λg f ) + C + other parameters (8)

where EW is the equivalent width of the spectral lines from stellar spectra. This supports the
importance of improving the quality of these atomic parameters. Our determination of uncertainties,
which follows the expression suggested in Sikstrom et al., (2002) [49], is explained in detail in [30].
We consider the uncertainties coming from the intensity calibration, the signal-to-noise ratio of the
line, and the uncertainty of the lifetime. In those cases where more than one spectrum is needed to
include all the lines coming from a given upper energy level, the resulting additional uncertainty
is incorporated [27,50]. The method described in Sikstrom et al., (2002) [49] considers isolated and
well-defined spectral lines. It is also possible to include the effect of partial blends, the presence
of nearby lines, and self-absorption on the accuracy with which the area of a line is determined
(and therefore, the transition probability), as done in [51].

In the case of theoretical transition probabilities, the determination of the intrinsic uncertainties is
more complicated due to the complexity of the methods used [21]. However, it is possible to develop
some indicators of the quality of calculated data, as explained in Hibbert (2018) [52], or use methods
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such as that of Kramida (2014) [53]. Comparisons with experimental data are also essential to validate
new theoretical calculations. Alternatives for experimental lifetimes need to be found for the IR region,
where many of the energy level lifetimes required are not accessible to time-resolved laser-induced
fluorescence (TRLIF). This is due to the fact that spectral lines in this region come from relatively highly
excited energy levels, which are difficult to populate in a LIF experiment. A possible solution to this
problem is to use synthetic and observed stellar spectra to obtain “astrophysical” parameters, as done
in Ruffoni et al., (2013) [30].

3.2. Wavelengths, Energy Levels, Hyperfine and Isotopic Structure

Our laboratory has a long tradition in the measurement of wavelengths, energy levels,
and hyperfine structure constants, particularly for iron group elements. A good overview of these
measurements can be found in Nave et al., (2017) [5]. There are several ongoing analyses of atomic
spectra at the moment, including Mn II, Ni II, Mn I, and Fe III.

These very lengthy studies generally improve the accuracy of wavelengths and energy levels
by at least an order of magnitude with respect to the previously published data, when available.
The uncertainty in the wavelength of the spectral lines recorded with the FTS varies depending on the
wavelength region and the SNR of the line. For lines observed with high SNR, the uncertainty of the
calibration plays a fundamental role, whereas for weak lines, the statistical uncertainty is dominant.
As a rough guide, the wavenumber of strong lines in the VUV can be measured with accuracies of
0.001 cm−1, where this improves to up to 0.0005 cm−1 for strong IR lines.

Due to the high resolution of FTS spectra, we can resolve and study the hyperfine and isotope
structures of spectral lines, which are vital for the correct identification of lines in stellar spectra.
Figure 6 shows an example of the isotopic structure of a Ni II spectral line. Examples of measured lines
with a hyperfine structure can be found in [36,54].
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4. Future Work and Collaborations

Our group continues to work with established collaborations, such as APOGEE, for which much
work remains to be done in the IR, not only for elements like Fe, but also in neutron-capture elements.
We are also working actively to establish new collaborations and would like to encourage all those
groups with specific needs to contact us. We have recently joined the WEAVE consortium [55] and
will work actively towards the development of a defined list of anticipated needs. Table 3 provides an
overview of the main Galactic Surveys, both ongoing and in development, with an interest in obtaining
chemical abundances for different elements, which are normally:

• Light proton-capture elements: Li, C, O
• α-elements: Mg, Si, Ca, Ti
• Light elements with odd atomic number: Na, Al, K
• Iron-peak elements: Sc, V, Cr, Mn, Fe, Co, Ni, Cu, Zn
• Neutron-capture elements: Rb, Sr,Y, Zr, Ba, La, Ru, Ce, Nd, Eu

The total number of elements whose chemical abundances are investigated in each Survey is included
in the fifth column of Table 3, with the aimed uncertainty in their abundance between parentheses.

Table 3. Overview of some of the main Galactic Surveys, both ongoing and in development.

Survey [ref.] Instrument Spectral Region Resolving Power Number Elements
(Uncert Dex) Date

APOGEE [34] APOGEE 1.51–1.7 µm ~22,500 15 (0.1) Ongoing

Gaia-ESO [35]

FLAMES-GIRAFFE 400–480 nm 16,200–

>~20 Ongoing
510–560 nm 25,900
630–680 nm
850–900 nm

FLAMES-UVES 410–680 nm 47,000

GALAH [56] HERMES

471.8–490.3 nm
564.9–587.3 nm
648.1–673.9 nm
759.0–789.0 nm

28,000
(50,000) 30 (0.05) Ongoing

WEAVE [55] WEAVE 366–959 nm 5000
20,000 2019

4MOST [57] HRS
392.6–436.5 nm
516–573.8 nm
612–681 nm

>18,000 15 2021

One of the main problems when establishing collaborations between data providers and astronomers
is a lack of information about the data needed. Astronomers working closely with stellar spectra have
a much more accurate feeling for the data that is missing, as sometimes only a few spectral lines of an
element are being used to obtain chemical abundances. It is then very important that astronomers define
a clear and concise list of priorities. With such a list as a starting point, data producers can examine
how feasible or time-consuming obtaining the needed values will be and arrange the submitted list
accordingly. Interaction of this type between astronomers and data producers is key to optimizing
the use of time. Important efforts are being made by astronomers to publish papers which include
details of the spectral lines used and which subsequently point towards which data are missing.
This practice is incalculably helpful to data producers as it draws attention to current outstanding
needs for data improvement.

Finally, it is worth mentioning several challenges faced by the laboratory astrophysics community.
The most pressing amongst these is insufficient funding for researchers given the duration of some
projects. Full analyses of atomic spectra, for example, can easily demand a time span of several
years. This underfunding also delays the extremely useful critical compilation of atomic data, work
traditionally carried out at NIST, which is increasingly in demand from and appreciated by data users
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who lack the experience necessary to adequately evaluate the quality of the different data sets. A recent
example of this kind of work can be found in [58]. The other major problem in the field is a lack
of citations of the work carried out by experimentalists, especially when considering the time scale
of these projects. Very important efforts are being made by those involved in the development of
databases (such as VAMDC) to make sure that the work of data producers is acknowledged in the
publications where this data is used [59]. We would like to actively encourage astronomers to include
references to original sources when using atomic and molecular data. We understand that this process
can be very tedious when using values from many different authors, but acknowledgement of this
work is the only way of supporting the effort of data producers as they attempt to secure funding with
which to keep the laboratories in operation.

5. Conclusions

The Fourier Transform Spectroscopy Laboratory at Imperial College London has been providing
accurate atomic data (wavelengths, transition probabilities, energy levels, and hyperfine structure
constants), often in collaboration with the National Institute of Standards and Technology (USA) and
the Universities of Lund (Sweden) and Wisconsin (USA), over the last three decades. Our group has
a long history of collaboration with astronomers, who constitute the main data users. Astronomers
provide us with very valuable feedback on our newly measured data, having used it to produce
synthetic spectra for comparison with high quality stellar spectra of benchmark stars; a contrastive
process which allows for the identification of inconsistencies.

To meet the rapidly increasing data needs of astronomers, driven by new telescopes and surveys,
an active interaction and exchange of ideas between the astronomy community and that of data
producers is necessary. To establish long-term productive collaborations, we understand that it is
essential to develop a common language and nurture a good understanding of the basic ideas in
both fields. This contribution aims to provide non-experts with a broad and basic understanding of
experimental laboratory astrophysics and of the current capabilities of our laboratory.

We would also like to launch an appeal to collaborate with all those astronomers who need
accurate atomic data and encourage further dialogue regarding the most pressing data needs, as this
will help us to focus our efforts on the most urgently needed data.
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