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COBE / FIRAS (Far InfraRed Absolute Spectrophotometer)

Average spectrum

Mather et al., 1994, ApJ, 420, 439 
Fixsen et al., 1996, ApJ, 473, 576  
Fixsen, 2003, ApJ, 594, 67 
Fixsen, 2009, ApJ, 707, 916  

NASA’s COBE satellite
Early 1990’s

Nobel Prize in Physics 2006!

Theory and Observations

Average spectrum

Blackbody spectrum to very high precision

‘Rainbow’ of the CMB

	 Error bars a small 
fraction of the line 
thickness!
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CosmoTherm: a (new) flexible thermalization code

• Solve the thermalization problem for a wide range of energy release histories 
• several scenarios already implemented (decaying particles, damping of acoustic modes) 
• first explicit solution of time-dependent energy release scenarios 
• open source code 

- will soon be available at www.Chluba.de/CosmoTherm/  

• Main reference: JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 2012 (arXiv:1109.6552)CMB spectral distortions 1305
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Figure 3. CMB spectral distortion at z = 200 caused by the continuous
cooling from electrons. Neglecting the spectral distortion in the computa-
tion of the electron temperature leads to an underestimation of the final
distortion at low frequencies. We also show a simple analytical fit according
to equation (36) with parameters µ∞ = −2.22 × 10−9, xc = 1.5 × 10−2,
φf − 1 = −8.0 × 10−10, ye = −4.3 × 10−10 and yff = −4.17 × 10−12.

CMB distortion (cf. Fig. 3), implying a smaller effective tempera-
ture. These aspects of the problem are difficult to include before the
computation is done. When considering cases in which the heating
ends well before recombination and is much larger than the cooling
by adiabatic expansion of the medium, this no longer is a problem,
since bulk of the heat truly ends up in the photon field.

We also confirmed this statement by first computing the global
energy balance problem (see Section 2.4), only neglecting the dis-
tortions introduced. This allowed us to define the initial temperature
for the run of COSMOTHERM more precisely, such that we obtained
T ∗

γ ∼ TCMB to within 0.1 per cent at ze = 200. We conclude that
COSMOTHERM conserves energy at a level well below 1 per cent.

3.3.2 Associated spectral distortion

In Fig. 3 we show the corresponding CMB spectral distortion in the
two cases discussed above. Here two aspects are very important:
first, the amplitude of the distortion is strongly underestimated when
one assumes that the Compton equilibrium temperature is just Tz,
i.e. enforces ρeq = 1. In this case, the distortions do not build up
in the full way, as the difference of the electron temperature is
artificially reduced. Since the electron temperature appears in the
exponential factor of the DC and BR emission and absorption term,
this leads to a crucial difference at low frequencies.

Secondly, the distortions at both very low and very high frequen-
cies are rather large. This is connected mainly with the low-redshift
evolution of the distortion. Once the Universe enters the recombina-
tion epochs, the temperature of the electrons can drop significantly
below the temperature of the photon field (cf. Fig. 2). This implies
significant absorption by BR at low frequencies, and also a sizeable
down-scattering of CMB photons at high frequencies, in an attempt
to reheat the electrons. Interestingly, the high- and low-frequency
distortion is very similar in the two cases considered. This also sug-
gests that this part of the distortion is introduced at low redshifts,
where the electron temperature in both cases is practically the same
(cf. Fig. 2).
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Figure 4. Evolution of the CMB spectral distortion caused by the con-
tinuous cooling from electrons. At low redshifts one can see the effect of
electrons starting to cool significantly below the temperature of the photons,
which leads to strong free–free absorption at very low frequencies.

To illustrate this aspect of the problem, in Fig. 4 we present a
sequence of spectra starting at redshifts during which distortions are
quickly thermalized (z ∼ 106), passing through the epoch of µ-type
distortions (z ∼ 105), followed by the y-type era (z ∼ 104), and
ending well after recombination. Close to the initial time, one can
observe the slightly higher temperature at both low and very high
frequencies, which is the result of the consistent initial condition.
At the final redshift the distortion is neither a pure µ-type nor a pure
y-type distortion. At high frequencies it has some characteristics of
a negative y-type distortion, while around ∼1 GHz it looks like a
negative µ-type distortion. At very low frequencies the free–free
distortion dominates, as explained above. One can see from Fig. 4
that the free–free distortion indeed starts to appear at rather late
times, when the electron temperature departs by more than $T/T ∼
10−8 from the photons. We found that nx according to equation (36)
with parameters µ∞ = −2.22 × 10−9, xc = 1.5 × 10−2, φf − 1
= −8.0 × 10−10, ye = −4.3 × 10−10 and yff = −4.17 × 10−12

represents the total spectral distortion rather well (cf. Fig. 3). These
effective values for µ∞ and ye are several times below the limits
that might be achieved with PIXIE, implying that measuring this
effect will be very difficult.

With the values of µ∞ and ye one can estimate the amount of
energy that was released during the µ-era (50 000 ! z ! 2 × 106)
and y-era (z ! 50 000), using the simple expressions (Sunyaev &
Zeldovich 1970c) µ∞ ≈ 1.4$ργ /ργ and ye ≈ 1

4 $ργ /ργ , resulting
in $ργ /ργ |µ ≈ 1.6 × 10−9 and $ργ /ργ |µ ≈ 1.7 × 10−9. This
is consistent with the simple estimates carried out in Section 2.5.1,
supporting the precision of the code regarding energy conservation.

3.4 Dissipation of energy from acoustic waves

As next example we computed the distortions arising from the
dissipation of energy in acoustic waves, again starting at zs = 2 ×
107 and solving the problem down to ze = 200. In Fig. 5 we show
the evolution of the matter temperature and in Fig. 6 we present the
corresponding spectral distortions in the CMB. In both cases we
varied the value of the spectral index, nS.

C⃝ 2011 The Authors, MNRAS 419, 1294–1314
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society C⃝ 2011 RAS
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Figure 12. CMB spectral distortion at z = 200 after energy injection from
decaying relic particles. In all cases, we fixed fdec = 2 zX eV, which cor-
responds to a total energy release of !ργ /ργ |dec ∼ 1.3 × 10−6. For the
effective temperature of the CMB, this implies !T ∗

γ /TCMB ∼ −3.2 × 10−7

at zs = 2 × 107 and at ze = 200 in all cases we found |!T ∗
γ /TCMB| ∼ 10−10.
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Figure 13. Evolution of the electron temperature for the thermal history
with decaying particles. Parameters were chosen like in Fig. 12. Red lines
indicate that the electrons are hotter than the effective CMB temperature,
while blue indicates electrons cooler than this. The black/solid line shows
the case without annihilation for comparison.

frequencies the interplay between y-type and free–free distor-
tion becomes important, leading to another positive feature at
ν ∼ 500 MHz.

To understand a little better the effect of decaying particles on the
CMB spectrum, in Fig. 13 we present the evolution of the electron
temperature for some cases of Fig. 12. One can see that for decreas-
ing values of zX at high redshifts, the electron temperature follows
the case without energy injection for a longer period. Then, once the
heating by decaying particles becomes significant, the electron tem-
perature becomes larger than Tz. After the heating stops for cases
with zX ! 105, the relative difference in the electron temperature
remains rather constant, with only slow evolution. Because of the
heating the effective temperature of the CMB also increased, and
after it ceased the electrons simply keep the temperature dictated
by the distorted CMB photon field.

In cases with zX " 105, however, one can observe an extended
period after the maximal heating at which the electrons lose some
of their heat again. Having a closer look at the cases with zX ! 105

one can find the same there, but much less pronounced. At high
redshifts the Compton interaction is extremely fast and allows the
temperature of electrons and photons to depart only slightly, even
with significant energy release. At low redshifts, Compton scattering
becomes much less efficient, so that during energy release larger
differences between electrons and photons are possible. During
these periods the electrons are notably hotter than the CMB, so that
photons become up-scattered and a y-type signature can arise.

In Fig. 14 we illustrate the evolution of the CMB spectral distor-
tion caused by the heating from decaying particles with different
lifetimes. The upper panel gives an example for a particle with
short lifetime. The distortion is clearly close to a µ-type distortion
until very late times. The only difference is because of the effect
of electrons cooling significantly below the CMB temperature at
late times, introducing a small modification because of free–free
absorption in the 100 MHz frequency band. In the central panel,
we give a case which at the end has the character of both µ- and
y-type distortions. Initially, it starts like a µ-type distortion, but
heating continues to be significant down to z ∼ 105, when electrons

C⃝ 2011 The Authors, MNRAS 419, 1294–1314
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society C⃝ 2011 RAS

Electron temperature evolution Evolution of distortion
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• > 100 WP evaluated
• Identified three L-Class 

themes
• Moons of the giant planets
• From temperate Exoplanets 

to the Milky Way
• New physical probes of the 

early Universe 

• CMB Spectral distortions 
recognized as a possible 
‘New physical probe of  
the early Universe’
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New Probe of the Early Universe



Small-scale power constraints and PBH formation

JC, Khatri & Sunyaev, 2012 
JC, Erickcek & Ben-Dayan, 2012 
Cyr et al., 2023, ArXiv:2309.02366

IMBHSMBH SBH



Small-scale power constraints and PBH formation

JC, Khatri & Sunyaev, 2012 
JC, Erickcek & Ben-Dayan, 2012 
Cyr et al., 2023, ArXiv:2309.02366

IMBHSMBH SBH

A CMB spectrometer could shed light on 
primordial black hole formation



Small-scale power and gravitational wave link

Figure from EPTA paper
https://arxiv.org/abs/2306.16227

• Lots of excitement by recent 
NANOGrav detection of 
stochastic GW background

• GW sourced by primordial 
scalar perturbations also 
cause CMB distortions

Figure from NANOGrav paper
https://arxiv.org/abs/2306.16213



Origin of the GW background remains unclear
‘Vanilla’ explanation: SMBH mergers

- Early SMBH population may be required
- Yet origin of these SMBH binaries unclear
- Could necessitate IMBH as seeds, maybe of primordial origin?

➡Possible link to primordial small-scale scalar perturbations
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Origin of the GW background remains unclear

SIGWs, cosmic strings, phase transitions etc
- Modeling details still being debated 
- These can leave imprints to the CMB spectrum!

‘Vanilla’ explanation: SMBH mergers
- Early SMBH population may be required
- Yet origin of these SMBH binaries unclear
- Could necessitate IMBH as seeds, maybe of primordial origin?

➡Possible link to primordial small-scale scalar perturbations

To understand the origin of the GW signal a 
combination of various probes is required!

CMB spectral distortions provide one of the most 
primordial tracers one could hope for!



Scalar Induced Gravitational Waves

Ananda et al. 2007; Baumann et al. 2007



Scalar Induced Gravitational Waves

Ananda et al. 2007; Baumann et al. 2007

Using scalar power spectrum limits one 
can predict the maximal SIGW level!



Spectral distortion link to GW backgrounds

Kite et al., 2020, ArXiv:2010.00040 
Cyr et al., 2023, ArXiv:2309.02366
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Spectral distortion link to GW backgrounds

Kite et al., 2020, ArXiv:2010.00040 
Cyr et al., 2023, ArXiv:2309.02366

Direct distortion from 
primordial GWs

Scalar-induced GWs

A CMB spectrometer could rule out 
SIGWs as cause for large-scale B-modes



Is the ARCADE excess related to the GW signals?



Dowell & Taylor, 2018

The ARCADE radio excess

• Synchrotron-like signal 
first seen by ARCADE-2           
(Fixsen et al. 2011) 

• Confirmed by LWA  
(Dowel & Taylor, 2018) 

• Isotropic on the sky 

• Still unexplained 
(discussions in Singal et al. 2018  
& Singal et al. 2023)



Dowell & Taylor, 2018

The ARCADE radio excess

• Synchrotron-like signal 
first seen by ARCADE-2           
(Fixsen et al. 2011) 

• Confirmed by LWA  
(Dowel & Taylor, 2018) 

• Isotropic on the sky 

• Still unexplained 
(discussions in Singal et al. 2018  
& Singal et al. 2023)

Is this an early (z>10?) 
radio background 

possibly from accreting 
black holes or new 

physics?



Little red dots linked to ARCADE excess?

Recent JWST observations



Cosmic String solution to ARCADE excess?

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 2023, ArXiv:2305.09816 
Cyr, JC & Acharya, 2023, ArXiv:2308.03512

• Performed detailed modeling of distortions 
from Cosmic String network 

• Tightly constrained by CMB anisotropies 
and low frequency radio data

• Soft photon heating highly 
relevant to 21 cm prediction 
(Acharya, Cyr & JC, 2022;                  
Cyr, Acharya & JC, 2024) 

• Intriguing solution to the RSB



Cosmic String solution to ARCADE excess?

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 2023, ArXiv:2305.09816 
Cyr, JC & Acharya, 2023, ArXiv:2308.03512

• Performed detailed modeling of distortions 
from Cosmic String network 

• Tightly constrained by CMB anisotropies 
and low frequency radio data

CMB spectrometers could test 
the origin of the RSB!

• Soft photon heating highly 
relevant to 21 cm prediction 
(Acharya, Cyr & JC, 2022;                  
Cyr, Acharya & JC, 2024) 

• Intriguing solution to the RSB



Link to the Hubble tension?



Rubino-Martin et al. 2006, 2008; Sunyaev & JC, 2009, JC & Ali-Haimoud, arXiv:1510.03877
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FIG. 7: The cosmological recombination radiation arising from the hydrogen and helium components. The
helium distortion (blue) is the net accumulation of the HeI and HeII emission along with other effects (i.e.
helium absorption and collisions). The spectral series of hydrogen have also been highlighted. The unique
spectral shapes given by the CRR would provide us with a revolutionary new cosmological probe of the

atomic physics in the early Universe.

surements can be used to derive stringent constraints. The shape of the ALPs distortion depends
upon the mass of the axions and the density of electrons in the Milky Way. For the best-fit model
of electron density [245] and magnetic field [246, 247] of the Milky Way, ALPs in the mass range
from a mALP ' few ⇥10

�13 eV to a few ⇥10
�12 eV can be probed by the process of resonant con-

version. The measurement of this large angular scale spectral distortion signal requires both wide
frequency- and sky-coverage, which is possible only with space-based CMB missions. The same
physical effect also arises in galaxy clusters [248] and produces polarized spectral distortions that
can be measured using high-resolution CMB experiments with an imaging telescope [58, 249].

Along with the resonant conversion of CMB photons into ALPs, there will also be a non-
resonant conversion of CMB photons into ALPs, as the CMB photons propagate through the
turbulent magnetic field of our galaxy, IGM and voids [184]. This leads to an unpolarized spectral
distortion of the CMB blackbody. This avenue will provide stringent constraints on the coupling
strength g��a for all the masses of ALPs below ' 10

�11 eV. The first constraint of this kind of
distortion is obtained from the data of Planck satellite [250].

This new probe of ALP physics will be accessible with a CMB spectrometers like PIXIE or
Super-PIXIE. In this way, we can explore a new parameter space of the coupling strength g��a
and ALP masses, which are currently beyond the reach of particle-physics experiments. Spectral
distortions are capable of discovering ALPs even if they are a fraction of DM and hence will open
a completely new complementary window for studying ALPs in nature. The discovery space is
enormous and provides a direct cosmological probe into the string axiverse [229].

2.6. The Cosmological Recombination Radiation

The cosmological recombination process causes another small but inevitable distortion of the
CMB. Line emission from hydrogen and helium injects photons into the CMB, which after redshift-
ing from z ' 10

3 are visible today as complex frequency structure in the microwave bands (Fig. 7)
[20, 251–258]. The cosmological recombination radiation (CRR) has a simple dependence on
cosmological parameters and the dynamics of recombination; since it includes not only hydrogen
but also two helium recombinations, it probes eras well beyond the last-scattering surface ob-
served by CMB anisotropies [21, 22, 259]. Modern computations now include the bound-bound
and free-bound contributions from hydrogen, neutral helium and hydrogenic helium and thus allow
precise modeling of the total signal and its parameter dependences [22].

Another way to do CMB-based cosmology! 
Direct probe of recombination physics!

Cosmological Recombination Radiation

http://arxiv.org/abs/1909.01593
Courtesy Luke Hart



Hart & JC, 2022, ArXiv:2209.12290

• Hubble tension persists… New Physics?? 

• H0 Olympics identified EDE, Primordial 
Magnetic fields and varying me models    
as best solutions! 

• These should affect the CRR!

Testing the origin of the Hubble tension with the CRR



Lynch, Knox & JC, ArXiv:2406.10202  
Lynch, Knox & JC, ArXiv:2404.05715

Cosmological data seems to be preferring early 
recombination scenarios!

Model-independent reconstruction of 
free electron fraction using Emulators



Revised constraints on Axions and Dark Photons



JC, Cyr & Johnson ArXiv:2409.12115

Revised Constraints on Dark Photons - I

Dark photons can convert 
into normal photons when 
md ≃ mγ(z)

This leads to removal of 
CMB photons which causes 
a distortion



JC, Cyr & Johnson ArXiv:2409.12115

Revised Constraints on Dark Photons - IV

COBE/FIRAS constraints still competitive
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Revised Constraints on Axions - III

Cyr, JC & Manoj ArXiv:2411.13701 Significant uncertainties from B field modelling



Spectral distortion anisotropies
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One can expect 
multiple cases with 
anisotropic heating!
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New photon Boltzmann hierarchy with 
thermalization effects

Now implemented in CosmoTherm but can be done with any 
Boltzmann code (e.g., CAMB or CLASS)

JC, Kite & Ravenni, 2022, papers I, ArXiv:2210.09327  
JC, Ravenni & Kite, 2022, papers II, ArXiv:2210.15308  
Kite, Ravenni & JC, 2022, papers III, ArXiv:2212.02817  

These are the new thermalization 
and generalized source terms
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Monopole distortion
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Evolution of modes for injection at z = 50,000
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Evolution of modes for injection at z = 50,000

Dipole distortion
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CMB power spectra for decaying particles

Kite, Ravenni & JC, 2022, papers III, ArXiv:2212.02817  

With anisotropic heating
- New way to constrain 

these scenarios
- Anisotropic heating is 

important!
- Degeneracy between 

lifetime and abundance 
can in principle be 
broken by -dependenceℓ



CMB power spectra for decaying particles

Kite, Ravenni & JC, 2022, papers III, ArXiv:2212.02817  

With anisotropic heating
- New way to constrain 

these scenarios
- Anisotropic heating is 

important!
- Degeneracy between 

lifetime and abundance 
can in principle be 
broken by -dependenceℓ

Can be constrainted 
with CMB imagers like 
Planck, Litebird, SO, 

CMB-S4 & PICO!



SKA as a CMB experiment

Zegeye et al., ArXiv:2406.04326  

- Single dish mode is enough 
for µ-T constraints

- Low frequency foreground 
monitor

- Constraints on small scales
- SKA+Litebird equivalent to 

PICO in terms of µ-T
- SKA could even do B-

modes…



SKA as a CMB experiment

Zegeye et al., ArXiv:2406.04326  

- Single dish mode is enough 
for µ-T constraints

- Low frequency foreground 
monitor

- Constraints on small scales
- SKA+Litebird equivalent to 

PICO in terms of µ-T
- SKA could even do B-

modes…

Detailed study with realistic 
foregrounds and systematics 

is required!



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 
2023; 2024



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 
2023; 2024



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050

Chung, JC & Breysee, 
ArXiv:2311.03297

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 
2023; 2024



Uniqueness of CMB Spectral Distortion Science

Guaranteed distortion 
signals in ΛCDM 

New tests of inflation 
and particle/dark 
matter physics 

Signals from the 
reionization and 
recombination eras 

Huge discovery 
potential 

Complementarity and 
synergy with CMB 
anisotropy studies

JC & Sunyaev, MNRAS, 419, 2012 
JC et al., MNRAS, 425, 2012 
Silk & JC, Science, 2014 
JC, MNRAS, 2016 
JC et al., 2019, arXiv:1909.01593

PIXIE
APSERa

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energyPhoton energy

D
ist

or
tio

n 
Si

gn
al

Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy Photon energy

Photon energyPhoton energyPhoton energyPhoton energy
y-distortion µ-distortion temperature shifty+µ+residual distortion

Redshift104 2 x 1063 x 105103

Time 2 months8 years7,000 years380,000 years
H

yd
ro

ge
n

 l
in

es

N
eu

tr
a

l 
H

el
iu

m
 l

in
es

Io
n

iz
ed

 H
el

iu
m

 l
in

es

La
st

 S
ca

tt
er

in
g 

Su
rf

a
ce

time-dependent information

full thermalizationscattering efficientscattering inefficient intermediate regime

Recombination signal

Ly
m

an
-α

Ba
lm

er
-α

Pa
sc

he
n-
α

Distortion ≃10-7-10-6 
relative to blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Maximum of 
CMB blackbody

Blackbody era
Distortion 
visibility

5 x 106

3
3
%

4
%

0
.2
%

0
.0
0
3
%

Recombination era

R
ei

o
n

iz
a

ti
o

n

B
ig

 B
a

n
g 

N
u

cl
eo

sy
n

th
es

is

COSMO 
TMS 

BISOU 
Voyage 2050

Chung, JC & Breysee, 
ArXiv:2311.03297

Cyr, Acharya & JC, 
2023; 2024

With new opportunities 
using anisotropic 
distortion signals!

Planck, Litebird, SKA, 
CMB-S4 & PICO
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Polarized Radiation Imaging and Spectroscopy Mission 

Spokesperson: Paolo de Bernardis 
e-mail: paolo.debernardis@roma1.infn.it — tel: + 39 064 991 4271 

PRISM 
Probing cosmic structures and radiation  
with the ultimate polarimetric spectro-imaging  
of the microwave and far-infrared sky 

1

PRISM
De Bernardis

2018 2022

⩬

APSERa
Subrahmanyan & Rao

Pagina 24 

•  Concordia station: 

•  75° 06’ S – 123° 21’ E 

•  3233 m a.s.l. 
•  <T>=-50°    ;    min(T)=-85° 

 
•  High altitude but fully logistical 

supported 

•  16 crew-members during winter. 
Maximum 80 people during summer 

•  Diffusely site tested at all 
wavelengths and continuous 
atmospheric monitoring 

•  Water Vapour Content ~75% of the 
time below 0.4mm PWV       
(Tremblin et al., 448 A65 A&A 2012) 

•  Circular and linear polarizations 
constrained to  

•  CP<0.19%;  
•  LP<0.11% (Battistelli et al., 

423 1293 MNRAS  2012) 

Elia Battistelli for the COSMO collaboration 

  

COSMO
De Bernardis, Masi & Battistelli

MaffeiSecondar\ Mirror
(SM) 

Primar\ Mirror
(PM) 

4K Cold Load
(4KCL) 

Reference Feedhorn
(FHr) 

Sk\ Feedhorn
(FHs) 

IR Filter
Vacuum WindoZ

Cr\ostat

Figure 6. 3D visualization of the TMS optical system, as modelled with the Creo Parametric 3D Modelling
software. The optical design is based on a Gregorian o�set configuration, with a 1.49 m-primary mirror and a
0.6 m-ellipsoidal secondary mirror. The TMS feedhorn is positioned at one of the sub-reflector foci, aligned
with its phase center at 15 GHz. The removal of this sub-reflector allows us to switch between observations
with and without optics.

included the verification of the 3D mechanical model and subsequent adjustments. This process
required a few iterations until the final design was obtained. To conclude, we performed a more
complete analysis of the system radiation properties acknowledging the aforementioned di�raction
e�ects and the TMS feed behaviour. To this end, we used CST Studio Suite and performed a
preliminary study assuming an ideal system, which is presented in section 4.

Figure 6 shows the final optical design, based on a Gregorian system with a projected diameter
aperture of 1.2 m, and an equivalent focal length of 0.7 m, resulting in an F/D~0.58. The primary
mirror (PM) of the TMS is an o�set paraboloid, with 1.49 m major axis, and the secondary mirror
(SM) is an o�set concave ellipsoid, with a 0.6 m diameter and eccentricity n of 0.45. The half-angle
subtended by the SM at the feed is 30.32°, ensuring illumination levels  �20 dB in the mirror rims
along the whole TMS band. The system provides an angular resolution of about 1.5° on average.

It is worth noting that the final system does not satisfy the Mizuguchi [27] condition of
minimum cross-polarization by ⇠15° of deviation with respect to the optimal pointing of the
antenna. Similarly, the condition given by Rusch [28] for minimum cross-polarization and spillover
is not met. This design decision was motivated by the need to separate the cryostat and its pump
as far as possible from the optics, in order not to produce a blockage. Shading by the cryostat
was avoided by slightly reducing the pointing angle of the antenna with respect to the PM axis.
Nevertheless, the cross-polarization introduced by the optical system remains very low, barely
degraded with respect to the optimal configuration, according to GRASP results. In the same way,
spillover losses are almost negligible in comparison to the optimal configuration. Table 5 presents
the design parameters of the optical system, including the optimal and chosen values for the PM
o�set angle and the angle between the feed and SM axis. Optimal values are extracted from the
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Tenerife Microwave Spectrometer (TMS), 10-20GHz

o IAC project. Instrumental participation: 

o Science driver: Ground-based low resolution spectroscopy observations
in the 10-20GHz range to characterize foregrounds (monopole signals;
spectral dependence of monopole signals; ARCADE results) and CMB
spectral distortions. Provides frequency intercalibration for QUIJOTE.
(Rubino-Martin et al. 2020).

o Location: Teide Observatory (former VSA enclosure). Full sky dome.

o Prototype for future instruments. Also important legacy value,
complementing future space missions.

o Proposed instrument concept:
• FEM cooled to 4-10K (HEMTs). 
• Reference 4K load.
• DAS based on FPGAs.  
• ~3deg beam, 0.25 GHz spectral resolution (40 bands).

o Project Status: 
o Enclosure and dome at the Teide Observatory. ✔
o Platform fabricated. Installation summer 2022. ✔
o Mirrors designed (Alonso-Arias et al 2022).  To be fabricated (à Fall

2022). 
o Cryostat at the IAC since July 2019. ✔
o Optomechanics in final fabrication phase. 
o Reference load fabricated (Nov 2021). ✔
o DAS based on FPGAs (à end 2022). 
o Commissioning in 2023. 

TMS
Rubiño-Martin

(PIXIE)

Super-PIXIE

Aghanim 

Aghanim 

Not just fiction 
anymore!




