
7 The Sun

Although the Sun is more massive and more luminous than most of the stars in its
neighborhood, it is by no means freakishly bright. Thus, by studying the Sun in particular,
we can learn a great deal about stars in general. A study of stellar interiors (including
the solar interior) will be deferred until Chapter 15, when we will have covered the
observable properties of stars in more detail. At this point, however, some discussion of
the Sun’s outer layers is merited. This is partly because there are aspects of solar physics
we need to understand in order to understand the evolution of the solar system as a whole.
However, it is also true that the Sun is the only star whose surface has been studied in
detail, and thus it deserves some extra attention.

7.1 OBSERVABLE LAYERS OF THE SUN

An image of the Sun at visible wavelengths (Figure 7.1) has a sharp, well-defined
boundary, implying that the Sun has a well-defined surface. The observed surface of the
Sun at visible wavelengths is the photosphere. More exactly, the photosphere is defined
as the layer of the Sun’s atmosphere from which nearly all of the observed photons
escape. The optical depth τ increases rapidly with depth in the photosphere; as a result,
the photosphere is not very thick when compared to the size of the Sun as a whole.
The vast majority of the light we observe from the Sun comes from a photosphere only
∼ 400 km thick. The base of the photosphere is at a distance R" = 696,000 km from
the Sun’s center. It’s the thinness of the photosphere that gives the Sun its sharp-edged
appearance. The temperature T beneath the photosphere increases with depth, as does
the degree of ionization; the interior of the Sun is a hot plasma of free electrons and
positively charged ions.

Because the top of the photosphere is cooler than the layers beneath, the photosphere
produces absorption lines in the spectrum of the Sun. Detailed analysis of high res-
olution spectra allows us to deduce the physical properties of the solar photosphere.
Elemental abundances, for instance, are very different from those found on Earth. By
mass, hydrogen constitutes 73.4% of the photosphere, helium constitutes 25.0%, and
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FIGURE 7.1 The photosphere is the region of the solar atmosphere from which
most of the visible light is emitted. Note the effect of “limb darkening”; the solar
disk has a higher surface brightness at the center than at the edges.

all the remaining elements of the periodic table contribute only 1.6% of the mass of the
photosphere.1

In the photosphere, the principal source of opacity is the H− ion, that is, a hydrogen
atom with an additional electron. In a gas containing both neutral hydrogen atoms and
free electrons, H− ions can form by the reaction

H + e− → H− + γ . (7.1)

Many metals have low ionization potentials and thus are partially ionized at the tem-
perature of the Sun’s photosphere; this provides the primary source of free electrons for
the creation of H− ions. However, the second electron in the H− ion is quite loosely
bound, with an ionization energy χ = 0.75 eV. The fragility of the H− ion implies that it
is abundant enough to affect the opacity only under special conditions; the density of gas
must be fairly high, and the temperature must be in the range 2500 K <∼ T <∼ 10,000 K.
At lower temperatures, there are essentially no free electrons available, and at higher
temperatures, the H− ions are blasted apart by photons as soon as they form. The en-
ergy χ = 0.75 eV required to remove the second electron corresponds to a wavelength
λ = 1.7 µm. This means that when H− is present, it can absorb ultraviolet photons, vis-
ible photons, and infrared photons out to a wavelength of 1.7 µm. Since the density of
particles in the photosphere decreases with height, eventually the density drops to the

1 Astronomers sometimes lump together all elements heavier than helium as “metals.” This puts them, we
realize, on the same level as primitive tribes who count “one, two, many,” but sometimes the ability to count
beyond two is overrated.
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1 optical depth

To the observer

FIGURE 7.2 An observer far to the left observes limb darkening of the Sun.
Photons from the center of the Sun’s disk come, on average, from deeper, hotter
layers of the photosphere.

point where the collisions between free electrons and hydrogen atoms that lead to for-
mation of H− occur too slowly to keep up with the photodissociation rate. Thus, at the
top of the photosphere, the H− has disappeared, the opacity due to H− has disappeared,
and photons can escape.

The photons that we observe from the photosphere come from a variety of depths,
and thus, given the temperature gradient across the photosphere, represent blackbody
emission at a range of temperatures. The average depth from which the observed photons
originate is determined by the column density of H− along our line of sight. At the center
of the solar disk, the physical depth corresponding to an optical depth τ = 1is larger than
the physical depth at the limb, or edge, of the Sun. This effect is illustrated in Figure 7.2.

As a consequence of this effect, the Sun displays limb darkening; the surface
brightness is greater at the center of the Sun’s disk because the photons we see come
from deeper, hotter layers of the photosphere, on average. By comparison, the limb of the
Sun’s disk is lower in surface brightness because the photons come from higher, cooler
layers of the photosphere, on average. The average temperature (that is, the one that
gives the best-fitting Planck spectrum) at the center of the disk is T ≈ 6100 K. However,
when photons from the entire disk are pooled together, the best-fitting temperature is
T ≈ 5700 K, thanks to the contribution from the cooler photons from the limb.

When the Sun’s disk is viewed at high angular resolution, the photosphere is seen
to be broken up into granules (Figure 7.3). The granules are convection cells in the
photosphere. Hot gas rises at the center of the granule; after the hot gas cools by
radiation, the cooler gas sinks back down at the edges of the granules. The typical size
of granules is d ∼ 1000 km, and the typical lifetime of a granule before it breaks up is
only t ∼ 10 minutes. A time-lapse movie of the photosphere looks like a seething vat of
soup.
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FIGURE 7.3 Detail of the photosphere showing granules; typically, they are the
size of Texas (d ∼ 1000 km).

The chromosphere is the layer of the Sun’s atmosphere immediately above the
photosphere. The chromosphere, as illustrated in Color Figure 4, is most easily seen
during a total solar eclipse, when the Moon blocks the light from the much-brighter (by
definition) photosphere. The chromosphere produces an emission spectrum, as expected
from Kirchhoff’s laws; it consists of hot, tenuous gas seen, during an eclipse, against
a dark background. The characteristic red color that gives the chromosphere its name2

is due to strong emission from the Hα λ6563 line. When the emission spectrum of the
chromosphere was measured during an eclipse on 1868 August 18, astronomers were
surprised to detect a yellow emission line (λ = 5875 Å) that didn’t correspond to any
known element. The English scientist Norman Lockyer decided that the line was due
to a previously unknown element that he called “helium,” after the Sun god Helios.
Chemists did not isolate the element helium in their laboratories until 1895, when its
emission spectrum was verified.

The temperature of the chromosphere increases with distance from the Sun’s center
(unlike the temperature structure of the photosphere, where the temperature drops with
increasing distance). At the top of the photosphere, which constitutes the base of the
chromosphere, the temperature is T ≈ 4400 K; at the top of the chromosphere, at a height
of ∼ 2500 km above its base, the temperature has risen sharply to T ≈ 9000 K.3

2 Chromo- is a Greek root meaning “color.”
3 The reason why helium absorption lines are not seen in the Sun’s photospheric spectrum is that the cooler
temperatures there result in photons that are insufficiently energetic to raise electrons above the ground state
of helium.
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