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How Dark Matter Became 
An Unlikely Media Star 

After getting top biing at a recent astronomy meeting, speculative proposds that - 

dark matter mi* Lurk in unseen "ghost gaMes" or dim stars made headlines , 
In an old newsroom joke, a reporter ap- would be 
proachmg his deadline on a slow news day scientific sessions. One 
opens a dmw and takes o$ a sheet typed up abstract, by John 
in advance for just such an occasion. The Kormendy of 
headline reads, "Teddy Roosevelt Is Still the University 
Dead." Astronomy writers also have a story of Hawaii's 
of last resort: The mystery of cosmic "dark Institute for 
~ ~ m a s s t h a t ~ e c t s t h e m o w  Astmaomyin 
men& of stars and galaxies-is still u~1~01ved. Manoa and 
Last month, two research teams stated anew Kenneth Free- 
that they had observed no trace of the dark 
matter, although they offered new props& 
for where it might be hidmg. The aunounce 
mentwasreportedfbincoasttocoast. 

The media splash had little to do with the 
likely s c i e n ~ c  impact of the two modest but 
interesting studies. The fewastmnom who 
are familiar with the work suggest that the 
teams' broader conclusiom were overstated. 
One team claimed that undetected "ghost 
galaxies," consisting almost entirely of dark 
matter, may outnumber all ordinary galaxies. 
The other suggested that a galaxy's halo of 
dark matter may consist of myriad small 
stars, impossible to pick out individually. 
Both claims are speculative, says Vera Rubin, 
the asfronomer at the Carnegie bsthtion of 
Washington d Io  discmered in the 1970s that 
ordmuy galaxies must contain dark qtter.  
"If you can't see, somehig," she says, "it's 
very hard'to make statements about how 
many of them exist" 

Wlde coverage was emxwage4 however, 
by the teams' placement in the prime slot of a 
series of press conferences at an American 
Astronomical Society (AAS) meeting in 
Austin, Texas. A roomful of reporters on 
deadline heard the pme&&m and hurried 
off to file stories, which often sugsbwS a link 
between the mhdly unrelated paoje#s. The 
team memberS themselves now say they are 
mmmfiorta.tjle with at least some of the paess 
coverage. But the AAS press officer, Skphen 
Maran, who is also an astronomer at W A S :  
Goddard Space Flight Center, does not be- 
lieve the promotional effort overplayed the 
fm-. "I think we made the nght arrange- 

$ ments for this press d-," he says. 
; The t r a n s f o d o n  of minor d t s  into 
2 a major news event began last fall when the 
g two teams of respected astronomers each 
$ submitted short abstracts to the AAS meet- 
3 ing organizers, describing research they 

man of M o m  
&omlo Obser- 
vatory in Austdia, 
was titled "Scaling Laws for Dark Matter 
Halos in Late-Type and Dwarf Spheroidal 
Galaxies." Another, by Michael Liu of the 
University of California, Berkeley, Stephen 
Zepf of Yale University, and others, came 
with the heading "Weighing the Stellar Con- 
tent of NGC 59W5 Dark Matter Halo." 

The pEsemi011$ melt assigned to sepa- 
rate sessions at the scientific meeting and 
might have remained obscure outside a few 
~ h a d t h e a b s t r a c t s n o t ~ t h e e y e  
0ftheAASpressoffice. ExplamsIcomaendy. 
"I got an email k n  Steve Marsm saying, 'I 
read your abstract and it sounds interesting; 
WMlldyouliketogiveapressconfixenc?" 
~whoisoftenpialsedforhissuccess 
in publicizing astronomy-also coatacted 
Liu, and he eventually notified both teruns 
thattheyddbesharingthemeetingS:fm 
presscod-,at9am.on6Januaryuary 

In the press kit distributed to science 
journalists around the world, Maran pmhct- 
ed that the dark matter press conference 
would be one of "the two likely largest 
newsrnakers" of the entire AAS meeting. 
And in a tease that was sure to pump up 
press atbmdmm, & he that the briefimg 
would dims5 "the possible existence of 
w h a t m t P e i n g ~ ' g b 0 S t g a l ~ "  

Kormedy and Freeman built on earlier 
Wesofhmgaliuriesrotate,achaetothe 
amouut and Wicm of their dadt maUer. 
Such studies show that larger and ~OIE hmri- 
nous galaxies often have a lower pmportion 
of dark matter than d e r  and climmer ones. 
ButtheteamwentfurtlqusingwhatZepf 
calls a highly uncertain r e c o d o n  of the 
dark matter content in seven small. di- 
aphanous galaxies called dwarf spheroidals 
topushthetrendofrisingdarkmatter& 

in dimmer galmes to an extreme. l'ractically 
invisible galax~es, containing almost all &I& 
matter, ''may outnumber all luminous galax- 
ies combined," according to a viewgraph 
Kormendy showed at the press conference. "I 
wouldn't call it conclusive," said Zepf, who 
chaired the session at which Kormendy gave 
his technical talk 'You'd want to work out all 

the details before you believe that." 
Similar reservations may ap- 

ply to the COM:~US~OI~S presented 
by Zepf's team, which used m Ah  the Hubble Space 

K -  Telescope (HST) to 
study the galaxy 
NGC 59075 "halo7' 
-a surrounding 

,region where dark 
matter is thought 
.ta reside. Another 

g m q  had seen a 
s t r a n g e w f i o m  
the halo in the 

- - early 1990s, but 
in looking for dividual sources w might 
explain it, Zepf's team saw nothing. if ordi- 
nary stars are creating the glow, HST should 
have seenatleasttfKbri~ones.Theteam 
i n f d  that a biaure collection of dim, small 
stars is responsible and may constitute the 
bulk of that galaxy's dark matter. 

Heather Momson of Case Western Re- 
serve university in ClmM who origmally 
observed NGC 59075-@ow, says stars could 
stillturnupinacolorWdi&enththe 
one Zepfi team used. "Again, this is a nega- 
t i v e ~ O i l , " ~ R u b i n . " r f i f y o u d o n ' t s e e  
something ... you can read into it anythtng 
you think might be there." 

Kormendy and Zepf now say that the 
press conference focused almost exclusively 
on the most speculative aspects of their 
work Members of both teams say they also 
reg& that the rapid-fire, back-to-back pre- 
sentations led reporters to suggest that one 
set of results somehow supported the other. 
"I should have mticipated that people might 
think they're c c i e  says Kormendy. "I 
wassurprisedtosee,inthepress,thedegree 
towhich the storieswerekked,"addsLiu 

MaIanllspo~that'kdidnotrelffeserrt 
that both topics were closely related. ... We 
simply hedged our bets by including two 
~ p a p e a s o n t q i c s m ~ s a r n e g e n -  
eral~''Hesaysdmthesawnoimcww& 
inthenewsreptsandbheardnoobjec- 
t i 0 f l s ~ ~ T h a t m y b e ~ ~  
bottomlineinmostoftheoovesagewasunob 
j e d i ~ T B e ~ o f ~ d r a d r ~ *  
~ ~ 1 ~ R u b i n , w h o w s s i n c ~ i r i  
b p r e s s c a n f i x e n c e a s a n o u t s i d e ~  
t o r , w a s w i ~ c p f d i n a n ~ x m -  
co- d o n .  'we're stiil g l q i q g  
saidRzlbin."Wkwrtofmzlblackrwmb 
ing an all-bkk puzzle.'' - ~ G c i u u ? e  
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