The world of cosmology is in crisis. New
discoveries by the NASA probe WMAP could
mean the Big Bang theory is on borrowed
time. Robert Matthews investigates

Big Bang
in pleces?

WHeN NASA rauncHED THE WILKINSON
Microwave Anisotropy Probe (WMAP)
in June 2001, scientists hoped it
would answer questions that had
tantalised them for decades. Within
a few months, it had arrived at its
observation point 1.5 million km from
the Earth, and had settled down to
stare‘into the depths of the cosmos.
WMAP’s mission was to create
a cosmic map of the heat left over
from the Big Bang. After billions
of years, this infrared radiation has
been stretched by the expansion of
the Universe into longer-wavelength
microwaves. By measuring the spread
and size of the peaks and troughs
of these microwave signals across
the night sky, cosmologists hoped
to obtain reliable figures for the key
properties of the Universe, such as its
age, rate of expansion and density.
And when the first results were
unveiled in 2003, it seemed their
wish had been granted. The data from

WMAP gave stunningly precise values
for the most basic features of the
Universe, such as its age — which came
out at 13.7 billion years, give or take
just 200 million years,

But now WMAP is giving
cosmologists more than they bargained
for. As they dig deeper into the vast
amounts of data it has sent back,
they are finding hints that the Big
Bang theory is showing its age, First
put forward in 1927 by the Belgian
mathematician and priest Georges
Lemaitre, the idea that the Universe
began in a huge explosion has always
been controversial, Now cosmologists
are facing the disturbing possibility
that they are still lightyears away from
understanding the Universe.

The first signs were emerging even
before WMAP was launched, During
the mid-199os, astronomers found
evidence that the Universe is not just
expanding, but expanding at an ever-
accelerating pace. Observations
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