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Element Abundances and Nuclear Structure

• There are many stable and radioactive nuclei, each has unique
properties.

• All nuclei are made of proton and neutron.
• Only at very high energies can nucleons be produced or annihilated.
• As long as the energy is below meson production threshold, all
”prompt” nuclear process can be seen as recombination of protons
and neutrons. At low energies s-process allows the interchange
between protons and neutrons.

What has been the history of the matter?
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Element Abundances and Nuclear Structure

It seems probable that all elements evolved from hydrogen, since:

• Proton is stable while the neutron is not.
• Hydrogen is the most abundant element, and helium is the next.
(from pp chain and CN cycle)

Element Abundances:

• Iron and nickel comprise less than 1% of the total mass while they
are most stable.

• Atomic abundance curve has an exponential decline to A ≈ 100 and
is approximately constant thereafter. (ignores many details)
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Element Abundances and Nuclear Structure
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Four Theories of the Origin of the Elements

Three theories assume elements
were built in a primordial state
of the universe:
Nonequilibrium theory of Gamow; the polyneutron theory of
Mayer; equilibrium theory of Klein.

They need very special initial conditions for the universe which
has no evidence.

Although they distribute elements on a cosmic scale, they are
spatially uniform.

The fourth theory: the stars are the seat
of origin of the elements

Evidence: nuclear transformations are currently taking place inside stars.

To distribute elements on cosmic scale: explosive ejection in supernovae, the
less energetic but more frequent novae, and the less rapid and less violent
ejection from stars in the giant stages of evolution and from planetary nebulae.

It was not known whether all of the atomic species heavier than hydrogen
are produced in stars. In this paper, only focus on synthesis in stars .
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General Features of Stellar Synthesis

Temperature needs to be adjusted so that the outflow of energy through
the star is balanced by nuclear energy generation.
H→ He→ C→ . . . →Fe , rising temperature.

The temperature rise is brought about by the conversion of gravitational
energy into thermal energy.
Heavier and heavier nuclei will be synthesis.(Since penetrations of
Coulomb barriers occur more readily as the temperature rises)
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General Features of Stellar Synthesis

Other factors needs to be considered: details of rising temperature;
barrier effects at low temperatures.
The temperature is not everywhere the same inside a star: nuclear
evolution is most advanced in central regions .

Process that produces special nuclear effects:

• Mixing of central and outer layers.
• Material ejected from one star may subsequently become condensed
in another star.

These complications show that the stellar theory cannot be simple.

The elements evolve by a whole series of processes: H burning, He
burning, n, e, r, s, p and x processes. 6/12



Modes of Element Synthesis

if we believe only hydrogen is primeval, at least eight different types of
synthesizing processes are demanded to explain the abundance curve.

(1) Hydrogen Burning: H→ He, and C,N,O,F,Ne,Si that are not produced by
(2) and (3). Provide most energy.

(2) Helium Burning: He→ C, and 16O, 20Ne, 24Mg

(3) α process: 20Ne +α, synthesize the four-structure nuclei 24Mg, 28Si, 32S,
36A, 40Ca, and probably 44Ca and 48Ti.

(4) e process: synthesize elements comprising the iron peak in the
abundance curve (vanadium, chromium, manganese, iron, cobalt, and
nickel)
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Modes of Element Synthesis

(5) s process: (n,γ).

• Takes place on a long time-scale, from 100 years to 1000 years for
each neutron capture.

• Occurs at a slow rate compared to the beta decays.
• Produce of the majority of the isotopes in the range 23≤A≤ 46
(excluding those by the α process), and for a considerable proportion
of the isotopes in the range 63≤A≤ 209.

• The s process produces the abundance peaks at A =90, 138, and 208.
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Modes of Element Synthesis

(6) r process:
neutron capture on a very short time-scale.

• 0.01—10 sec for the beta-decay processes interspersed between the
neutron captures.

• The neutron captures occur at a rapid rate compared to the beta
decays.

• Produce a large number of isotopes in the range 70≤A≤209, also
uranium and thorium.

• The s process produces the abundance peaks at A =90, 138, and 208.
Also produce some light element synthesis, e.g., 36S, 46Ca, 48Ca, and
perhaps 47Ti, 49Ti, and 50Ti.

• Produces the abundance peaks at A =80, 130, and 194. 9/12



Modes of Element Synthesis

(7) p process:
(p, γ) or (γ, n). Synthesis of a number of proton-rich isotopes .

(8) x process:
Synthesize D, Li, Be, B. More than one type of process may be demanded.

They are very unstable at the temperatures of stellar interiors, so they are
probably produced in regions of 1ow density and temperature. (But there
is some observational evidence against this)

Auxiliary process: 13C(α,n)16O, 13C(α,n)16O to provide proton and neutron
for s and r process.
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Modes of Element Synthesis
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Modes of Element Synthesis
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