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Spectroscopic studies of active galactic nuclei (AGN) are powerful means of probing the

physical properties of the ionized gas within them. In particular, near future observational

facilities, such as the James Webb Space Telescope (JWST), will allow detailed statistical

studies of rest-frame ultraviolet and optical spectral features of the very distant AGN with

unprecedented accuracy. In this proceedings, we discuss the various ways of exploiting

new dedicated photoionization models of the narrow-line emitting regions (NLR) of AGN

for the interpretation of forthcoming revolutionary datasets.

Keywords: active galaxies, emission lines, ultraviolet, spectral models, spectroscopy

1. INTRODUCTION

Nebular emission lines observed in galaxy spectra contain valuable information about the nature of
the ionizing source and physical conditions of the ionized gas within these same galaxies. Current
(e.g., VLT-KMOS/MUSE, Keck-MOSFIRE) and future (e.g., the Near Infrared Spectrograph,
NIRSpec, on-board JWST) near infrared spectrographs will provide ultraviolet, in addition to
optical, rest-frame spectra of galaxies out to the epoch of Reionization. In this context, it is
extremely important to develop physically motivated spectral models, along with analysis tools
based on advanced statistical techniques, for the interpretation of the rest-frame optical/ultraviolet
spectra of both active and inactive galaxies at all cosmic epochs. In section 2 we describe
photoionization models of the AGN NLR. In the following Sections we show how (i) new
ultraviolet, in addition to standard optical, spectral diagnostic diagrams allow one to distinguish
between nuclear activity and star formation, (ii) these new models can be best used to understand
the physical properties of the gas in the AGN NLR and (iii) the implementation of these AGN
photoionization calculations in an innovative bayesian fitting code can help us best interpret
current, and future, spectro-photometric data on active galaxies.

2. SPECTRAL MODELS

The nebular emission of the AGN NLR is computed combining the AGN ionizing spectrum,
described as a series of broken power laws (Equation 5 of Feltre et al., 2016), with the
photoionization code CLOUDY (version c13.03, latest described in Ferland et al., 2013). The
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gas in the NLR is modeled with clouds of single type using
the approach described in Feltre et al. (2016)1. The models are
parametrized in terms of (i) the ultraviolet spectral index, α, of
the incident radiation field, (ii) the ionization parameter, (iii)
the hydrogen gas density of the clouds, (iv) the gas metallicity,
and (v) the dust-to-heavy element mass ratio. A more detailed
explanation of the physical parameters is provided in Feltre et al.
(2016). Note that we have improved the original model grid by
adding two new adjustable parameters, namely the inner radius
of the NLR and the internal microturbulence velocity of the gas
cloud. The addition of these two parameters have been found to
be critical for reproducing high ionization emission-lines, such
as N V λ1240 and C IV λ1550 (Mignoli et al., in prep., Feltre et
al., in prep.). We also consider new generation photoionization
calculations of the nebular emission from stars (Gutkin et al.,
2016), parametrized in analogous way to the AGN NLR models.
We remind the reader to the papers of Charlot and Longhetti
(2001), Gutkin et al. (2016) for a detailed description of these
spectral models.

3. DIAGNOSTIC DIAGRAMS IN THE
ULTRAVIOLET

Standard diagnostic diagrams, based on ratios of optical
emission-lines (such as [O III]λ5007, [N II]λ6584, [S II]λ6724,
Hα and Hβ) are commonly used to distinguish between
stellar and nuclear activity (e.g., Baldwin et al., 1981; Veilleux
and Osterbrock, 1987). In addition to optical, we explored
new diagnostics at ultraviolet wavelengths for three reasons:
(i) future facilities will provide high quality rest-ultraviolet
spectra of the most distant sources, (ii) models are usually
calibrated on optical observations of the local Universe and
this might not always be appropriated to study the emission
from star-formation and interstellar gas at high redshift,
and (iii) standard optical diagnostic diagrams might fail to
distinguish between stellar and AGN activity at higher redshift
(e.g., in the case of low metallicity Groves et al., 2006;
Coil et al., 2015; Feltre et al., 2016; Hirschmann et al.,
2017). Diagrams involving combinations of a collisionally
excited metal line or line multiplet, such as C IV λλ1548, 1551,
O III]λλ1661, 1666, N III]λ1750, [Si III]λ1883+Si III]λ1892 and
[C III]λ1907+C III]λ1909, with the He II λ1640 recombination
line have been found to allow a good distinction of the
nature of the ionizing source as well as valuable constraints on
interstellar gas parameters and the shape of the ionizing radiation
(Feltre et al., 2016). Figure 1 shows the predictions from
photoionization models of both AGN and star-forming galaxies,
for different values of metallicity and ionization parameter in
two diagnostic diagrams, namely C III]λ1909/He II λ1640 vs.
C IV λ1550/He II λ1640 (left panel) and C IV λ1550/C III]λ1909
vs. C IV λ1550/He II λ1640 (right panel). Note that model
predictions agree well with data measurements of AGN (Dors
et al., 2014) and star-forming galaxies (Stark et al., 2014) currently
available in the literature.

1Predictions of the intensities of the main optical and ultraviolet emission-lines are
available through http://www.iap.fr/neogal/models.html

4. GAS METALLICITY IN THE NLR OF Z∼2
TYPE 2 AGN

As case study, to illustrate a potential application of
photoionization models described above (section 2), we compare
the model predictions with the emission line measurements of
a sample of C IV λ1550-selected Type 2 AGN (see section 4.1).
The ionized gas in the NLR of AGN surrounds the black hole
at the galaxy centre and it is likely connected to the nuclear star
formation. By measuring the metal abundance of the ionized gas
in the AGN NLR, we can obtain indirect information about the
star formation history of the host galaxy.

4.1. Sample Description
To pursue our goals we appeal to VIMOS observations from
the z-COSMOS Deep Survey (Lilly et al., 2007). We limited our
study to the redshift range 1.45 < z < 3.05 to assure that
the C IV λ1550 emission line is well covered by the observed
spectral range. The presence of this feature in a galaxy spectrum
is indicative of nuclear activity. We identified 192 C IV λ1550-
selected objects, i.e., sources with a C IV λ1550 line intensity 5
times larger than the significance level. Out of these 192, we
classified 90 sources as Type 2, i.e., narrow line, AGN (i.e.,
full width half maximum, FWHM, of the C IV λ1550 line lower
than 2,000 km/s). From the rest-frame ultraviolet spectra of our
sample of Type 2 AGN we measured fluxes, velocity dispersions
and equivalent widths of the emission lines. Note that the AGN-
selection effectiveness has been also confirmed by the ultraviolet
diagnostic diagrams. The spectral observations, sample selection
and data measurements will be presented in further details in
Mignoli et al., in prep.

4.2. Gas Metallicity from Ultraviolet
Emission-Lines
The C IV λ1550selected Type 2 AGN sample, described in
section 4.1, is ideal to estimate the metal content of the
ionized gas in the AGN NLR thanks to the simultaneous
presence of two or more emission lines of Oxygen, Nitrogen
and/or Carbon ions in the same spectra, along with the
plethora of the other ultraviolet emission lines. In particular, we
consider ratios of any possibile combination of the N V λ1240,
N IV]λ1485, C IV λ1550, He II λ1640, C III]λ1909, C II]λ2326
and [Ne IV]λ2424 emission lines. We perform a spectral fitting
by applying a simple least square minimization2 to infer the
total Oxygen (both gas and dust phase) abundance, expressed
as 12 + log(O/H)3. Note that, further improvements will
include the exploitation of a new generation fitting tool,
BEAGLE (Chevallard and Charlot, 2016, Chevallard et al., in
prep.), based on sophisticated bayesian statistic techniques (see
section 5).

2Note that we consider a galactic attenuation curve (Cardelli et al., 1989), for
consistency with the fitting procedure used to derive the host galaxy stellar masses.
3For a direct translation between metallicity, Z, and Oxygen abundance we remind
to Table 2 of Gutkin et al. (2016), where solar metallicity Z⊙ = 0.01524 correspond
to 12+ log(O/H)= 8.83
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FIGURE 1 | Predictions of the AGN NLR and star-forming galaxy models described in section 2 in the diagnostic diagrams C IV λ1550/He II λ1640 vs.

C III]λ1909/He II λ1640 and C IV λ1550/C III]λ1909 (left and right, respectively). Dashed and continuous lines are AGN models corresponding to wide ranges in

power-law index, α, and ionization parameter, −4.0 < log(U) < −1.0. Stars connected by dotted lines are star-forming galaxy models. All the models are shown for

different metallicity Z (color coded as indicated on the left panel). Also shown in each panel are the observations of AGN (crosses with error bars) and star-forming

galaxies (large diamonds with upper and lower limits) described in section 3.

We also compute the stellar masses of the host galaxy by
appealing to a multi-band spectral energy distribution (SED)
fitting technique (Bongiorno et al., 2012). A combination of AGN
and host-galaxy templates is used to fit the large set of optical
and near-infrared photometry from the Cosmic Evolution Survey
(COSMOS; Scoville et al., 2007) available for our sources. The left
panel of Figure 2 shows the NLR gas metallicity, 12+log(O/H),
vs. the stellar mass. The first thing to note is that the fit
favors models with solar (black dashed lines) or slightly subsolar
metal content. This is in contrast with previous findings, where
the N V λ1240/He II λ1640 ratio has been often found to be
stronger than model predictions. Among the solutions, proposed
in the literature, to explain this high N V λ1240/He II λ1640
ratio, there are very high metallicities (up to 5–10 time solar
metallicity) and “selectively” enhanced Nitrogen (e.g., Hamann
and Ferland, 1992, 1993; Shemmer and Netzer, 2002; Nagao
et al., 2006). Solving this problem was one of the main reason
for the update of the AGN NRL models of Feltre et al. (2016)
with additional physical parameters (i.e., NLR inner radius and
internally microturbulent clouds). We also do not observed any
correlation between the metallicity and the stellar mass of the
host galaxy. One can interpret this as a missing link between the
gas in the NLR and the interstellar gas in the galaxy. Nevertheless,
our analysis is based on a restricted range of stellar masses and
the stellar mass host estimates depends both on the templates
and fitting technique used for the analysis. To have a more
comprehensive analysis, we plan to derive both metallicity and
stellar masses from the same fitting technique, based on advanced
statistical methods (see section 5).

The right panel of Figure 2 suggests a decrease of metallicity
with increasing redshift. Despite previous findings in the

literature, where no evidence for a redshift evolution of the
metallicity in AGN was found (Nagao et al., 2006), a lower metal
content moving in more distant sources is what one would expect
from models of cosmic chemical evolution. Note also, that the
observed trend in Figure 2 is opposite to the trend, commonly
observed in the literature, introduced by the presence of the
N V λ1240 line which was favoring very high metallicities, as
discussed above.

5. SED FITTING TOOL

Future plans include the implementation of the AGN NLR
models in a fitting tool based on sophisticated fitting technique,
i.e., BEAGLE (Chevallard and Charlot, 2016, Chevallard et
al., in prep.). Briefly, BEAGLE combines in a coherent way
emission from different components (stars, gas, dust, AGN),
adopts Bayesian approach to obtain posterior probability
distribution functions of every model parameter and includes
predictions from galaxy formation models. BEAGLE allows
to chose between different options based on the user’s aims:
(i) to fit spectro-photometric data at ultaviolet to infrared
wavelengths, (ii) to create synthetic catalogs of galaxy SEDs and
(iii) to the study retrievability of galaxy physical parameters
for different type of observations. BEAGLE can handle
data from broad-band photometry and/or spectroscopic
information (e.g., full spectra, emission line intensities or
equivalent widths). With the implementation of the AGN
NRL photoionization models, BEAGLE will be an ideal tool
to (i) fit ultraviolet/optical spectra of obscured AGN at any
redshift, (ii) study the effects of the presence of AGN with
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FIGURE 2 | Left: AGN NLR gas metallicity, in terms of Oxygen abundance 12 + log(O/H), for the C IV λ1550-selected Type 2 AGN described in section 4.1 vs. stellar

masses of the host galaxies The measurements are color coded for different redshift bins as shown in the legend. The black dashed line indicates the value of the

solar metallicity, Z⊙ = 0.01524, used in the models described in section 2. Right: Oxygen abundance, 12 + log(O/H), of the AGN NLR averaged for three redshift

bins as labeled in the legend.

different accretion luminosities on the ultraviolet/optical
spectral features of a galaxy spectrum and (iii) to produce
mock catalogs of ultraviolet/optical spectra of Type 2
AGN.

6. CONCLUSIONS

In the previous Sections we have described new photoinization
calculations for the NLR of AGN. We showed how ratios of
emission-lines at ultraviolet wavelengths are good diagnostics
of the ionizing source (nuclear vs. stellar activity). Moreover,
photoionization models are useful tools for the study of the
physical properties of the ionized gas (e.g., metallicity, density)
of AGN and they can be easily implemented in fitting tools
to interpret current spectroscopic observations of high redshift
sources. The exploitation of these spectral models and analysis
tools will be particularly useful to interpret observations of high-
redshift galaxies with future facilities, such as the James Webb
Space Telescope and extremely large ground-based telescopes,
which will push previous studies up to the epoch of reionization
(z>7).
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