
A rainbow, or visible spectrum, is a tiny portion of a much larger spectrum of
radiation called the electromagnetic spectrum. Radio waves and infrared radiation
have longer wavelengths, lower frequencies, and less energy than visible light.
Ultraviolet light, X rays, and gamma rays all have shorter wavelengths, higher
frequencies, and more energy than visible light. Each region of the invisible spectrum
has special properties that make it useful in some sort of imaging technology.

No matter where you are, you are surrounded by invisible waves. Even
though you cannot feel them, some of these waves are travelling right
through your body.  

Imagine that you are at the park on a summer day (Figure 4 19).
You lather sunscreen on your skin to prevent a sunburn from the Sun’s
invisible waves. Someone plays music from a radio, while another
person calls a friend on a cellphone. After you return home you use
invisible rays when you finish your homework on your computer with
its wireless Internet connection, and then prepare popcorn in a
microwave oven to eat while you watch television. 

Light and the Electromagnetic
Spectrum
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Did You Know?
There are two types of
sunscreen. Physical sunscreens
protect the skin by reflecting the
ultraviolet waves. Chemical
sunscreens protect the skin by
absorbing the ultraviolet 
waves.

Figure 4.19  Invisible waves allow us to communicate using cellphones and wireless Internet
connections.
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Sunscreen containers are labelled with a Sun protection
factor (SPF) number that represents how much longer
than usual you can stay in the sunlight without
burning. A “black light” produces UV light as well as
some visible light. In this activity, you will observe
evidence that tonic water absorbs UV light and then
radiates that energy as visible light.

Safety
• Do not look directly at the black light.

Materials
• beaker
• tonic water
• black light
• SPF 30 sunscreen
• Canadian currency bill

What to Do

Part 1
1. Fill a beaker with tonic water and shine a black

light on it. What do you notice about the
appearance of the tonic water?

2. Coat the outside of the beaker with SPF 30
sunscreen. Shine the black light through the 
wall of the beaker. What do you notice about 
the appearance of the tonic water? 

Part 2
1. Shine a black light on a Canadian currency bill. You

may be very surprised by the UV feature built into
it. Stores and banks use black lights to check for
counterfeit bills.

2. Rub some sunscreen onto the bill, and observe the
results.

3. Clean up and put away the equipment you have
used.

What Did You Find Out?
1. Compare the appearance of the tonic water under

normal light with its appearance under a black
light.

2. (a) How did the appearance of the tonic water
change when the beaker was covered with
sunscreen? 

(b) Explain the reason for this change.
3. What would you expect to observe if you coated

the outside of the beaker with a tanning lotion that
did not include sunscreen?

4. Would a colour photocopy of a currency bill be
affected the same way under black light as an
authentic bill? Explain.

Seeing the Invisible 4-7 Find Out ACTIVITY

Beyond Visible Light
The Sun is the most important source of light on Earth. However,
there is far more to sunshine than meets the eye! 

Light spreads out, or radiates, from the Sun and other stars in 
all directions, like the spokes of a bicycle wheel. Energy, such as light,
that travels by radiation is often called radiant energy. In addition to
the visible energy that we call light, the Sun also radiates invisible
energy. The light we see is just a tiny band of a much broader
spectrum of energy.
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Electromagnetic Radiation
Water waves can be used to represent how light moves through space.
However, in many ways, light is a different kind of wave from those
that travel through water. In a water wave, water particles vibrate up
and down as the wave passes through the water. In a light wave,
electrical and magnetic fields vibrate. As a result, light is classified as
electromagnetic radiation. Visible light energy and all the invisible
forms of radiant energy exist on the electromagnetic spectrum, as
shown in Figure 4.20. Electromagnetic radiation is the transmission
of energy in the form of waves that extend from the longest radio
waves to the shortest gamma rays.

Figure 4.20   Electromagnetic waves are described by different names depending on their
frequency and wavelength.

Wavelengths Longer than Visible Light
The electromagnetic waves that we can detect with our eyes are a 
small portion of the entire electromagnetic spectrum. However,
various devices have been developed to detect other frequencies. For
example, the antenna of your radio detects radio waves. Radio waves
and infrared waves have longer wavelengths and are lower frequency
than visible light.

Radio Waves
Radio waves are a type of electromagnetic
radiation that have the longest wavelength
and lowest energy and frequency compared
to all other types. Different wavelengths of
radio waves have different uses, such as
radio and television broadcasting (see
Figure 4.21). Microwaves and radar are
types of radio waves. 
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Figure 4.21 Radio wave region of the electromagnetic spectrum
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Figure 4.22(A)
Magnetic resonance
imaging technology
uses radio waves as
an alternative to
imaging with X rays.

Figure 4.22(B)   An MRI scan
of the brain

Microwaves
Microwaves have the shortest wavelength and the highest frequency
of all the radio waves. Microwave ovens use a specific wavelength (or
frequency) of microwave that is strongly absorbed by water particles.
When the water particles in the food absorb microwaves, they begin
to vibrate quickly and become hot. Only foods that contain water
particles can be heated using microwaves.

Microwave frequencies are also used in telecommunications (see
Figure 4.23). Microwaves can be transmitted to telecommunications
satellites that orbit Earth. The satellites receive microwave signals,
strengthen them, and retransmit them to a new location. Some radio
telescopes are directed not at Earth, but toward distant planets and
galaxies. Scientists study radio waves to learn more about the
composition, motion, and structure of these distant objects.

Figure 4.23   Signals sent by
satellites can travel vast distances.
One satellite can replace many
ground relay stations. (This
illustration is not drawn to scale.)

Some of the longest radio waves can help us see inside our bodies
and diagnose illnesses without having to do surgery (see Figure
4.22A). In magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), a patient lies in a
large cylinder that is equipped with a powerful magnet, a radio wave
emitter, and a radio wave detector. Particles in the bones and soft
tissues behave like tiny magnets and can be lined up. When the MRI
machine causes the orientation of the particles to flip, they produce
radio waves. The released energy is detected by the radio receiver 
and used to create a map of the different tissues (Figure 4.22B).

Did You Know?
The waves created by a jumping
fish give us information about
the fish that made them. The
energy, wavelength, and
frequency of radio waves from
distant objects in space give us
information about the objects
that made them.

atmosphere

transmitting 
station

telecommunications 
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Microwave signals are
transmitted through the
atmosphere to a
satellite. Microwave signals

are amplified to
strengthen them.

Amplified signals 
are transmitted back
to Earth.
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Figure 4.25  RADARSAT
takes pictures of Earth’s
surface using radar.

Radar

Shorter wavelength microwaves are used in remote sensing, such as
radar. In this case, microwaves are beamed out through the air. The
waves that reflect from an object can show the location and speed of
the object. Radar is used for tracking the movement of  automobiles,
aircraft (see Figure 4.24), watercraft, and spacecraft. 

Figure 4.24 Air traffic controllers use radar to guide airplanes
during takeoffs and landings.

Radar is also used in weather forecasting. Raindrops, snow crystals,
and other objects in the air reflect radio waves. Weather radar devices,
such as Doppler radar, electronically convert the reflected radio waves
into pictures that show the location and intensity of precipitation and
the speed of the wind.

RADARSAT is a Canadian satellite that sweeps the ground below
with radio waves (see Figure 4.25). These radio waves can penetrate
haze, fog, clouds, and rain. When RADARSAT is over the ocean, it
reflects information about ice floes that can imperil shipping.
RADARSAT can also monitor oil spills so that workers can identify 
where environmental damage might occur. When over land,
RADARSAT gathers data about the geographical features of Earth’s
surface that can be used to locate possible sites for oil, natural gas, and
minerals. RADARSAT images of floods (see Figure 4.26) help  to
protect lives and save property.

Word Connect

“Radar” stands for radio
detecting and ranging.

Figure 4.26  A RADARSAT image
of flooded areas
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Infrared Waves
Infrared waves are a type of electromagnetic radiation that, relative
to light, has a longer wavelength and lower energy and frequency.
You use infrared waves every day. A remote control emits infrared
waves to control a television set. A computer uses infrared waves to
read CD-ROMs. Infrared radiation is also referred to as heat
radiation. In fact, every object emits some infrared waves because all
objects contain some heat energy. Warmer objects emit more infrared
waves than cooler objects. Longer infrared waves are used in heat
lamps to keep food warm in fast food restaurants. 

In the infrared image shown in Figure 4.27, the warmest parts of
the cat are the most orange. The cat’s nose is cool because of
evaporation. Infrared images are used at some airports to determine
whether passengers arriving from other countries have a fever. A fever
means they may carry an infectious disease.

Canadian observation satellites such as LANDSAT use infrared
devices to observe the extent of various crops or forests and monitor
damage caused by insects, disease, and fire (see Figure 4.28).

Figure 4.27   An infrared camera and film
detect differences in temperature and assign
false colours to different brightnesses. The result
is information that we could not get from a
visible light photograph.

Word Connect

Infrared means below red.

Reading Check
1. Where is visible light found on the electromagnetic spectrum? 
2. Which type of electromagnetic radiation has the longest

wavelength?
3. Why does an empty plate not heat up in the microwave?
4. What are two uses of radar?
5. What is another term for heat radiation?

Find Out Activity 4-8 on 
page 161

Suggested Activity 

Figure 4.28 A LANDSAT image of areas
burned by fires, Kelowna, 2003
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Wavelengths Shorter than Visible Light
Wavelengths that are shorter than visible light carry more energy than
the electromagnetic waves in the visible region. These shorter
wavelength, higher frequency waves include ultraviolet waves, X rays,
and gamma rays.

Ultraviolet Waves
Just beyond the violet end of the visible region of the electromagnetic
spectrum are the ultraviolet waves. Ultraviolet waves are a type of
electromagnetic radiation that, relative to light, has a shorter
wavelength and higher energy and frequency. This radiation is very
energetic. Ultraviolet radiation striking your skin enables your body 

to make vitamin D, which you need for healthy bones and teeth
(see Figure 4.29). However, an overexposure to ultraviolet

radiation can result in sunburns and skin cancers, and
damage to the surface of the eye.

Figure 4.29A  You can prevent
damage to your skin from ultraviolet
radiation by wearing sunscreen and
covering up exposed skin. Sunglasses
that block ultraviolet radiation can help

protect your eyes.

Light from the Sun is produced
by nuclear fusion of hydrogen
particles. This process releases
an enormous amount of energy.
Find out more about nuclear
fusion and temperatures in the
Sun. Start your search at
www.bcscience8.ca.

internet connect

Word Connect

Ultraviolet means above
violet.

Figure 4.29B   Earth’s atmosphere absorbs some of the ultraviolet radiation
emitted by the Sun.
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Figure 4.31  X rays pass easily through
tissue such as skin and muscle. However,
X rays are absorbed by bone.
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Other uses for UV waves

Fluorescent materials absorb ultraviolet
waves and emit the energy as
visible light. As shown in
Figure 4.30, police
detectives sometimes use
fluorescent powder to
study fingerprints when
solving crimes.
Another useful
property of ultraviolet
waves is their ability to
kill bacteria in food,
water, and medical
supplies.

Figure 4.30 The detective is shining ultraviolet
light on fingerprints dusted with fluorescent powder.
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X Rays
X rays are a type of electromagnetic radiation that have a much
shorter wavelength and higher energy and frequency than
ultraviolet waves. Wilhelm Roentgen, a German physicist,
discovered X rays in 1895. A week later he made this X-ray
photograph of his wife’s left hand (Figure 4.31). Her wedding ring
is visible as a dark lump. Today, X rays are commonly used to
photograph teeth and bones. (see Figure 4.32). 

Figure 4.32 X rays are commonly used to locate a break in a  bone,
such as this forearm fracture.

Did You Know?
The ink from highlighter pens 
is very bright because it reflects
visible light and absorbs a small
amount of UV radiation. The 
ink then radiates the UV light 
as visible light. Manufacturers
put chemicals into laundry 
soap to make white clothing
appear brighter in daylight.
The chemicals in the detergent
respond to UV light in the same
way as the highlighter pigments.

Find Out Activity 4-9 on 
page 161

Suggested Activity 
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Gamma Rays
Gamma rays are the highest energy and frequency and shortest
wavelength portion of the electromagnetic spectrum. Gamma rays
result from nuclear reactions and are produced by the hottest regions
of the universe. Focussed bursts of gamma rays  are used in radiation
therapy to kill cancer cells.

160 MHR • Unit 2 Optics

Reading Check
1. What are three wavelengths that are shorter than visible light?
2. What are three uses of ultraviolet waves? 
3. What can result from overexposure to ultraviolet waves?
4. What are three uses of X rays?
5. What can gamma rays be used for?

Figure 4.33 An X-ray photograph of a clock

In certain situations, doctors
will perform a CT scan on a
patient instead of a traditional
X ray. Find out more about CT
scans. For example, what kind
of radiation is used in a CT
scan? How can it be used to
generate a 3-D image of a
person? Start your search at
www.bcscience8.ca.

Other uses for X rays

Doctors and dentists use low doses of X rays to form images of
internal organs, bones, and teeth. People who work with X rays
protect themselves from harmful radiation by leaving the room while
the equipment is being used. When a dentist takes an X ray of your
teeth, he or she places a shielding pad on your body to protect you.
You may have noticed airport security personnel using X-ray screening
devices to examine the contents of luggage. X rays can also be used to
inspect for cracks inside high performance jet engines without taking
the engine apart, and to photograph the inside of machines (see Figure
4.33). 

Did You Know?
Gamma ray explosions in distant
galaxies can release more
energy in 10 s than our Sun will
emit in its entire 
10 billion–year lifetime.
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