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ABSTRACT
Quasars with extremely red infrared-to-optical colours are an interesting population that can
test ideas about quasar evolution as well as orientation, obscuration and geometric effects
in the so-called AGN unified model. To identify such a population, we match the quasar
catalogues of the Sloan Digital Sky Survey (SDSS), the Baryon Oscillation Spectroscopic
Survey (BOSS) to the Wide-Field Infrared Survey Explorer (WISE) to identify quasars with
extremely high infrared-to-optical ratios. We identify 65 objects with rAB − W4Vega > 14 mag
(i.e. Fν(22 µm)/Fν(r) � 1000). This sample spans a redshift range of 0.28 < z < 4.36 and
has a bimodal distribution, with peaks at z ∼ 0.8 and z ∼ 2.5. It includes three z > 2.6 objects
that are detected in the W4 band but not W1 or W2 (i.e. ‘W1W2 dropouts’). The SDSS/BOSS
spectra show that the majority of the objects are reddened type 1 quasars, type 2 quasars (both
at low and high redshift) or objects with deep low-ionization broad absorption lines (BALs)
that suppress the observed r-band flux. In addition, we identify a class of type 1 permitted
broad emission-line objects at z � 2–3 which are characterized by emission line rest-frame
equivalent widths (REWs) of �150 Å, much larger than those of typical quasars. In particular,
55 per cent (45 per cent) of the non-BAL type 1s with measurable C IV in our sample have
REW(C IV) > 100 (150) Å, compared to only 5.8 per cent (1.3 per cent) for non-BAL quasars
in BOSS. These objects often also have unusual line ratios, such as very high N V/Ly α ratios.
These large REWs might be caused by suppressed continuum emission analogous to type 2
quasars; however, there is no obvious mechanism in standard unified models to suppress the
continuum without also obscuring the broad emission lines.

Key words: surveys – galaxies: evolution – quasars: general – infrared: galaxies.

1 IN T RO D U C T I O N

Quasars are the most luminous non-transient objects in the Universe,
with Lbol reaching ∼1047–48 erg s−1, powered by accretion of matter
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on to supermassive black holes. To explain how quasars are fuelled
and become active, models (e.g. Sanders et al. 1988; Hopkins et al.
2005, 2006) suggest that mergers between gas-rich galaxies produce
starbursts and drive gas to the inner galactic nuclear regions. This
activity fuels the growth of the supermassive black holes, which
actively accrete matter at this stage, with much of the black hole
growth happening in this ultraviolet (UV) and optically obscured
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phase. Feedback, potentially from a radiation-driven quasar wind,
leads to removal of gas and dust from the central region, allowing the
quasar to be seen in the UV and optical. These major-merger mod-
els are invoked to explain the obscuration/reddening observations
noted in e.g. Urrutia, Lacy & Becker (2008), Glikman et al. (2012),
and predict that red/obscured quasars should appear preferentially
during an early stage of quasar evolution. However, the exact nature
of the active galactic nucleus (AGN) triggering mechanism is not
straightforward, as observations find that levels of disturbance in
AGN hosts are consistent with those of inactive control samples
(e.g. Kocevski et al. 2012; Villforth et al. 2014), or only slightly
elevated at low-z (Rosario et al. 2015).

Quasars appear with a wide range of observational properties.
Intrinsically luminous quasars may or may not appear bright at
optical, UV and X-ray wavelengths. Much of this variance can be
explained in the context of the geometry-based ‘unification models’
(Antonucci 1993). If gas and dust are present near the active nucleus
but do not completely surround it, then some lines of sight to the
nucleus are clear, whereas others are blocked. In the former case,
the observer can directly view the emission from the accretion disc,
with the quasar appearing bright at X-ray, UV and optical wave-
lengths; these objects are termed unobscured AGNs. Often these
objects display broad (several thousand km s−1) emission lines in
the optical spectra and are classified as ‘type 1’ quasars (Khachikian
& Weedman 1974). Less-than-complete blockage of the quasar con-
tinuum by dust will redden the spectrum (e.g. Richards et al. 2003;
Krawczyk et al. 2015).

This contrasts with the situation where the observer’s line of
sight is blocked by circumnuclear clouds; in this case, X-rays are
absorbed by the intervening gas and UV and optical photons are
scattered and absorbed by the intervening dust. At optical wave-
lengths, often the only signature of nuclear activity in this case
is strong, narrow emission lines produced in the material illumi-
nated by the quasar along unobscured directions. These objects
with weak UV and optical continua are obscured AGNs, and if
narrow UV/optical emission lines are present, are designated type
2 sources (Antonucci & Miller 1985; Smith et al. 2002; Zakamska
et al. 2003; Brandt & Hasinger 2005; Reyes et al. 2008). Thus,
obscuration, as part of an evolutionary phase or an orientation ef-
fect, is critical in determining the observed properties of quasars.
However, because of their faintness at rest-frame optical and UV
wavelengths, identifying obscured objects, at the peak of quasar
activity z ∼ 2, remains challenging (Norman et al. 2002; Stern et al.
2002; Alexandroff et al. 2013; Greene et al. 2014).

The circumnuclear clouds of gas and dust absorb X-ray, UV and
optical radiation from the quasar and re-emit this energy thermally
at infrared (IR) wavelengths. This is why unobscured quasars have
similar luminosities at near- and mid-IR wavelengths (∼ 2−30 µm
in the rest frame) as they do in the optical and in the UV (Elvis
et al. 1994; Richards et al. 2006; Polletta et al. 2008; Elvis 2010).
Extremely obscured and dusty objects, in which optical emission
is partially extinct or completely blocked, are therefore expected
to show much higher IR-to-optical ratios than unobscured quasars.
Indeed, a host of previous studies have used a K-band excess se-
lection (Chiu et al. 2007; Jurek et al. 2008; Maddox et al. 2008,
2012; Nakos et al. 2009; Souchay et al. 2009; Wu & Jia 2010; Peth,
Ross & Schneider 2011; Wu et al. 2011, 2013; Fynbo et al. 2013),
a near-IR+radio selection (Glikman et al. 2004, 2007, 2012, 2013)
or a mid-IR selection (Lacy et al. 2004; Stern et al. 2005, 2012;
Martı́nez-Sansigre et al. 2006; Richards et al. 2009; Donley et al.
2012; Assef et al. 2013; Banerji et al. 2013) to identify obscured (as
well as unobscured) AGN.

In this paper, we describe a search for quasars with extremely red
colours in order to study their range of spectral properties. We use
optical photometry and spectroscopy from the Sloan Digital Sky
Survey (SDSS; York et al. 2000) and the SDSS-III (Eisenstein et al.
2011) Baryon Oscillation Spectroscopic Survey (BOSS; Dawson
et al. 2013) as well as mid-IR photometry from the Wide-Field In-
frared Survey Explorer (WISE; Wright et al. 2010). A companion
paper (Hamann et al., in preparation) presents a detailed investi-
gation into a new class of objects, the EREW quasars, which are
introduced here.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we describe our
data sets and sample selection, and in Section 3, we present the basis
sample properties of the extremely red quasars. In Section 4, we
discuss the optical spectra of the extremely red quasars, classifying
objects along the traditional lines of broad-line type 1s, narrow-line
type 2s and those with interesting absorption features. In Section 4.7,
we introduce the new class of extreme EW quasars. In Section 5, we
discuss the selection of the extremely red quasars and place these
objects in a broader physical and evolutionary context. We conclude
in Section 6.

2 DATA AND SAMPLE SELECTI ON

2.1 Parent data set

Our starting point is the spectroscopic quasar catalogues of the
SDSS Seventh Data Release (DR7Q; Schneider et al. 2010; Shen
et al. 2011) and the SDSS-III Tenth Data Release (DR10Q; Pâris
et al. 2014). SDSS quasar targets with i ≤ 19.1 were selected if the
colours were consistent with being at redshift z � 3, and i ≤ 20.2
objects were selected if z � 3, as outlined in Richards et al. (2002).
BOSS quasar targets are selected to a magnitude limit of g ≤ 22.0
or r ≤ 21.85, with the primary goal to select quasars in the redshift
range 2.2 ≤ z ≤ 3.5 as described by Ross et al. (2012, and ref-
erences therein). In both SDSS and BOSS, quasar targets are also
selected if they are matched within 2 arcsec (1 arcsec in the case of
BOSS) of an object in the Faint Images of the Radio Sky at Twenty-
cm (FIRST) catalogue of radio sources (Becker, White & Helfand
1995). Both the SDSS DR7Q and BOSS DR10Q include quasars
that were selected by algorithms other than the main quasar selec-
tions; these sources appear in the catalogue due to being targeted by
the respective galaxy selections, being a ‘serendipitous’ (Stoughton
et al. 2002) or ‘special’ (Adelman-McCarthy et al. 2006) target in
SDSS, or an ‘ancillary’ target in BOSS (Dawson et al. 2013; Alam
et al. 2015).

Luminous distant quasars are expected to be unresolved in optical
ground-based observations, so we use point spread function (PSF)
magnitudes reported in the SDSS DR7 and BOSS DR10 quasar
catalogues, corrected for Galactic extinction (Schlegel, Finkbeiner
& Davis 1998). Using the 2.5 m Sloan telescope (Gunn et al.
2006), imaging data (Gunn et al. 1998) and spectra were ob-
tained with the double-armed SDSS/BOSS spectrographs which
have R = λ/FWHM∼2000 (Smee et al. 2013). Redshifts are mea-
sured from the spectra using the methods described in Bolton et al.
(2012) and the data products are detailed in the SDSS DR7 (Abaza-
jian et al. 2009) and DR10 (Ahn et al. 2014) papers.

The SDSS DR7 and BOSS DR10 quasar catalogues include
105 783 objects across 9380 deg2, and 166 583 objects across
6370 deg2, respectively, with 16 420 objects in common to both
catalogues. Thus, our superset of optical data has 255 946 objects,
and we use the BOSS spectrum (which has higher SNR and a larger
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Table 1. Overview of the numbers of SDSS/BOSS quasars in the WISE-matched data set. The
third row gives the number of quasars which satisfy W4 SNR ≥3; the fourth row is the number
of quasars having a magnitude of W4 − σW4 ≤ 8.00, while the fifth row is the number having
W4 ≤ 8.00. Numbers of objects passing the rAB − W4Vega colour cut is given.

Description Unique from from
objects SDSS BOSS

DR7Q and DR10Q quasarsa 255 946 105 783 166 583
‖ + matched to WISE 203 680 102 083 111 779
‖ + SNRW4 ≥ 3 52 873 41 922 10 951
� + W4 − σW4 ≤ 8.00 28 513 24 041 4 472
� + W4 ≤ 8.00 18 615 16 035 2 580
� + cc_flags b17 744 15 300 2 444

and r − W4 > 13.0 286 104 182
and r − W4 > 13.5 136 34 102
and r − W4 > 14.0 65 19 48

aThere are objects common to both SDSS DR7Q and BOSS DR10Q that have WISE matches.
Hence, the sum of the ‘From SDSS’ and ‘From BOSS’ columns is greater than the given total.
b‘Good’ W4 detections have SNRW4 ≥ 3 and W4 < 8.00 and cc_flags equal to ‘0000’.

wavelength coverage) when there are duplicate spectra between the
two catalogues.

WISE mapped the sky in four filters centred at 3.4, 4.6, 12 and
22 µm (W1, W2, W3 and W4 bands), achieving 5σ point-source
sensitivities better than 0.08, 0.11, 1 and 6 mJy, respectively. The
WISE Explanatory Supplement1 provides further details about the
astrometry and photometry in the source catalogue. We retrieved
photometric quantities for each of the four WISE bands. Hereafter,
we use the notation SNRWx for the signal-to-noise ratio and Wx for
the Vega-based WISE magnitudes, in band x = 1, 2, 3 and 4.

Because of established conventions, we report SDSS ugriz
magnitudes on the AB zero-point system (Oke & Gunn 1983;
Fukugita et al. 1996), while the WISE W1 − 4 magnitudes are cal-
ibrated on the Vega system (Wright et al. 2010). For WISE bands,
mAB = mVega + �m where �m = (2.699, 3.339, 5.174, 6.620) for
W1, W2, W3 and W4, respectively (Cutri et al. 2011). We make use
of the Explanatory Supplement to the WISE All-Sky Data Release,
as well as the WISE AllWISE Data Release Products online.

The WISE team has released two all sky catalogues: the nine-
month cryogenic phase of the mission led to the WISE All-Sky
(‘AllSky’) Data Release; while the WISE AllWISE Data Release
(‘AllWISE’) combines the AllSky data with the NEOWISE pro-
gramme (Mainzer et al. 2011). The resulting AllWISE data set is
deeper in the two shorter WISE bands (5σ point-source sensitivi-
ties now 0.054 and 0.071 mJy), and the data processing algorithms
were improved in all four W bands. Our analysis began with All-
Sky, moved to ALLWISE when it became available, but we use both
since we had already performed visual inspections using AllSky.

We match the sample of the 255 946 unique quasars in the
SDSS DR7Q and BOSS DR10Q, and use both the AllSky and
the AllWISE data available at the NASA/IPAC Infrared Science
Archive (IRSA),2 with a matching radius of 2 arcsec. For the com-
bined DR7Q+DR10Q, we find 203 680 matches; 102 083 objects
(96.5 per cent) of the DR7Q and 111 779 (67 per cent) of the DR10Q
are matched in one or more WISE bands. The difference in the per-
centage of matches is expected since BOSS is fainter than SDSS.
Matching with DR10Q positions offset in right ascension and dec-
lination by 6, 12 and 18 arcsec (∼1, 2 and 3 times the WISE an-

1 wise2.ipac.caltech.edu/docs/release/allwise/expsup/index.html
2 http://irsa.ipac.caltech.edu/

gular resolution in W1/2/3) return, respectively, 508, 893 and 873
matches within 2 arcsec, suggesting our false-positive matching rate
is �1 per cent (see also Krawczyk et al. 2013).

With a matching radius of 2 arcsec, 15 843 of the SDSS DR7
quasars, and 2 979 of the (optically fainter) BOSS DR10 quasars
have a good match in the WISE W4 band, i.e. SNRW4 ≥ 3, W4<8.00
(close to the nominal 5σ point source sensitivity of W4 = 7.9 mag;
Wright et al. 2010) and the WISE contamination and confusion flag,
cc_flags set to ‘0000’, suggesting the source is unaffected by
known artefacts in all four bands. Table 1 presents an overview of
the numbers of SDSS/BOSS quasars in the WISE-matched data set.

2.2 Extremely red quasar criterion

Dey et al. (2008) discovered a population of z ∼ 2 dust-obscured
galaxies, revealed by the Spitzer Space Telescope. In addition to
having AGN activity, these objects are strongly star forming and
dusty which contributes to their red colours (Brand et al. 2008;
Pope et al. 2008; Soifer, Helou & Werner 2008; Bussmann et al.
2009a,b; Melbourne et al. 2009, 2012). Motivated by this finding, we
apply similar selection criteria to the SDSS/BOSS+WISE matched
quasars; see Fig. 1. At high redshift our WISE W4 i.e. 22 µm-based
selection, is sensitive to hot dust since W4 probes λ � 7.3 µm at
z ≈ 2 (Draine & Li 2007; Elitzur 2008; Diamond-Stanic & Rieke
2010). This is of particular interest because at these redshifts shorter
wavebands (e.g. W1) may cease to trace dust emission, i.e. W1
probes λ � 1 µm, where dust does not emit strongly.

In particular, we require the spectroscopic quasars to have a
reliable detection in the WISE W4 band:

SNRW4 ≥ 3, (1)

a colour of

rAB − W4Vega > 14.0 (2)

i.e. rAB − W4AB � 7.5, which corresponds to Fν(22 µm)/Fν(r) �
1000, and

W4Vega ≤ 8.00. (3)

We further include objects with W4 > 8.00 if the object has
SNRW4 ≥ 3 and W4–σ W4 < 8.00. In Table 1, we outline the stages
in the selection and the resulting number of quasars after every step.
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Figure 1. Top: r − W4 colour of the W4-detected SDSS/BOSS quasars
(black dots) as a function of W4 (i.e. 22 µm) magnitude. The quasars with
r − W4 > 14 are shown as large red circles. Bottom: the rAB-band magnitude
versus W4. As a guide, W4Vega = 8.0 mag corresponds to W4AB = 14.6, or
a flux density of Fν ≈ 6 mJy (Wright et al. 2010).

The r − W4 > 14 selection has been shown to select type 2 quasars
with z ∼ 2 (Brand et al. 2006, 2007) and while both Dey et al. (2008)
and our selection have a colour cut of rAB–W4Vega > 14.0, we note
that Dey et al. (2008) went to much fainter magnitudes, basing their
initial selection in the IR, matched to optical catalogues, and then
obtained additional spectra of their candidates. Also, while Dey
et al. (2008) start from the IR selection, we start with UV/visible
selected quasars in SDSS/BOSS and then look at W4 to find the
reddest cases.

Our selection applied to both the AllSky and AllWISE catalogues
results in very similar samples, and any object that passes the criteria
in equations (1)–(3) in either of these data releases is included. There
are 65 quasars that have spectra from SDSS/BOSS and satisfy the
extremely red criterion from the union between the two WISE data
sets.

The W4 PSF has a full width at half-maximum (FWHM) of
12 arcsec, much larger than the optical PSF, so a nearby galaxy and
a quasar cannot be deblended in W4 observations if they are only
a few arcsec apart. To check this possibility, we visually inspected
the SDSS and WISE images of the 65 objects using the SDSS Image
List Tool and the IRSA WISE Image Service, and found that there
is no other obvious optical source (down to the 5σ depth of the
SDSS photometric survey of r = 22.7) within 6 arcsec of any of our
targets. In only two cases, there is potential concern that another
optical object boosts the W4 flux – we return to this in Section 4.4.
We do note, however, that dusty star-forming galaxies (particularly
at high redshift) are very faint optically, so there is still a possibility
that there is an additional contaminating galaxy; inspecting the
relatively shallow SDSS images only eliminates the possibility of
optically bright contaminating galaxies.

Also, although they are bright in W1 and W2, brown dwarfs tend
to be significantly fainter than eighth magnitude in W4 (Kirkpatrick
et al. 2011); so, we do not suspect contamination from these objects.
Thus we consider all 65 r − W4 > 14 quasars to be good matches.

Figure 2. The minimal amount of dust extinction required to produce high
IR-to-optical ratios consistent with our selection criteria, as a function of
the redshift of the quasar. The Richards et al. (2006) SED for bright quasars
is assumed to represent an unextinct mean quasar. We then apply varying
amounts of SMC-like extinction (from Weingartner & Draine 2001) and
convolve with the respective filter curves. We assume RV ≡ AV

E(B−V ) = 2.87
(Gordon & Clayton 1998). The three curves show the AV values required
to generate colours of r − W4 > 13 (yellow) r − W4 > 13.5 (orange) and
r − W4 > 14 (red).

2.3 Effects of dust extinction

Before we discuss in detail the observed spectral properties of our
sample of extremely red quasars, we describe our expectations for
how much extinction would be required to redden the overall spec-
tral energy distribution (SED) of a quasar in order for it to be picked
up by our colour selection. We acknowledge that the extremely red
colours of our objects may not be all due to dust, and thus this
exercise is for general guidance.

We simulate the colours of reddened quasars at different redshifts
using the Richards et al. (2006) SED of bright quasars, assuming
that the SEDs of all unextinct quasars are the same. We then ap-
ply varying amounts of SMC-like extinction (parametrized by the
amount of extinction in the V band, AV, in magnitudes), place this
object at different redshifts and record its r − W4 colour.

The result is shown in Fig. 2, where the amount of extinction as
a function of redshift is shown to generate colours of r − W4 > 13,
r − W4 > 13.5 and r − W4 > 14 (the yellow, orange and red
curves, respectively). The amount of extinction is very sensitive to
the redshift of the quasar, and here we are only concerned with the
dust reddening of a type 1 SED. If there is any optical emission that
is not affected by the circumnuclear dust extinction – for example,
the extended emission from the host galaxy – then it would make
a reddened quasar appear less red in the r − W4 colour. Thus, the
values of AV plotted in Fig. 2 should be regarded as lower limits
on the amount of quasar extinction to produce the requisite colours.
At low redshifts, the observed r band probes rest-frame optical
emission of the quasar; so, the amount of extinction necessary to
produce a very red optical-to-IR colour is considerable. However, at
high redshifts (where BOSS observations probe the rest-frame UV
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emission), an AV of just a few tenths is sufficient to strongly suppress
the UV emission while having a small effect on the IR; this produces
a very red r − W4 colour. Vardanyan, Weedman & Sargsyan (2014)
discuss the rest 0.25 µm/7.8 µm luminosities and properties of
1.4 < z < 5 quasars in the SDSS, and define ‘obscured’ quasars
based on �5 mag of UV extinction; considerably larger than we
consider for our extremely red quasars over the same redshift range.

Due to the shallow nature of the WISE W4 band, at high redshift,
any W4-detected galaxy that does not show nuclear activity will have
LIR > 1012 L
 and star formation rates >100 M
 yr−1. Indeed,
many of the non-AGN WISE W4 detections will have substantially
higher IR luminosities and SFRs.

We have also checked the R − W4 colours of galaxies from the
Canada–France–Hawaii Telescope Legacy Survey3 and find that
they again have a range of colours, ∼9 < R − W4 � 15.

The optical colours of our sample are inconsistent with simple
dust extinction of a standard quasar SED (e.g. Richards et al. 2003;
Krawczyk et al. 2015) and this is a current area of investigation.
We discuss possible solutions to this in our companion papers,
Hamann et al. (in preparation) and Zakamska et al. (in preparation);
in particular, contribution from scattered light is a possibility (e.g.
Zakamska et al. 2005, 2006) and so is patchy obscuration Veilleux
et al. (2013). In particular, we investigate further the nature of the
obscuration from the SEDs, which is not consistent with simple red-
dening from our analysis. As such, we are very hesitant to draw any
further conclusions on dust reddening and AV values in this paper,
and leave detailed discussions to Hamann et al. (in preparation).

3 K E Y P RO P E RT I E S O F T H E EX T R E M E LY
R E D QUA S A R S

3.1 Magnitudes and redshift distribution

The key properties of the extremely red quasar sample are provided
in Table 2: the catalogue name of the object, its right ascension,
declination, redshift and magnitude and colour properties. The radio
fluxes are the integrated flux densities (Fint) measured in mJy at
20 cm from the FIRST survey (Becker et al. 1995). The REWs are
given for Mg II at z ≤ 1.5 and C IV for objects at redshift z > 1.5. The
FWHM of the relevant emission line is also quoted, with the REW
and FWHM measurements coming from fits to the line profiles, as
described in Hamann et al. (in preparation).

We give each object a classification based on optical spectral
properties, indicated by the bitwise values described in Table 3.
These classifications were all performed by visual inspection, with
objects assigned to the classes given in Table 3 depending on the
presence (or absence) of broad/narrow emission lines, broad ab-
sorption features, indications of ongoing or recently ceased star
formation, or objects with large EW in the C IV emission line. These
visual inspections are generally qualitative but as discussed in Sec-
tion 4, aid us to understand the sample and physical types of quasars
that the r − W4 > 14 colour selects. We also present a short note on
each object in Table 2, qualitative assessments based on visual in-
spection of the optical spectra, and use these notes to make the link
between the classifications given in Table 3 and the discussions pre-
sented in Section 4. We call a quasar ‘red’ when its spectral slope is
shallower than the Vanden Berk et al. (2001) template. The acronym
EREW stands for extreme rest-frame equivalent width, referring to
a group of objects we introduce and describe in Section 4.7.

3 http://www.cfht.hawaii.edu/Science/CFHLS/

The redshift range for the extremely red quasars is
0.282 < z < 4.36, and half the sample is fainter than r = 21.4.
Fig. 3 shows the redshift distribution of the sample compared to the
full redshift distribution of the 17 744 SDSS/BOSS quasars with
good W4 matches. The redshift distribution of the r − W4 > 14
sample is bimodal, with peaks around z ∼ 0.8 and z ∼ 2.5. This
bimodality is the result of the two different SDSS quasar selections.
The z ∼ 2.5 redshift peak is due to the increased depth of the BOSS
selection, as seen in Fig. 4.

In the left-hand panel of Fig. 4 the redshifts and i-band magni-
tudes are displayed for the r − W4 > 14 objects, and compared to
the distributions from the full SDSS DR7 and BOSS DR10 quasar
catalogues. SDSS quasars use the i band for selection limits; thus,
one can identify the i = 19.1 magnitude limit contour for the SDSS
z � 2.5 quasars, as well as the redshift histogram peaks at z ∼ 0.6–
1.0 and z ∼ 2.2–2.7 seen in the BOSS quasar distribution (e.g. fig. 2
in Pâris et al. 2014). In the right-hand panel of Fig. 4, the extremely
red quasars are compared to the SDSS/BOSS+WISE catalogue, for
the fully matched (i.e. any WISE band) sample given by the black
contours, and for the W4-matched objects only, given by the orange
contours. The redshift i magnitude distribution of the ≈18 000 ob-
jects with good W4 matches is given by the orange contours and
points. These W4 objects are at the bright end in the optical, and are
generally at z < 2. Since we are selecting such extreme objects it is
important to see how the selection affects the redshift distribution.
In Fig. 5, we show how the number of objects selected, and the
sample redshift, depend on r − W4 colour. The dip in mean redshift
at r − W4 ∼ 10–11 comes from the fact that fainter BOSS quasars,
generally at z � 2, are lost quicker than z � 1 quasars. The upturn
at r − W4 > 11.5 is due to the fact that the W4-bright BOSS quasars
that are very red remain in the sample even to the reddest colours.

Fig. 6 presents the magnitude–redshift and colour–redshift rela-
tions for the SDSS/BOSS+WISE matched catalogue highlighting
the extremely red sample. This plot can be directly compared with
Yan et al. (2013, and their fig. 20). Yan et al. (2013) have also merged
the WISE photometry with the SDSS (though not BOSS), and de-
scribe the spectroscopic observations of eight objects that have r −
W4 > 14 (see their Table 1 for details). Although we have an order
of magnitude more r − W4 > 14 objects at z > 2, the Yan et al.
objects are significantly fainter in the optical than our SDSS/BOSS
detected objects. Based on the spectral properties of the Yan et al.
(2013) sample, three (out of eight) objects are classified as type 1
AGN, three objects are type 2 AGN and the remaining two objects
have features consistent with either a type 2 AGN, or a star-forming
galaxy, broadly in line with the composition given in Table 3. In-
terestingly, Yan et al. (2013) motivate the use of the r − W4 > 14
colour selection in order to select ultraluminous infrared galaxy
(ULIRG) candidates, not red quasars (they use the shorter WISE
bands to select reddened quasars), and indeed find this colour selec-
tion identifies IR luminous galaxies over a wide range of redshift,
z ∼ 0.7–3. However, the relative contribution to the W4 luminosity
from AGN and star formation warrants investigation, especially at
high redshift where the rest-frame 22 µm can probe warm (AGN)
dust, as well as polyaromatic hydrocarbon (PAH) features.

3.2 Mid-IR colours of the ERQs

The mid-IR colour–colour distributions for the SDSS/BOSS quasars
that are detected in WISE are shown in Fig. 7. Contours are given
for the full ‘good’ W4 sample, with objects that have redshifts 2 < z

given by the blue and z > 2 given by red contours, respectively. The
colours of the extremely red quasar sample are given by the large
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Extremely red quasars: optical spectra 3939

Table 3. The classifications of the optical spectra of the extremely red
quasar sample, the bitwise value associated with each classification and the
number in the sample. Aside from the type 1/type 2 dichotomy, the categories
are not mutually exclusive. Quasars are flagged as ‘radio detected’ if they
are detected in the FIRST survey.

General Bitwise Number in
description value sample

Type 1 quasar 0000 0001 37
Type 2 quasar 0000 0010 28

Starburst 0000 0100 5
Post-starburst 0000 1000 2
Radio detected 0001 0000 37
(Fe)LoBAL 0010 0000 10
W1W2 dropouts 0100 0000 3
‘Extreme’ REWs 1000 0000 12

Figure 3. The redshift distribution of the 17 744 SDSS/BOSS quasars with
good W4 matches is given by the black (dashed) histogram. The redshift
distribution of extremely red quasars (with r − W4 > 14) is given by the
solid (red) line. It has a binwidth of �z = 0.20 and is renormalized to peak
at 300. This maximum bin, at z ≈ 0.70, actually has 12 objects.

filled circles. We also split the extremely red quasar sample into
three broad classes, ‘type 1’ (Section 4.1), ‘type 2’ (Sections 4.2
and 4.3) and the EREW objects (Section 4.7).

Fig. 7 shows that the type 2 and EREW quasar populations are
redder in (W2–W3) than the general W4-detected population. Upon
visual inspection of the W4-detected objects with very red, (W2 −
W3) � 3.8 colours, many were found to lie along the ecliptic and
did not have secure W4 photometry due to Mars, Jupiter and Saturn
producing a significant number of spurious mid-IR detections.4

These detections are not plotted in Fig. 7 and does not affect any of
our r − W4 > 14 extremely red quasars.

In (W1 − W2), the extremely red quasar population is perhaps
slightly more representative of the W4-detected population; none
of the red quasars are bluer than (W1 − W2) ≈ 0.5. The W1W2W3
colour–colour diagram has become a key diagnostic for WISE ob-
jects, and its power in separating different classes of objects is seen

4 wise2.ipac.caltech.edu/docs/release/allsky/expsup/sec5_3.html#planets

in Wright et al. (2010); Eisenhardt et al. (2012) and Yan et al.
(2013). In particular, Eisenhardt et al. (2012) use a colour selection
based on W1W2W3 colours to select ‘W1W2 dropouts’. Three of
our quasars satisfy this criterion, signified by the stars in Fig. 7. We
discuss these objects in Section 4.6.

3.3 Radio properties

Table 2 also gives the radio fluxes of the rAB − W4Vega > 14 sample.
37 (56 per cent) of the full extremely red quasar sample is detected
in the FIRST survey (Becker et al. 1995), which has a flux limit of
≈1 mJy at 20 cm, with 22 out of 28 objects at z < 1.1 (79 per cent)
being detected. The magnitude of radio flux at 20 cm ranges from
0.55 to 960 mJy.

While the radio loudness is typically defined by the ratio of the
5 GHz radio to 4400 Å flux densities (e.g. Kellermann et al. 1989;
Padovani et al. 2003), with the advent of the FIRST and SDSS
surveys, much of the recent analysis of radio loudness has been
done in terms of the 20cm to i-band ratio, R = fradio/foptical, e.g.
Ivezić et al. (2002), White et al. (2007) and Kratzer & Richards
(2015). Typically no k-correction is applied as the mean spectral
index in the radio and optical are similar (though this assumption
may not hold true for these extremely red, and unusual objects).
While there is no true gap in the distribution of R, at R ∼ 10
there is a subtle change in the distribution (e.g. White et al. 2007;
Kratzer & Richards 2015) and it is common to refer to objects with
R ≥ 10 as ‘radio loud’. The value of R can be calculated straight
from Table 2 for each of our objects, and we find that all 37 of our
radio-detected objects are nominally radio loud. However, without
knowing the extent of reddening from dust in our sources, these
values should be considered as an upper limit to the true value
of R. We also find that all of the 37 radio-detected objects are
unresolved in FIRST.

A total of 30 objects (46 per cent) in our sample have a radio
target selection flag set indicating that these objects were detected
in the FIRST survey and passed the SDSS/BOSS quasar selection
to be observed as quasar targets. Of these 30 objects, 10 are from
SDSS and 20 from BOSS. 17 objects (26 per cent) are selected for
spectroscopy solely due to their radio properties, all of which are
from BOSS.

Yan et al. (2013) discovered ULIRGs at z ∼ 2 with extremely red
colours, which suggests that star formation will lead to an enhance-
ment of the W4 emission we detect from our sample. While the
sample definition of r − W4 > 14 selects quasars that are red due
to dust obscuration (i.e. the targeted obscured quasar population),
there is the possibility it will also select systems with particularly
bright IR emission due to star formation. The large fraction of radio-
detected quasars in the resulting sample, and the known relations
between radio and IR emission from star formation, suggest that
this may be an aspect of the extremely red quasar selection.

To investigate this further, we calculate rest-frame 1.4 GHz radio
luminosity from the observed fluxes using a radio spectral index
of α = −0.7. In the first instance, we assume that all of the radio
emission is due to star formation, which will result in upper limits
on the SFR derived from the radio and MIR. We use the conversions
between radio and star formation rates reported in Bell (2003) to
calculate the necessary SFRs and total IR luminosity of star forma-
tion LSFR, 8−1000 µm. Then we scale seven star formation templates
from Kirkpatrick et al. (2012) and Mullaney et al. (2011) to match
the SFRs necessary to explain the observed radio emission. We then
redshift them to the redshift of the target, convolved with the W4
filter from Jarrett et al. (2011) and calculate the predicted IR flux.
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Figure 4. The redshift versus i −band magnitude distribution for the extremely red quasars satisfying the r − W4 > 14 selection. Left: the blue and black
contours show the distributions for the SDSS DR7 and the BOSS DR10 quasar catalogues, respectively. Right: the black contours show the distribution of all
SDSS/BOSS quasars that have a match in any of the WISE bands, while the orange contours are SDSS/BOSS quasars with good 22 µm W4-band detections.

Figure 5. The number of quasars selected, and their mean redshift, as a
function of rAB − W4Vega colour. The dashed (red) lines give the 1σ spread
on the mean redshift value. In total, 17 744 quasars have r − W4 > 8.0.
Note that the extremely red quasar sample at r − W4 ≥ 14.0 is the tail end
of the W4-matched quasar sample.

Fig. 8 shows the ratio between the observed and the predicted W4
fluxes; those are shown as black points, where the error bars reflect
the spread amongst templates (and therefore provide a measure of
the systematic error). For objects undetected in the radio, we can
only calculate an upper limit on the SFR rate and thus a lower limit
on the observed-to-predicted flux ratio; those are shown as red up-
ward arrows, and those are conservative (i.e. the lowest lower limit
of the seven templates). A ratio of >1 means the MIR emission is
likely AGN dominated, while ratios <1 mean the predicted SFR is
less than expected, given the radio flux.

There are 37 objects detected in the radio; if all the radio flux
is associated with star formation, which is unlikely, then for these

Figure 6. The magnitude–redshift and colour–redshift diagrams for the
objects with a WISE detection (black contours) and objects with a good W4
match (orange contours). The r − W4 > 14 extremely red quasar population
is shown by the red circles. Top left: redshift versus r–W4 colour; bottom
left: redshift versus r-band AB magnitude and bottom right: redshift versus
W4 Vega magnitude. The data from Yan et al. (2013) are indicated by the
blue squares.

objects the median luminosity due to star formation would need
to be L8−1000 µm = 1013.6 L
 in order to explain the median radio
luminosity of νLν[1.4 GHz] = 1041.6 erg sec−1. In other words,
these objects would need to be forming stars at the median rate of
≈7700 M
 yr−1 in order to explain the observed radio emission,
and this rate is ∼4–10× higher than the e.g. 850 µm-selected sub-
millimetre galaxy (SMG) population at redshifts z ∼ 2–3 (Fu et al.
2013; Wardlow et al. 2013; Casey, Narayanan & Cooray 2014).
However, this SFR is an upper limit, as the AGN is almost certainly
contributing significant flux in all objects. It is more likely that both
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Extremely red quasars: optical spectra 3941

Figure 7. The mid-IR ‘W1W2W3’ colour–colour distributions for objects
in the SDSS and BOSS quasar catalogues, that have a match in WISE and
have a W4-band SNR ≥ 3. Objects with redshifts 2 < z < 2 are given by
the blue and red contours, respectively, with the contouring level the same
for the subsets of the distributions. The insert gives the redshift distribution
for the W4-matched WISE sample which have good W1W2W3 detections
(dashed histogram) and which pass the ‘good W4’ criteria (filled histogram).
The large coloured points indicated the r − W4 > 14 quasars. We split this
sample into three broad classes. The EREW sample generally lies on the
edge of the overall W4-matched population, with roughly half the sample
having very red colours i.e. W2 − W3 � 4.5. The stars signify objects that
pass the ‘W1W2 dropout’ selection of Eisenhardt et al. (2012, see text for
details).

Figure 8. The ratio between the observed W4 flux of our sample and the W4
flux that would be expected given the observed radio luminosities and the
conversions between radio and star formation rates reported in Bell (2003).
A ratio of >1 means that the W4 emission is likely AGN dominated. For
objects undetected in the radio (FIRST) survey, we only calculate an upper
limit on the star formation rate and thus a lower limit on the observed-to-
predicted flux ratio, given by the red arrows.

the radio emission and the W4 emission in these objects are due to
the AGN and star formation, and thus the SFRs are more in line
with those of SMGs and WISE-selected luminous IR galaxies (Wu
et al. 2012; Jones et al. 2014, 2015; Tsai et al. 2015).

The two points with the lowest W4obs/W4SFR, predicted ratios are
potentially beamed sources with an apparent extremely high radio
luminosity νLν[1.4 GHz] � 1044.5 erg s−1 which has nothing to
do with star formation in the host galaxy (though our data are
insufficient to determine the origin of the W4 emission in these
sources). For the less-extreme sources at z < 1, we find that the
required median SFR necessary to explain the observed radio and
W4 emission is 2180 M
 yr−1, which is still very high, but could
potentially be the result of an e.g. (major) merger. While we do not
have direct observations (e.g. far-IR) which would rule out such star
formation rates, various authors find it unlikely that star formation
dominates mid-IR and radio emission of luminous type 2 quasars
at z < 1 (e.g. Harrison et al. 2014; Zakamska & Greene 2014;
Zakamska et al., in preparation).

The remaining objects are undetected in the radio and therefore
we can place only upper limits on star formation rates. For this
population, we find the median lower limit W4obs/W4SFR, predicted of
2.4, meaning that the star formation is inadequate by at least this
factor in explaining the observed W4 flux. Thus we conclude that
the W4 fluxes in these objects must be dominated by the AGN as
well. However, it seems that ultimately, we currently do not have
enough data to determine whether the radio emisson is due to AGN
or star formation. New FIR/submm data is required, with further
SED decomposition, and indeed this is where future analysis will
be concentrated (Hamann et al., in preparation; Zakamska et al., in
preparation).

4 C LASSI FI CATI ONS FRO M O PTICAL
SPECTROSCOPY

The spectra of the extremely red quasar sample are publicly avail-
able at the SDSS-III Science Archive Server.5 We broadly classify
the objects that satisfy the r − W4 > 14 selection into: (i) unobscured
(but reddened) type 1 quasars possessing broad lines (bitwise value
1 in Table 3); (ii) objects that show evidence for being narrow-line
type 2 quasars from their optical spectra (bitwise value 2 in Table 3);
(iii) objects that suggest ongoing, or recently ceased star formation
(bitwise values 4 and 8); (iv) radio-detected quasars (in the FIRST
survey, bitwise value 16); (v) quasars with blueshifted absorption
features (bitwise value 32); (vi) objects that are not detected in the
WISE W1/2 bands (bitwise 64) and (vii) a class of type 1 sources
with extreme REW in their UV broad lines, namely, REW>150 Å
in either C IV or Mg II (bitwise 128). These classification groups
are not mutually exclusive; several objects are assigned to multi-
ple groups. However, we class all of the sources as either type 1
(37/65; 57 per cent) or type 2 (28/65; 43 per cent). These sources
are indicated by the bitwise values in the last column of Table 2
and are described in Table 3. Example spectra are presented in what
follows.

4.1 Type 1 quasars

Fig. 9 presents the spectra of six examples of extremely red quasars,
classified as type 1 based on broad emission lines seen in their
optical spectroscopy. Where measured, the mean line widths are
FWHM(Mg II) ∼6440 km s−1 and FWHM(C IV) ∼4900 km s−1.

5 http://dr10.sdss3.org
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3942 N. P. Ross et al.

Figure 9. Examples of extremely red quasars classified as type 1 quasars based on their optical spectroscopy. The SDSS name, redshift, classification and
r − W4 colour are given in each panel. The red part of the spectrum marks the contribution to the observed r-band flux, while the blue line is the estimated
error per pixel (Lee et al. 2013). The spectra are smoothed using an 8 pixel boxcar average. Prominent emission lines often seen in AGN spectra; Ly β1025.72,
Ly α1215.67, N V 1240.14, Si IV 1393.76, 1402.77, C IV 1548.19, 1550.76 C III] 1908.73, Mg II 2798.75 Ne V 3346.82, 3426.84 [O II] 3728.48 [Ne III] 3869.85,
H δ 4102.89, H γ 4341.68, H α 4862.68, [O III] 4960.30, 5008.24 and H α 6564.61 Å, are marked by the vertical dashed lines, where we use vacuum
wavelengths for identifying emission lines. The feature at 5575 Å in the lower two panels is the [O I] bright sky line. Spectra that cut off at 3800 and 9200 Å
are SDSS spectra, while BOSS spectra extend to 3600 and 10 400 Å. Objects with starred classifications were targeted due to their radio properties. Note that
the y-axis scales are different in each panel.

Fig. 9 lists the SDSS name, redshift, classification (from Table 3)
and r − W4 colour of each object.

The spectra in Fig. 9 are heterogeneous; some show blue continua,
while some are red. The first object (with the lowest redshift in our

sample) has unusually broad [O III] with non-Gaussian structure (Liu
et al. 2010, see also Section 4.4). Many of the examples of type
1 quasars from our selection appear to be significantly reddened
(Richards et al. 2003) often with a host galaxy component.
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Extremely red quasars: optical spectra 3943

Glikman et al. (2013) identify dust-reddened quasars by matching
the FIRST radio catalogue to the UKIRT Infrared Deep Sky Survey
(UKIDSS; Lawrence et al. 2007). This study identified 14 reddened
quasars with E(B − V) > 0.1, including three at z > 2. However,
Glikman et al. (2013) find no heavily reddened (E(B − V) � 0.5)
quasars at high redshifts (z > 2). The object ULASJ1234+0907
(z = 2.503) discovered by Banerji, Fabian & McMahon (2014) is
currently the reddest broad-line type 1 quasar known, with (i −
K)AB > 7.1. Since all our extremely red quasars have i � 22 mag
and a range of 1.62 < (i − K)AB < 4.73, none of our objects have
optical-to-near IR colours as red as ULASJ1234+0907.

We note the object J165258+390249 has a relatively blue contin-
uum and is clearly not suffering from dust obscuration. This object
may be optically variable, and at the time of the optical and IR
photometry had a large enough r − W4 to satisfy our colour cut.
We also note it is a radio source, and has features consistent with an
optical blazar spectrum. This further highlights the importance of
understanding the radio properties (and potentially the synchrotron
radiation contribution) of these quasars and how it affects the IR
and the resulting sample of objects.

4.2 Type 2 quasar candidates at low redshift

We define type 2 quasars as objects with narrow permitted emission
lines that do not have an underlying broad component, and with
line ratios characteristic of non-stellar ionizing radiation (Zakamska
et al. 2003; Reyes et al. 2008). Specifically, in type 2 quasars the
broad-line region is completely blocked from the observer by strong
obscuration (AV > 10), and nuclear activity is inferred indirectly via
the emission line ratios of ionized gas which are characteristic of
photo-ionization by the quasar (Baldwin, Phillips & Terlevich 1981;
Veilleux & Osterbrock 1987). At low redshifts, where Hβ and [O III]
are accessible in the optical spectrum, we can define type 2 objects
as those in which the kinematic structure of the permitted emission
lines is similar to that of the forbidden lines; the permitted lines
should not display an additional broad (FWHM � 2000 km sec−1)
component. We also require [O III]/Hβ > 3.

Fig. 10 presents examples of type 2 quasar candidates at z � 1.
No line-fitting has been performed, but all objects in this class
are seen by visual inspection to have similar same kinematics in the
permitted H β and forbidden [O III] lines. In the extremely red quasar
sample, the quasar nature of the type 2 candidates is not in doubt: the
typical values of [O III]/H β are 10 or greater, and high-ionization
species such as [Ne V] are detected in most cases. However, Hβ can
be weak and there may be broad components in some H α lines
(Zakamska et al., in preparation) which are redshifted out of the
BOSS wavelength coverage.

Just over half (60 per cent) of our type 2s are at z < 1. This is due
to the fact that we are using the spectroscopic quasar catalogues as
our initial sample, before matching to the WISE photometry. Thus,
from the requirement of having a relatively bright detection in the
optical (cf. the Brand et al. studies) there will be a selection bias
towards lower redshift objects.

Among the 28 objects with z < 1.1, 20 (71 per cent) are classified
as type 2 candidates from their optical spectra; see Fig. 10. This
high fraction of type 2 objects is completely uncharacteristic of the
parent sample of the SDSS/BOSS quasars, making it clear that the
selection based on high IR-to-optical colours can indeed recover
obscured quasars. All seven type 2 quasars in our sample that were
observed before 2006 July are found in the catalogue of Reyes et al.
(2008).

4.3 Type 2 quasar candidates at high redshift

We find objects that have narrow emission lines, weak continua and
satisfy the definition of type 2 candidates, at high redshift (z > 1.5)
as well; see Fig. 11. The classifications are performed by visual
inspection of the optical spectra and all objects in this class with
z > 1.5 have FWHM(C IV) � 2000 km s−1.

These objects have similar optical spectra to those described in
Yan et al. (2013) and Alexandroff et al. (2013), although there
are no objects in common between our sample and that presented
in Alexandroff et al. (2013). Those authors present a sample of
145 candidate type 2 quasars from BOSS at redshifts between 2
and 4.3, using data from DR9 (Ahn et al. 2012). These objects
are characterized by weak continuum in the rest-frame UV with a
typical continuum magnitude of i ≈ 22 (i.e. Mi(z = 2.5) ≈ −25)
and strong lines of C IV and Lyα, with FWHM ≤ 2000 km s−1.
Typical (∼L∗) galaxies are ≥1 magnitude fainter at these redshifts
(Marchesini et al. 2007, 2012), suggesting host-galaxy light is not
sufficient to explain the continuum luminosity and some level of
AGN light is getting through/around the absorber.

The reddest quasar in Alexandroff et al. (2013) has r −
W4 = 13.30. In general, our selection of type 2 candidates is
not as strict as that of Alexandroff et al. (2013), and we find no
overlap between the sample here and the DR9-based sample in
Alexandroff et al. (2013). While this class of object shows only
narrow emission lines in the rest-frame UV spectra, Greene et al.
(2014) obtained near-IR spectroscopy for a subset of the Alexan-
droff et al. (2013) sample, demonstrating that the Hα emission line
consistently requires a broad component. This result implies that the
typical extinction in these objects is AV � a few, sufficient to block
the rest-frame UV continuum and broad lines but not the rest-frame
optical – consistent with the (relatively) bright continuum.

4.4 Objects with starburst and post-starburst signatures

Our sample includes quasars that have starburst or post-starburst
signatures in their optical spectra. Examples are given in
Fig. 12.

The [O II]/[O III] ratio can be used as a starburst indicator in AGN
and galaxies (e.g. Kauffmann et al. 2003; Groves, Heckman &
Kauffmann 2006). Objects from our sample are placed into the
starburst class if they exhibit evidence of obvious [O II] emission
(Kennicutt 1998; Kewley & Dopita 2002; Kewley, Geller & Jansen
2004; Ho 2005; Moustakas, Kennicutt & Tremonti 2006; Mostek
et al. 2012), though we acknowledge that [O II] emission can also
be associated with the narrow-line region of the AGN.

The post-starburst objects are objects which have either a Balmer
break, and/or an obvious Balmer series, originating from an
A-star population that is not dominated by blue light from OB-
stellar populations. Quasars with post-starbursting signatures have
been identified previously (e.g. Brotherton et al. 1999, 2002; Cales
et al. 2013, 2014), and Matsuoka et al. (2015) derive physical prop-
erties from optical spectra while Wei et al. (2013) study the MIR
spectral properties of post-starburst quasars.

Both post-starburst objects in our sample are at relatively low
redshift, and not all the host galaxy light is likely to be cap-
tured by the 2 arcsec spectroscopic fibre. However, the quasar
J112657.76+163912.0 (hereafter J1126+1639) has a pronounced
Balmer break and we estimate that the fraction of e.g A-star host
galaxy flux required is at least that of the AGN. J1126+1639 may
have other optical objects within the W4 beam, as we mentioned in
Section 2.2. J1126+1639 appears to be at the centre of a group/small
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3944 N. P. Ross et al.

Figure 10. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing examples of extremely red quasars classified as type 2 quasars based on their optical spectroscopy, at z � 1.1.

cluster of other optically red galaxies. However, the other group
members are blue in (W1–W2) colour, suggesting that these ob-
jects are not bright in W4. Our likely candidate appears disturbed
in the SDSS optical image, suggesting that it hosts an ongoing
merger.

4.5 BAL quasars

Our r − W4 > 14 quasar selection also finds broad absorption
line (BAL) objects (Fig. 13). Although we do not use it for our
classifications, the C IV balnicity index (BI; Weymann et al. 1991)
for our extremely red BAL quasars as reported in the DR10Q
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Extremely red quasars: optical spectra 3945

Figure 11. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing examples of extremely red quasars classified as type 2 quasars based on their optical spectroscopy, at z � 1.5.

catalogue is generally log10(BIC IV) � 3. In particular, we find exam-
ples of BALs that exhibit absorption from low-ionization species,
i.e. LoBALs, and objects that have Fe II absorption, i.e. FeLoBALs.
At z = 4.36, J101439.51+413830.6 is the highest redshift object
in the full sample, but due to this high redshift, any Fe II absorption
will be outside the optical wavelength coverage of the SDSS/BOSS
spectra.

It has been known for some time that BALs can be redder (in
optical-to-near IR colour) than the general quasar population e.g.
Hall et al. (1997). Hall et al. (2002a) report on a number of heavily
reddened, extreme BAL quasars discovered in SDSS, while Trump
et al. (2006), Gibson et al. (2009) and Allen et al. (2011) explore this
reddening–BAL relation. However, we note that the presence of the
BAL objects in our sample is not due just to dust reddening; in these
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Figure 12. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing examples of extremely red quasars that display signatures of an ongoing, or post-, starbursting phase. In
particular we identify the Balmer edge in J105327.92+375804.2 and J112657.76+163912.0.

objects, the BAL troughs remove a large fraction of the continuum
that would otherwise contribute to the r-band flux, which makes the
r − W4 colour even redder. We find FeLoBALs in our sample not
because they have red continua, but because the BALs have wiped
out the r-band flux; in this sense these are in the sample for different
reasons than for the other very red quasars.

4.6 W1W2 dropout quasars

Objects that are selected to be bright at 12 or 22 µm, but are
undetected by WISE at 3.4 and 4.6 µm are ‘W1W2 dropouts’.
Eisenhardt et al. (2012) find ∼1000 such objects over the whole
sky, including the z = 2.452 source WISE J181417.29+341224.9,
a hyper-luminous IR galaxy (HyLIRG) with LIR > 1013 L
. WISE
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Extremely red quasars: optical spectra 3947

Figure 13. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing examples of the BAL
quasars. These three objects are examples of the rare subclass of FeLoBALs.
At z = 4.36, J101439.51+413830.6 is the highest redshift object in our full
sample.

Figure 14. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing quasars that are ‘W1W2
dropouts’. The feature at 5575 Å in the lower two panels is the [O I] bright
sky line.

1814+3412 has a W4 flux density of 14.38 ± 0.87 mJy; a 350 µm
detection (Wu et al. 2012) implies a minimum bolometric lumi-
nosity of 3.7 × 1013 L
 suggesting that the W1W2 dropouts are
extreme cases of luminous, hot (60–120 K) dust-obscured galaxies
(Hot DOGs) possibly representing a short evolutionary phase dur-
ing galaxy merging and evolution. Due to these dust temperatures,
the W1W2 dropouts are also known as ‘Hot DOGs’.

Three of our 65 objects (∼5 per cent) satisfy the W1W2 dropout
selection criteria. Their optical spectra are shown in Fig. 14. These

three quasars were all discovered by BOSS, have r-band fluxes of
≈5–8 µJy (cf. 2.25 ± 0.11 µJy for WISE 1814+3412) and redshifts
z = 2.638–3.138, placing them in the HyLIRG regime.

4.7 Extreme EW objects

The objects that we present in Fig. 15 all have C IV FWHM
> 2000 km s−1 (Table 2) and are thus classified as type 1 quasars.
These six examples are a set of objects at z � 2–3 which are char-
acterized by EREWs of �150 Å (the measured REWs from the C IV

line are given in Fig. 15). Four sources have REW(C IV) > 200 Å.
For comparison, typical quasars have REW(C IV) ≈ 25–50 Å. Some
of the extreme REW sources also have unusual line properties, in-
cluding high N V/Ly α, enhanced Si IV+O IV] and weak He II and
C III]. Some also have strong Ly β and unusual Ly α profiles.

To quantify how unusual these objects are, we use emission-
line data from the DR10Q catalogue to select sources that have:
2.0 < z < 3.4, the visual inspection flag for BALs set to 0 (i.e. no
BALs), FWHM(C IV) > 2000 km s−1, and the ratio of the C IV REW
to its uncertainty >3. A total of 98 807 quasars satisfy these crite-
ria and in the cumulative distribution, 5.8 per cent of objects have
REW(C IV) > 100 Å with 1.3 per cent having REW(C IV) > 150 Å.
This is to be compared to 55 per cent (45 per cent) of the non-BAL
type 1s with measurable C IV in our sample having REW(C IV) >100
(150) Å.

The quasar J1535+0903 (see Appendix A1) may also be a mem-
ber of this class. We measure REW(C IV) = 136 Å, and REW(Mg II)
∼280 Å, the precise value depending on uncertain continuum place-
ment. Like the N V/Ly α > 1 objects, J1535+0903 has very strong
Al IIIλ1860.

The large REWs in these objects might be caused by suppressed
continuum emission analogous to type 2 quasars in the unified
model. However, the large line widths (at least compared to typical
narrow-line regions; Liu et al. 2013) and in some cases very high
electron densities (Section A1; Hamann et al., in preparation) sug-
gest that the line-emitting regions are close to the central continuum
source, as in typical broad-line regions. It therefore seems difficult
to have dust obscuring the continuum source without also obscur-
ing the broad emission lines. We investigate these issues further in
Hamann et al. (in preparation).

5 C O L O U R S A N D S E L E C T I O N O F T H E
E X T R E M E LY R E D QUA S A R S

The optical SDSS/BOSS spectra of the extremely red quasars have
been presented in Section 4. The heterogeneity of the optical spec-
tra is immediately obvious. Upon visual inspection of the optical
spectra, we have classified the extremely red quasar sample into
various groups given in Tables 2 and 3. In this section, we explore
the colours and selection of the extremely red quasars, in order to
understand the relationship of the subclasses to each other, and with
respect to the general quasar population.

5.1 Colours of the extremely red quasar groups

Fig. 16 presents the optical (g − r) colours for the full W4 matched
sample as a function of redshift. The mean (g − r) colour of all
quasars with a W4 detection is given by the blue line. As in Fig. 6,
the three groups are indicated separately: type 1s (dark blue circles),
type 2s (purple) and EREW objects (dark green). The extremely red
quasars are generally redder than the mean W4-detected population
in (g − r) colour. However, the EREW objects are the exception;
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Figure 15. Same as for Fig. 9, except showing examples of the new set of ‘EREW’ objects. These objects possess large REWs of e.g. the C IV line (values
given in Table 2), unusual profiles of the Ly α to N V complex (and the ratio of Ly α:N V) and flat continua in all examples. The quasar J022052.11+013711.1
(bottom panel) is also a W1W2 dropout (Fig. 14).

they are bluer than the full W4 population at all redshifts that they
are found. This suggests that we are perhaps not sensitive to all
EREWs, but just those objects with redshifts such that there are a
number of very strong lines in the g band.

Fig. 17 presents the optical to IR colours, (r − W1),
(r − W2), (r − W3) and (r − W4), for the full W4 matched sample
as a function of redshift. The quasars detected at 22 µm generally
have a r − W1 colour of 5 or more for redshifts z = 0–3, and again
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Figure 16. The optical (g − r) colour of the W4-matched quasars (orange
points) as a function of redshift. The mean colour of the W4-matched sample
is given by the solid blue line. At z > 1.9, the colour distribution of our ex-
tremely red quasars is impressively broad, demonstrating the heterogeneity
of our sample. The EREW population is bluer than the overall population
in (g − r) at z ≈ 2.5. All optical magnitudes are AB.

Figure 17. The optical–mid-IR colour for our W4-matched sample (orange
points), with r − W1, r − W2, r − W3 and r − W4 shown from top to
bottom. The mean colour of the W4-matched sample is given by the solid
blue line. As the optical–MIR wavelength arm extends from W1 (3.4 µm)
to W4 (22 µm) the selected population moves further away from the mean
W4-matched sample. All optical magnitudes are AB, all WISE magnitudes
are Vega.

Figure 18. The optical colour–colour properties of SDSS/BOSS+WISE
matched sample and the extremely red quasars: (top left): (u − g) versus
(g − r); (top right): (g − r) versus (r − i); (bottom left): (r − i) versus (i −
z); (bottom right): (g − i) versus i-band PSF magnitude. The distribution of
all the SDSS/BOSS quasars with a good match in any WISE band is given
by the black contours, while those objects with good W4 matches, and their
colour distributions are given by the solid orange contours. We also show the
location in colour–colour space of the three broad groups of our extremely
red quasars – type 1s (dark blue circles), type 2s (purple) and EREW objects
(dark green). The EREWs occupy a particular place in gri-colour–colour
space, being very blue in (g − i) colour.

are redder than the general population of quasars. However, some
of the type 2 objects do have (r − W1) and (r − W2) colours con-
sistent with the general W4-detected population. However, all the
extremely red quasars are considerably redder in (r − W3) which
samples the ratio of rest-frame UV/blue to ∼6−7 µm light at red-
shift z ∼ 0.8 and rest-frame far-UV to ∼3.4 µm colour at redshift
z ∼ 2.5. By design, our sample is much redder than the general W4-
detected quasar population in (r − W4) colour, the latter of which
has 10 � (r − W4) � 12 for redshifts z = 0–3.

Fig. 18 shows the optical colour–colour distribution of the full
SDSS/BOSS WISE matched sample (black contours), and those
that have good W4 detections (orange contours). The extremely red
quasar population tends to avoid the (u − g) ≤ 0.4 and (g − r) ≤ 0.3
region. The EREWs occupy a particular location in gri colour–
colour and (g–i)–i colour–magnitude space. The EREWs have a
very blue colour of (g − i) ∼ 0, in contrast to the overall extremely
red quasar population, which tend to have redder (g − i) colours
than the general W4-matched sample. Further investigations into
the colours and selection properties of the extremely red quasars
and the EREWs are presented in Hamann et al. (in preparation).

Note that z ≈ 1.5 is the redshift where C IV begins to contribute
to the flux in the SDSS g band. Thus, type 2 quasars at z � 1.5
may have colours inconsistent with the SDSS/BOSS optical quasar
selection criteria and thus enter the SDSS/BOSS sample via their
radio properties. On the other hand, type 2 quasars at z � 1.5 with
C IV and Ly α emission really have blue continua.
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6 SU M M A RY A N D C O N C L U S I O N S

We have matched the quasar catalogues of the SDSS and BOSS
with WISE to identify quasars with extremely high IR-to-optical
ratios rAB − W4Vega > 14 mag (i.e. Fν(22 µm)/Fν(r) � 1000). We
identify 65 objects and note the following findings and conclusions.

(i) This sample spans a redshift range of 0.28 < z < 4.36 and
has a bimodal distribution, with peaks at z ∼ 0.8 and z ∼ 2.5.

(ii) We recover a wide range of quasar spectra in this selection.
The majority of the objects have spectra of reddened type 1 quasars,
type 2 quasars (both at low and high redshift) and objects with strong
absorption features.

(iii) There is a relatively high fraction of type 2 objects at low red-
shift, suggesting that a high optical-to-IR colour can be an efficient
selection of narrow-line quasars.

(iv) There are three objects that are detected in the W4 band but
not W1 or W2 (i.e. ‘W1W2 dropout’), all of which are at z > 2.6.

(v) We identify an intriguing class of objects at z � 2–3 which
are characterized by equivalent widths of REW(C IV) � 150 Å.
These objects often also have unusual line properties. We speculate
that the large REWs may be caused by suppressed continuum emis-
sion analogous to type 2 quasars in the unified model. However,
there is no obvious mechanism in the unified model to suppress the
continuum without also suppressing the broad emission lines, thus
potentially providing an interesting challenge to quasar models.

There are numerous avenues that the current data set can contribute
to understanding quasar–host galaxy evolution and quasar orienta-
tion. Hamann et al. (in preparation) investigate the nature and origins
of extreme broad emission line REWs in BOSS quasars. This will
involve the detailed examination of emission-line properties for a
subset of extreme REW quasars to gain a better understanding of
the physical conditions and possible transient nature of this phe-
nomenon. With the addition of ∼18 000 spectra of 22 µm detected
quasars, one can significantly update Roseboom et al. (2013) where
those authors investigate the range of covering factors, determined
from the ratio of IR to UV/optical luminosity, seen in luminous
type 1 quasars. However, the inhomogeneous selection of our data
set makes computing the completeness challenging. One can also
measure the clustering of the red-selected quasars, (e.g. DiPompeo
et al. 2014; Donoso et al. 2014), using spectroscopic redshifts to
enable a more robust 3D-clustering measurement. These investi-
gations into environmental, and host galaxy, e.g. morphology, star
formation, properties of the very red optical–IR colour-selected
population will be able to elucidate on the nature of the ‘extremely
red quasar’ population.
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A P P E N D I X A : N OT E S O N I N D I V I D UA L
O B J E C T S

A1 J153542.41+090341.1

Fig. A1 displays the spectrum of SDSS J153542.41+090341.1,
hereafter J1535+0903, a remarkable object with a unique pat-
tern of emission lines. We classify this quasar as a type 2 can-
didate based on line widths in both C IV (Table 2) and Mg II

(FWHM = 1600 ± 60 km s−1). However, the exceptionally strong
emission in Al III 1860 and in Fe II at ∼2300–2770 Å point to high
densities indicative of a broad-line region and thus a type 1 clas-
sification. In particular, photoionization models by Baldwin et al.
(1996) demonstrate that large ratios of Al III 1860 compared to the
intercombination lines with similar ionizations, C III] 1909 and es-
pecially Si III] 1892, require densities ne � 1012 cm−3. Similarly,
Baldwin et al. (2004) showed that this peculiar pattern of Fe II emis-
sion lines, dominated by a few spikes that include the resonance

Figure A1. The spectrum of SDSS J153542.41+090341.1. This object has
exceptionally strong Fe II emission in the UV1 (2600 Å), UV2/3 (2400 Å)
and 2740 Å complexes with weak emission from other Fe II features.

multiplets UV1 and UV 2,3, also requires densities �1012 cm−3

in a gas with very low ionization parameter. Hamann et al. (in
preparation) discuss this object further.

A2 J013435.66-093102.9

SDSS J013435.66-093102.9, hereafter J0134-0931, is a gravita-
tional lens. J0134-0931 has rpsf = 21.33, W4 = 6.59 and a redshift
z = 2.22 and is also detected in FIRST at 0.96 Jy (integrated flux).
J013435 has previously been reported and studied in detail in Gregg
et al. (2002); Hall et al. (2002b); Keeton (2001); Keeton & Winn
(2003); Winn et al. (2002) and Winn et al. (2003).

The flux is the linear sum of the lensing galaxy and the (boosted)
quasar and at least one of the galaxy or quasar is exceedingly red. If
there is dust in the foreground galaxy, it will extinct the quasar, and
cause the r–W4 colour to be red. However, the foreground galaxy,
at z = 0.76, is faint enough to not contribute significantly to the
overall flux, so the background quasar is extremely red on its own.
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