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Abstract. We have carried out spectrophotometry in the range 
3600--9700 A of tive globular clusters in NGC 5128 for which 
previous photometric studies suggested ahigh metal content. We 
compare the equivalent widths of a set of metallic features of 
the NGC 5128 clusters with those of well-studied Galactic and 
M31 globular clusters. This enables us to derive a reliable rank­
ing and estimate of the metallicity for the NGC 5128 clusters. 
The reddening is obtained from the comparison of the contin­
uum distribution o f the observed clusters with those o f reference 
clusters. The present spectroscopic study clarifies the question 
raised in the photometric studies about the NGC 5128 clusters 
metallicities. We conclude that, in the present NGC 5128 sam­
ple, no object has actually a metallicity higher than solar, unlike 
what happens in M31. 
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1. Introduction 

Star clusters are valuable tools for the analysis of stellar popu­
lations in galaxies. They are basically formed by stars of a same 
age and metallicity, which allows one to infer on the formation 
conditions and subsequent evolution of the parent galaxy. In 
order to understand such processes, it is important to compare 
properties, such as metallicity, kinematics and spatial distribu­
tion, of globular cluster systems in different galaxies, and to see 
how they correlate with the parent galaxy characteristics (see 
e.g. Harris 1991 for a review). Since the average metallicity 
of a globular cluster system appears to increase with the par­
ent galaxy mass (van den Bergh 1975; Huchra, Brodie & Kent 
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1991), theclosestgiantearly-typegalaxyNGC 5128 (Centauros 
A) is of great interest to search for extremely metallic globular 
clusters. The integrated B-V (Hesser et al. 1984) and V-K 
colours (Frogel1984) suggest not only that the mean metallic­
ity of the globular cluster system of NGC 5128 is higher than 
that in our Galaxy or in M31, but also that some of these clus­
ters might have metallicities well above the solar value. More 
recently, by means of integrated photometry in the Washington 
system, Harris et al. (1992) (hereafter HGHH92) confirm the 
high mean metallicity of the globular cluster system; however, 
they find evidence that the metallicities of the reddest clusters 
are not as extreme as estimated by Frogel (1984). The issue 
requires spectroscopic observations to be settled. 

In the present study, we analyze spectroscopically a selec­
tion of globular clusters in NGC 5128, based on indications of 
their very high metallicity, as deduced from the photometric 
studies described above, with the aim of clarifying the extreme 
metallicity issue and to compare such clusters with globular 
clusters in the Local Group. In order to disentangle age, metal­
licity and reddening effects, it is essential to observe over a wide 
spectral range for a good continuum baseline and an extensive 
series of fundamental spectral features. lt is also important to 
use calibration índices sensitive to the total range of metallic­
ity observable in galaxies. A database of star cluster spectra 
over the range 3500 A-10 000 A in our Galaxy, M31 and the 
Magellanic Clouds are available for the present analysis (Bica 
& Alloin, 1986a, b, 1987; Jablonka, Alloin & Bica 1992). Our 
database includes the central clusters G177 and G158 in M31, 
which present metallic absorption features similar to those ob­
served in the nuclei of giant ellipticals (Jablonka, Alloin & Bica 
1992; Bica et al. 1992), thus well-suited for comparisons with 
extreme metallicity clusters in NGC 5128, if any. 

In Sect. 2 we present the observations. In Sect. 3 we discuss 
the appearance o f the spectra as compared to key clusters in the 
Galaxy and in M31, and provide the measurements of equiva­
lent widths and of continuum points. In Sect. 4 reddening and 
metallicity values are estimated and the results are discussed. 
Our concluding remarks are given in Sect. 5. 
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