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Infrared magic!
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Take a look at these two pictures – they 
look completely different, but actually 
they are pictures of the same galaxy, 
called M101. The top picture was taken 
by the Hubble Space Telescope and shows 
the galaxy in normal light that is visible 
to your eyes if you were to look through 
a telescope. M101 is a spiral galaxy, 
27 million light years away, and looks 
a bit like what our Milky Way Galaxy 
would look like if we could see it from 
the outside.
     The bottom picture was taken by 
NASA’s Spitzer Space Telescope, which 
looks at distant galaxies in infrared. 
The picture looks like it is showing 
M101’s skeleton! Because Spitzer can 
see in infrared, it can see through parts 
of the galaxy that are covered in hot 
gas and dust, and get down to the cooler 
stars and gas that are found within the 
spiral arms of the galaxy. If you look 
carefully, in infrared some of the spiral 
arms seem to disappear. This is because 
they are fi lled with hot stars and gas, 
but nothing cool that Spitzer can see.
     This April, Europe is launching its 
own infrared space telescope, called 
Herschel. It is going to be the biggest 
space telescope ever blasted into space, 
even bigger than the Hubble Space 
Telescope! It will have a mirror that is 
3.5 metres across which will collect and 
focus the infrared light, and it will be 
able to see some of the most far away 
galaxies coming together and growing. 
It is scheduled to blast off on a giant 
Ariane 5 rocket on 16 April, although 
this date can change if there’s bad 
weather. You can fi nd out more about 
Herschel at www.esa.int/SPECIALS/
Herschel/index.html . There’s even a 
clock counting down the days, hours 
and minutes until launch! 
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