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Eyes on the Universe

Ever since Galileo turned his newly made telescope to the heavens on
the night of January 7, 1610, and discovered to his own astonishment four
moons in orbit around Jupiter, astronomy has progressed hand in hand with
the development of improved techniques of observation. More than most
sciences, astronomy is a science of observation. Scientists in most
fields can conduct controlled experiments or analyze tangible research ma-
terial in their laboratories. But the astronomer’s subjects—planets and sat-
ellites, stars and galaxies, quasars and pulsars, clouds of interstellar gas
and dust, and other things strange and more strange—are beyond his
physical grasp. He is dependent upon his astronomical instruments to
bring the telltale clues of the cosmos to him. They extend his senses to
the outer reaches of the universe.

The special report on astronomy beginning on page 122 is devoted pri-
marily to new breeds of those instruments and how they are changing,
or soon will be changing, our views of the universe around us. The cov-
erage was led by Physical Sciences Editor Dietrick E. Thomsen, who spent
three weeks in California reporting on new developments at the major ob-
servatories and universities there. He returned to Washington to write five
articles for the astronomy section: On the universe and us (concerning
not instrumentation but what might be called cosmic philosophy), “rubber
telescopes” and other such ways to solve the age-old problem of distortion
of light by the atmosphere, radar astronomy, infrared astronomy, and a
new technique that makes use of objects far beyond our galaxy to help chart
movement’s of our own planet’s crust. Then he rushed off to Rochester,
N.Y., to cover the meeting of the American Astronomical Society just in
time to meet the deadline for our Science News of the Week section. My
lifelong interest in astronomy led me to the Plains of San Augustin in
western New Mexico for a first-hand look at the site of the Very Large
Array radio telescope—the frontier instrument for radio astronomy in the
1980’s—on the eve of the initiation of its construction. And Space Sciences
Editor Jonathan Eberhart drew on his knowledge and self-confessed fasci-
nation with all things concerning space to prepare his report, “Starwatch
from Space,” on plans and ideas for new astronomical satellites in coming
years and decades.

We are sure you'll find our survey of some of the frontiers of as-
tronomical observation informative. and we hope you enjoy reading it as
much as we did preparing it.

—Kendrick Frazier
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