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Figure 2.  The structures in the star-forming region W5, as imaged by the Spitzer Space Telescope, may resemble 
Turner’s abstractions, but these ‘‘flames’’ signal the birth of thermonuclear furnaces dozens of times as massive 
as our Sun.

When you choose to read the little card 
next to a painting at a typical art museum 
you see things listed such as the artist, the 
name of the work, the date it was painted, 
and the medium (oil on canvas, tempera on 
board). It’s all about context! How do I relate 
this artwork to other work I’ve seen? For 
the most part, the curators of an art exhibit 
presume that a viewer will know the differ-
ence between gouache and oil, between 
Cézanne and Monet, between Renaissance 
and Baroque.

Similarly, it seems that an astronomical 
image featured in one of the “art” exhibits 
described in my previous column should list 
the observatory or instrument, the name of 
the object, the distance to the object, the 
wavelengths represented, and other relevant 
information. Of course, no curator of an art 
exhibit would expect a visitor to know [OIII] 
from H-α, light years from parsecs, Gemini 
from Spitzer. But I would hope, in such a 
setting, to take advantage of the opportunity 
to convey the source of the work and give 
viewers a sense of what they’re looking at — 
in the same way an audio guide at the Met 
might describe how Turner was influenced 
by Burke. 

A Spitzer image of the star-forming region 
W5 (Figure 2) may evoke the aesthetics 
of Turner’s abstract flames, but how much 
more evocative to realise that these burning 
towers lie 6500 light-years away?

Or consider the recent images of Enceladus 
that Cassini sent back (Figure 3). I can imag-
ine a context in which these images could 

appear as an abstract work, or perhaps that 
the rough surface could be interpreted as 
terrestrial in origin. But if we further invest 
the image with its meaning as scientific data 
transmitted home by a remote probe some 
billion miles from Earth, then we provide a 
much more impressive aesthetic.

Of course, this is not written without bias. 
I have thrown in my lot with an ambitious 
bunch, the talented people behind the Astro-
nomical Virtual Metadata (AVM) standard 
and FITS Liberator. We have started shaking 
the trees to establish the Virtual Astronomy 
Multimedia Project (VAMP)6, which pro-

poses to associate astronomy’s voluptuous 
visuals with metadata that will facilitate their 
interpretation. Perhaps we can make the 
Astronomical Image more meaningful and 
more accessible.
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Figure 3. Cassini’s image of Enceladus can operate on numerous aesthetic levels, but it gains particular and 
important meaning when recognised it for what it is — data that has travelled a billion miles from a spacecraft in 
orbit around another world. Credit: NASA/ESA/ASI Cassini.
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