What the Year of Astronomy means to me...

By Charlotte Dawkins

Astronomy... to me this word conjures up images of starry night skies and scientists of old peering through telescopes. Pictures of swirling nebula and glittering galaxies. And above all- a huge, seemingly empty darkness that fills the universe. This branch of physics unravels the mysteries of this expansive but baffling cosmos, secrets which people have yearned to know since the beginning of our time. How could astronomy be considered anything but important, when it is the key that unlocks the doors to knowledge of this universe?

The IYA inspires people in so many ways, it encourages them to take an interest in this vast and amazing subject and it provides them with a means to do that. I think  it is an important opportunity to celebrate this very significant subject and the progress it has made from the first sketches of the moon through a basic telescope four hundred years ago to the vast technology we have nowadays in aid of unravelling the secrets of the universe. The IYA shows people astronomy in such a depth, including projects such as “She is an Astronomer”, which is a valuable insight into the contributions women have made and their views on astronomy. In addition, the IYA provides people with practical ideas about how to get into astronomy and just how important it is to science and to people in general. 



I was recently looking at the website for the IYA and I found some really interesting information from the wide range of activities launched by this project. One of these activities was a competition entitled “Your Galileo moments” where viewers have sent in the first time they can remember seeing the sky properly. Answers included things such as "My Galileo moment was watching the meteor shower after waiting so long, thinking it wouldn't happen" This was so interesting to read because it makes people, including me, think, “What was my Galileo Moment?” When did I first notice the night sky for the first time? I gave this some thought and came to the conclusion that if I had to choose a Galileo Moment it would be when I was very young (or younger than I am now) and I looked up at the night sky and suddenly I realized just how huge it was. All those stars! How did people find names and constellations for all of them?


This year is particularly significant to me because it is this year that I start my GCSE in astronomy. I have been fascinated by this subject since I was small so am glad to be able to take a course devoted to astronomy. It is almost ironic (or even significant) that this would coincide with the International Year of Astronomy and I am glad of all the extra information the IYA has, to enrich further my studies of this topic.

So many breakthroughs have been made in the world (or universe) of astronomy. These breakthroughs have been made in theories that have fathomed how and why the universe is as it is, and in odysseys of space travel, such as the renowned moon landing in 1969, forty years ago. Three hundred and sixty years after the moon was truly observed for the first time, people took the first steps on this celestial body. When Galileo looked at the moon, did he imagine such a thing? That it would be possible to reach the moon and even take steps upon it? This leads me to think about how the majority of knowledge we now have on the universe is from recent discoveries, how modern technology has been pivotal in our understanding of the cosmos. What people would describe as “Modern Astronomy” was only founded four hundred years ago, and although that may not seem particularly recent, it shows how we learn more as time passes, and how the better technology we have, the more we can understand: what we don’t know now, we may know in the future. 


I hope that the Year of Astronomy will inspire people to become fascinated in this brilliant subject, because there is so much we don’t already know. We cannot say who will make the diverting discoveries in the future and it could be anybody. We know so much more now than Galileo did four hundred years ago but have only comprehended comparatively little of the great universe- after all- it is a big place.

