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Astronomers shade their eyes

The toolbox to spot planets in other star systems has got another gadget, says
S.Ananthanarayanan.

Artist’s conception of how the Solar System

Scientists are now going to use a shade to block out the mother star so that the tiny planet bursts
into view. It is like the way we shade our eyes to look hard and see something in bright sunlight.
But in the case of stars, the shade needs to be shaped just right, so that light does not *bend’
around the shade and remain, to block out the planet.

Spotting planets

The difficulty in spotting planets around distant stars is that the star itself is just a speck in the
sky, and a blur of brightness through a telescope. A planet in orbit around the star, and only
reflecting the light it receives from the star would be far too dim to be visible. Even the planets
of our own solar system, like Mars, Venus, are just dots in the sky. What hope is there of
spotting a planet in a star system that is so far that it is itself barely visible?

Nevertheless, more than 200 “‘extrasolar’ planets, or ‘exoplanets’, as such bodies are called, have
been detected. They have not actually been seen — their presence has been ‘deduced’, from the
slight wobbling that things orbiting around each other tend to produce. This is like a 100 kg
hammer thrower who is swinging a 7.26 kg ball of steel around also bobs backward and forward
as the ball begins to go around.
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