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The Milky Way Galaxy, large spiral system consisting of
several hundred billion stars, one of which is the Sun. It
takes its name from the Milky Way, the irregular
luminous band of stars and gas clouds that stretches
across the sky as seen from Earth. Although Earth lies
well within the Milky Way Galaxy sometimes simply
called the Galaxy, astronomers do not have as
complete an understanding of its nature as they do of
some external star systems. A thick layer of interstellar
dust obscures much of the Galaxy from scrutiny by
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On February 20, 1962, an Atlas rocket successfully carried
Sen. John Glenn and the hopes of an entire nation into
orbit aboard Friendship 7, a flight that ushered in a new
era of space travel that eventually led to Americans
walking on the moon by the end of the 1960s. Glenn was
soon followed into orbit by colleagues Scott Carpenter,
Walter Schirra and Gordon Cooper. Their fellow Mercury
astronauts Alan Shepard and Virgil “Gus” Grissom flew
earlier suborbital flights. Deke Slayton was grounded by
a medical condition until the Apollo-Soyuz Test Project in
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Redshift and blueshift describe how light shifts
toward shorter or longer wavelengths as objects in
space (such as stars or galaxies) move closer or
farther away from us. The concept is key to charting
the universe’s expansion. Visible light is a spectrum
of colors, which is clear to anyone who has looked at
a rainbow. When an object moves away from us, the
light is shifted to the red end of the spectrum, as its
wavelengths get longer. If an object moves closer,
the light moves to the blue end of the spectrum, as
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Adorned with a dazzling system of icy rings, Saturn
is unique among the planets. It is not the only
planet to have rings, but none are as spectacular or
as complex as Saturn’s. Like fellow gas giant
Jupiter, Saturn is a massive ball made mostly of
hydrogen and helium. Surrounded by more than
60 knownmoons, Saturn is home to some of the
most fascinating landscapes in our solar system.
From the jets of water that spray from Enceladus to
the methane lakes on smoggy Titan, the Saturn
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The universe is very cluttered. Myriad island cities
of stars, the galaxies, form a backdrop tapestry.
Much closer to home are nebulae, star clusters and
assorted other foreground celestial objects that
are mostly within our Milky Way galaxy. Despite
the vastness of space, objects tend to get in front
of each other. This happened when astronomers
used the Hubble Space Telescope to photograph
the globular star cluster NGC 6752. In a celestial
game of “Where’s Waldo?” Hubble’s sharp vision
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SemiBold

Our home planet is the third planet from the
Sun, and the only place we know of so far that’s
inhabited by living things. While Earth is only
the fifth largest planet in the solar system, it is
the only world in our solar system with liquid
water on the surface. Just slightly larger than
nearby Venus, Earth is the biggest of the four
planets closest to the Sun, all of which are made
of rock and metal. The name Earth is at least
1,000 years old. All of the planets, except for
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The Oort Cloud is themost distant region of our
solar system. Even the nearest objects in the Oort
Cloud are thought to bemany times farther from
the Sun than the outer reaches of the Kuiper Belt.
Unlike the orbits of the planets and the Kuiper
Belt, which lie mostly in the same flat disk around
the Sun, the Oort Cloud is believed to be a giant
spherical shell surrounding the rest of the solar
system. It is like a big, thick-walled bubblemade
of icy pieces of space debris the sizes of
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Even though Neptune is the farthest planet from
our Sun, it’s a frequent stop in pop culture and
fiction. The planet served as the backdrop for the
1997 science fiction horror film Event Horizon, while
in the cartoon series Futurama, the character
Robot Santa Claus has his home base on Neptune's
north pole. Dr. Who fans will remember that an
episode entitled “Sleep NoMore” is set on a space
station orbiting Neptune. And in the Star Trek:
Enterprise pilot episode, “Broken Bow,” viewers
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Pluto’s entire moon system is believed to have
formed by a collision between two the dwarf
planet and another Kuiper Belt Object early in
the history of the solar system. The smashup
flung material that coalesced into the family
of satellites observed around Pluto. It is
intriguing that such a small planet can have
such a complex collection of satellites. The
discovery provides additional clues for
unraveling how the Pluto system formed and

Heavy
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