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EYE OPENER

EYE OPENER
The Cosmic 

Tornado

What you see here is a Herbig-Haro 
(HH) object – a bright, nebulous 
patch of space indicating a star is 
forming nearby. This particular  
HH object, affectionately known  
as 49/50, was spotted by the James 
Webb Space Telescope (JWST) 625 
light-years from Earth, in a region 
called the Chamaeleon Cloud 
Complex. The region is actively 
producing new low-mass stars  
that are similar to our Sun.

The red and orange clouds 
billowing across the image are 
made of grains of dust, as well as 
hydrogen and carbon monoxide 
molecules. All this material is being 
superheated by jets of energy 
blasting out of the nearby star 
that’s being born.

Though it appears as if the 
blue-white glow at the tip of 49/50 
is responsible for producing this 
masterpiece, that’s actually a 
spiral-arm galaxy in the distant 
background. Scientists think the 
real culprit is a protostar, known as 
Cederblad 110 IRS4, towards the 
bottom right of this image.

HH objects can last for a few tens 
of thousands of years and blurry 
images of 49/50 were initially 
captured by the Spitzer Space 
Telescope in 2006. Back then, 
however, scientists gave it a much 
cooler name: the Cosmic Tornado.

This composite image of 49/50 
was created using data collected by 
the JWST’s Near-Infrared Camera 
and Mid-Infrared Instrument. The 
two devices were able to capture 
the visible and infrared light being 
given off by the superheated gas  
as it gradually cools in the vacuum 
of space.
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