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Spinning top 

CERRO PACHÓN RIDGE, CHILE

It might look like a fairground 
attraction, but this whirlwind of 
lights is actually one of the most 
advanced telescopes in the world. 
The Simonyi Survey Telescope 
(captured here in a long-exposure 
photo while being tested in June) 
is housed at the Vera C Rubin 
Observatory on a mountaintop in 
Chile and has been built to film a 
movie of the stars.

The telescope will spend the 
next 10 years rapidly and 
repeatedly surveying the entire 
southern hemisphere sky, while 
taking thousands of pictures every 
night using the world’s biggest 
digital camera. By doing so, it’ll 
effectively produce a motion 
picture of a big part of the visible 
Universe, allowing us to see the 
tiniest changes in distant 
astronomical objects. 

It’s a project that’ll produce a 
gargantuan amount of data – 20 
terabytes a night. As such, 
artificial intelligence has been 
introduced to help astronomers 
sift through it all and determine 
where best to point the scope 
next. Tracking changes in the 
objects will provide clues 
regarding the presence of dark 
matter and the effects of dark 
energy. Needless to say, the 
prospect of unravelling those  
two mysteries has astronomers 
everywhere in a spin.
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