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Earthôs atmosphere

Most stars are point sources when viewed from 

outside the atmosphere

Turbulence and mixing of air of different temperatures 

makes the atmosphere act like a lens, distorting and 

blurring images of astronomical objects

Many factors related to astronomical site selection are 

related to minimizing the effects of Earthôs 

atmosphere



Earthôs atmosphere

Space astronomy does not suffer from atmospheric 

blurring or weather, but launching a telescope into 

space is extremely expensive, and the Hubble Space 

Telescope is much smaller than the large ground-

based telescopes

Much of modern astronomy is still done from 

telescopes on the ground



Earthôs atmosphere

Sharp images are of paramount importance

Blurry images cause confusion ð nearby stars 

cannot be resolved from each other

Faint objects take much longer to detect if the 

images are blurred

Signal to noise = N* / (sqrt (N* + npix (Ns))           

(where N* is photons from a star, npix is the 

number of pixels containing the star and sky, and 

Ns is the number of photons per pixel from the sky)


