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Evidence of new pla·nets 
sparks talk of 'other life' 

PASAOENA, Calif. 1 API -The strongest evl­
dell<'f' yt't that planet.c; 1<urround a nearby star ha5 
r<'n<>wed speculation about possible "life on othl'r 
world!~," savs an astronomer who look the first 
pholograph of what may be a youn~~: solar system. 

S<'ientillb had previously idenllfled about 40 
start that may be orbited by dust, Ice particles 
and other solid material. But they aay a pholl)­
graph releued this weell is the fim direct evi­
dence that some of the material around one of 
those stars - Beta Plctoris - haa coalesced to 
create planets. 

"Planetary seientlsts believe that I the process 
leadinll to 1 the formation of the Earth and our so­
lar aystem ls.a very common otturrei'ICI!, but we 
n4!ver had proof that lt happens t>l~~ewhere," ~id 
Richard Terrile, an utronomer at the Jet Propul­
lion Laboratory. 

" Now. we're beginning to see that it Is a com­
mon occurrence," said Terrile. "If one ntends 
that even further. then you get to the question of 
life 6n olht>r worlds. That's the next step." 

The new computer-enhanced photograph pro­
vides the clearellt look at Beta Pictori!l, which at 
471 trillion kilometres from our sun is a relatively 
nearby star. Terrile and astronomer Bradford 
Smith of the Univt>rsity of Arizona took the photo­
graph through the 251k'entimetre optical tele-

. scope at the Camel'(ie Institution 's Las Campanas . 
Observatory near Serena, Chile. 

The photograph shows two faint streaks of light 
whi<'h represent " a vast swarm of 110lid particles, 
called a circumstellar disk. surrounding tbe nt>ar­
by star" and extending to a distance of 64-billion 
kilometres, spokesman Mary Beth Murrill said. 

Terrile and Smith believe the disk surrounding 
Beta Pictoris is made up of countless particles 
ranging from the size of tiny grains less than a 
thousandth of an centimetre in dlameter to come­
tary nuclei a few kilometres across. 

"The bril!htness of the star seen through its disk 
indicates that the iMer-most particles of the disk 
may have been swept away, " Murrill said. "The 
formation of planets_ras ~ides near the star 

' We're finding the 
next generation's 
ne.., ~orlcb. ' 

- Rlclaard Terrile 

coalescel would produce sucn an effect. But the 
astronomers say they have not ~n able to deter· 
mine if there are actually planets around the 
star." 

"We're finding the next g!'neratiol) 's new 
worlds," Terrile said. adding that the photOI'(raph 
provides the first direct. althou~h " wrak. ohser­
vational evidei'ICI! for the existence of planers. 

"I don 't think anyone in the world feels more 
excited than Brad Smith and myself." he sard . 
"The observations were made in April. bur we 
wanted to make sure what we had" before mak­
ing the announcement. 

A key question . is whetht'r !Wta l'icton~ -
which probably is only a few hundrt.-d nullion 
years old compared with our sun 's 4.5 brllion 
years - is old enough to have planet!'> arount1 rt. 

Last year, a heat-detectm~ rt•l('scope carr11'<1 
Into Earth's orbit on the lnfra-r<'d A!'itronomical 
Satellite. or !HAS, identifi<'d four stars that rnay 
be surrounded by solid matt'rlal - Beta Pictoris, 
Vega, Fomalhaut and Epsilon Eridani. Ground­
based optical and infra-red telescopes hnve ;~ is11 
Identified solid material that may be the t':Jriy 
stages of ~olar systems around thl't'e other stars 
- HL Taurl , R Monocerotis and L~·nds 1!\.'ii · IHS ~ 

In June. astronomers meeting in Baltimore an­
nounced that IRAS had identified more than Ill 
nearby ~tars showing excess infra-red emtss111ns . 
and suggested those stars might be orbited by snl · 
id material or even planets. 


