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Hubble Space 'Lelescope

HUBBLE TRACKSCLOUDS ON URANUS

Taking its first peek a Uranus, NASA Hubble Space Telescope's Near Infrared Camera and Multi-Object
Spectrometer (NICMOS) hasdetected six distinct cloudsinimagestaken July 28,1997.

Theimage on theright,taken 90 minutes aftertheleft-hand image, showstheplanet'srotation. Eachimageisa
composite of three near-infrared images. They are called false-color images because the human eye cannot
detect infrared light. Therefore, colors corresponding to visible light were assigned to the images. (The
wavelengthsfor the"blue” "green," and "red" exposuresare 1.1, 1.6,and 1.9micrometers, respectively.)
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At visible and near-infrared light, sunlight is reflected from hazes and clouds in the atmosphere of Uranus.
However, atnear-infrared light, absor pti onby gasesintheUranianatmospherelimitstheview todifferent altitudes, causing intense contrasts and col ors.

In these images, the blue exposure probesthe deepest atmaospheric levels. A bluecolor indicatesclear atmospheric conditions, prevalent at mid-latitudes near the center of the
disk. The green exposure issensitive to absorption by methane gas, indicating aclear atmosphere; but in hazy atmaospheric regions, the green color is seen because sunlightis
reflected back beforeit isabsorbed. The green col or aroundthe south pole(marked by "+") showsastronglocal haze. T hered exposure reveal s absor ption by hydrogen, themost
abundant gasin theatmosphere of U ranus.M ost sunlight shows patches of haze high inthe atmaosphere. A red color near the limb (edge) of the disk indicatesthe presence of a
high-altitude haze. Thepurple col or to theright of the equator al sosuggests haze highin theatmosphere with aclear atmospherebel ow.

Thefive clouds visible near the right limb rotated countercl ockwi se during the time between both images. They reach high into the atmosphere, asindicated by their red color.
Features of such high contrast havenever been seen beforeonUranus. Thecloudsarea most aslarge as continentson Earth, such as Europe.Another cloud (whichbarely can be
seen) rotatedal ong the path shownby the black arrow. It islocated at loweraltitudes, asindicatedby its green color.

TheringsofUranusareextremely faint in visiblelight butquite prominent inthe near infrared. T he brightest ring, the epsilon ring, hasavariabl ewi dtharound itscircumference.
Itswidest and thus brightest part i sa thetopinthisimage. Twofainter, inner ringsarevisiblenexttothe epsilonring.

Eight of the10 small Uranian satellites, discoveredby Voyager 2,can be seenin bothimages. Their sizesrange from about 25 miles (40kilometers) forBiancato 100 miles(150
kilometers) for Puck. The smallest of thesesatellites havenot beendetected sincethe departure of Voyager 2 fromUranusin 1986. These eight satellitesrevolve around Uranus
inlessthan aday. Theinnerones arefaster than the outer ones. Their motion in the 90 minutes between both imagesis markedin theright panel. The areaoutside therings was
dightly enhanced inbrightnessto improvethevisibility ofthesefaint satellites.

Credits: ErichKarkoschka(University of Arizona), and NASA.
NOTE TO EDITORS: Thisisanelectronicphoto rel ease.

A photo and caption are avail able via the World Wide Web at http://oposite.stsci.edu/pubinfo/PR/97/36.html and vialinks in http://oposite.stsci.edu/pubinfo/Latest.html or
http://oposite.stsci.edu/pubinfo/Pictures.html. Images are available viathe World Wide Web & http://oposite stsci.edu/pubinfo/gif/uranir.gif
(GIF),http://oposite.stsci.edu/pubinfo/jpeg/uranir.jpg (JPEG). Image files also may be accessed via anonymous ftp from oposite.stsci.edu in/pubinfo: gif/uranir.gif (GIF)
and jpeg/uranir.jpg (JPEG). Higher resolution digital versions (300 dpi JPEG) of the release photograph are available in /pubinfo/hrtemp: 97-36a.jpg (color) and 97-
36abw.jpg (black & white). A full resolution TIFF imageis available in /pubinfo/tiff/1997/36a.tif.
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