
When Gemini was just beginning science operations, the U.S. Presidency was in transition from Bill Clinton to 
George W. Bush, the term “911” did not carry any terrorist connotations, and I had one less child. A lot has happened 
in the world and at Gemini since then. In this special 10th anniversary edition of GeminiFocus, we commemorate and 
celebrate a decade of progress, including an enormous range of accomplishments in astronomical research, telescope 
technology, and operations. 

Roughly 10 years ago, the first photons from a distant star were “harvested” by Gemini North’s primary mirror and 
crudely aimed into a region a bit smaller than a fingernail at the mirror’s prime focus. This milestone (reached but once 
in the lifetime of any observatory and quietly experienced by Gemini’s small commissioning team), signaled the start 
of an incredible sequence of events over the next decade. Within about a year, the mirror’s focus would be sharpened 
by many orders of magnitude as those first splotches of starlight were directed into images featuring Airy rings and 
diffraction-limited cores.  This new triumph, which involved a complex blend of active and adaptive optics, showcased 
for the world what modern electro-optics technologies could do for astronomy in the 21st century. Grounded in this 
achievement, first light at Gemini South soon followed, portending unprecedented all-sky access from the ground 
using these two amazing machines. 

Meanwhile, the first in a series of modern instruments arrived at Gemini. Collectively, they were capable of harness-
ing light across a wavelength range spanning nearly a factor of 100, offering Gemini’s community a wealth of observ-
ing options, including multi-wavelength imaging, single and multi-slit spectroscopy, integral-field spectroscopy, and 
natural and laser guide star adaptive optics. Gemini’s burgeoning operations developed in parallel with the arrival of 
this impressive new instrumentation, leaping ahead with a multi-instrument queue designed to match the best science 
applications with observing conditions. Gemini’s queue-based operations, unprecedented in optical/infrared astronomy 
on such a large and complex platform, defied widely held expectations. This demonstrated that it’s possible to optimize 
program selection with site conditions while also reaching competitive open shutter efficiencies, acquisition times, and 
startling new Target of Opportunity capabilities. So began the era of Gemini’s science operations. Now we look toward 
a bright future through a powerful “lens” forged through our past accomplishments.

At the dedication of the Gemini North telescope on Mauna Kea in June 1999, former U.S. National Science Founda-
tion director Rita Colwell said, “We stand here on the brink of discovery that we cannot even imagine. We can only be 
sure that these discoveries will enlarge our vision and make our spirits soar in this thin air and beyond.” 

Now, as we celebrate Gemini’s 10th year of scientific discovery, there can be no doubt about the truth and prophetic 
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insightfulness of her words. In fact, it’s sometimes difficult to appreciate how far we’ve come in only one decade. With 
over 750 scientific papers published (using Gemini data, as of April 15, 2010), hundreds of scientific users spanning 
the globe, a successful queue-based operational model unique among ground-based observatories, and technical and 
engineering milestones like protected silver mirror coatings, Gemini is entering a truly mature stage as an astronomical 
research facility.

It is this transition into a well-established scientific research tool that we celebrate with this issue of GeminiFocus. In 
the pages that follow, the editors of this publication and the staff of the Gemini Observatory hope you will appreciate 
the highlights featured herein. Every success, and every challenge overcome, reflects the work and dedication of our 
staff and international community, who have dedicated themselves to Gemini’s vision. The stories told here (and the 
myriad stories we had to exclude) serve as an inspiration to the future potential of our observatory, a future that will 
continue to “… enlarge our vision and make our spirits soar…” 

        Doug Simons, Director
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