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Sic Transit Gloria Mundi

s I write this column in early Janu-
ary, I have just stepped down from 
full-time teaching (a professor 

emeritus now), but old habits die hard. 
So here is a quiz:

Which James Bond movie featured 
the Arecibo Observatory?

a) Goldfinger (1964)
b) The Man With the Golden Gun 

(1974)
c) GoldenEye (1995)
d) None of the above.

Even though the world’s largest radio 
observatory (until China built a bigger 
one in 2016) had been completed by 
1963, the year before Goldfinger was 
released, it was only in 1995 that one 
saw Arecibo as the backdrop of a fight 
scene in GoldenEye, with Pierce Bros-
nan reprising the role of James Bond [1]–
[3]. Alas, the iconic radio telescope was 
decommissioned [4], [5] in 2020 (inci-
dentally, the same year when the original 
007, Sean Connery, passed away).

Arecibo, a national research cen-
ter supported by the National Science 
Foundation (NSF), focused on [6] “radio 
astronomy, planetary radar and upper 
atmospheric sciences…Arecibo Obser-
vatory’s principal astronomical research 
instrument is a 305-m fixed spherical 

radio/radar telescope, one of the world’s 
largest radio telescope[s]. Its frequen-
cy capabilities range from 50 MHz to  
11 GHz. Transmitters include an S-band 
(2,380-MHz) radar system for plan-
etary studies and a 430-MHz radar sys-
tem for atmospheric science studies, 
and a heating facility for ionospheric 
research.” Since a free-standing reflec-
tor antenna of that size would have 
been impractical, the dish [5], “made 
of nearly 40,000 perforated aluminum 
panels, each about 2 m by 1 m, sat in a 
natural sinkhole in the Puerto Rican 
jungle. Suspended like a bridge 137 m 
above a canopy of trees was a platform 
where antennas, reflectors, receivers, 
platform motors, and other instrumen-
tation sat.”

The Arecibo Observatory was a 
workhorse of radio astronomy for more 
than half a century. Its observations 
led to the 1993 Nobel Prize for Phys-
ics being awarded to Russell Hulse and 
Joseph Taylor Jr. for their discovery of 
a new type of pulsar [5]. It also played 
a key role in the search for extraterres-
trial intelligence (SETI) and was used 
for the SETI@home project [5], “which 
launched in 1999 and used processing 
power on personal computers around 
the world while the machines were 
asleep to analyze data from Arecibo’s 
SETI search.”

The NSF decided to decommission 
the celebrated telescope in late 2020 
after it sustained irreparable mechani-
cal damage. Here is a quick recap of 
the disaster [4]: “[T]he Arecibo dish 
was designed to reflect incoming radio 
radiation to collectors that hung from 
a massive, 900-ton instrument pack-
age that was suspended above it. The 
suspension system was supported by 
three reinforced concrete towers that 
held cables that were anchored farther 
from the dish, looped over the towers, 
and then continued on to the platform 
itself. Failure of these cables eventually 
led to the platform dropping into the 
dish below it.”

In 1974, Frank Drake and the late 
Carl Sagan used the Arecibo radar 
transmitter to send a message toward 
globular cluster M13 [5]. “Encoded in 
that beamed ‘Arecibo Message’—a mes-
sage to another intelligent civilization, 
if they intercepted it—were graphics 
of DNA, a sampling of biochemicals 
of Earth-based life, the solar system, 
a stick-figure human, and a drawing 
of the telescope” [5]. The Economist 
poignantly noted [3]: “[A]s the vege-
tation beneath the dish rises through 
its remains, and the site falls into pic-
turesque ruin, the sketch of its cross-
section encoded in that message from 
the 1970s will continue on its way. It 
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is already 46 light-years from Earth. 
Its pixels now constitute the farthest-
flung memorial to a human achieve-
ment anywhere in the universe. And 
they always will.”
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