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Book review

The Last of the Great Observatories: Spitzer and the Era of Faster, Better, Cheaper
at NASA, by George H. Rieke, The University of Arizona Press, Tucson, Arizona, 2006,
228 pp., 5 photographs, US $40.00, hardback (ISBN 0-8165-2522-6), US $19.95, paperback
(ISBN 0-8165-2558-7).

The Spitzer Space Observatory, originally known as the Space Infrared Telescope Facility
(SIRTF), and previously (in the primordial project) as the Shuttle Infrared Telescope
Facility(SIRTF), is the last of the four ‘great observatories’ which also include the Hubble
Space Telescope, the Chandra X-ray Observatory and the Compton Gamma Ray Observatory.
Developed over 20 years, Spitzer was launched in the summer of 2003 and has since contributed
significantly to our understanding of the Universe.

George Henry Rieke is a professor in the Department of Planetary Sciences, Lunar and
Planetary Laboratory, The University of Arizona, where he began his career as a postdoctoral
fellow in 1970. His involvement with Spitzer began in the 1970s and ran in parallel for many
years with a career in ground-based infrared astronomy. He has been author or co-author of
more than 350 technical articles, as well as his first book, The Detection of Light. George H.
Rieke played a key role in Spitzer and now relates the story of how that observatory was built
and launched into space. Telling the story of this single mission within the context of NASA
space science over two turbulent decades, he describes how, after a tortuous political trail
to approval, Spitzer was started at the peak of NASA’s attempt to streamline and downsize
its mission development process, termed ‘faster, better, cheaper’. The new approach to space
science, which included lower management overheads and smaller missions all at cheaper
costs, was adopted in 1992. Despite the change in management, the growth of Spitzer still
faced many ups and downs.

Up to its official start and even afterwards, Spitzer was significant not merely in terms of
its scientific value but because it stood at the centre of major changes in space science policy
and politics. Through interviews with many of the project participants, Rieke reconstructs
the political and managerial process by which space missions are conceived, approved and
developed. He reveals that, by the time that Spitzer had been completed, a number of mission
failures had undermined faith in ‘faster, better, cheaper’and a more conservative approach was
imposed. Rieke examines in detail the premises behind ‘faster, better, cheaper’, their strengths
and weaknesses, and their ultimate impact within the context of NASA’s continuing search
for the best way to build future missions.

Rieke’s perspective as a participant takes readers inside Congress and NASA to trace the
progress of missions prior to the excitement of the launch, revealing the enormously complex
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and often disheartening political process that needs to be negotiated. Rieke gives his readers
insight into what happens behind the scenes before the countdown to launch. He also shares
some of the new observations and discoveries made by Spitzer in just its first year of operation.
It is ‘a rare science book that reads like a thriller . . . a book that informs while it entertains’
(Publishers Weekly, 20 March 2006).

Symbolizing a major transformation in space science policy and politics, the Spitzer
Space Observatory joins three others as the last four observatories. Including the Hubble
Space Telescope, the Chandra X-ray Observatory and the Compton Gamma Ray Observatory,
these space laboratories have each led to a better understanding of the world beyond planet
Earth.

As the only book devoted to the Spitzer mission, The Last of the Great Observatories is a
story at the nexus of politics and science, shedding new light on both spheres as it contemplates
the future of mankind’s exploration of the Universe.

Dr V.G. Surdin
Sternberg Astronomical Institute, Russia


