
Biography of Jan Hendrik Oort - A Pioneer in
Astrophysics
Jan Hendrik Oort (1900-1992) was a renowned Dutch astronomer who made
significant contributions to the field of astrophysics. He played a crucial role in
unraveling the mysteries of our galaxy, the Milky Way, and provided fundamental
insights into the structure and dynamics of the universe.

Early Life and Education

Jan Oort was born on April 28, 1900, in Franeker, Netherlands. He had an early
passion for astronomy and quickly gained recognition for his exceptional skills
and dedication. Oort pursued his higher studies at the University of Groningen,
where he obtained his doctorate in 1926.

Contributions to Astrophysics

Oort's groundbreaking research focused on elucidating the nature of the Milky
Way. He proposed that it consisted of two distinct populations of stars: older
stars, found in a spheroidal distribution around the galactic center, and younger
stars, concentrated within a flattened region known as the galactic disk.
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Moreover, Oort made significant advancements in the understanding of comets.
He proposed the existence of a vast region of icy bodies beyond the orbit of
Pluto, now known as the Oort Cloud. This hypothesis explained the origin of long-
period comets and their occasional appearance in the inner solar system.

The Oort Constants

Oort's work on the motion of stars in the galaxy led to the determination of what
became known as the Oort constants. This crucial discovery paved the way for
calculating the rotation speed of the Milky Way, providing valuable insights into its
overall structure. The Oort constants still serve as a foundation in modern
astrophysics.

Legacy and Honors

Jan Oort was highly regarded for his immense contributions to astrophysics. His
research shaped the field and inspired numerous astronomers to pursue similar
studies. Oort received numerous accolades for his work, including the prestigious
Gold Medal of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1955 and the Bruce Medal in
1978.
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This accessible and entertaining biography chronicles the life and triumphs of
astronomer Jan Hendrik Oort, who helped lay the foundations of modern
astronomy in the 20  century. The book puts into context some of Oort's most
significant achievements, including his discovery that the Milky Way rotates, as
well as his famous hypothesis that our Solar System is surrounded by a reservoir
of comets — now simply known as the Oort Cloud.

Written by Oort’s former student, this fascinating story also delves into Oort’s
pivotal role in the foundation of major astronomical facilities, including radio
telescopes in the Netherlands and the European Southern Observatory
(ESO),which now operates the most successful astronomical observatories in the
world.

The book draws extensively on new archival research through the Oort Archives,
along with personal reminiscences by Oort’s son and astronomer-grandson, to
paint a more detailed picture of Oort’s life not just as an astronomer, but also as a
husband, father, and citizen. The strong public interest in comets triggered by the
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Rosetta mission to comet 67P/Churyumov–Gerasimenko and the recently
discovered interstellar comet in the Solar System make this book particularly
timely.
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