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Is there anybody out there? It’s a question we’ve all prob-
ably asked ourselves at some point as we stared up at the 
stars twinkling in the night sky. For years we humans 
have pondered our place in the universe, wondering  
if we’re alone or whether life exists on other planets.

If we ever answer that question, there’s a good chance 
we’ll do so from Chile. The South American country  
is rapidly emerging as the best place on earth for star-
gazing. It’s already home to some of the world’s most 
powerful telescopes, capable of peering into the darkest 
and most distant corners of our galaxies. And now, with  
a new generation of telescopes being built here, it’s 
hoped that they will tell us even more about the uni-
verse in which we live.

“Chile is clearly the best place in the world for astron-
omy,” says Henri Boffin, a Belgian astronomer at the 
Paranal Observatory in the Atacama Desert in northern 
Chile. “It has the clearest, driest skies in the world. We 
tend to think of the Sahara as dry, but compared to the 
Atacama the Sahara is actually quite wet.”

Paranal is an eerie place, perched on a hilltop 2,600 
meters above sea level in the vast, brown wilderness  
of the Atacama. As you approach by road, four silver 
telescopes loom into view, glinting in the fierce Chilean 
sun. Each is four billion times more powerful than the 
human eye. But the beauty of these telescopes is that 
they can work together using a technique called inter-
ferometry. And when they do, they are 25 times more 
powerful than each on its own. If you parked a car on the 
moon and switched on the headlights, these telescopes 
would be able to pick out the beams.

Built in the late 1990s, extraordinary discoveries 
have been made with the Paranal telescopes. It was here, 
for example, that scientists dated the oldest star in our 
galaxy (it is 13.2 billion years old). And it was here that 
astronomers captured the first image of a planet outside 
our solar system. “For me, one of the most beautiful 
things we did was measure the mass of the supermassive 
black hole at the center of the Milky Way,” says Swiss 
astronomer Bruno Leibundgut as he sits in Paranal’s con-
trol room at the foot of the telescopes. “It has a mass 
three or four million times greater than the sun.”

But despite these discoveries, astronomers want more. 
That’s why they’re building an even bigger telescope on  
a hilltop adjacent to Paranal. When it’s finished in around 
2025, the ELT, or Extremely Large Telescope (astronomers 
are rather prosaic when it comes to names), will be the 
size of a football stadium, with a mirror that is about 
39 meters in diameter – bigger than a tennis court.  
It’s impossible to build a single flawless mirror that large, 
so engineers will make 800 smaller mirrors, ship them  
to Chile and fit them together like a giant jigsaw puzzle. 
The telescope will provide images 16 times sharper than 
those currently coming from the Hubble Space Tele-
scope. According to the European Southern Observatory 
(ESO), which is funding the $1.25 billion project, it has 
the potential to “revolutionise our perception of the Uni-
verse as much as Galileo’s telescope did 400 years ago.”

One of the things this telescope will do is look for 
signs of life on other planets. “I’m convinced that life 
exists elsewhere in the universe,” Boffin says. “Whether 
it’s intelligent life is a different matter. And the question 
is, Is it close enough for us to detect?” So far, astronomers 
have only found planets that they believe are either too 
hot or too cold to support life. What they’re looking for 
are planets similar to our own. “Earth 2.0 has not been 
found yet, and the telescopes we have at the moment are 
just too small for that,” Leibundgut says. “The ELT will 
have a much better chance.”
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01 An ESO scientist stands in front of an array of computer 
screens  02 Telescopes at the La Silla facility  03 Inside the 
Paranal living quarters, which provide scientists with a tropical 
pool area  04 Wires dangling from one of Paranal’s VLTs  
(Very Large Telescopes)
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If Paranal is the future of astronomy in Chile, La Silla, 
another site run by the ESO, is in some ways its past – the 
place where it all started. It was one of the first major 
observatories to be built here, in the mid-1960s, when 
humans had only begun to venture into outer space and 
had yet to set foot on the moon. La Silla means “seat” 
in Spanish, and the observatory’s 14 white- and silver-
domed telescopes nestle in the saddle of a mountain  
on the southern edge of the Atacama, at an altitude of 
2,400 meters. Below it, the beautiful desert hills stretch 
down to the Pacific Ocean.

Although the telescopes at La Silla are small by mod-
ern standards, they are important. They can’t see as far 
as the telescopes at Paranal, but they’re useful for spot-
ting near-earth objects – such as meteorites that might 
crash into our planet. La Silla is also home to HARPS, an 
instrument attached to one of the telescopes. The letters 
P and S at the end of HARPS stands for Planet Searcher, 
and this formidable piece of astronomical gear does 
exactly that, scouring the heavens for new planets. It has 
found more than 100 of them so far.

Paranal and La Silla are such exceptional places that 
they’re starting to attract tourists, currently around 
5,000 a year. Paranal, in particular, has become a popu-
lar destination since 2008, when it was used as a location 
in the James Bond film Quantum of Solace. (Director Marc 
Forster said he filmed in the desert because it reflected 
“the solitude and loneliness” of Bond’s character.)  
The film was shot at the observatory’s main residence,  
a stylish German-designed, award-winning building. 
Walking into it from the desert is like entering a differ-
ent world. You find yourself standing in a steamy, tropi-
cal garden built around an inviting swimming pool – 
the kind of place necessary to provide astronomers who 
work at Paranal some respite from the punishingly dry 
desert air outside.

At La Silla, the scientists have half an eye on July 2, 
2019, when a solar eclipse will cast the observatory, along 
with a sizable swath of Chile and Argentina, into tem-
porary darkness. It’s a date that is already on the calen-
dars of many amateur stargazers. “A couple of weeks ago  
a foreign astronomer was here, leading a tour of about 
100 visitors,” says Hernán Julio, who organizes tours of  
La Silla. “He said he’d be back in 2019 with around 2,000.”

And who knows? By then, we may have found the 
answer to that most unsettling of questions: is there any-
body out there?  
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05 A large satellite dish at La Silla’s high-tech  
facility  06 A view of a section of the Paranal 
observatory, 2,600 meters above sea level  
in the vast Atacama Desert
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