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Quick Takeaways

•  The Hubble Ultra Deep Field (HUDF) is an image of a small region of space in the constellation Fornax, 

containing an estimated 10,000 galaxies.

•  High-resolution versions of this data allow astronomers to see back 13 billion years, to when the universe was 

only 800 million years old.

•  The imaging process involved 800 exposures taken over 400 Earth orbits, totaling 11.3 days of viewing time.

•  Advanced image processing techniques like ''Drizzling'' are used to combine multiple low-resolution frames 

into a single high-resolution master.

•  The HUDF has been updated multiple times (e.g., HUDF09, HUDF12) to include near-infrared and ultraviolet 

data.

Introduction: Peering into the Heart of the Universe

In the vast, silent theater of the cosmos, few acts have been as transformative as the capture of the Hubble Ultra

Deep Field (HUDF). When we speak of ''Hubble Ultra Deep Field High Resolution,'' we aren''t just discussing a

pretty picture; we are talking about the deepest archaeological dig into the history of our universe. This single

image, a tiny patch of sky in the southern constellation Fornax, represents a pinnacle of human achievement,

blending cutting-edge optical physics, sophisticated digital processing, and a sheer audacity to look where others

saw nothing.

For the uninitiated, the HUDF might look like a scattering of jewels on a black velvet cloth. To a cosmologist, it is a

time machine. Because light takes time to travel across the vast distances of space, the high-resolution images we

see today show us galaxies as they existed billions of years ago. In this masterclass, we will deconstruct the

technology, the methodology, and the scientific impact of this landmark observation, providing a comprehensive

blueprint for understanding the high-resolution datasets that continue to redefine our place in the universe.

1. Defining the Hubble Ultra Deep Field

What is the HUDF?

The Hubble Ultra Deep Field is an image of a small region of space, about one-tenth the diameter of the full Moon.

It was taken by the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) using the Advanced Camera for Surveys (ACS) and the Near

Infrared Camera and Multi-Object Spectrometer (NICMOS). The observation period spanned from September 24,

2003, to January 16, 2004.

The Power of ''High Resolution'' in Space

Resolution in astronomy is measured in arcseconds. The ACS on Hubble has a resolution of approximately 0.05

arcseconds per pixel. In the context of the HUDF, this high resolution allows scientists to distinguish between

individual star-forming regions within galaxies that are billions of light-years away. Without this level of detail, these

ancient galaxies would appear as mere smudges, or might not be visible at all against the background noise of the

universe.



2. The Evolution of Deep Field Observations

The HUDF did not happen in a vacuum. It was the successor to several ambitious projects that pushed the limits of

the Hubble Space Telescope.

•  Hubble Deep Field (HDF): Captured in 1995, this was the first attempt to stare at a ''blank'' patch of sky for an 

extended period. It revealed thousands of galaxies where none were thought to exist.

•  Hubble Deep Field South (HDF-S): A similar observation conducted in the southern hemisphere to confirm 

the cosmological principle (the idea that the universe is isotropic and homogeneous).

•  Hubble Ultra Deep Field (HUDF): The subject of this guide, using newer instruments (ACS) to go even deeper.

•  eXtreme Deep Field (XDF): Released in 2012, this combined 10 years of Hubble images into a single, even 

higher-resolution composite.

3. The Hardware: Capturing the Infinite

The Advanced Camera for Surveys (ACS)

The ACS was the primary engine behind the initial HUDF. It features a Wide Field Channel (WFC) consisting of two

2048 x 4096 CCDs. This configuration provides a large field of view and high sensitivity to the visible and near-

infrared spectrum. The ''high resolution'' aspect comes from the precision of the optics and the stability of the

telescope''s pointing system, which allows for extremely long exposures without blurring.

Wide Field Camera 3 (WFC3)

In 2009, astronauts installed the WFC3 during Service Mission 4. This instrument significantly boosted Hubble’s

infrared capabilities. By adding WFC3 data to the existing ACS data, astronomers created the HUDF09 and

HUDF12, which allowed us to see galaxies at even higher redshifts (earlier times).

4. Data Acquisition Methodology: The 800 Exposure Blueprint

Creating a high-resolution deep field isn''t as simple as pointing and clicking. It is a grueling process of data

accumulation.

1.  Target Selection: Astronomers chose a region in Fornax because it was relatively empty of bright stars in our 

own Milky Way, which would otherwise ''bleed'' light and obscure the distant, faint galaxies.

2.  The Dither Strategy: The telescope is moved slightly between exposures. This technique, called ''dithering,'' 

allows scientists to remove artifacts like hot pixels and cosmic rays, and more importantly, it allows for ''Super-

Resolution.''

3.  The Drizzle Algorithm: By combining these slightly offset (dithered) images, a mathematical process called 

''Drizzling'' (Linear Reconstruction) is used to create a final image with a finer pixel grid than the original detectors. 

This is the secret sauce behind the ''High Resolution'' label.

4.  Long Integration Time: The HUDF required 400 orbits around the Earth. During each orbit, the telescope 

must wait for the Earth to move out of the way before it can resume its ''stare.'' Total exposure time reached 1 

million seconds.

5. Comparative Analysis: Deep Field Milestones

To understand the scale of the HUDF, we must compare it to its predecessors and its modern successor, the

James Webb Space Telescope (JWST).



Feature Hubble Deep Field (1995) Hubble Ultra Deep Field 
(2004)

JWST First Deep Field 
(2022)

Instrument WFPC2 ACS / NICMOS NIRCam

Primary Wavelength Visible Visible / Near-IR Mid-IR / Near-IR

Exposure Time 10 Days 11.3 Days 12.5 Hours

Resolution (Arcsec) 0.1 0.05 0.03

Galaxy Count ~3,000 ~10,000 ~10,000+ (Fainter)

6. Scientific Significance: What High Resolution Taught Us

The Reionization Era

High-resolution HUDF data provided the first clear evidence of the ''Epoch of Reionization.'' This was the period

when the first stars and galaxies formed and began to ionize the neutral hydrogen gas that filled the early universe.

By observing the colors and shapes of these distant galaxies, astronomers can calculate their ''redshift'' (z), which

tells us how far back in time we are looking.

Galaxy Evolution

The HUDF showed that galaxies in the early universe were much smaller and more irregularly shaped than the

majestic spirals (like the Milky Way) we see today. They were chaotic ''clumps'' of star formation, constantly

colliding and merging. This provided a visual proof of the hierarchical model of galaxy formation.

7. Actionable Guide: How to Access and Use HUDF Data

For researchers, students, and astrophotography enthusiasts, the raw and processed high-resolution data from the

HUDF is publicly available.

Step 1: The MAST Archive

The Mikulski Archive for Space Telescopes (MAST) is the primary repository. You can search for ''HUDF'' or ''UDF''

to find the original FITS files. These are not standard JPEGs; they contain scientific data in every pixel.

Step 2: Processing FITS Files

To view high-resolution scientific data, you will need software like DS9 or FITS Liberator. These tools allow you to

adjust the ''stretch'' of the image, revealing faint details that are hidden in the shadows of a standard 8-bit image.

Step 3: Creating Your Own Composite

If you want to create a high-resolution color image, you must download the data for different filters (e.g., F435W for

blue, F606W for green, F850LP for red). By aligning and stacking these in software like Adobe Photoshop or

PixInsight, you can recreate the iconic HUDF view.

8. Advanced Strategies for Deep Space Analysis

Gravitational Lensing

While the HUDF was a ''blank'' field, other deep fields utilize ''Gravitational Lensing.'' By pointing the telescope at a



massive foreground galaxy cluster, the cluster''s gravity acts like a magnifying glass, warping and brightening the

light from galaxies even further away. This is how we reach even higher ''effective'' resolutions.

Cross-Correlation with JWST

Today''s advanced strategy involves ''Multi-Messenger Astronomy'' or multi-wavelength cross-correlation.

Astronomers take the high-resolution visible light maps from Hubble and overlay them with infrared maps from the

James Webb Space Telescope. This reveals the dust-shrouded star formation that Hubble alone could not see.

9. Common Pitfalls and Troubleshooting

Misidentifying Artifacts

When working with raw high-resolution space data, you will often see bright streaks or ''static.'' These are often

cosmic ray hits on the CCD. In the final ''Drizzled'' high-resolution versions, these are removed, but in raw frames,

they can be mistaken for supernovae or strange stars.

The ''Redshift'' Confusion

A common mistake is assuming that because a galaxy is small, it is far away. In the HUDF, color is the better

indicator. Extremely red galaxies (appearing only in the longest wavelength filters) are typically the most distant due

to the expansion of the universe stretching their light.

10. The Future: Beyond the Ultra Deep Field

The legacy of the HUDF continues with the upcoming Nancy Grace Roman Space Telescope. While Hubble has

high resolution, its field of view is small. Roman will have the same high resolution as Hubble but with a field of view

100 times larger. This will allow for ''Wide-Area Deep Fields,'' capturing millions of galaxies in the same level of

detail as the HUDF.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

The Hubble Ultra Deep Field high-resolution project remains one of the most significant contributions to human

knowledge. It serves as a reminder that when we look long enough and deep enough into the darkness, we find

that the universe is teeming with light, history, and infinite possibility.
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