NOVA
“Monster of the Milky Way”

– Nova Takes Viewers on a Mind-Bending Journey Inside a Supermassive Black Hole –
NOVA goes on a mind-bending hunt for a mysterious monster lurking at the heart of our galaxy: a supermassive black hole. What is it doing there, and could it erupt and destroy our cosmic neighborhood? From the explosive birth of a black hole to its fiery, cannibalistic destruction, NOVA brings to life creation’s darkest secret. Striking computer-generated imagery transforms the latest scientific data into an extraordinary journey into the belly of the beast in NOVA’s “Monster of the Milky Way,” airing on PBS Tuesday, October 31, 2006, 8:00-9:00 p.m. ET.
The birth of a black hole begins with the death of a star. When a star collapses, shock waves rush outward and the star explodes, going supernova. What is left in its wake is an object so dense that light cannot escape, a severe warp in the four-dimensional space-time fabric.

For a long time, black holes were dismissed as science fiction. Even Albert Einstein couldn’t bring himself to accept them, despite pioneering the theory of relativity that predicted their existence. As NOVA’s new documentary reveals, scientists have not only found convincing evidence that black holes are real, but have recently discovered that they are crucial to the life and death of galaxies throughout the cosmos, including our own. It turns out that black holes aren’t the rare, exotic beasts they were once believed to be; now we know that millions of them litter the universe. And while black holes are usually portrayed in the movies as vacuuming vortexes, they don’t just suck — they can be violently explosive.

In one of the show’s most gripping sequences, a team led by UCLA’s Andrea Ghez deploys an ingenious technique in an attempt to prove that a huge, invisible monster really does lurk in the center of our galaxy. It’s a technique that involves tracking stars that approach the black hole at a “glancing angle,” veering perilously close to the monster’s maw without actually tumbling in, and are then flung off into space at 10 million miles per hour. This tracking technique gives the team a mind-boggling measure of the beast’s scale and power. And the implications are clear: It is only a matter of time before our black hole consumes our entire Milky Way, with incinerating jets of radiation roaring out of its core. And like all black holes, the more it eats, the stronger it becomes.

With stunning special effects, “Monster of the Milky Way” takes viewers on a scientifically accurate journey to the heart of a supermassive black hole. At a galactic center crammed with millions of stars, viewers zoom in on a black hole 10 times larger than the sun, enveloped by a roiling sheath of super-hot plasma gas spinning around its irresistible precipice. 

While quiescent now, the supermassive black hole in our galaxy is a ticking time bomb. At the climax of “Monster of the Milky Way,” international teams at six major telescopes collaborate on a hunt for telltale flares that may signal the beast is awakening from its slumber. Will our black hole begin feeding again as it did during its violent youth?
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