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In April 2019, astronomers managed to 
obtain an image of a black hole for the 
first time (see Fig. 1). This black hole is 

known to reside in the heart of a distant 
galaxy called M87 (see Box 1). 

Based on measurements of the velocities 
of rapidly moving stars and gas near the 
centre of M87, the mass of this black hole 
is estimated to be billions of times more 
than that of our sun. Similarly, the size of 
this black hole is calculated to be billions 
of kilometres — bigger than our solar 
system (see Box 2). However, because of 
its distance from us, the angular size of 

the expected image of the black hole itself 
is very small, one part in hundred million 
(10-8) of a degree. Despite this, astronomers 
chose to image it because this is the 
largest angle subtended by a black hole 
known to us. 

The idea of a black hole
Our story begins more than 200 years 
ago. In 1783, John Michell, an English 
clergyman imagined a body from which 
even light could not escape. Another early 
proposal of what we now call a black hole 
came from the writings of the French 
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In early April this 
year, newspapers and 
online websites were 
agog with the news 
that astronomers had 
obtained the first image 
of a black hole known 
to reside in a distant 
galaxy called M87. Why 
did this image cause 
such a stir?
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