
 

NASA releases IRIS footage of X-class flare
(w/ Video)

September 17 2014, by Karen C. Fox

On Sept. 10, 2014, NASA's newest solar observatory, the Interface
Region Imaging Spectrograph, or IRIS, mission joined other telescopes
to witness an X-class flare – an example of one of the strongest solar
flares—on the sun. Combing observations from more than one telescope
helps create a much more complete picture of such events on our closest
star. Watch the movie to see how the flare appears different through the
eyes of IRIS than it does through NASA's Solar Dynamics Observatory.

The movie shows IRIS imagery focused in on material at around 60,000
Kelvin (107,500 F), which highlights a low level of the sun's atmosphere,
called the transition region. IRIS can zoom in on the transition region
with unprecedented resolution. The imagery on the right side is from
SDO. The movie shows material at about 600,000 Kelvin (1,080,000 F),
which highlights material typically higher up in the atmosphere in what's
called the corona, (Although in a dynamic event such as a flare, hot and
cold material often occur at the same heights.)

The IRIS video clearly shows a dark sunspot in the upper right, a
magnetically complex region observed on the sun's surface. SDO, on the
other hand, shows what's happening above that – giant magnetic loops
rise up off the surface. As the flare begins, crisp bright lines show up
moving across the IRIS data, showing where material begins to be heated
with the onset of the flare. Some of this imagery appears in the SDO
side as well, but so do many other features and brightenings. It is only by
comparing the two movies that one can tease out what's happening at the
lower temperatures – likely to be in the lower atmosphere – versus what
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is happening higher up.

IRIS must commit to pointing at certain sections of the sun at least a day
in advance, so catching these eruptions in the act involves educated
guesses and a little bit of luck. So far, IRIS has seen two X-class flares,
and numerous M-class flares – X-class flares are the strongest flares,
while M-class are a tenth as strong. These observations have offered
some of the first comprehensive observations of what happens in the
transition region during a flare.
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