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Last week the much-awaited second slew of data from ESA's Gaia
mission was released, providing information on a phenomenal 1.7 billion
stars – the richest star catalogue to date.

To put that vast number into context, if you were to count 'only' to one
billion at a rate of one count per second, it would take more than 30
years. The new data will surely keep astronomers busy for even longer.

The dataset has already revealed fine details about the make-up of the
Milky Way's stellar population and about how stars move, essential
information for investigating the formation and evolution of our home
Galaxy.

The treasure trove of data also includes information about stars beyond
our own Galaxy. One example is illustrated in this image, which focuses
on one of the nearest galaxies to our Milky Way, the Large Magellanic
Cloud, or LMC.

This image combines the total density of stars detected by Gaia in each
pixel with information about the proper motion of stars – their velocity
across the sky – which is represented as the texture of the image, giving
it a fingerprint-like appearance.

Measuring the proper motion of several million stars in the LMC,
astronomers were able to see an imprint of the stars rotating clockwise
around the centre of the galaxy. The impression of motion is evoked by
the swirling nature of the line texture.

Astronomers are interested to derive the orbits of globular clusters –
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ancient systems of stars bound together by gravity and found in the halo
of the Milky Way – and dwarf galaxies that revolve around the Milky
Way. This will provide all-important information to study the past
evolution of our Galaxy and its environment.
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