
 

Why unprotected eclipse gazing will leave you
seeing stars

April 7 2024, by Issam AHMED

  
 

  

On Monday, tens of millions of spectators across Mexico, the United States and
Canada will witness the Moon completely obscure the Sun's light, a rare celestial
spectacle that won't be visible for most of North America again until 2044.

Just a single, unguarded glance at a solar eclipse can result in a lifetime
of vision loss, eye health experts warn.
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On Monday, tens of millions of spectators across Mexico, the United
States and Canada will witness the moon completely obscure the sun's
light, a rare celestial spectacle that won't be visible for most of North
America again until 2044.

Medical literature is teeming with examples of people who suffered
damage to their retinas—the layer of light-sensitive tissue at the back of
the eye—and health professionals are offering advice on how to avoid
becoming the next cautionary tale.

Aaron Zimmerman, a clinical professor of optometry at the Ohio State
University, told AFP that the dangers of sungazing during eclipses were
discussed by the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates, but it wasn't until
recently that science really caught up with how eye injury happened.

When it comes to eclipses, he explained, the main damage comes from
"photochemical toxicity," where short, high-energy wavelengths of
light—blues, violets and non-visible ultraviolets—trigger chemical
reactions that damage the rods and cones of the retina.

Cue visits to the emergency department by people with complaints of
blurry vision, changes in color perception, and blind spots, with the
outlook for recovery far from certain.

Human beings inherently look away from the sun because of the
discomfort it causes, but during eclipses "you can psychologically
override" that instinct, explained Zimmerman.

A famous journal report about the 2017 US solar eclipse involved a
woman in her twenties who presented to the New York Eye and Ear
Infirmary after looking at the solar rim "several times for approximately
6 seconds without protective glasses" and then later with eclipse glasses.
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Hours later, objects started to look fuzzy and out of shape, colors
became distorted, and she developed a central black spot in her left eye.

An advanced imaging technique was able to show the damage at the
cellular level which persisted on her follow up six weeks later.
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Map showing the areas where the shadow of the Moon will pass during the total
solar eclipse in Mexico, US and Canada on April 8.

'Permanent blank spot'

Young adults might be more susceptible, the authors of the paper said,
because of larger pupils, clearer eye structure, or "poorer recognition of
the dangers" of viewing eclipses with improper eyewear.

"In some cases, it's just partially damaged and it may resolve so that you
don't notice it anymore," Neil Bressler, a professor of ophthalmology at
Johns Hopkins University and editor-in-chief of JAMA Ophthalmology
told AFP. If recovery happens, it's normally within the first six months.

"But in other cases, it can leave a permanent blank spot... and we don't
have a treatment to reverse that. It's like brain tissue, once you lose it, it
won't grow back," added Bressler.

The best way to view the eclipse is with eclipse sunglasses, which block
out 99.999 percent of light. Always go for genuine products. To test if
your glasses are up to standard, "find the brightest light bulb in your
home—and then look at that from up close and you should barely be
able to see the light," said Zimmerman.

If it's too late to procure specialist eyewear, then there are indirect
methods, such as punching a pinhole into a cardboard and letting the
light shine onto another surface, or even using the humble kitchen
colander to the same effect. NASA's webcast is another option.
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Those fortunate enough to be in the "path of totality," under which the
moon will fully block out the sun, can look up without glasses and
admire the sun's outer atmosphere, or corona, glowing from behind the
silhouette of the moon.

But, said Bressler, the danger is not having protection before and after
those precious moments, which can last anywhere from seconds to a few
minutes, depending on your location.

"You must know when it begins and use protection before that, and you
may be enamored by looking at all this, but you must have some alarm to
tell you it's about to end," he warned.

© 2024 AFP

Citation: Why unprotected eclipse gazing will leave you seeing stars (2024, April 7) retrieved 2
May 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2024-04-unprotected-eclipse-stars.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2024-04-unprotected-eclipse-stars.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

