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RE: Letter of Reference for Dr. Andrea Ghez

Dear Dr. Rosenzweig,

You requested my evaluation of the scholarly and professional contributions of Dr. Andrea Ghez as you are considering her for special recognition in the University of California. I am very happy to provide my analysis and thoughts. Dr. Ghez is certainly one of the most accomplished and respected scientists in the University of California system and has an outstanding national and international reputation. 

Dr. Ghez is very well known for her pioneering work using the proper motions of stars near the center of the Galaxy to demonstrate convincingly the existence of a supermassive black hole. This is a spectacular result that came about only after a number of years of careful, painstaking, innovative work that advanced the precision of the measurements by factors of two and three. When this work was initiated it seemed very unlikely that it would lead to any result of interest. That such an important result was achieved is a tribute to Dr. Ghez’s vision, intelligence and persistence.

However, the supermassive black hole work is only one aspect of Dr. Ghez’s impressive research resume. The center of the Galaxy has proven to be a far more interesting place than anyone anticipated when this work started. Dr. Ghez has been at the forefront in recognizing and pursuing opportunities for this research. The discovery of young stars in the Galactic central regions, an innovative technique for making accurate measurements of the distance to the center of the Galaxy and the discovery and investigation of rapid flaring events at the location of the center of the Galaxy are all important lines of research that have been carried out by Ghez in the last decade and each would on its own represent significant breakthrough work.

In addition to the Galactic Center work, Dr. Ghez has made a number of other fundamental contributions to our knowledge of the physical properties of low-mass stars, pre-main-sequence stars, circumstellar disks and binary stars. Here again I would comment that her work in any one of these areas is significant and important. The impact of the whole of her body of work to date is remarkable. My view is clearly shared by many in the US astronomy community as is evidenced by the remarkable number of awards and honors listed in her Curriculum Vitae and the 34 invited lectures and colloquia she has presented since 2008. Her admission to the National Academy of the Sciences so early in her career and her selection as a MacArthur Fellow that specifically recognizes originality and insight are particularly impressive.

There are several addition areas in which Dr. Ghez has made notable contributions. She is a widely recognized spokesperson for science and has been featured on numerous science shows aired nationally on television and has presented some 25 public lectures since 2008. Her work has been featured in many popular-level articles in magazines like Smithsonian, Discover, Science and others.  In addition, her work is presented in many undergraduate textbooks on astronomy and has been featured in several exhibits around the country.

Another area in which she has made a number of important contributions is in service to UCLA, the University of California and the national community. Her participation in National Academy of the Sciences, NASA, American Astronomical Society and NRC committees is extensive. I can’t speak directly to the service at UCLA, but in the UC system-wide committees—the UC Astronomy Task Force, Keck Science Steering Committee and the Thirty-Meter Telescope Science Advisory Committee—her contributions have been very good. She is thoughtful, engaged, politically astute and energetic in her participation. Through this work she has become one of the leaders defining the future of our shared facilities.

Finally, Dr. Ghez also has an outstanding record as an undergraduate and graduate student advisor and postdoctoral researcher mentor. Since 1994 she has been the advisor for nine Masters students, nine PhD students, 26 undergraduates and mentor to nine postdoctoral researches. Many of these students and postdocs have been lead authors on papers published by the group and several have gone on to good faculty positions in the field.

In any one of the areas mentioned above, Dr. Ghez has an excellent record. I find it remarkable that she has been able to simultaneously achieve so much across such a broad spectrum of activities. Within the University of California astronomy community she is one of the few superstars in terms of science research accomplishments, service to the community and national/international recognition. I would rank her behind only Sandra Faber, University Professor at UC Santa Cruz, and Geoff Marcy at UC Berkeley in terms of accomplishment and reputation. Given that she is at the mid-point of her career, this is very high praise.

Sincerely,
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Michael Bolte

Director, University of California Observatories

University of California, Santa Cruz

(831)459-2991
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