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Twenty-five years ago, with the aim of 
coordinating galactic research, the Inter- 
national Astronomical Union held its 
first symposium. The present sym- 
posium, with 180 participants, demon- 
strates that the field is still vital and that 
it has matured. As evidence of maturity, 
the discussions emphasize the Milky 
Way as a galaxy, as stellar astronomers 
now speak of the sun as a star. One ob- 
server admits poignantly that the com- 
parison is painful because he is forced to 
disregard most of the detailed observa- 
tions of the nucleus of our galaxy. 

Our galaxy emerges as a normal spiral 
(type Sbc), similar to the spiral galaxies 
of the same type in the Virgo cluster 
(some 15 to 20 megaparsecs distant). The 
sun is now thought to be about 8.5 kilo- 
parsecs from the center, rotating with a 
velocity of 225 kilometers per second. 

The major components of our galaxy 
are the disk, with a mass of about 8 x 
1010 solar masses and a density that de- 
creases exponentially with distance from 
the center; a spheroidal (bulge) com- 
ponent, with a mass comparable to or 
smaller than that of the disk and a den- 
sity that decreases as the cube of the dis- 
tance from the center; and an invisible 
halo (or dark corona), with a mass of 
more than ten times that of the disk and a 
density that decreases as the square of 
the distance out to a cutoff radius esti- 
mated to be in the range 50 to 335 kilo- 
parsecs. In external galaxies, the dark 
halo is tracked by calculating the gravita- 
tional attraction that is required to bal- 
ance the centrifugal force measured from 
the rotational velocity of neutral hydro- 
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gen. For geometric reasons, this is not 
possible for our own galaxy, and a care- 
ful study of high-latitude objects (globu- 
lar clusters or RR Lyrae stars) and galac- 
tic satellites will be necessary to pin 
down the extent of the halo. 

Our nucleus seems relatively quiet and 
does not contain a dead quasar (that is, a 
108-solar-mass black hole). Interior to 
1.5 kiloparsecs, there is a gas disk or bar 
tilted by 22? to the plane of the galaxy (a 
puzzle). In addition to stars, the disk 
contains hot gas (106 K), warm gas (103 
to 104 K), and cold clouds (101 to 102 K). 
The energy balance of these various 
components is still not understood. 
There are giant molecular clouds with 
masses as high as 3 x 106 solar masses 
which, in total, contribute 3 x 109 solar 
masses. Their collapse time is short (on- 
ly 3 x 106 years), and if they all col- 
lapsed and made stars they would yield 
1000 solar masses of new stars a year. In 
fact, only 3 solar masses of new stars are 
made a year, so we have another puzzle. 

Beyond 15 kiloparsecs, the disk is 
warped (like the brim of a Stetson). It is 
attractive to suppose that it was dis- 
torted in a tidal encounter with a near- 
by companion, but quantitatively it has 
been difficult to establish that scenario, 
and so "why the warp" remains another 
puzzle. 

At high latitudes, hydrogen clouds are 
falling onto our galaxy with velocities 
approaching 500 kilometers a second. 
Where they come from is unknown. 

Our galaxy is a member of the "local 
group," which is dominated by it and 
Andromeda, although the group has at 
least 28 members. By comparing our 
galaxy with external galaxies in rich 
clusters (which have thousands of mem- 
bers), we hope to learn how the environ- 
ment influences the development of a 
galaxy. 

Should you read the book? Yes, if you 
are professionally interested in galaxies. 
(This is not a book for the layperson.) 
Should you buy the book? You will be 
buying a lot of relatively short-lived ma- 
terial. A third of the 104 contributions 
are two pages or less (essentially ab- 
stracts), and more than half are less than 
five pages (with discussions). If only the 
invited reviews had been included (with 
perhaps abstracts of the contributed 
papers published separately), the book 
would have been smaller and cheaper, 
and then would have been rated a "best 
buy." 
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