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Congratulations. You have the idea, you have the funding
and your construction team is ready to go. With a bit of luck
and a herd of postdocs, your new satellite/collider/telescope/experiment will be up and running before you know
it. There’s only one snag: what are you going to call it?
Because you can’t just give it just any name. Your Brand
New Physics Thing needs a name that will capture the
imagination; something that will appeal not just to your
fellow scientists, but also to the media, your funders and
the public at large. The right moniker can be the difference between posterity and obscurity. You’ve heard of the
Herschel Space Observatory, right? But what about the
Astronomical Observatory of the Autonomous Region of
the Aosta Valley? No, I didn’t think so.
Enter the four laws of physico-taxonomics. A valuable
resource for beginners and experienced researchers alike,
the four laws will help you to find the perfect name for your
project, ensuring that it receives the attention it requires.
We start, as tradition dictates, with the Zeroth Law:
If in doubt, just call it what it is. This law is particularly
popular with telescopes, the names of which often have
an almost unhealthy obsession with size. An obvious
example is the South African Large Telescope, but with a
little more imagination we can also see the Zeroth Law in
action for Arizona’s Large Binocular Telescope (which
does indeed look like a large pair of binoculars on a stick),
the seemingly paradoxical Large Millimeter Telescope on
top of Mexico’s Sierra Negra, and the Long Wavelength
Array radio telescope under construction in New Mexico.
There’s no need to stop there, though. Why go for long
and large when you could have longer and larger? So we
have the insightfully named Very Large Telescope at the
European Southern Observatory in Chile, the Very Large
Array radio observatory in New Mexico, and the Very
Long Baseline Array – which, given that it stretches more
than 5000 miles from Hawaii to the US Virgin Islands, is
indeed very long. Supersizing even more, we will soon
have the European Extremely Large Telescope, although
the proposed 100 m aperture Overwhelmingly Large
Telescope seems unlikely to make it off the drawing board.
The First Law of physico-taxonomics takes a different
tack: Name it after someone famous. The most common
approach is to name facilities after noted scientists.
Schwarzschild, Lowell and Herschel all have observatories named after them (located in Germany, Arizona and
outer space, respectively), while Galileo’s name is
attached to an observatory, a European Space Agency
spacecraft and a European satellite navigation system.
The other First Law option is to name facilities after
someone who gave you lots of money. Hawaii’s Keck
Observatory, for example, was named for the W M Keck
Foundation, which gave $70m for the design and construction of the Keck 1 telescope in 1985. And the SETI
Institute’s Allen Telescope Array was supported to the
tune of $30m by Paul Allen, co-founder of Microsoft.
If you are jealous because you have not managed to find
a wealthy patron, why not try the commercial route? If
Virgin is happy to build an entire space fleet, then I am
sure other corporate giants could be convinced to cough
up for, say, a small radio telescope or a medium-sized
interferometer. How about a high-resolution deep-sky
survey, brought to you by Specsavers? Or perhaps the
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Marmite nuclear-energy research facility (you either love
it or you hate it...). And the Red Bull Atomsmasher is
surely only months away.
For those who cannot convince Bill Gates to write a
cheque, there is always the Second Law of physico-taxonomics: Develop a groovy acronym. Ideally, the acronym
will have something to do with the project, like the Visible
and Infrared Survey Telescope for Astronomy (VISTA)
in Chile, but this is by no means required. Neither is it necessary, sadly, for the acronym to be made up of the first
letter of each of the constituent words. Examples of this
law in action include the Balloon Observations Of
Millimetric Extragalactic Radiation And Geophysics
(BOOMERANG) and the Multicolor Active Galactic
Nuclei Monitoring project (MAGNUM).
Within the Second Law, there is a special sub-section
reserved for names that start out as acronyms, but then
take on a life of their own. Take ITER, which used to be
the International Thermonuclear Experimental Reactor,
but morphed into plain old ITER when (according to my
man in Brussels) the European governments that fund it
decided that voters did not like the word “thermonuclear”.
Luckily, ITER also means “the way” in Latin, but in my
personal opinion this law should be left to the experts.
The Third Law of physico-taxonomics, however, is
accessible to all: When inspiration strikes, seize it. Once in a
while, there is one name for a project, and one name only.
I’m talking about things such as the Stardome Observatory
in New Zealand and the LightBuckets commercial astronomical observatory in New Mexico. These names tell us
what the facility does and make it sound cool at the same
time. Another example is the Tevatron particle accelerator in Illinois, signing off later this month after nearly 30
years of outstanding scientific discovery. And what about
SkyLab? Or Mir, which is Russian for both “world” and
“peace”? Don’t they sound more inspirational than the
committee-generated International Space Station? And if
you are building a 3D, kilometre-scale neutrino observatory deep in the frozen Antarctic, what else can you call it
but IceCube?
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