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Focal Plane Calibration of 
the Spitzer Space Telescope 

T
he Spitzer space telescope (Spitzer) is currently 
NASA�s largest and most sensitive infrared (IR) 
telescope in space. Spitzer generates breakthrough 
discoveries and fundamental astronomical � ndings 
on an almost daily basis and is revolutionizing our 

understanding of the cosmos [1]. Shown in Figure 1, Spitzer 
represents the fourth and � nal element in NASA�s Great 
Observatory program, complementing the range of wave-
lengths observed by previous program elements comprised 
of the Hubble space telescope for visual, the Chandra X-ray 
Observatory for X ray, and the Compton Gamma Ray Obser-

vatory for gamma rays. Spitzer was launched in  August 2003 
and has operated successfully for over � ve years. 

The Spitzer telescope has an 85-cm aperture and is dif-
fraction limited to 6.5 mm (microns), which means that the 
telescope is designed to achieve the theoretical limit of 
imaging resolution at this IR wavelength. The instrument 
uses nonrenewable cryogen to cool the critical optical and 
detector units. Spitzer�s focal plane, shown in Figure 2, 
 carries detectors from three science instruments, namely, 
the infrared array camera (IRAC), the infrared spectrograph 
(IRS), and the multiband imaging photometer for Spitzer 
(MIPS). A list of acronyms is provided in Table 1 to aid dis-
cussion. All instrument arrays and spectroscopy apertures 
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