
Point an infrared telescope at the Milky Way and you’ll see dark patches against 
its glow. These are infrared dark clouds: cold, dense clouds of gas and dust so 
thick they block the light behind them. Astronomers think they’re where the most 
massive stars and star clusters get their start. One way to weigh them is by their 
shadows: the darker the patch, the more gas and dust it holds. We’ll look at what 
these clouds are, how telescopes like Spitzer and James Webb measure them, 
and one of astronomy’s big open questions: how do stars dozens of times heavier 
than the Sun form?
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