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was born on the 21% of April of 1988 in Temuco, a city in the south of Chile with a

weather remarkably similar to that of Leiden. From a young age I was attracted to as-

tronomy, or rather, to astronomy outreach: during the summer holidays, I would sit my
family down and give them short “lectures” about the phases of the Moon.

It was not until my high school years in Colegio Universitario El Salvador, in Santiago
de Chile, that I started developing an actual interest for physics and astronomy. The event
that sparked my curiosity came about in my first year: I was invited by the only physics
teacher in the school, Patricio Arriagada (who used to jokingly call himself “the physics
department”), to join a recreation of Eratosthenes’ experiment to measure the radius of the
Earth. Simultaneously with a group of students in a city in the north of the country, we
measured the length of the shadow cast by a stick on the ground. The last-year students
then used trigonometry (which was very impressive to me at that time) to calculate the
radius. It was teacher Patricio who awakened my interest in physics, and it was thanks to
him that I learned that astronomy was an actual career that I could study. My math teachers,
Inés Millan and Marta Quevedo, were also a great support in helping me follow this path.

When I was still in high school, in 2004, I joined the Astronomy Summer School at
Universidad de Chile, in which for a month I had the closest to a university education that I
had had so far. We learned about the orbits of the planets of the solar system, about stellar
evolution, and about galaxy dynamics. It was this course that solidified my interest not only
in astronomy, but also in where I would study it. In March 2007 I arrived as a starry-eyed
student to the Facultad de Ciencias Fisicas y Matematicas of Universidad de Chile, of which
I am a very proud alumna. After the first two years, which were joint with the engineering
programmes and consisted of basic physics, mathematics, and engineering courses, I began
my specialization in astrophysics.

During my years as a bachelor student, I met some of the people that would be vital
in my development as a scientist, in particular Professor Patricio Rojo and Professor Maria
Cecilia Rivara. Professor Rojo taught the Stellar Astrophysics course, and it was thanks to
him that I discovered that astronomy was not only looking through telescopes and analysing
images, but that a big part of being an astronomer was developing code. Thanks to him I also
had the opportunity to dip my toes into observational astronomy, in several observing trips
to Cerro Tololo and La Silla to collaborate with his exoplanet research. As fascinating and
exciting as those trips were, I was already starting to realize that observational astronomy
was not my path. During my bachelor studies I had to carry out a small research project,
which I developed with Professor Andrés Escala. While my results of this project were not
particularly remarkable, it was here where I had my first approach with actual computational
astrophysics: I analysed the formation of clumps in SPH simulation snapshots of galaxy
collisions. I did not run the simulations myself, but I became fascinated which how much
you could learn using this tool, and with how you could model all kinds of astrophysical
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phenomena in a computer.

After that, I decided that computational astronomy was what I wanted to focus on. As
a way to prepare, during the last couple of years of my bachelors I enrolled in a series of
courses from the Computer Science department. It was in the Computer Graphics course
where I would meet Professor Maria Cecilia Rivara, who also became pivotal for my future.
After being successful in the class and eventually becoming Teaching Assistant for it for
a few terms, I continued to work on research on Computational Geometry with Professor
Rivara. I figured that a strong computational background would be key for my development
as a computational astronomer, so after receiving my Bachelor in Science degree in 2013 I en-
rolled in the Master’s degree in Computer Science at Universidad de Chile. After taking some
courses and carrying out short research projects on computational geometry and graphics
processing unit (GPU) accelerated computing, I started working on my thesis project. My
Master’s thesis consisted in the development of a light curve extraction pipeline powered by
the GPU, which I completed under the supervision of Professor Rivara and Professor Rojo.

It was also during my final undergraduate years that my interest in astronomy outreach
materialised into actual work. In 2012 I joined the team at Observatorio Astronémico Andino
(OAA), a beautiful touristic observatory close to Santiago. There, I had the opportunity to
provide astronomical tours and talks to a widely varied audience, ranging from students from
the nearby primary school, to local celebrities, to the former president of Chile, Michelle
Bachelet, and several ministers. It was at the OAA that I learned how to find my way around
the southern sky, how to find constellations and the celestial south pole, how the sky changes
during the year, at which moments of the year the solar system planets are visible, and how
cold it can get at the foot of the Andes. In 2015 I began my own personal endeavour in
astronomy outreach by launching “Primer Fotén’ﬂ a blog where I write about astronomy
and computer science. With a strong social media presence, I share naked-eyed observable
astronomical events with the public, and every month I summarise a news article about
astronomy in my podcasiﬂ While this project took a back seat in the last year to focus on
finishing my PhD, I look forward to continuing sharing astronomy with the public of all
backgrounds and ages.

In September 2016 I arrived at the Leiden Observatory in the Netherlands to start my PhD
project in the Computational Astrophysics group, supervised by Professor Simon Portegies
Zwart. It was here when I finally got to implement my own astrophysical simulations and to
bring together my love for both coding and astronomy. In early 2017 I joined the Astronomy
on Tap Leiden team, which allowed me to continue sharing astronomy with the public and
would become one of the most enriching experiences of my time as a PhD student.

8http://primerfoton.cl
http://podcast.primerfoton.cl
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