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The Scrivener: Stéphanie, please tell us 
about your family of origin in Quebec. 

Stéphanie: I was born in Montreal 
and grew up in Outremont, a very nice 
neighbourhood of Montreal, full of trees 
and parks. I come from a large family. I 
was the fourth of six children, so there 
was always a lot going on. Always a lot of 
laughter! My parents were both medical 
doctors—although my mother stopped 
working after a few kids—so they valued 
education very much. I knew very young 
that I would go to university to study 
science. All my brothers and sisters went to 
university, too. My father always read a lot, 
so the house was filled with hundreds and 
hundreds of books everywhere. 

And as soon as I could read, I wanted 
to read them all. I went to school to College 
Stanislas, a private French school just a few 
minutes walk from where we lived. 

This school had been a boys-only 
school that had just started accepting girls; 
we were only about 15 percent girls in 
my grade and the rest of the school was 
all boys. This turned out to be very good 
preparation for my university Physics class, 
which was barely 15 percent girls when I 
started. By that time I was really used to 
being surrounded by boys!

lessons to beginners. I had been playing 
violin since I was 8 years old and by that 
time, I had a Laureat es Musique. Not 
sure what I learned from that experience. 
Patience, I think! 

I also worked many Summers in a 
café on the interesting St. Denis street in 
downtown Montreal. It gave me an early 
appreciation of the colourful urban zoo. 

My first “real” job in science was as a 
Summer student after a year into my BSc 
in Physics at University of Montreal. I was 
delighted to get a job with an Astronomy 
professor. He gave me the tapes with the 
data I had to work on, then promptly went 
away on conference trips and observing runs 
for a month. That taught me early on in my 
career how to be very independent in my 
research and sort out things by myself!

The Scrivener: Why did you choose to 
become an astronomer? 

Stéphanie: I am now an Astronomer at 
the Herzberg Institute of Astrophysics, of 
the National Research Council of Canada. 
As far back as I can remember, I was 
interested in science. Even before I could 
read, my big brother (who has become 
an engineer) would tell me about the 
universe and space exploration. 

When I was about 13, I read a couple 
of books, like The First Three Minutes by 

Dr. Stéphanie Côté: 
Star-Gazing Made Easy!

I knew very young that 
I would go to university to 

study science.

The Scrivener: What was your first job? 

Stéphanie: When I was around 12 years 
old, I started as a papergirl, delivering 
newspapers to the three streets around 
ours. But soon I added more runs and was 
doing more than a dozen streets. I had 
to get up so early that it was still dark. I 
still remember fondly those long walks at 
dawn. I still love to take long walks in the 
city at night, when it’s silent and the streets 
belong to cats. 

Then when I was about 15 and all the 
way until university, I was giving violin 
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Stephen Weinberg and Patience dans l’Azur 
by Quebec astronomer Hubert Reeves, 
which really got me hooked on astronomy. 
By the time I entered university, however, 
I was really worried about job prospects so 
I thought that after my BSc in Physics, I 
would do research on fibre optics or solar 
energy—something marketable. 

But in my first year I took an 
astronomy class just for fun. I learned 
about dark matter for the first time. That’s 
what attracted me to become a research 
astronomer. This is what makes up 96 
percent of all the universe, but you can’t see 
it. All the stars, gas clouds, etc., that we can 
observe with our telescopes only account 
for 4 percent of the mass.

We know there is dark matter because 
we can calculate it from the movements of 
stars and gas in galaxies, for example. This 
is still the biggest mystery in astronomy 
these days and has been for years. 

After a Master’s degree in Montreal, a 
PhD in Australia, and several post-Doctoral 
years of research around the world, I got 
a tenure position here in Victoria at the 
Herzberg Institute. My official title is now 
Canadian Gemini Astronomer. That’s 

because my duties are associated with the 
twin 8 metre Gemini Telescopes situated in 
Hawaii and in Chile, the largest telescopes 
in which Canada has a share.

The Institute manages all major 
Canadian telescopes—optical, 
submillimetre, and radio—for Canadian 
astronomers and builds top-notch 
instruments for these telescopes. My 
daily tasks are to pursue my own research 
and, as the Gemini Astronomer, to help 
Canadian Astronomers all across the 
country to use the Gemini Telescopes. This 
means providing them all the technical 
information they need on the telescopes 
and instruments, helping them prepare 
their program for the observing run, and 
advising them for their data reduction.

Part of my job is to raise public 
awareness about Gemini through various 
public outreach activities.

The Scrivener: Did you have a mentor 
during your career? Are you a mentor 
yourself?

Stéphanie: I was extremely lucky to 
have as thesis supervisors two wonderful 
mentors, Dr. Claude Carignan from 
Université de Montréal for my Master’s 
thesis and Professor Ken Freeman from 
Mount Stromlo Observatory in Australia 
for my PhD thesis. I was very shy as a 
young student and they were great to give 
me confidence.

The Scrivener: Where is the Herzberg 
institute located?

Stéphanie: The Canadian Gemini 
Office is part of the Herzberg Institute of 
Astrophysics of NRC; it’s located at the 
Dominion Astrophysical Observatory on 
Observatory Hill about 15 km north from 
downtown Victoria. The old 1.8 metre 
Plaskett Telescope there is still the largest 
one on Canadian soil. 

From up here, we have lovely views 
of the ocean, the whole peninsula, the 
backdrop of the Olympic mountains, as 
well as garry oak forests with lots of deer. 
Somehow I eventually got a top-floor 
corner office—they are too nice to me.

This is still the biggest 
mystery in astronomy 

these days and has been 
for years. 

Stéphanie and Domenico rest while hiking to the hot springs near Tofino, BC.
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The Trifid Nebula, taken with Gemini for Ingrid Braul, 13 years old, of Vancouver, winner of  
a contest organized by the Canadian Gemini Office

Sometimes famous astronomers 
can have, how should I say, special 
personalities. But these two were really 
great guys to hang around with. Mentors 
are important because you need to learn 
not only astronomy, but also how to be an 
astronomer.

For a long time I didn’t think I 
needed to be a mentor. After all I had 
decided to study astronomy without ever 
meeting a female scientist. But all my 
visits to school classes and tour groups 
have proved me wrong. It doesn’t take 
long to see the curiosity of the girls in the 
group to be awakened. 

Several have told me they had always 
loved science but somehow never had 
thought before of becoming scientists. 
I have also supervised several Summer 
students who always get in touch with 
me when they need to make important 
decisions on their careers, so I guess they see 
me as some sort of mentor. In any case, I 

can serve as an example of a survivor in the 
field to them, “If she can do it, I can, too.”

The Scrivener: What input and 
involvement do you have on the national 
and international scene in your field?

Stéphanie: There are only about 150 
professional astronomers in Canada so 
it is not too difficult to “get noticed” on 
the national scene. Similarly, there are 
not that many researchers in any given 
specialized field of astronomical research 
internationally. 

Both nationally and internationally, 
I’ve participated in a large number of 
committees, selecting proposals for 
telescope time, research Grants, and 
awards. Sometimes it’s a lot of work, but 
it can be really stimulating to have this 
chance to see the most exciting projects 
being proposed or to read the best PhD 
theses written in Canada for an award, for 
example. 

Stéphanie in front of a scale model of the Gemini 8 metre telescope
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