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Polar plumes are the most prominent phenomenon characterising the large coronal
holes present on the Sun around its activity minimum. These structures have long
been known from visible light observations during eclipses. However, the knowledge
of their physical parameters has been boosted by the advent of space observations
since most of the transitions arising from ions formed at coronal temperatures fall at
VUV (Vacuum UltraViolet: 16 nm — 160 nm) wavelengths. The availability of
narrow-band images and, in particular, of high resolution spectra has allowed the use
of spectroscopic diagnostics to determine fundamental parameters such as the
electron density, temperature and chemical composition of the plumes and of the
background interplume regions. Moreover, the study of the line profiles gives further
insights on the mechanisms responsible for the heating of the corona and the
acceleration of the fast solar wind.

In particular these observations are important to the attempt of determining whether
the fast wind, known to originate from coronal holes [1], arises from the plumes or
from the dark interplume regions. Here, I review the status of our knowledge of
plumes and interplumes as inferred from VUV observations, with some emphasis on
the problem of understanding which structures may be responsible for the
acceleration of the fast solar wind.
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