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Exhibition title

Public Education and Information Exhibit for the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics

Project director ' Telephone number

Fred D. Seward 617/495-7282

Project administrator Telephone number

Richard Vanelli 617/495-7279 .

SEF request: $173,000 Date exhibition opens:  March 1994
Total budget: $243,500 Date exhibition closes:  Indefinite

Project summary ( please do not exceed this space)

This proposal describes a plan to design and construct a Public Education and Information Center at the
Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics that will incorporate interpretive exhibits on modern astrophysics
with a display of in situ insttuments and artifacts linking current research with its historical roots--a panorama
of astronomy spanning three centuries, from the 19th to 21st. The heart of this center will be the Sears Tower,
a three-story structure housing the 15-inch "Great Refractor" of the Harvard College Observatory. Erected in
1846--the same year as the founding of the Smithsonian Institution--this building will be repaired and restored
to its original operable condition by Harvard University through private donations. -Once the building is deemed
structurally sound and weatherproof, the interior spaces, including the observing room with its telescope, the
"director’s office," and the ground-level rotunda surrounding the telescope pier, will be developed as a unique
introduction to the history of American astronomy as seen through the parallel and related research of the
Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory and the Harvard College Observatory. The exhibits and displays will
be open to students, amateur astronomers, professional visitors, historians of science, and the general public,
including attendees of the CfA’s regular "Observatory Nights" and "Children’s Nights." This proposal requests
$173,000 only for the design and construction of the public education and information exhibits, including
restoration of the historic telescope. :
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INTRODUCTION

One hundred and forty years ago, the Harvard "Great Refractor" was the largest telescope
in the United States. For the past decade, it has stood unused and immobile under the
dome atop the three-story Sears Tower in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The room directly
below the telescope chamber, the former "observer’s office," is now used as office and
storage space. The first-floor entrance, a circular room surrounding the telescope pier and
known as the Rotunda, presently contains four 1957-era exhibits and pictures of astronomi-
cal subjects. This room also serves as a rather dark passageway connecting two buildings.
Over the years, several plans to refurbish the telescope and the exhibits have been
suggested, but very little has actually changed.

This proposal describes a plan to renovate the building, the telescope, and the display areas
to create a small, integrated, astronomy exhibit and public visitors center. The exhibits will
emphasize both historical accomplishments and current projects at the Harvard College
Observatory (HCO) and the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory (SAO), which jointly
form the Center for Astrophysics (CfA). The potential audience to be served by this exhibit
includes the several hundred visitors each month who attend the "Observatory Night"
programs, as well as an estimated several thousand individual visitors each year who have
an interest in the history of astronomy and technology. In addition, the facility would be
available for visits by primary and secondary school groups.

The overall design concept for the public areas encompasses three distinct spaces, each with
a distinct function, and each representing a distinct era in American science. The old
building and the ofiginal telescope will give visitors a sense of history and an appreciation
for the problems and techniques of astronomy in the 19th Century. The office, located
midway on the stairs between the first floor and the dome, will be restored as the Director’s
Office as it might have appeared in the early 20th Century, complete with furniture and
equipment used by local astronomers at that time. Exhibits illustrating modern astronomy
and its potential for discovery in the 21st Century will occupy four alcoves surrounding the
pier in the Rotunda. A second small office at the foot of the stairs leading to the dome will
contain an interactive computer display.

This proposal details the necessary renovations and proposed exhibits, and their associated
costs. Although the overall project involves structural repair and restoration to the building
(Sears Tower), this proposal seeks funds to support only the public education and
information exhibitry.




THE SEARS TOWER

The oldest part of the complex now occupied by the CfA on Observatory Hill in Cambridge
is the three-story-high "Sears Tower" housing Harvard’s historic 15-inch (Great Refractor)
telescope. The building was erected in 1846--the same year as the founding of the
Smithsonian Institution--and the telescope was installed one year later. For the next twenty
years, this beautiful, 20-foot-long, mahogany-veneered telescope was the largest in the
United States.

Inside the tower, a granite pier supporting the telescope rises 43 feet to the observing floor
under the dome. That pier is topped by an 11-ton solid granite block that carries the
telescope and its mount. The 30-foot-diameter dome, weighing approximately 14 tons, was
reputedly built by a whaling shipwright and is sheathed in copper. A velvet-upholstered
observer’s chair once moved around the telescope on circular tracks and could be raised or
lowered by a pulley system, so the observer could be put into position at the eyepiece. The
entire system--telescope, dome, and observing chair--was a prime example of 19th Century
craftsmanship.

Among its many early scientific accomplishments, the refractor was used to discover the
eighth satellite of Saturn and to make the first observation of Saturn’s thner ring. The first
photograph of a star (a daguerreotype of Vega) was made in 1850; and, within that decade,
the first "wet plate” photographs of stars were also made here. Ironically, photography
contributed to the demise of the Great Refractor as a useful research tool, since its color
correction and clock drive were ill-suited to the new photographic methods. Gradually, the
instrument and its magnificent observing chair fell into decay, as did the building around it.

The following proposal emphasizes the development of interior spaces--i.e., the "exhibit
areas" or "visitors center." Further, it assumes that all exterior repairs and restoration, and
any structural reconstruction, will be accomplished first, and that no interior work or
exhibitry will proceed until the structure is stabilized and secure. (Appendix A.)

TELESCOPE AND OBSERVING ROOM

Beneath the huge dome of the Sears Tower, the top-floor Observing Room houses the
telescope and its observing chair. To capture the spirit and style of the 19th Century
builders, both the instrument and its surrounding environment will be restored as closely as
possible to their original states, circa 1847-1866.

After external work has been completed on the rotating dome and the movable shutters, the
first priority will be the telescope itself. A replica of the original clock drive has been
completed, but installation will be postponed until the telescope is dismantled, repaired, and
remounted. A metal section at the upper end of the telescope tube, installed as a repair
some 35 years ago, will be replaced with a laminated mahogany veneer section; and the
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