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THREE CENTURIES OF ASTRONOMY

Abstract

This proposal describes a plan to design and construct a Public Education and Information
Center at the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics (CfA) that will incorporate
interpretive exhibits on modern astrophysics with a display of in sifu instruments 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. 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." The estimated cost of the project, including all restoration work on
building and instrument, is $513,000 of which $125,000 has already been raised through
private donations. o




Harvard College Observatory in 1851, as viewed from the corner of Concord Avenue and
Bond Street in Cambridge.




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. 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 astronomical 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 report 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 original 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 report details the necessary renovations and proposed. exhibits and their associated
costs. .







