Mem. S.A.It. Suppl. Vol. 19, 410 © SAIt 2012

Memorie della Supplementi

Azeglio Bemporad and the Astronomical Popularization between Naples and Catania During the First Forty Years of the XX Century

M.T. Fulco and E. Olostro Cirella

Istituto Nazionale di Astrofisica – Osservatorio Astronomico di Capodimonte, Via Moiariello 16, I-80131 Napoli, Italy

e-mail: mtfulco@oacn.inaf.it

Abstract. The scientific popularization is an important activity in the Research Institutes. In particular, at Capodimonte Astronomical Observatory and at Catania Astrophysical Observatory where in the first half of the XX century the astronomical communication reached its highest expression.

Key words. astronomical Diorama – scientific popularization – communicating science

1. Introduction

The scientific popularization is the communicative activity addressed to the wide public in order to disseminate the scientific culture and to improve and increase the perception of the importance of the science. It has no educative aim and it is not an instructive lesson. On the contrary, it is the primary instrument to make science discoveries known to everyone. During the centuries, it has also promoted the cultural, economic and social development founded on the knowledge. The scientific popularization is commonly considered a contemporary social phenomenon because it is connected to the birth of the practice of new professions, like the scientific popularizer and/ or the scientific journalist, who have been coming into the limelight thanks to the great power of the mass media and in particular thanks to

Send offprint requests to: M.T. Fulco the television. Nevertheless, this view seems restrictive, in fact the scientific popularization has very far off root since the ancient time when the figure of the scientist (philosopher) corresponded with the popularizer one. In the field of astronomy, Galileo Galilei and Bernard de Fontenelle represent two meaningful models of scientists-popularizers. Their works, respectively Dialogo sui Massimi Sistemi and Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes are the breaking point in the academical relationships among scientists becouse they allows the circulation of the new ideas through the use of the vernacular language. In Naples, astronomers placed the scientific research side by side a full public outreach activity since the beginning of the XIX century, age of the foundation of Capodimonte Astronomical Observatory, today research institution of the National Institute for Astrophysics (INAF- OAC). In particular, two directors, Ernesto

Fig. 1. Lecture pubblished in the ”Annuario”, Real Astrophysical Observatory, Catania (1938).

Capocci during the XIX century and Azeglio Bemporad during the XX century, devoted themselves to the circulation of astronomy among lay people who were no aware about it (Fulco and Olostro 2003).

2. Bemporad and his scientific researches

Azeglio Bemporad (Siena 1875-Catania 1945), director of Capodimonte Astronomical Observatory (1912-1932) and Astrophysical Observatory of Catania (1933-1938 and 1943- 1945), was one of the most famous Italian astronomers, well known to have realized the International Astrophotographic Catalogue, an ambitious task promoted by the International Astronomical Union in 1887. The Catalogue was made of 64 volumes and it recorded the position of millions of stars till the eleventh or twelfth magnitude. The writing out of the Catalogue involved twenty Observatories distributed in the two hemispheres, and Bemporad realized 33 volumes, acquiring 4000 photographic plates and recording the position of 175.000 stars observed in the part of the celestial sphere between +45^∘ and +55^∘ of declination. This work absorbed completely about thirty years of his life, counted him many national and international awards (Capaccioli, et al. 2009). Even his devotion to science, he dealt with public outreach and education, revealing his character of cultivated man and spontaneous and pleasant poet.

3. Bemporad and his activity at Capodimonte Astronomical Observatory, Naples

Bemporad won an open competition for the direction in 1912. When he arrived in Naples, he suggested new research subjects to the Neapolitan astronomers such as the photometry of novae and variable stars but he found those astronomical surroundings particularly hostile to accept any kind of scientific innovations. On the contrary he had a very great success in the public outreach activities. Infact he inaugurated a new way of disseminating the scientific culture writing popular papers for dailies and magazines. Moreover as a lecturer, he always looked for finding winning and original hints to start his lectures in order to attract the lay public’s attention. He was the first Neapolitan director who promoted the opening of the Observatory to the school-children in the morning and to the common people at night. In 1924, he constituted, together with the astronomers of Capodimonte, the ”Urania Society” following the example of the most advanced European and Anglo-Saxon Academies. Its Statute foresaw the payment of a membership fee used to support the studies and the didactic of the Observatory. The Activities of Urania realized by the Capodimonte astronomers had the aim of getting the Neapolitan Observatory in touch with the whole town through lectures illustrated by slides, visits and publications of popular scientific papers. For that time, Bemporad had a particular sensibility for social affairs; in fact he considered the scientific spreading a public utility offered to that people who pay public taxes which are fundamental support for the development of the science, yesterday such as today. Bemporad was also a deep connoisseur of Fine Arts and he was fond of the German writer J. W. Goethe. In 1932, in order to celebrate the centenary of Goethe’s death, Bemporad successfully delivered a lecture at the ”Illusi” Society in Naples. On that occasion, he read the short poem ERMANNO E DOROTEA that he translated into Italian hendecasyllable verse.

Fig. 2. Diorama in the dome of the equatorial telescope Mertz - Astophysical Observatory, Catania (1934).

4. Bemporad and his activity at the

Astrophysical Observatory of Catania

When Bemporad arrived at Catania, he found fertile ground to arrange the popular activity into a well organized programme. In fact he gave new strength to the so-called ”Propaganda of Astronomy” that was already practised at Catania Observatory. In 1934 he set up an astronomical diorama (Annuario 1935) in the dome where the equatorial telescope Merz was placed. The diorama was a permanent exhibition of 115 photographic slides illustrating astronomical subject: an amazing support for didactic and public outreach, that Bemporad used during the visits at the Observatory. These extraordinary slides were partly taken at Catania Observatory and partly donated by famous foreign Observatories such as those of Paris, Greenwich and Mount Wilson (USA).

So, Bemporad soon proved his quality of brilliant speaker and capable communicator; as Luigi Taffara (Taffara 1945), director of Catania Observatory in 1945, said during the commemoration for Bemporad’s death:”His way of speaking was spontaneous, agreable, persuasive and the learned people regularly attended his lectures which were alternated between funny stories and amusing verse winning estimation and popularity”.

With no doubt, he was a pioneer of the scientific popularization. He used innovative methods and techniques to gain the attention of the general public. As an example, it is worthy of being mentioned the opening words of his lecture The glory of Him who moves everything: ”Up to 3 in the afternoon I didn’t yet find what it is said the inspiration, the new and agreeable opening that immediately brings the person who speaks to the person who listens...” (Bemporad 1938). These words are evidence of the great intuition that Bemporad had to communicate science. For this reason, we can consider him an ahead of his time communicator.

Acknowledgements. The authors are grateful to A. Mangano for having provided them with the copies of the ancient documents of the Astrophysical Observatory of Catania.

References

Annuario Real Osservatorio Astrofisico di Catania 1935

Bemporad, A. 1938, Annuario Real Osservatorio Astrofisico di Catania, 38 Capaccioli, M., Longo, G., Olostro Cirella, E.

2009, L’astronomia a Napoli dal Settecento ai giorni nostri. Storia di un’altra occasione perduta, 235, Ed. Guida Fulco, M.T., Olostro Cirella, E. 2003, Atti del XXII Congresso Nazionale di Storia della Fisica e dell’Astronomia, 450 Taffara, L. 1945, Annuario del Real Osservatorio Astrofisico di Catania, 27