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Grip o-f the Great Attractor-

One of the finest science-for-the-1ayman-and-scientist magazines is “The 
Sciences" published by the New York Academy of Sciences. A typically lucid 
and exciting article is called "In the Grip of the Great Attractor: Probing 
the Puzzling Masses that Move Galaxies. It's in the September-October issue 
and is written by Alan Dressier, astronomer at the Observatories of the 
Carnegie Institution, in California. That astronomical research organization 
used to be called the Mount Wilson and Pal omar Observatories, and then they 
started up the Las Campanos Observatory in Chile and changed the name so as 
not to be tied to specified sites.

I'm not going to tell the whole story. It's richly done in the article. 
But some observations from the article touch me personally, and I'll cover 
that part alone. However, DO READ THE ARTICLE!

Dress!er begins historically, from the year 1920. He recounts how the 
34 year old astronomer, Harlow Shapley, had three years before discovered the 
size of our galaxy, the vast ring if the Milky Way so prominent in the summer 
sky. The galaxy, of which the sun is one member, is shaped like a gigantic 
phonograph record about 100,000 light years in diameter. Shapley had found 
its dimensions by using a group of special stars, the "globular clusters" to 
estimate the distance to its center.

Few astronomers at first believed Shapley. Later, based on work by 
Henrietta Leavitt, at Harvard College Observatory, where Shapley 1ater became 
director, he and his and associates used the "Cepheid variables" as the 
distance measuring tools to find the distance of other galaxies outside the 
Milky Way system. The Cepheids, were found in 1912 by Leavitt to have a 
brightness that was directly related to their period of variability, which 
was determinable from their distinctive curve of brightness with time.

Interestingly, philosopher Immanuel Kant in the 17th Century had 
speculated that the Milky Way was composed of discrete stars and that there 
were other similar systems outside, which he called graphically, "Island 
Universes." Shapley in 1920, however, held a contrary view. He believed 
that the faint, luminous fuzzy objects found throughout the sky, like the 
well known Andromeda Nebula prominently visible on dark nights now, to be 
gaseous nebulae within our own galaxy.

Heber D. Curtis, astronomy at Lick Observatory in California, however, 
sided with Kant, and a great Shapley-Curtis scientific controversy ensued.
It was resolved four years later, however, when Mount Wilson astronomer Edwin 
Hubble, using the then world's largest telescope, the Mount Wilson 100-inch 
reflector, found a Cepheid variable in the Andromeda nebula. This led to 
knowledge that it was about 2 million light years away. And thus it was an
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external galaxy, and not a nearby gaseous ensemble. Hubble, thus, proved the 
vastness of space, and indeed when on to discover the expansion of the 
universe, which let to the hypotheses of the "Big Bang.'1

A great mystery, today, is the fact that the matter of the universe is 
dumpily distributed. There appears to be a vast cloud of galaxies, a 
"megalopolis of galaxies" out in deep space in just the direction to which 
recent measurements have shown our own galaxy to be streaming. It appears we 
are in the grip of the gravitational attraction of this megalopolis.

In my early years as an astronomer at Harvard College Observatory, I 
knew many of the players in the wonderful story told in Dressler's article. 
Shapley recruited me into astronomy. Leavitt was still strong in the minds 
of many of the astronomers at Harvard, and though she had died before I came 
there I often chatted about her work with her close associates. There was a 
distinguished group of women astronomers at the Obsertatory, and Henrietta 
Leavitt was vivid in their memories. I knew Curtis and Hubble from attending 
astronomical congresses. I spent a wonderful evening once at a bar in 
Zuerich with Shapley and other astronomers, with Belgian Priest Abbe 
Lemaitre, who was the originator of the concept of the "cosmic egg" from 
which emerged the Big Bang. It was an exciting time in astronomy, and so 
also it is today. Read Dressler's article and share in the excitement.
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