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THE TEMPORARY EXHIBITION
"DEPICTIONS OF ASTRONOMY IN ART"

OANA-GEORGETA DINESCU*
ABSTRACT

Art and astronomy have common roots dating back to ancient times. The Sun, the Moon, the planets and astronomical events have
inspired the imagination of artists, poets and composers since ancient times, who tried to immortalize their magnitude on canvas, paper,
wood or stone. This has resulted in a shared history of art and astronomy and a collection of amazing artworks inspired by the fascinating
cosmic elements. The purpose of this temporary exhibition is to present to the public the artists original and yet realistic perspectives on the
celestial spectacle and to achieve an aesthetic bridge between art and science. Since mankind has always been interested in astronomical
phenomena, either for practical reasons or out of curiosity, the exhibition is designed to discover artistic creations of various categories that
human civilization has generated from the desire to immortalize the fascinating astronomical spectacle. Thus, from the ancient stone
inscriptions of comets and the Sun, to the first drawings after telescope observations, from poems and science fiction novels to the most
elaborate works of art by famous painters, the exhibition is a collection of the most representative and suggestive creations of artists from
different historical periods. To facilitate browsing the exhibition, the panels groups artistic creations relevant to Romanian and world
astronomy into six categories.
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knowledge of astronomy, we can consider how they

Introduction made sense of the universe. Since ancient times,

Art and science are different ways of even if they did not call it astronomy, they analyzed,
exploring the world, but together they have the studied, measured and observed, the Moon, the Sun,
potential to establish a dialogue between science and the astronomical phenomena, mostly for practical
society, to raise public awareness of science and to purposes, for orientation or to design their
develop an understanding of art. Although, to some agricultural calendars and rituals.
extent, artistic representations are purely aesthetic
and symbolic especially in the case of astronomical Material and method

phenomena (eclipses, comets), artists played a very
important role in helping scientists to understand and
especially to record astronomical phenomena, until
to the advent of photography, which was of real use
to the scientific process. Astronomical art is based
on the visual potential found in the Solar System,
planets and moons, for example, as well as stars,
galaxies and events unfolding over vast periods of
time.

The panels of the exhibition and the whole
theme as a whole can be seen from several
perspectives. One of these is suggested to the
visiting public by the titles of each individual panel.
Through these examples, one can see how
astronomical knowledge was incorporated into the
religion and mythology of each society, then
translated into different methods of representation.
We will further analyze some of these remarkable
artistic creations, mentioned on the panels, grouped
according to different criteria.

Although at first sight the association
between art and astronomy seems incompatible,
nevertheless, over time, they have been inseparable,
for centuries, mankind looked at the sky with Results and discussions
wonder, fear, but also curiosity, and from the
melange between imagination and talent resulted art
inspired by the beauty of astronomical phenomena.

The panels of the exhibition are designed to
offer the viewer an astronomical tour through time
and space, in the history of astronomy, from
prehistoric monuments to Renaissance paintings,
from the first maps of the sky to surprising
cinematographic productions. By looking closely at
the objects humans created to express their

I. The age of artistic representations;

a. The prehistoric monument of Newgrange, Ireland,
a structure that remained hidden underground for
more than 5,000 years until its rediscovery in the
late 17th century, is famous for the winter solstice,
when the Sun illuminates the passageway and
chamber inside. The winter solstice was considered
the beginning of a period of rituals related to
renewal and rebirth. Although calculations based on
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the precession of the equinoxes show that 5,000
years ago light would have penetrated exactly at
dawn, now there is a four-minute lag. This makes
the solar alignment at Newgrange very precise
compared to similar phenomena at other
astronomical sites, with the event observed today for
about 17 minutes.

b. "Hourglass of Light" is a recent painting inspired
by the November 2022 James Webb Space
Telescope photograph of the star L1527. The star is
in the first stage of its formation and the resulting
light allows the observation, in blue and orange, of
the gas and dust around the protostar. Light spills
over the top and bottom of the central disk,
illuminating the hourglass clouds. Artist Barbara
Sheehan added the swirling blue background to give
the painting movement and light.

II. Materials used as support for
representations;

a. Chromolithography is a special color printing
technique. The panel dedicated to astronomers
contains one such work that shows the astronomers
Johannes Kepler and Tycho Brahe during a
discussion about observations of the planet Mars at
the astronomical observatory in Prague. The German
astronomer Kepler is better known for formulating
the three laws of planetary motion, and in Prague he
worked as Brahe's assistant at the observatory that
he built in 1599. From 1600, after reading Kepler's
"Mysterium Cosmographium" (1596), Brahe hired
him to help him make observations of the planet
Mars. Kepler used these observations when he
devised the three laws of planetary motion, in which
he showed that the planets move in ellipses rather
than circles. Brahe combined the geometric benefits
of the Copernican system with the philosophical
benefits of the Ptolemaic system in his own model of
the universe, the Tychonic system. He was the last
of the most important astronomers to make
observations with the naked eye. He is credited with
the most accurate astronomical observations of his
time, and the data was used by Johannes Kepler to
work out the laws of planetary motion. Kepler is
best known for his works "Astronomia nova",
"Harmonices Mundi", and "Epitome Astronomiae
Copernicanae", works that formed the basis of Isaac
Newton's theory of universal gravitation. The
chromolithograph is part of the volume "Historia
Universal", by César Cantq, published in Barcelona
in 1886.

b. Tapestry, a type of product often used in the
Middle Ages, is also present on the exhibition
panels. The 3.18 x 4.24 meter "The Astronomers"
tapestry is made of wool and silk at the famous

artistic

167

Beauvais workshops in France at the beginning of
the 13th century.

European and Chinese characters are shown
gathered on a stone terrace around an elaborately
mounted globe. In the center of the group stands
Kangxi, the Chinese emperor, wearing the imperial
insignia of the winged dragon and gesturing with
one hand while the other rests possessively on the
globe.

Fig. 1 -

"The Astronomers" tapestry. Beauvais
Manufactory. France. 1700

The German Jesuit priest Adam Schall von
Bell, who developed a close personal relationship
with the emperor based on a shared interest in
mathematics and astronomy and who held a high
rank at the Chinese court through his knowledge of
Western astronomy, is represented as achieving,
with a pair of compasses, various measurements on
the globe. Instruments such as the telescope and the
ecliptic armillary sphere made by the Chinese after
European models are also distinguished. The
tapestry is on display at the J. Paul Getty Museum in
the US. One of the best-known comets, Halley's
comet, has played a prominent role in history due to
its large nucleus and thus its brightness and long
duration of visibility. The earliest known image of a
comet is that of Halley's Comet, depicted as a
terrifying sign on the Bayeux Tapestry, which
recorded the Norman conquest of England in 1066
AD. event that would be attributed to the heavenly



visitor. The tapestry is an impressive 70 meters long
and contains many highly detailed panels, each with
its own descriptive inscriptions in Latin, depicting
the events culminating in the Battle of Hastings in
which William the Conqueror defeated King Harold
of England. The tapestry is on display at the Bayeux
Museum in France.

c. The stone has since ancient times been preferred
by those who wanted to reproduce celestial
phenomena due to its resistance and spread over the
entire surface of the Earth.

C ELEMENTS IN ROMANIAN TERRITORY

Fig. 2 - "Cosmic elements in Romanian territory"
panel

The sundial of Dobrogea is a sculpture,
dating from the 2nd century AD, made of marble,
with a height of 48.5 cm and a width of 37.5 cm.
The dial is concave in shape with incised lines and is
supported between the horns of a bull. The original
is at the Museum of History and Archeology in
Constanta. The semicircular sundial, placed on the
eastern facade of the Miclauseni Castle (lasi
County), is inspired by the Gothic and Baroque
styles and preserves the "stump" of a central rod and
traces of the hour lines that divide its surface into
areas between 5 am and 7 pm, which indicates true
solar time, a division specific to a sundial from the
historical era in which it was made. The Sun Stone,
perhaps the most famous work of Mexican sculpture, is
at the National Museum of Anthropology in Mexico

City. It is built of basalt, measures 3.6 meters in
diameter, 98 centimeters thick and weighs 24 tons.
Although the exact date of its creation is unknown,
the presence of the name of the famous Aztec ruler
Moctezuma II on the central disk places the
monument during his reign between 1502 and 1520.
Although we do not know exactly how the sculpture
was used, we do know that the Sun was an aspect
important of the record of a calendar and of the
mythology of the Aztecs, according to their belief,
each era of human history being marked by a
different Sun. At the time of the creation of the
Sunstone, four suns (and thus four eras) had already
passed.

d. Paper has also, been used, in various forms, to
describe and represent various forms of artistic
expression. From the panel "Cosmic elements in the
Romanian territory", the well-known poem, "La
steaua", by the national poet Mihai Eminescu,
published on 01.12.1886 in the magazine
"Convorbiri Literare", could not be missing, a
perfect synchronization, between the Universe, as an
astronomical representation, and the Eminescian
universe of love. Eminescu, who in addition to
history and politics also studied astronomy in Berlin,
was able to understand and put on paper, in verse,
the cosmic mechanism, the laws of physics and
relativity, long before they were elucidated by
modern science.

e. Papyrus was mainly used in the Mediterranean
area for various astral-themed representations. In
this example, the "Art of the Cosmos" panel features
the representation of Nut, the sky goddess of the
night, often represented as a woman arched over the
earth god Geb with her back to the blue, star-studded
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1000 B.C.

Nut is the personification of the Milky Way
but also associated with the rising and setting of the
Sun, the one who swallowed the Sun in the evening
and gave birth to it again in the morning. Because



Nut was identified with the sky, the movement of all
heavenly bodies was believed to take place on her
body, for which reason she was often portrayed as
covered with dots representing stars and planets.

f. Engraving is a work technique often found in the
medieval period. The woodcut by an unknown artist,
published in a book by the French astronomer
Camille Flammarion and interpreted as "A
missionary of the Middle Ages shows that he has
found the point where heaven and earth touch" is
often reproduced and various meanings are
attributed to it. Engraving depicting a man dressed in
a long robe and carrying a staff, kneeling and
thrusting his head, shoulders and right arm through a
gap between the starry sky and earth, revealing a
wondrous realm of swirling clouds, with fires and
suns beyond the heavens, was used to represent a
supposedly medieval cosmology, including a flat
earth bounded by a solid, opaque sky, and also as a
metaphorical illustration of scientific or mystical
quests for knowledge.

g. The solar symbol is an ornamental element
frequently found in Romanian folk art in different
decorative variants carved in wood (sun wheel,
rosette, rhombus, cross, broken cross, circle) and can
be found all over Romania. Also, the Sun, emblem
of perfection and regeneration, being revered and
considered holy is present in customs, legends,
ballads, proverbs and superstitions of the Roman
people.

III. On the exhibition panels are two paintings with
the original dimensions, as the two painters created
them;

It is about "The Astronomer", by Johannes
Vermeer, painting, in the original dimensions, 50 x
45 cm, which is in the Louvre Museum in Paris and
exhibits a celestial globe, a planisphere, an astrolabe
and a manual of astronomy and geography.
Vermeer's choice of subject was not unusual, with
many paintings of astronomers produced in the 17th
century, the study of the stars being vitally important
to maritime trade, the cornerstone of the Dutch
economy in the Golden Age. Next to the central
object, the celestial globe, you can glimpse an
astrolabe, an instrument used to measure the
altitudes (in degrees) of celestial bodies relative to
the horizon, a manual of astronomy and geography
by the astronomer Adriaan Metius, and an
interesting map with various circles, placed on the
wooden cabinet behind the astronomer. This could
be a planisphere, an adjustable star map that
suggests changing the appearance of the firmament.
The other painting, "Astronomical Observations-
Moon" by the painter Donato Creti, exhibited at the
Vatican Museum is part of a series of paintings of
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the celestial bodies in our solar system that were
presented to Pope Clement XI in order to promote
the importance of astronomical observations,
initiative of Count Luigi Marsili materialized in the
inauguration, a few years later, in Bologna, of the
first public astronomical observatory.

The scene shows a full Moon, much larger than it
ever appears from Earth, with lunar craters, "maria"
and rays clearly visible.

IV. One aspect of the interpretation and
understanding of artistic creations is that of
conformity with astronomical scientific events and
dates. The Jaipur Astronomical Observatory, India,
is a collection of 19 astronomical instruments for
measuring time, predicting eclipses, determining the
coordinates of celestial bodies and related
ephemerides, built during the reign of the Rajput
king Sawai Jai Singh of the state of Rajasthan.
Completed in 1734, with the world's largest stone
sundial, the observatory was operational and in
heavy use with about 20 permanent astronomers
until  around 1800. The instruments allow
observation of astronomical positions with the naked
eye, an example of Ptolemaic positional astronomy,
which has been shared by many civilizations.
Although the constructions were damaged in the
19th century, after the successive restoration works
undertaken, the astronomical complex is part of the
UNESCO World Heritage.

Imagination  and  reinterpretation  of
astronomical phenomena produced numerous artistic
creations through which astronomy became more
accessible to the public. In the 12-minute silent film
"Le Voyage dans la Lune", inspired by Jules Verne's
short story "From the Earth to the Moon", a group of
astronomers travel to the Moon in a cannon-
propelled capsule to explore the lunar surface.

Fig. 4 — The Man-on-the-Moon

They taken captive by a group of inhabitants
living beneath the surface of the Moon (known as
the selenites), escape and return to Earth with one of



their own as a prisoner. The moment when the
capsule lands in the disgruntled eye of the "Man-on-
the-Moon" remains one of the most iconic and often
mentioned images in the history of cinema.

Conclusions

Art and astronomy have common roots dating
back to ancient times. The Sun, the Moon, the
planets and astronomical events have inspired the
imagination of artists, poets and composers since
ancient times, who tried to immortalize their
magnitude on canvas, paper, wood or stone. This has
resulted in a shared history of art and astronomy and
a collection of amazing artworks inspired by the
fascinating cosmic elements. The purpose of this
temporary exhibition is to present to the public the
artists' original and yet realistic perspectives on the
celestial spectacle and to achieve an aesthetic bridge
between art and science. Since mankind has always
been interested in astronomical phenomena, either
for practical reasons or out of curiosity, the
exhibition is designed to discover artistic creations
of various categories that human civilization has
generated from the desire to immortalize the
fascinating astronomical spectacle.

The opening of the temporary exhibition took
place on December 13, 2023, and was accompanied
by the photo exhibition "Sun, Moon and Lucifers in
Bacau folk art" of the Museum of Ethnography
within the Bacdu "lulian Antonescu” Museum
Complex.

Fig. 5 — Sequence from the opening of the
temporary exhibition "Representations of
Astronomy in Art"

170

Rezumat

Tema expozitiei temporare a Observatorului
Astronomic ,,Victor Anestin” din Bacau, a fost
aleasd cu intentia de a oferi publicului vizitator o alta
interpretare, prin viziunea artistilor, a fenomenelor si
datelor astronomice, stiintifice, mai putin accesibile
publicului, fie ca au fost popoare preistorice cu
reprezentari rudimentare, de la sculpturi in piatra,
picturi rupestre, pand la cele mai elaborate
constructii, observatoare astronomice sau creatii ale
unor pictori celebri.

Structurat In 6 panouri: Soarele in cultura
popoarelor, Astronomii 1n viziunea artistilor, Luna -
muza artelor, Evenimentele astronomice in arti,
Elementele cosmice in spatiul roménesc si Arta
cosmosului, expozitia cuprinde cele mai variate si, in
acelasi timp, reprezentative si cunoscute creatii ale
omenirii, exemplificdind evolutia astronomiei ca
stiinta si ca arta deopotriva.
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