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THE BEGININGS
Astronomy was at the movies since the beginning
aof the Tth art. “Voyage dans la Lune" (1902), by
Georges Méligés, was the first film where a traval
beyond the Earth is presented. Many scenes of
this great movie are icons remembered by all
of us: the face of the Moon, the rocket and the
impact in that face, the eccentric astronomers,
and the Selenite! The cinema was usad, in
addition, as a technological resource to film
the transit of Yenus in 1882. This is probably
the first scientific movie in history [1][2].

HOW TO PORTRAIT AN ASTRONOMER

There was an evoluion betwsen the stereotypad,

izard-like oyage dans ka Lune” to the
astrophysicists thal appear in modemn films. In an
eplzode of the TV show “Rawhide” {“Incdent of the
Stargazer’, 1960), one of the characlers has fo
pretend to be an astronomer (o solve a crime, and he
has difficulties in deciding an appropriale
‘astronomer disguise’; finally, he uses a suit and
glasses. In contrast, the main character of "Contact”,
Ellie, confesses not to know how to dress up for an
important social event “"Contact” also shows the
efforts of an observalional astronomer (o get telescope
time and financial support, and the relationship with
ather colleagues and with powes. Real astronomers are
also presented in "Das Viersprechen” and "Casa de areia”

ASTRONOMICAL COMEDIES
Astronamy 15 nol always laken senously, Astranautics met Its lunny side in
movies like "Way._. way out” (1966), with Jerry Lews, or the more recent
“Space cowboys® (2000). Earller, in 1960, anather J. Lews' comedy entitied
“Wisit o a small planet” receivad a nomination for an Oscar awand, Other
comedans like Louis de Funés, Lando Buzzanca or Bud Abbott and Lou
Costello, fraveled io another planet or had (o deal with aliens. In “Addicted to
kove”, Matthew Broderick plays an astronomer who uses his lelescope io
spy on his ex-gifiend. Evenan aben invasion 1o he Earth can have several
funny aspects, as shown in “Mars attacks!”. Astronomy is also present in
canoons. in the episode *Scuse me while | miss the sky®, Lisa Simpson
docsdes o sludy astronomy but crashes into the problem of light pollutian
Also, everyone ri the who was d by the Pink
Panther in the episode “Twinkle twinkle lite pink™, and his extending
telescope. We balieve thal the most comprehensive incursion of astronomy
o & comedy appears in Monthy Python's “The meaning of ife”, In which a trg
through the universe is scored with the “Galaxy Song” as background, a figorous
compendlum of astrenomical facts adjusted to the rhyth m and metrics of asong

TRAVELS THROUGH SPACE AND TIME
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- ADVENTURES
Tha most exciting
adventure in g

asltronomy,
astrophysics
a n d
asironautics is
"2001: A space
odissey” The film
is & compendium of
evalution, rat only about
changes with age, but also the
progress in so nd in =43 a
complete travel through different ages, scenatios,
dreams, goals and destiny of mankind, and sets & link
belween fantasy and reality, when he congues! of
space was al s dawn. But from a pure fictional
viewpoint, "Star Wars® |s probably the kcon af the
adventuresin space. The list conlinue s with “Star Trek".
‘Lost in Space”, “Zathura: & space adventuse® (this
talter, with children as main characters). and also very
successful TV shows: the first version of *Star Trek’,
"Babylon V. “Firefly Cosmos 1899°, “Baltiestar
Galactica®, and many others.
In general, planets were the
mast visited destinations in
movies. Mars  (the  main
objective for most sci-f
films) was presented as a
possible world 1o live In or the
place where aliens came
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Some examples are: "Misskon to Mars” (1900), "Red Planet”
(an exciting story with nano-machines acling on Mars
biosphere), or “Total Recall” (based on the text by Philip

Dick). Mars is 1 Ihe place fraom where the first Earth
invaders come: “Mars attacks!”, “The War of the Worlds™ (a
nalve 1953 and & dramatic 2005 versions, adapted to the
limes)

The Moon ("Apolla 137), Venus [The illustrated Man™),
Jupiter ("2001; A space odyssey”), the salefile Europe
{"2010: the year we make comtact”), Uranus {"Event
Horizon®), the Sun (*Sunshine®, 2007), and the star Vega
("Contact”) are good objectives for a Hollywood retumn trip
“Contact’ Introduces wormholes for the first time as a
means o bravel distances for which even the speed of light
would be insufficient. The same principle is later used, for
instance, in “Event horzon”, Before this concepl, the only way
to overcome astronomical distances, and hence astronomical
times, was by successive generationa growing In the spaceships
le.g. "Balflestar Galacfica”, "Lost in space”).  Astronomical
adveniures were also adopted as part of movies in another frequency:
those with the famous agent James Bond, as in “Moonrakes” (1979} or,
more recently, in “Cuantum of Solace”, although in this latter case only the
Iocation and the opening are related 1o astronomy,
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We noticer the influence on cinemalography of the pregress achieved in
astronautics in the second half of the past centwry, and how
interplanetary travels have become a recurrenl issue, either from
fictional approaches (e.g. *Marmoned”, 1985) or reporting true stories
like the veyage to the Moon (€.9. “The dish®) or the frustrated mission
Apollo 13, in bwo versians: a TV movie entitied “Houwston, we have a
problem’ (1974) and Ron Howard's producton for the bég screen
“Apolio 137 (1995). In the early eighlies, a shadow of doubl was casl
on the lunar landing, and Hollywood released “Capricom |7
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BIOGRAPHIES AND FACTUAL EVENTS
Wi note that blographical films basad on astronomical celebrities ars
rate, baing Galileo the most visiled biography [3], although none of the
versions {1969, 1675, 1908) became popular. The most named
Biograghical film I8 probably “Giordana Brune™ (1873), mainly
because of the tragedy involving this monk's Bfe. The most
Impartant astronomer in history, Jehannes Kepler, has only ane not
wery well known movie (Germany, 1574)
In Margarethe won Trotta's “Das Versprachen™ ("The promise”
1995), the main character is a sucosssiul astrophysicist who, in
trying to meet his family who lives beyond the lron Curtain, takes
advantage of scentific meetings that really took place in the times
and venues reported in the film. The main character of "Contact” is
aleaderof the SET| project.

ECLIPSES

Many siuations in movies are resolved by a tofal aclipse of the
Sun, like avolding death sentences ("Apocalypto”, "Tintin &t I
termple du Soleil™), expliaining the sudden appearance of a killer
plant {"Little shop of hoors™) or committing a perfect murder
["Dolores Claiberme’). In "Apocalyple”, however, a neatly-full
moon is shown the first night after the solar eclipse. In the drama
‘Casa de arela” ("The house of sand’, 2005) a group of
sciantists launch at the deep interior of Brazil to photograph the
eddipse of 1919; ane of the characters axplaina carefully but in an
affordable language how they intend to prove Einstein's theories by
measuring the deflection of the light of a star.

OBSERVATORIES IN MOVIES
Many observalones were chosen as fim
locations. The mes! visited one is the
Griffith Oeervatory, in Los Angeles (e.g
Rebel withoul a cause”. "Rockeleer”
"Bowfinger®, ‘etc), but Arecibo
("Goldepaye”, “Contact’) and the VLA
("Conlact”, “20107) are special places
probably because they are usually
associaled with communication with
gliens. The 64-m Parkes antenna was the
“rnain star” of thie Austealian movie “The
dish” [4] [5]. The antennas of the Argentine
Ingtitute for Radioastronomy gave a
background for “Pequefios milagros” ("Little
miracles”, 1987). As part of the last James
Bond movie, "Quantum of Solace”. the VLT was
8 great locaton for the 007 adwentures, and the
opening is a perfect example of positional astronomy.

DISASTERSH

Many movies show the outer space as a source of
threatens against mankind, sither by mass invasions of
allens ("The war of the worlda”®, “Starship troopers”, “It
carne from the ouler space”, "Lifefarce”, and a long
etc.} or by the impact of a comet or meteorite
("Metoar®, “Deep impacl”, “Armagedon”

"Asterpid’} or even collisions between plansts
{"When worlds collide”). Fires out of control,
earthquakas and tsunamis, all at the same fima,
are the underlying ingredients of all these films
mainly the second group. Although the popular
idea is that the best way to survive 8 menacing
meleorite is 1S disintegration, "Asterosd” shows
that the many pieces impactng the Earth are
even worse fhan the damage that a single big
rock could produce.

+ PSICOLOGICAL TERROR

In 1879, Riddley Scott established a
tandrmark with “Aen” || fells the slary
of an exploration vessel with seven
crew members. that launches on an
unknown planel, and a predalor that
madvertently enters the house will
remove one By ane all of s
passangers. The psychological factor
wias also addressed by the film *Event
Horizon® This  psychological  horror
movie shows obvicus influences from a
classicin the genre. "Solyars™ (1972] by
Andrei Tarkowsky, which marks & turmin
paint in the tale of speculative
Holtywood remake of this dassic, *Solaris”,
was released In 2002,
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