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Centennial History of the Carnegie Institution of Washington
Volume I The Mount Wilson Observatory
Since its foundation in 1904, the Mount Wilson Observatory has been at
the center of the development of astrophysics. Perched atop a mountain
wilderness, two mammoth solar tower telescopes and the 60- and 100-inch
behemoth night-time reﬂectors were all the largest in the world. Research
has centered around two main themes – the evolution of stars, and the development of the universe. This ﬁrst volume in a series of ﬁve histories of the
Carnegie Institution describes the people and events, the challenges and successes that the Observatory has witnessed. It includes biographical sketches
of forty of the most famous Mount Wilson pioneer astronomers working
during the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century. Contemporary photographs
illustrate the development and use of some of the innovative instruments
that ﬁlled the observatory during this time. This story brings together the
elements that formed modern theories of stellar evolution and cosmology.
a l l a n s a n d ag e started as an observing assistant to Edwin Hubble in 1949
and then was appointed to the scientiﬁc staff of the Carnegie Observatories
in 1952. He stayed to become a major player in the history of astronomy. For
half a century, he has been a leader in the observational quest to understand
stars, galaxies, and the universe. As such, Sandage is uniquely qualiﬁed to
recount the history of the central themes of astronomy at the Mount Wilson
Observatory.
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To the memory of the observatory on Mount Wilson, where a group
of people were determined to understand the stars
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FOREWORD

In 1902 Andrew Carnegie, a steel magnate turned philanthropist, had a
brilliant idea. Carnegie was prescient in recognizing the important role
that science could play in the advancement of humankind. He also believed
that the best science came by providing “exceptional” individuals with the
resources they need in an environment that is free of needless constraints.
He created the Carnegie Institution as a means to realize these understandings, directing the Institution to undertake “projects of broad scope that may
lead to the discovery and utilization of new forces for the beneﬁt of man.”
Carnegie was conﬁdent that this unusual formula would succeed. And he was
right.
For over a century, the Carnegie Institution has sponsored creative and
often high-risk science. Some of the luminaries who were supported by the
Institution over the years are well known. For example, Edwin Hubble, who
made the astonishing discoveries that the universe is larger than just our galaxy
and that it is expanding, was a Carnegie astronomer. Barbara McClintock,
who discovered the existence of transposable genes, and Alfred Hershey, who
proved that DNA holds the genetic code, both won Nobel Prizes for their
work as Carnegie scientists. But many other innovative Carnegie researchers
who are perhaps not so well known outside their ﬁelds of work have made
signiﬁcant advances.
Thus, as part of its centennial celebration, the Institution enlisted the
help of many individuals who have contributed to the Institution’s history
to chronicle the achievements of the Institution’s ﬁve major departments.
(Our newest department, the Department of Global Ecology, was started
in 2002 and its contributions will largely lie ahead.) The result is ﬁve illustrated volumes, which describe the people and events, and the challenges
and controversies behind some of the Institution’s signiﬁcant accomplishments. The result is a rich and fascinating history not only of the Institution,
but also of the progress of science through a remarkable period of scientiﬁc
discovery.
Andrew Carnegie could not have imagined what his Institution would
accomplish in the century after its founding. But I believe that he would be
very proud. His idea has been validated by the scientiﬁc excellence of the
ix
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Foreword

exceptional men and women who have carried out his mission. Their work
has placed the Institution in a unique position in the world of science, which
is just what Andrew Carnegie set out to do.
RICHARD A. MESERVE
President, Carnegie Institution of Washington
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