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Life After

Starball

Premiere Planetarium Show

u can blame poets’

metaphors for our distorted

sense of the night sky. That
so-called “canopy” of stars? It’s not
a canopy at all. Blame yourself, too,
because humans can’t see depth
beyond a certain distance, and
what resembles a domed ceiling is
actually three-dimensional. Finally,
blame planetariums. Their
traditional simulations are flat.
Orion, Cassiopeia, Ursa Major, and
the rest have long been presented
as connect-the-dots configurations,
because the technology wasn’t
available to show them otherwise.

Now, San Diegans have one

- less reason to believe the two-

dimensional fiction. At the Reuben

H. Fleet Science Center, Digistar I ~ FSEiS S
is about to be premiered, replacing e
the 28- SRR
year-old e {.,(u& SR
LOCAL | spizspace SRR
EVENTS | (== B

System. +

Unlike the
mothballed “starball” (Spitz’s
nickname), whose celestial illusions
were created with light and lenses,
Digistar is a real-time computer-
graphics device that uses cathode- .

- ray—tube technology.
As with many things called

progress, it comes with a price.
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“CRT technology is not as crisp and f,,,.’.'l. ' :

clear as the starball’s,” says Fleet’s
resident astronomer, Dennis
Mammana. Nor is Digistar easy to
operate. “On the contrary,” says
Mammana, “it’s horribly difficult.”

“I've been in this business
close to 30 years. I’ve been doing
planetarium work since college. I
could walk into any traditional
planetarium in the world and
within five minutes be able to
operate a show.” Not so with
Digistar. “I’m one of the
programmers who tell it what to
do and how to do it. But programming
isn’t intuitive. It’s a completely
different way of looking at planetarium
projection. It’s a whole new way of
looking at astronomy, in fact. You
know, that three-dimensional universe
takes some getting used to. There’s a
learning curve, and we’re riding it.”

He's not complaining, although
purists do. “They prefer the optical
system [to the computerized one]. I'm
someone who wants both technologies.
I’m greedy.” He anticipates the day
when San Diego builds a separate
planetarium, where the two systems
may be combined.

Like the starball, Digistar can

———— —_ -

Al X

show night skies in any part of the
world and at any period. Once it’s
programmed, it does so much more
nimbly than the old machine-systems
with moving parts. “You can type in a
date, place, whatever, and — boom! —
-you’re there.”

Places that San Diegans may want
Digistar to take them, in order to see-
unfamiliar skies, are in the southern
hemisphere. Here, on our part of the
sphere, we can see “probably 70
percent of the sky,” says Mammana.
“We can certainly see the very northern
part, the North Star, the Big Dipper,
and so on.” What we can’t see is the
Southern Cross, nor the Southern -

N317V 3IAVQA A8 HdV¥IDOLOHJ

...............

NV ROV NN G NN R

R N 5 AN A WA D,

Dennis Mammana and Digistar I

Milky Way, which Mammana says is
“absolutely glorious.”
Times to which we may want to

designation, C/2000WM1; its
name will probably be Comet
‘Linear. “We could put Linear’s
coordinates into the computer and
actually watch it move through our
skies as it might during Christmas
next year.” |
Christmas conjures the magi
and what they saw. “It certainly
wasn’t a star. What it was we can’t
explain astronomically. So the
theory is that it was a collection of
planets that meant something
astrologically to the magi, who
were astrologers, not astronomers.
Now, with a couple of keystrokes, Y
we can re-create that sky, and :
watch how the planets moved and
what the magi might have seen.”
For Digistar’s opening, the
planetarium will re-create the
current night’s sky in San Diego.
Then participants will go outside
and see it in actuality. Telescopes
will be available. -
“What I want people to take
away from the experience is that
the universe is accessible and
understandable,” says Mammana.
“It’s there — the very laboratory
that astronomers use.” People a
hundred years ago had a better
understanding of the sky and how
it behaved than we do, he laments.
“That’s where we got our calendar,
how we did our farming,” he
points out. “It’s a wonderful
clockwork mechanism.”
Mammana often imagines
how different we humans would be
if we had evolved in a world with
constant cloud cover. “Today we
might as well have cloud cover,
because we’re indoors so much.
Right now, the star Sirius is getting
‘obvious over in the eastern sky.
Soon my phone will start ringing,
because Sirius is bright and
appears to twinkle wildly. It's been
there for billions of years and will

be there for billions more. And yet my
phone will ring. ‘I never saw this _
before!” Well, you know, get out and

journey are times of comets — for look at the sky.”

example, Halley’s, in 1835, 1910, and — Jeanne Schinto
1986. We may also choose to go

forward to its next appearance, in 2062.  “The Sky Tonight"

Another option is a preview of a newly Wednesday, January 17, 24, 31,
discovered comet. “It’s coming toward 7:00 p.m.

us, and could possibly be very bright,” and the first Wednesday

says Mamimana. “I underline possibly,”
he adds, sensitive to those disappointed

by Halley’s last pass. (“But it didn’t
fizzle,” he insists. “It behaved perfectly
normally — for a comet. The trouble
was, people’s expectations were too
high.”) The new comet is known by its

)

of every month

Space Theater

Reuben H. Fleet Science Center
Balboa Park

$5 adults; $4 seniors; $3 juniors
Info: 619-238-1233 or
http://www.rhfleet.org
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