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INTRODUCTION

As is no doubt the case for all Joint Discussions, the Organising Committee was
faced with an embarrassing array of potential subjects and speakers from which to
choose combined with the knowledge that any choice it might make could not
possibly do justice to more than a small fragment of the subject in the relatively short
time available. Some compromise was necessary and it was finally decided to divide
the allotted time between three main topics avoiding as far as possible duplication
of material already included in the Draft Reports or presented at the various
Commission meetings here in Prague.

The papers in the first group summarise the progress that has been made with
current cooperative astrometric programmes, and review the evidence available as to
the accuracy of the FK4 system. The second group of papers refer to the problems
of fundamental proper motions and their applications, while the third group deals
with the method of overlapping plates.

This latter topic was deliberately chosen with the intention of focussing attention
on what promises to be a most powerful method for solving the most critical modern
problem of fundamental astrometry. This is the shortage of astronomers willing to
devote themselves to the long hard grind of traditional meridian astronomy with its
apparently small and unspectacular returns. While it is true that electronic computers
have removed much of the drudgery from the reductions and that the conventional
transit circle appears to be entering a phase of rapid development, as was amply
demonstrated during the third meeting of Commission 8, it is also true that the new
automatic micrometers are not yielding so spectacular an increase in intrinsic accuracy
as they are in convenience. Moreover, the indications are that the number of these
new transit circles and observers is never likely to be sufficient to cope with more
than the semi-continuous observation of strictly limited lists of fundamental stars. In
these circumstances the development of powerful photographic methods which
promise increased accuracy and a great reduction in the number of fundamental stars
required for calibration is a matter of great importance.

From its introduction into astrometry over 80 years ago, photography has tended
to be used for mass-production work of rather limited accuracy. In the early years
of this century, some of those engaged on the ‘Carte du Ciel’ project did realise the
possibilities offered by overlapping plates but were in no position to exploit them.
The situation has been completely revolutionised recently, however, by the advent
of high-speed, high-capacity electronic computers combined with automatic measuring
machines, while specially designed modern lenses give images of far higher quality
and over wider fields than did those available in 1900.

Perek (ed.), Highlights of Astronomy, 278. © 1.A.U.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51539299600001271 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1539299600001271



