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Origins 
The conferences on the Inspiration of Astronomical Phenomena (INSAP) 
are a series of occasional, interdiscplinary, international meetings which 
explore the inspiring role of the stars and sky. The idea for the INSAP 
meetings emerged from a conversation between the late Ray White 
(University of Arizona), George Coyne, S. J. (then Director of the 
Specola Vaticana), and Rolf Sinclair (then at the US National Science 
Foundation), over coffee one morning in Tucson. As they discussed Isaac 
Asimov’s story ‘Nightfall’ (whose theme is, ‘What would happen if the 
stars came out only one night in a thousand years?’), they realized that 
there were few if any concerted treatments of the effect of the many and 
variegated cultural impacts of the perceptions of the day- and night-time 
sky. Certainly there had never been a conference that would provide a 
mechanism for a broad sampling of artists, historians, philosophers, and 
scientists interested in just these cultural impacts to get together, compare 
notes, and to have the chance to ask those questions about each other's 
work which may have been stewing away for decades. This lack cried for 
redress. The idea for the first INSAP was the result, and George Coyne 
arranged for it to be held at the Specola Vaticana.  

The conference held in Bath Royal Literary and Scientific 
Institution from 24th to 29th October 2010 was the seventh in the 
series, and the second to be held in the UK: INSAPIV was held in Oxford 
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in 2003. Between INSAPVII and the publication of these proceedings, 
INSAPVIII has been held at the American Museum of Natural History, 
New York (in July 2013). At the time of publication, discussions are 
taking place concerning a possible INSAPIX. 

 
The Bath Conference 
The seventh INSAP conference was held in the elegant surroundings of 
the Bath Royal Literary and Scientific Institution (BRLSI) in Bath, a city 
with vivid mythical and astronomical associations. The father and son 
team of architects, John Wood the Elder and John Wood the Younger, 
designed much of the city in line with cosmological principles, inspired 
by the legend of the nearby Druid university at the Stanton Drew stone 
circle. Therefore, it is said, Queen Square, where the conference venue 
was located, is part of a grand design representing the key to the Masonic 
mysteries. Meanwhile, the Herschel House museum, the home of William 
and Caroline Herschel, is just a few minute’s walk away, and graciously 
hosted our pre-conference reception. The Herschels are celebrated by 
three of the papers in this volume, as well as by a fourth conference 
speaker, David Southwood, Director of Science and Robotic Exploration 
at the European Space Agency, who spoke on The Herschel Space 
Observatory. 
 During the months leading up to the conference, the Local Organising 
Committee met in the council chamber at the Royal Astronomical Society 
in London, courtesy of the librarian, Peter Hingley. Peter was too ill to 
attend the conference and died in the following year. He was renowned 
for his encyclopaedic knowledge of the RAS’s collections and the 
friendly and unstinting assistance he provided for researchers. He is still 
missed and the conference organisers would like to dedicate this volume 
to his memory. 
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