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EARLY CELESTIAL BELIEFS


Ancient civilisations may not have understood the reasons behind eclipses but they did try to come up with an explanation. Ancient Chaldeans were convinced that such an event was a display of the Moon’s wrath and that famine, disease or other natural disasters were on the horizon. Babylonians even tried to calculate which quadrant of the Moon was eclipsed as this would supposedly give them a better idea of who would suffer the worst consequences.
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Halley’s Comet was seen as a bad omen
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Christopher Columbus frightens the natives into assisting him by predicting an eclipse of the moon





One very famous old recording of a comet is the appearance of Halley’s Comet on the Bayeux Tapestry, which records the Norman conquest of England in AD 1066. This turned out to be an omen of mixed blessings for the parties involved, however, as it proved a prediction of good fortune for William the Conqueror but disaster for King Harold II. This comet has been recorded by various cultures since possibly as early as 467 BC. Habitual observations and calculations of appearances after 240 BC were recorded by Chinese, Babylonian, Persian and other Mesopotamian astronomers.


Such incidents have also had a direct bearing on the outcome of battles such as the Peloponnesian War in the fifth century BC. The Athenian army that was besieging Syracuse delayed their withdrawal because of an eclipse they believed to be a bad omen and were ultimately slaughtered as their opponents gained the upper hand. It has also been alleged that Pope Callixtus III excommunicated the 1456 apparition of Halley’s Comet, believing it to be an ill omen for the Christian defenders of Belgrade who were at that time being besieged by the armies of the Ottoman Empire. One other interesting anecdote occurred while Christopher Columbus was marooned in Jamaica in 1504. He knew that an eclipse was due on 29 February and used it to his advantage resulting in the natives supplying his crew with food and water until they were rescued the following June.


Of course, today everything can be explained to make perfect sense and events are accurately predicted. For instance, the last appearance of Halley’s Comet was in 1986 and we know that it has an orbit that takes approximately 75 years to complete so its next visit will be in 2061. There are still a handful of tribes, however, who have yet to make contact with the “civilised” world and they still believe in these signs as omens of things to come.
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A depiction of Halley’s Comet on the Bayeux Tapestry







THE FINAL FRONTIER


Mankind has long been fascinated by the possibilities of exploring outside the constraints of the Earth’s gravitational pull but it was only in the mid-20th century that these dreams became a reality. Film-makers had long been delighting audiences with science fiction movies; a genre that has continued unabated to the present day.
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Wernher von Braun with a model of the three-stage space rocket he designed
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A German V-2 rocket
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The ballet Le Voyage dans la lune, based upon the book of 1902





Science fiction movies appeared very early in the silent film era. The initial attempts were short films of typically one to two minutes in duration, shot in black and white, but sometimes with colour tinting. These shorts usually had a technological theme and were often intended to be humorous. In 1902, Georges Méliès released Le Voyage Dans La Lune, the best-known early science fiction film. Inspired by the novels of Jules Verne and H G Wells, it portrayed a journey to the Moon in a spacecraft launched by a powerful gun. This movie’s space travel plot, its fantastic vision of a Moon inhabited by frightening aliens and its innovative special effects influenced future science fiction films.
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