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IN MEMORIAM

ERNST JULIUS OPIK
(1893-1985)

With the passing, on 10 September, 1985, of Dr Ernst J. Opik of Armagh Observatory
in Northern Ireland, the world astronomical community lost one of its most distin-
guished members; and our journal, the senior of its Editorial Board — our last remaining
link with the 19th century — who served faithfully in this capacity from the foundation
of Astrophysics and Space Science in 1968 till the time of his death.

The life story of Ernst Opik — spanning almost a whole century — provides also a
mirror of its turbulent history up to the present time. Born at Port Kunda in Estonia
on 23 October, 1983, at the time of his death Opik was among the last surviving
astronomers still educated in Tsarist Russia in pre-revolutionary days. Revolution
descended on Mother Russia a year after his graduation from Moscow University in
1916; and his own account of the events which brought him out of Moscow to Tashkent
in Central Asia (cf. Opik, 1977) reads almost like a chapter from Pasternak’s Doctor
Zhivago.

Opik returned to Europe in 1921 when his native Estonia became an independent
republic; and the next 23 years must be counted as the happiest of his life. His 4-years
stay at Harvard College Observatory between 1930—-1934 as a Fellow of the Rockefeller
Foundation brought Opik into personal contact with many American astronomers,
which lasted all his life. His last 6 years in Tartu, Estonia (where he rose to astronomical
positions of increasing seniority) were, however, spent under the shadow of World
War I1; and by 1944 he preferred an evacuation to Germany to a continuation of his
astronomical carreer in the Soviet Union.

And so it happened that, between 1944—1948, Dr Opik and his family became
displaced persons in refugee camps in northern Germany, where they spent the next
several years of their lives. Privations incident in such a state were not, however, allowed
to interfere too much with Ernst Opik’s intellectual activities; and he was probably the
only astronomer who continued to publish professional papers datelined as from a
displaced-persons camp! Between 1945-1948 Opik also served as Rector of the Baltic
University, set up temporarily at Pinneberg for refugees from former Baltic states, who
after 1945 preferred exile to a return to the Soviet Union.

This exemplary perseverance and devotion to our subject gained Opik increasing
respect from the outside world; and with the help of some friends (among whom
Dr Harlow Shapley, Director of Harvard College Observatory, held an especially
prominent place) Opik was eventually enabled to decamp from Germany to Armagh
Observatory in Northern Ireland, whence he repaired in 1948 — as a tribal patriarch
accompanied by his wife, her sister, their son and two daughters — to spend the
remaining part (37 years, in fact) of his life among the Irish — caring for nothing but
astronomy, and superbly oblivious of the civil war which has not ceased to rock that
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Veteran astronomer of the 20th century.
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unhappy country almost ever since. In the 1960’s — after the onset of the space-age —
Dr Opik extended his radius of activities to the United States, to spend one-half of each
year at the University of Maryland; and remained professionally active till his late
1980’s. It was only after attaining the age of 90 that Opik retired (if one could use that
word in his case) from active service to settle in Bangor (Northern Ireland) where he
quietly passed away in September 1985 — a little more than one month before his 92nd
birthday.

My first personal acquaintance with Dr Opik goes back a good many years — in fact,
to the 6th General Assembly of the International Astronomical Union, held in the
summer of 1938 in Stockholm. On one of those days Dr Shapley gave a dinner for all
present ‘Harvarders-in-exile’; and I was included as a ‘Harvarder-in-spe’ (as I was
scheduled to go there one month later). Dr Opik was opposite me across the table; and
(never aman of many words) brushed aside all formalities of introduction by the laconic
remark: ‘I know your papers’ — to this day I do not know if that remark was meant as
a compliment or otherwise!

Since that time we corresponded with each other often, and met also sometimes in
person — for the last time, I believe, in the 1970°s in Washington which I also used to
visit frequently at that time. At one of the convivial occasions at which we both were
guests I recall Opik being asked if he did not find it personally dangerous to live in
Northern Ireland at that time. ‘Dangerous? countered Opik, never at a loss for the right
word; ‘I feel much safer in Armagh than in the suburbs of Washington at night.” One
last remark of a personal nature. In his own reminiscences published in old age (cf. Opik,
1977), containing certain very apposite comments on the current practice of ‘Editorial
Refereeing and Censorship’ (op. cit., pp. 14-15), Opik objected against what he
regarded as an unfair treatment of one of his papers by the Editor of Icarus, ‘my
professed friend’. The incident was not dated; but in order to set the record straight,
I wish to make it clear that the ‘professed friend’ in question was not myself (I gave up
editorship of Icarus — my first editorial brainchild — well before that time), but my
successor Carl Sagan.

But to return to science — throughout almost four score years Opik’s contributions
to astronomy were on a massive scale; and since most of these were carried out far away
from ‘established’ centres of research, his contributions were characterized by greater
range and originality than may otherwise have been the case; and included problems
of the solar system as well as of the stellar universe.

Opik’s first major contribution to solar-system astronomy had to do with meteors,
and culminated in the well-known Harvard Meteor Expeditions of 1931-1933 to
Arizona, whose aim was to study the space velocities of sporadic meteors by a new and
ingenious method of ‘rocking mirrors’. Although the results of these expeditions —
claiming discovery of a large number of meteors moving in hyperbolic orbits — are now
recognized to have been vitiated by instrumental reasons, the method was ingenious and
sound. Although Opik never avoided observations, he was much stronger as a theore-
tician; his brain was decidedly a better instrument than his hands.

Not all his colleagues followed Opik in his views on the origin of the solar system;
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and some regretted his (early) support of the view that the dark spots visible on the disc
of Mars are caused by seasonal changes in vegetation. On the other hand, Opik (together
with Harold Urey) was an early and outstanding protagonist of the view that the stony
sculpture on the surfaces of the Moon and other terrestrial planets is due predominantly
to external influences*. In fact, the concept of the lunar surface as an ‘impact counter’
of external events was developed by Opik (and buttressed by unanswerable astronomical
arguments) as far back as 1960 (cf. Opik, 1960); and the cratering of the Martian
landscape discovered by Mariner 4 in July 1964 came likewise as no surprise to him.
In more recent years, Opik’s eloquent words of caution against exaggerating the
‘neptunic’ influences on Mars in the past should be heeded more seriously than they were
so far.

Of Opik’s work on internal constitution of the stars (going back to his pre-war Tartu
days), the most important were no doubt his contributions to our knowledge of
convection (and ‘mixing length’) inside the stars; which he later applied to our Sun —
with implications for the recurrent ice-ages on the Earth (and, presumably, on planets
that may attend other stars as well). The ice-age implications came under Opik’s
scrutiny once more in his post-war years at Armagh; and belong to the category of those
which can be described as ‘interesting if true, and interesting anyway’; though no one
(including Opik) would claim that the last word has been said on this intriguing subject
up to the present time.

By the width of his professional interests — which grew, rather than narrowed — with
increasing years, and by single-minded devotion with which he pursued his goals over
so many years in spite of all the trials and tribulations that beset a large part of his adult
life, Ernst Opik earned for himself the right to be regarded as one of the few truly
outstanding astronomers of our century, who in the days of ‘bandwagon-techniques’ and
collectivization of scientific opinions never deviated from a disinterested search for
causes of the phenomena which attracted his attention; and while on occasions his
expressions of opinions may have been on the dogmatic side, no one was more sincere
in quest of truth as he saw it.

That Opik’s critical spirit and penetrating insight in many problems will make us
sorely miss him is a truism which no one will contest; and even more his role as a shining
example of the carrier of sacred fire who, throughout his long life, steadfastly upheld the
sterling qualities which true students of science have inherited from their ancestors, and
should pass on to succeeding generations.

ZDENEK KOPAL
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* In a footnote added by Opik himself to my article on ‘Opik’s Contribution to Lunar Studies’, included
in a collection of papers dedicated to Ernst Opik on the occasion of his 75th birthday (cf. Kopal, 1972),
he dated the commencement of his interest in lunar problems to 1916 — the year of his graduation from
Moscow University.
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