
RECENSIONI

The new Springer book by Patrizia Caraveo, 
Saving the Starry Night, is derived from the 
Italian edition, Il cielo è di tutti, published by 
Edizioni Dedalo in 2020 and reviewed in this 
column (https://www.sif.it/riviste/
sif/sag/recensioni/caraveo2). While 
the Italian title is that of a rhyme of a popular 
Italian poet, Gianni Rodari, claiming for every 
human being an equal title of ownership of 
the sky, the English title recalls van Gogh’s 
starry sky, where giant morning stars express 
primordial emotions. The same emotions that 
are nowadays denied to the inhabitants of 
large cities, but still allowed to hikers in the 
Dolomites, as seen in the beautiful Figure 1.1 
opening the first chapter of the book. Patrizia 
Caraveo’s book is a passionate defense of the 
starry sky, because it is an asset that belongs 
to all of us. Actually, the Scientific Revolution 
starts with astronomy, which makes the 
starry sky a cultural heritage. UNESCO, in 
partnership with the World Heritage Center 
and in collaboration with the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU), started in 2004 
the Astronomy and World Heritage Initiative 
(AWHI). It may seem at least curious that the 
immense space surrounding the tiny Earth 
needs to be protected. The sky, especially the 
night sky, is the object of contemplation and 
study, and this already makes it very precious. 
But what are the pitfalls for this good? As 
for the environment, even for the space that 
surrounds us, the trap, created by man himself, 
is called pollution. Light pollution, as well as 
electromagnetic, and material pollution due to 
the thousands of artificial satellites gravitating 
around the Earth and the debris left in orbit by 
them at the end of their functions. One gets 
used to everything, and many young people 
who live in big cities have grown up without 
a precise idea of what the starry sky is (in New 
York, says Caraveo, not even the moon!), and 
even those of my generation who eventually 
have spent most of their lives in a remote 
mountain village, have the impression that the 
starry nights of the old days no longer exist.

Let the blackouts be blessed, provided that 
they are short, but long enough to reveal 
to everyone the starry sky, like the one the 

ancients have always contemplated! But 
the problem of pollution of space is not just 
aesthetic. Patrizia Caraveo, after introducing 
us to the ancient charm of light and the 
extraordinary development of its science, 
which stands at the basis of fundamental 
revolutions in modern physics like quantum 
mechanics, Einstein relativity and astrophysics, 
invokes the need of darkness: the birth of 
cités lumières began to create problems to 
astronomers, forcing them to transfer the 
telescopes in remote areas, possibly at high 
altitudes. The Earth at night as seen by the 
astronauts in orbit is spectacular, a true 
economic geography, but what a waste of 
energy! To illuminate streets, houses and 
monuments there is no need to shoot light 
into the sky! 

The astronomy of the most remote regions 
of the universe has always satisfied the 
universal desire to know the origin of it, and 
therefore the history of our Galaxy, of the Solar 
System, of our planet and of ourselves, and to 
imagine our future on more solid bases. What 
is the point of reducing the effectiveness of the 
considerable public investment in increasingly 
powerful ground-based telescopes and 
telescopes by allowing the night sky to be 
increasingly flooded with artificial and less 
transparent light? In the XIX century physicists 
developed tools to measure light; today we 
are more and more concerned in finding and 
measuring darkness! Incidentally, the loss of 
night darkness, besides harming biorhythms 
and the day-light cycle, is also reducing the 
visual acuity of many, much in the same way 
the auditory acuity is reduced for discotheque 
goers. How this waste of light affects the 
economy of nations, and how useful and 
important it is for astronomy to regain the 
dark, can be read in the 7th chapter, where 
we learn about the measures that the most 
enlightened countries (in a physical and 
metaphorical sense) begin to take to solve the 
problem. Although with surprising exceptions, 
like some artificially illuminated mountains 
in Switzerland, as if it were not infinitely 
more beautiful the soft light diffused by the 
glaciers in the darkness of a starry night! It is 

a good thing that they have not thought of 
illuminating the remote mountains where the 
largest optical telescopes in operation today 
have taken refuge. 

As for radio telescopes, there is also the 
pollution of the radio waves in which we live 
now completely immersed, be they terrestrial or 
satellite emission. The reader can easily imagine 
how hard the global battle is for the frequency 
bands on political and economical grounds. 
Patrizia Caraveo gives a rather complete and 
disarming picture, despite some progress 
and the firm positions of the International 
Astronomical Union. To all this one must add 
the fact that the commercial artificial satellites 
shipped into orbit by private companies 
are now crowding the sky in an intolerable 
way, because of the insufficient international 
regulations. Not even telescopes in orbit like 
Hubble will be able to carry out their mission 
undisturbed, if Samsung, to name one, intends 
to send thousands of satellites to outer orbits. 
The author in the last chapters presents a broad 
and comprehensive picture of this struggle 
between public and private interests, with the 
hope that the UN, through the United Nations 
Office for Outer Space Affairs, will cope with 
the issue seriously and with wide consensus, 
possibly updating the Outer Space Treaty, now 
dating back to the '60s when the two blocks 
and the Cold War still existed. But this does not 
make things easier today, since jurisdictional 
wars (who should give permission?) are much 
more complex than military ones!

We hope that this excellent book will 
serve to illuminate further, maybe not the 
skies, but the mind of those who have power 
and responsibilities. In order to give again 
the astronomers the possibility of peering 
without disturbances and interference into 
the universe, but also to all of us the joy of 
contemplating anew the starry sky. “Wie schön 
leuchtet der Morgenstern” sings the chorus in 
the first cantata by J. S. Bach: that the restored 
possibility to contemplate the morning star as 
Bach’s times be the dawn of a better world!
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