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PIERRE BACCHUS
An astronomer's life mainly devoted to double star astronomy

PANSECCHI & ARGYLE
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Pierre BACCHUS was born the 10th of July 1923 at M'ezi eres
Charleville-M'ezi eres in France near the Belgian border.

(*)



interest for astronomy. During his school year 1941-1942, while studying at Lyc'ee
Saint-Louis in Paris, one evening with two other students, he used a small astronomical
telescope of his own to observe the satellites of Jupiter in a gymnasium of the lyc'ee.

At the entrance examinations of both the Ecole Normale Sup'erieure and Ecole
Polytechnique, he was rated first for the written assignments and was admitted with a
prominent rank in both schools.

He easily cleared his examinations step by step and at the summer 1946, Bacchus
brilliantly passed the "agr'egation de physique". The subject of his thesis on the
"sodium" of the nocturnal and crepuscular skies had been proposed by Alfred KASTLER. After
a short stay in southern France, he went to astrometry on the advice of Andr'e DANJON and
moved to the Observatoire de Strasbourg. There, he conceived very artful ocular equipment
which, based on rotating spirals, permitted to measure simultaneously the angular
separation and the position angle of a binary star. Unfortunately, the atmospheric
tﬁrbulence blurs the images, whereas the considered equipment requires a perfect aiming on
the star.

BACCHUS concluded that his instrument was thus not usable on the Earth surface. Around
1964, with Pierre LACROUTE, he had the idea to go to space for doing astrometry with a
very high precision. The critical problem then became that of the quality of the
catalogues. Moreover, the catalogues of the northern and southern hemispheres do not join
up well because they were independently realized.

This idea gave rise to the conception of the Hipparcos satellite, essentially due to P.
LACROUTE, but the ideas of P. BACCHUS were underlying. He was actively involved in the
optical design of the satellite; his proposal to transfer of the classical corrections of
the Schmidt lens to the complex mirror remains the most original one.

Concerning the visual double stars, he studied their observability conditions by Hipparcos
and, from 1982 to 1990, he actively participated to the working group having in charge the
double star data needed for the preparation of the Hipparcos Input Catalogue. At the end
of the year 1985, he therefore started a verification project of the relative positions of
binaries that might be observed by the satellite. He identified and measured systems on
Schmidt photographic plates taken at the European Southern Observatory (ESO) and of which
a copy was available at the Royal Observatory (Belgium) where he weekly went to
collaborate with the team J. Dommanget/O. Nys. These data were needed for the Catalogue of
the Components of Double and Multiple stars (CCDM) of J. Dommanget, coordinator of the
double star working group, and his collaborator O. Nys.

In 1961, Bacchus left Strasbourg for Lille where he was successor to Vladimir Kourganoff
as professor of astronomy at the University and head of the laboratory of astronomy until
his retirement in 1986.

A computer expert impassionate for the computer languages, in particular the Algol )
language, he was also creator and director of the "Laboratoire de calcul et d'informatique
fondamentale de 1'Universit'e de Lille".

In 1973, the Conseil International de la Langue Fran,caise launched the project of a
"Vocabulaire d'Astronomie". A working group of European astronomers was created and Pierre
BACCHUS was chosen for conducting its work. He supervised and realized the manuscript.
Therefore he devised and implemented software which enabled to justify the text on the
right side.

Pierre Bacchus was very much involved in the history of astronomy and was a member of the
"Commission des cadrans solaires" of SAF (Soci'et'e Astronomique de France) some years
after its foundation, Pierre Bacchus was one of the king-bolts of a team who published a
voluminous work on the mottos of sundials.

At the meeting of the Commission des Etoiles Doubles of the SAF at Lille in august 1984,
Fr'ed'eric Honnart invited Pierre Bacchus to become a member of this commission as a
scientific councilor.

He proposed to its members to contribute to his verification 8I0ject of 1985 of relative
positions of the components of double stars and in 1986 and 1 , advised Pierre Durand in
preparing various missions for this purpose at the observatories of Haute-Provence, Nice
and Pic du Midi. Pierre Bacchus helped to the development of the double image micrometer
conceived by Bernard Lyot, by investigating the birefringence of the spar plate, which is
its fundamental optical component.

He actively participated to the meetings of the Commission which profited by his
experience as a physicist, an astronomer and a mathematician. In particular, for modeling
the spreading of the stellar images in the illumination map of the field of a visual
double star, he suggested, to replace an empirical formula due to Otto Franz by a more
representative and simpler one.

Till just before his death on May 28th, Pierre Bacchus actively participated to the
working group on "radial velocities", raised up by Jean Dommanget a few years ago, with
the aim to investigate the space orlentatlon of the orbital planes of the orbital
binaries, by the removal of the ambiguity on the direction of their ascending nodes. In
the winter 2006-2007, he developed software in C-language of the type "data base steering"
for collecting the useful observations to the program "radial velocities".

When he participated to seminaries or meetings, his comments were always given with ease,
acumen, an acute sense of the progression in his statements, generally without notes. His
friend's amateur astronomers and his students unanimously recognize his great teaching
qualities.

The Commission des Etoiles Doubles has lost a kind and particularly shrewd counsellor, who
brought very much during more than two decennaries, more particularly by the relevance of
his remarks and commentaries on numerous talks given during the meetings.

One shall keep for a long time the memory of Pierre Bacchus, a man good and generous,
endowed by a prodigious capacity of assimilation and of inventing, charming in his
singularity.

Free translation by J. Dommanget and E. Souli'e of the paper "Hommage 'a Pierre BACCCHUS"
written by Jean Dommanget, Pierre Durand, Jean-Claude Pecker, Denis Savoie and Edgar
Souli'e. (l'Astronomie, vol.121, p 466, 2007).
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NOTE

Dr. Paul Couteau, Honorary Astronomer of the Observatoire de la C"ote d'Azur (Nice site)
and past President of the IAU Commission 26 (1967- 1970), has received the "Prix Janssen
2007". This is the award of highest distinction granted by the Scientific Committee of the
Soci'et'e Astronomique de France (SAF) honoring an astronomical career of exception.

The Janssen Prize 2007 was handed to Paul Couteau by Audouin Dollfus, Honorary Astronomer
at the Observatoire de Paris (Meudon site), a specialist of planetary surfaces and the
discoverer of Saturn's satellite Janus. The ceremony was held at the Observatoire Camille
Flammarion located at Juvisy-su-Orge (Essonne, France) on Saturday 02 June 2007

Edgar Souli'e
President of SAF Double Stars Commission

Ak kA kA Ak kA Ak Ak Ak h Ak kA kA Ak Ak kA kA Ak kA kA Ak Ak kA hk kA hkh Ak hk kA hkhkhkhhkhkh Ak hk Ak hkhkrhkhkhkhhkhkhkrhkkrhkhkrhkhhkhdhkhxkkx*

The deadline for contributions to Information Circular No. 164 is:

February 15th 2008

J. A. Docobo (ocadoco@Qusc.es)
J. F. Ling (oafana@usc.es)
Tel: +34 981592747

Fax: +34 981597054

Observatorio Astronomico "R. M. Aller"
P. 0. Box 197

Universidade de Santiago de Compostela
SPAIN

http://www.usc.es/astro

ISSN: 1024-7769



	usc.gal
	INTERNATIONAL ASTRONOMICAL UNION COMMISSION 26 (DOUBLE STARS)


