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SILENT SKY

Cast

Henrietta Leavitt…………….……..……………………Lauren Meece
Margaret Leavitt…………….…………….…………….Katie Kittredge
Peter Shaw………………………………………………………Hunter Hall
Annie Cannon…………………….………...……………Samantha Seal
Williamina Fleming………………………….Paloma Diaz-Minshew
Vocalist………………………….……………….…………….Maddie Pratt

Production Staff

Director…………………………..………………..…………..Pamela Hurt
Director of Fine Arts……….…………...………..Joel T. Rutherford
Technical Director…………….….…………………..Seth Monhollon
Lighting Design……………….……………..….Hilary Gregory-Allen,

Eric Gray, and STAGE CORPS
Production Stage Manager…….……….....….Isabelle Simpson
Production crew……….....Maddie Doyle, Gaby Goonetilleke, 

and Leighton Strawbridge
Set Construction crew……………….Tech Theatre I & II classes
Costumes………………………..…………….………………Lisa Simpson
Hair & Makeup………………………………………..……..Amy Meece
Box Office…………………………………..……………………..Ginny Hall

There will be a 15-minute intermission.

Concessions will be sold in the lobby during the intermission 
to support PCA’s International Justice Mission group.

Please leave all food outside of the theatre.

Flash photography is not permitted during the performance.

Please silence your cell phone and refrain from use during the performance.

Please only exit during a performance if there is an emergency.

Cast and crew will greet their friends and family after the show in the theatre.



Director’s Note

Because wonder will always get us there…Those of us who insist that there is 
much more beyond ourselves. And I do. And there’s a reason we measure it all 
in light.

– Henrietta Levitt, Silent Sky

I first saw this play at the International Thespian Festival in 2018 presented by 
Mount Carmel Academy – a Christian school from Louisiana.   I thought the 
performance was excellent, the script was amazing and I knew I had to do the 
show one day.   What better opportunity than the first show in our incredible, 
new black box theatre!  Silent Sky makes you think and feel and discuss the 
wonderful and challenging themes in the show.  If one word can tie all those 
themes together I think it’s conflict; personal, professional, and spiritual.  The 
struggles for women in a male-dominated profession, the challenges of 
balancing a personal and professional life, and finally the age old conflict of 
science vs. God.  While each of these themes finds some sort of resolution in 
the end, the conversations between Henrietta and her sister about God and 
science seem particularly impactful.

Henrietta’s driving goal is to “find out where we are in the universe”.  As she 
tries to make sense of her work, her life and her place, she makes a far-
reaching scientific discovery that there is order to the universe and a way to 
measure what had once seemed immeasurable and chaotic.  As her sister 
reminds her, “You asked God a question and He answered.   That is the 
meaning of meaning for most of us.”

As Henrietta spends most of her life staring into a universe she describes as 
“deep, vast, dark…lonely…void” she grows to understand that there is a reason 
that all that darkness is measured in light and that discovery points to 
something bigger and more wonderful than herself or her work.

It is my hope that as we find ourselves “staring into the dark” or the “lonely” or 
the “voids” in our lives, we will discover that there is a God who is so much 
more beyond ourselves. He who ordered the universe can give us the light we 
have been searching for in our lives.

He determines the number of the stars; he gives to all of them their names. 
Great is our Lord, and abundant in power; his understanding is beyond 
measure. Psalm 147:4–5 (ESV)

Pamela Hurt
January 2020
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References in Silent Sky

The Harvard Observatory and Pickering’s Harem

“Harvard Observatory is the pinnacle of the astronomical community. 
The academic world looks to us.”

—Annie, Silent Sky (p. 17)

The Harvard Corporation, with William Cranch Bond serving as the first 
“astronomical observer,” established the Harvard Observatory in 1839. A few 

years later, a “great comet” sailed across the sky, which prompted the need for 
a telescope, after which the Great Refractor was installed in 1847 (complete 
with a lens imported from Munich). Photographs of the moon taken by Bond 

and John Adams Whipple earned a prize at the Great Exhibition of 1851 in 
London, bringing more esteem to the Observatory.

In the 1890s Edward Charles Pickering took over as director of the Observatory. 
He placed more of an emphasis on research, with the staff undertaking 

projects to study and photograph both the northern and southern celestial 
hemispheres. He was faced with a dilemma in 1881 when his staff was proving 

unable to analyze the large amount of data coming their way. Frustrated, he 
eventually fired his male assistant and replaced him with his Scottish 

housekeeper, Williamina Fleming.

After she proved herself to be exceptional at copying and computing, Pickering 
eventually hired more women, with more than 80 working at the Observatory 
from 1877 to 1919. Working mostly on computing and cataloguing data, the 

women came to be known as “Pickering’s Harem.” “Hareming,” or hiring 
women to do traditional men’s work, became popular at the time in many 

fields, as women were considered better at doing detail-oriented work than 
men, but they were cheaper to employ.

Another term used to describe the women was “computers.” Unlike what we 
know today, in the early 1900s a “computer” was a term used to describe a 
person who did calculations manually. The women’s job at the Observatory 

consisted of looking at photographic plates of the night sky, establishing stars’ 
brightness and recording it along with their positions. Because women were 

considered at the time to be too weak to do scientific work, they were mostly 
limited to doing what would be considered volunteer work. The computers 

were typically paid 25 to 30 cents an hour and worked six days a week.



Henrietta Leavitt

“Miss Leavitt was of an especially quiet and retiring nature, and absorbed in 
her work to an unusual degree. She had the highest esteem of all her 
associates at the Harvard Observatory, where her loss is keenly felt.”

—Solon I. Bailey, “Henrietta Swan Leavitt” (Popular Astronomy)

Henrietta Swan Leavitt was born in Lancaster, Massachusetts on July 4, 1868. 
Her parents were George Roswell Leavitt, a congregational minister, and 
Henrietta Swan Kendrick and she was the eldest of seven children, two of 
who died in infancy. The Leavitt family was able to trace its ancestry back to 
Deacon John Leavitt (or Levett, as it was spelled in the early Massachusetts 
records), an English Puritan tailor who settled in the Massachusetts Bay 
Colony in the early seventeenth century.

As an adult, she attended Oberlin College for two years where she studied 
music, then transferred to Radcliffe College, then called the Society for the 
Collegiate Instruction of Women, where she earned her bachelor’s degree in 
1892. Throughout her time at school, she studied topics such as calculus, 
classical Greek, fine arts, philosophy and analytic geometry, however she 
didn’t take her first course in astronomy until her fourth year. After her 
graduation, she obtained credits towards a graduate degree for astronomy, 
but she never completed the degree. Her interest in astronomy led her to 
seek work as a volunteer assistant under Pickering at the Harvard 
Observatory in 1895. Because she was technically a volunteer and had her 
own means of income, Pickering didn’t pay her when she started working at 
the Observatory. Later, he ended up paying her 30 cents an hour ($10.50 per 
week). 



Like many of the other members of “Pickering’s Harem,” Leavitt’s initial tasks 
in- volved measuring and cataloguing the bright- ness of the stars based on 
their appearance in the photographic plates (women not being allowed to 

use the famous Great Refractor Telescope at the time). Despite being 
surrounded by all this great technology, Leavitt was not allowed to pursue her 
own scientific interests, but was beholden to whatever Pickering wanted her 

to observe. 

From 1896 to 1897, Leavitt traveled throughout Europe, and then to Beloit, 
Wisconsin (where her father served as a pastor) upon returning to America. 
Sometime during her travels, Leavitt suffered from a serious illness that cost 

her her hearing. 

She eventually returned to the Observatory in 1902, whereupon Pickering 
offered her a permanent staff position with pay (the aforementioned 30 cents 

an hour). She was soon put to work on what Pickering called the 
Observatory’s “Great Project” that involved determining the brightness of all 
measurable stars. Her specific assignment was to study “variable stars,” those 

with luminosity that varies over time. As she studied the Cepheid variable 
stars in the images of the Magellanic Clouds, Leavitt noted that some of the 

brighter variables’ period of fluctuation is related to their brightness. Further 
study confirmed this discovery, which came to be known as the “period-

luminosity relationship” or “Leavitt’s Law.”

Leavitt also developed and refined Harvard’s standard for photographic 
measurements. Because there was no set system for determining magnitudes 

at the time, Leavitt came up with her own system by using the “north polar 
sequence” to help gauge brightness for stars during her studies. The system 
gained recognition by the astronomical community and was adopted by the 

International Committee on Photographic Magnitudes.

Leavitt’s contributions were so great that she was named Head of Stellar 
Photometry of the Observatory in 1921. Unfortunately her ill health and a 

swarm of family obligations meant that her work was often sidelined. 
She died of cancer on December 12, 1921, and was buried 

in the Leavitt family plot in Cambridge.

In 1926, Magnus Gosta Mittag-Leffler, member of the Swedish Academy of 
Arts and Sciences, attempted to nominate Leavitt for a Nobel Prize in physics 

for her work. However, he did not realize at the time that she had passed 
away, and Nobel Prizes are not awarded posthumously.



Annie Jump Cannon

“In our troubled days it is good to have something outside our planet, 
something fine and distant for comfort.”

—Annie Jump Cannon

Annie Jump Cannon was born on December 11, 1863, in Dover, Delaware, to 
Wilson Cannon, a shipbuilder and state senator, and Mary Jump, his second 
wife. Her mother was a key figure in her interest in astronomy, as she would 
often take Annie up to the attic to observe the constellations. When she was 
older she attended Wellesley College, where she chose to major in physics 

because astronomy was not yet available at the five-year-old institution.

Following her graduation in 1884, she returned home and contracted scarlet 
fever, which resulted in her hearing being permanently damaged. She 

eventually became a “special student” of astronomy at Radcliffe College 
following the death of her mother in 1894, which helped give her access to 
the Harvard Observatory. Following the end of her course in 1896, Cannon 

began working at the Harvard Observatory under Edward Pickering with the 
intent of cataloguing and classifying the stars. Cannon’s initial job at the 

Observatory, like all the other female computers, involved simple computing 
and classification.



As she kept classifying and studying more and more stars, she realized that she 

needed to develop a new classification system. Using Williamina Fleming’s 
classification system as a basis, Cannon developed a system of grouping the 
stars based on temperature, ranging from hottest to coolest, with the letter 

designations O, B, A, F, G, K, M. The system was not only adopted as a standard 

for astronomers, but was also given the mnemonic device “Oh, Be A Fine Girl, 

Kiss Me” which is still used today. From 1901 to 1907, Cannon published her 
findings on the variable stars in the Annals of the Astronomical Observatory of 

Harvard College in three separate volumes.

As she kept working, she became involved in the women’s suffrage movement 
and joined the National Women’s Party (known for their more radical approach 
to suffrage). In 1929, the National League of Women Voters listed her as one of 

the twelve greatest living American women.

Over the course of her career she classified more than 350,000 stars and 
discovered 300 variable stars, five novae and one binary star. Even as she grew 

older she continued to work seven days a week until she died from heart 
disease at the age of 76 on April 13, 1941, in Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Williamina Paton Fleming

“While we cannot maintain that in everything woman is man’s equal, yet in 

many things her patience, perseverance and method make her his superior.”
—Williamina Paton Fleming

Williamina Stevens was born in Dundee, Scotland on May 15, 1857, to Mary 
Walker Stevens and Robert Stevens. As the daughter of a local craftsman, 

Williamina (or “Mina,” as she was called by friends and family) was a constant 

fixture in the public schools. Her intelligence and talent for school became 

more obvious as she grew, and she began student teaching at the young age of 
fourteen. Her career as a teacher lasted until 1877, when she married James 

Fleming. A little over a year later the Flemings sailed to America, eventually 

settling in Boston where Fleming’s brothers had previously settled. 

A few months after arriving, James abandoned his wife and unborn child for 
reasons unknown to history.



Left alone in a foreign country with no means to support herself and her child, 

Fleming accepted a job as a housekeeper to Edward Pickering, director of the 
Harvard College Observatory. Pickering’s wife recognized Fleming’s abilities and 

Pickering gave her a part-time job as a copyist and computer. One rather 

famous account of her hiring states that Pickering began to grow dissatisfied 
with the work of his male employees at the Observatory, whereupon he stated 

that his maid could do a better job than they did. Fleming soon proved herself 
more than capable, and her work ethic and intelligence led to her being given 

more responsibilities, including interviewing prospective applicants to the 
Observatory and supervising the female workers. One noteworthy woman 

supervised by Fleming was Henrietta Leavitt, whose work allowed scientists to 
measure the universe.

A major step in her career came when astronomer Henry Draper’s widow, 
Anna, gave the Observatory funding in 1886 to help with her husband’s project 

to catalogue the entire night sky. While Nettie Farrar was initially assigned the 
task of cataloging and examining the photographic plates required for the 

project, she eventually left the Observatory in order to get married, leaving 
Fleming to take her place. Fleming developed a new system of classifying stars 

according to their spectra, or “the unique pattern of lines caused by the 
refraction of a star’s light through a prism.” This system was created out of 

dissatisfaction with a previous system. The new system, eventually dubbed the 

“Pickering-Fleming System,” helped Fleming catalogue over 10,000 stars over 
the next nine years. Her discoveries were published in 1890 in the Draper 

Catalogue of Stellar Spectra. Although Pickering was given most of the credit 
for the work (though he did acknowledge her in the introduction), Fleming’s 

contribution received a great deal of attention and made her well known 
within the astronomical community.

After the publication of the Draper catalogue, Harvard granted her the title of 
“Curator of Astronomical Photographs” in 1898, the first woman to hold such a 

title. She was further honored in 1906 when the Royal Astronomical Society 
elected her as a member, again marking a milestone as the first American 

woman to join. Throughout her career, Fleming made numerous discoveries 
including but not limited to 10 novae, 52 nebulae, 310 variable stars, and most 

importantly, white dwarfs. She died of pneumonia on May 21, 1911 in Boston 
at the age of 54.



The Impact of Henrietta Swan Leavitt’s Work

Though she does not get half of the credit she deserves and though we will 
probably never know as much about her as her male counterparts, the impact 
of Henrietta Swan Leavitt’s work is still felt today. Because of her work with the 

Cepheid variables and her discovery of the period-luminosity relationship, 
scientists and astronomers were able to use the Cepheids as markers to 

calculate the distance to objects that were too far to be calculated by other 
means. This led astronomers such as Edwin Hubble and Ejnar Hertzsprung to 

use her work to further their own studies in the universe.

To put this in perspective, around the time Henrietta was working at the 
Harvard Observatory the general consensus among the astronomical 

community, and indeed the world, was that our earth, solar system and galaxy 
were all that there were to the universe. Without her discovery, we might still 

believe that today. In fact, her work is still being used today, with a recent 
example being the 2012 discovery that the North Star, Polaris (another Cepheid 

variable), is actually 100 light-years closers to Earth than originally assumed. 
With her contribution to astronomy and science, Henrietta Swan Leavitt 
deserves her title as “the woman who discovered how to measure the 

universe.”

“Then a telescope named Hubble, with wings set for space, shows us how vast 
and beautiful it all is…Because wonder will always get us there…Those of us 

who insist that there is much more beyond ourselves. And I do. And there’s a 
reason we measure it all in light. 

—Henrietta, Silent Sky (pp. 61-62)

Silent Sky historical information courtesy of 
Commonweal Theatre Company

208 Parkway Ave. N, Lanesboro MN 55949



Coming Next …

Performances will be April 15-18, 2020 at the 
Eisemann Center’s Bank of America Theatre

Tickets will be on sale in late March through the PCA website

Presented through special arrangement with RNH Publishing


