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BOOKS & ARTS |  TELEVISION REVIEW

‘Star Chasers of Senegal’ Review: Between
Science and the Sacred
In this ‘NOVA’ presentation on PBS, Senegalese astronomer Maram Kaire assists in the mission of

NASA’s probe Lucy as he navigates the challenges of being a scientist in his traditional Muslim nation.

Orthodox religion and state-of-the-art astrophysics would seem to have a star-crossed
relationship at best, but they intersect gracefully in the latest “NOVA” special, which
looks both backward and forward in time.

The principal of “Star Chasers of Senegal”—and
straddler of worlds—is Maram Kaire, a
Senegalese astronomer affiliated with the Africa
Initiative for Planetary and Space Sciences and a
scientist-advocate eager to establish a space
agency in his own country. Meanwhile, he assists

in projects from abroad, the one at the center of “Star Chasers” being NASA’s most recent
deep-space probe, christened “Lucy”—after the fossilized human discovered in 1974, and
the song “Lucy in the Sky With Diamonds.” The “jewels” the new Lucy is out to observe
are the so-called Trojan Asteroids trapped in Jupiter’s orbit, which theoretically predate
the creation of the sun and the Earth. Traveling at 15,000 mph, Lucy will have mere
moments to make her observations, so it behooves the NASA scientists to have as much
advance knowledge as they can collect about the size, shape and speed of Orus.

This is where Mr. Kaire comes in. The recently launched Lucy isn’t scheduled to make her
fly-by of the Trojan called Orus until 2028, but ahead of that moment Orus is scheduled to
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create a “stellar occultation”—a kind of eclipse
in which the astral body blocks the light of a
particular star. The result is a shadow across an
expanse of the Earth, in this case an expanse
best observed in Senegal. To track it, Mr. Kaire
needs widespread cooperation. And in a
devoutly Muslim nation, he can’t assume to be
getting it. “My country is 95% Muslim and many
traditional Muslims are hesitant to embrace
modern science,” says Mr. Kaire. His strategy is
to show how astronomy can help Islam.

This he does, and the process—undertaken with
a great deal of anticipation—involves setting up

observation points and the placement of telescopes around a largely rustic country.
“That’s why it’s important to visit the site before we bring equipment in,” says one team
member, as she and others struggle to extract their truck from a wheel-swallowing hole in
a grass-covered field.

Are their efforts profane? The relationship between time and Islam turns out to be a
complex, fascinating one, especially for the uninitiated: The schedule of prayer must be
precisely calculated and the calculations are lunar: The appearance of the crescent moon
signaling the end of Ramadan is eagerly awaited by fasting Muslims, but can’t always be
observed by the naked eye, especially if the weather is inclement. Mr. Kaire’s celestial
observations—and the technology available to best make them—turn out to be mutually
beneficial for those trying to respect a sacred past and those charting a
nondenominational future. Ordinarily, “NOVA” is concerned with pure advancements in
science and technology, but “Star Chasers of Senegal” also takes a glance over humanity’s
shoulder and the effect is enlightening.

—Mr. Anderson is the Journal’s TV critic.
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