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Zdeněk Švestka, co-founder and Editor-in-Chief of Solar Physics for 38 years, passed away
on 2 March 2013 at his home in Bunschoten, The Netherlands. With him we lose one of the
great defining personalities of twentieth-century solar physics.

Zdeněk Švestka (1925 – 2013)

Zdeněk was born on 30 September 1925 in Prague, Czechoslovakia. He became inter-
ested in astronomy at the age of 18 and observed variable stars as an amateur. He studied
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mathematics and physics at the Charles University, Prague. After his graduation in 1948, he
started working at the Astronomical Observatory at Ondřejov near Prague, where he com-
pleted his doctoral work “Study of the Earth’s Shadow near its Center” under the supervision
of the then director of the observatory, his former teacher in the gymnasium, Dr. František
Link. Later, his interest turned toward solar physics and his successive theses (CSc and DSc)
were focused on the study of solar flares and their spectroscopy – his main field of research.

From 1956 to 1970, Zdeněk became the head of the newly established Solar Department
at the Astronomical Institute of the Czechoslovak Academy of Sciences. The department
flourished with a group of outstanding young researchers and instrumentalists. Notably, a
novel multi-camera solar spectrograph was completed in 1959, followed by a broad range
of state-of-the-art instrumentation, making it one of the best-equipped solar observatories in
Europe. Meanwhile, Zdeněk was also active in the International Astronomical Union, serv-
ing as vice-president and then president of IAU Commission 10 (Solar Activity) between
1964 and 1970.

It was during this period that Zdeněk received a letter from Kees de Jager, the founder
and then Editor-in-Chief of Space Science Reviews, who proposed to start a new journal
dedicated to the studies of the Sun and Sun–Earth relations. Zdeněk, who was concerned
about the lack of attention that the Sun received in other astronomical journals, had already
been considering the need for a journal devoted to the Sun for some time. Therefore, he
sent an immediate enthusiastic reply to Kees, who realized the advantages of having two
Editors-in-Chief, one in Western and another in Eastern Europe. The new journal, Solar
Physics, was launched in 1966 by the Dutch publisher Anton Reidel. It quickly became an
increasingly influential and successful forum for the solar physics community. For 29 years
Kees and Zdeněk were the two co-Editors-in-Chief of the journal. Later Bob Howard joined
them. After Kees’ retirement, Zdeněk edited Solar Physics for another ten years, first with
Bob Howard and Oddbjørn Engvold, and after Bob’s retirement with Jack Harvey. Zdeněk
was a tireless and most effective editor, and he was a great mentor to all of his co-editors.
Even after his retirement in 2005, the present editorial team profited from his vast editorial
experience and insight, as he remained Editorial Consultant. His personality always enabled
a positive and constructive relation with the publishers of the journal at Kluwer Academic
Publishers, later Springer. With his characteristic choice of words, some problems or mis-
takes would initially be communicated as “blunders!”, but the proposed solutions were sub-
sequently greeted with patience and gratitude. Getting the best for Solar Physics from the
publisher was his aim. A notable event took place in 2006, during the IAU General Assem-
bly in Prague, when Harry Blom, Editorial Director for Astronomy at Springer, presented
Zdeněk with a memorial plaque for his outstanding services and contributions to the jour-
nal.

In 1970, Zdeněk left Czechoslovakia with official permission to work at ESTEC in The
Netherlands for one year. When he wished to extend his stay abroad after his permission
expired, his status became delicate, and eventually he lost his citizenship, which he was
only to regain after the “velvet revolution” in 1989. In the years to follow he worked at
the Kiepenheuer Institute in Freiburg, Germany, then moved to the US in 1974, where he
worked at the American Science and Engineering in Cambridge, Massachusetts on the then
new Skylab data. While there, inspired by new observations, he completed his high-impact
book on Solar Flares, which was published in 1976. In 1977, Zdeněk was offered a position
at the Space Research Laboratory in Utrecht, The Netherlands, where he worked until his
retirement and beyond, while maintaining his ties with the US and ongoing X-ray experi-
ments there through regular weeks-long visits to the University of California in San Diego,
working with Bernie Jackson and Paul Hick, supported by NASA and NSF proposals.
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After 1989 he was able to return again to Czechoslovakia (from 1993 the Czech Re-
public and Slovakia), and although he loved his country, he decided against moving back
and instead visited regularly from that time on – even in his eighties, driving his car from
Bunschoten to Prague and back.

Zdeněk’s scientific activities included the organization of the “Quiet Sun Year” with Paul
Simon of the Paris Observatory, the “Proton Flare Project” aiming for a better understand-
ing of the sources of solar energetic particles, which resulted in a successful forecast of a
proton event for the launch of a balloon flight (SPARMO). As a result, Zdeněk was awarded
the Guggenheim Award in Astronautics in 1968. He organized many scientific conferences,
including COSPAR and IAU symposia; just to mention a few: the “Flare Build-up Study”
in Falmouth, Massachusetts in 1975 and in Boulder, Colorado in 1977, and “Eruptive Solar
Flares” at Iguazú in Argentina in 1991. Of course he edited many of the resulting publica-
tions from these meetings.

Zdeněk’s main scientific interest focused on solar flares, although he also ventured into
stellar flare research. During the Ondřejov years he became an expert in flare spectra. Later
he became interested in white-light flares, proton flares, and their radio signatures (type
II and IV bursts), which were suggestive of shock-acceleration of particles. He also linked
indications for the latter to interplanetary sector boundaries. Data from Skylab, then the Solar
Maximum Mission with the Dutch Hard X-ray Imaging Spectrometer (HXIS) instrument
onboard, and finally the Yohkoh satellite led to his in-depth studies of X-ray loops and flare
signatures. His results included the discovery of very long loops that inter-connect different
active regions, even across the equator, which occasionally showed “sympathetic” activity.
He discovered the loop shrinkage phenomenon in combined Hα and X-ray data of (post-)
flare loops, supporting the reconnection scenario for flares. He published more than 200
scientific papers, with more than 110 coauthors, which have to date received more than
3200 citations.

The IAU honored Zdeněk by naming a minor planet after him, discovered by M. Tichý
and Z. Moravec in 1998: 17805 Švestka.

Zdeněk’s Solar Physics Memoir paper entitled “Sixty years in solar physics” was recently
published (doi:10.1007/s11207-010-9675-4), in which he shared candid insights into his life
and career.

He is survived by his wife, solar physicist Lida Švestka-Fritzová, his daughter, son, and
grandson, who live in The Netherlands and in the Czech Republic.
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