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Abstract

The Dutch astronomer Willem de Sitter (1872-1934) gave important contributions to the rise of relativistic Cosmology. The debate between de Sitter and Einstein, from 1916 to 1918, is a fundamental chapter in the history of the scientific view of the universe. During such a debate, in fact, both Einstein and de Sitter formulated their own mathematical expressions for the metric of the universe as a whole, i.e. the first two relativistic models of modern Cosmology. 

In February 1917 Einstein proposed a spherical and static model of the universe, introducing the famous cosmological constant. In this model, according to Machian inspiration, the matter was entirely responsible for the origin of inertia. 

Right after Einstein's solution appeared, de Sitter proposed an “empty” model of the universe, in the sense that relativistic field equations admitted suitable solutions in the absence of matter. In de Sitter's universe, a mass test would escape far away because of the presence of the cosmological constant. This property was called “de Sitter effect”. Einstein did not accept de Sitter's “anti-Machian” model, and tried to discard it. Despite many attempts, Einstein admitted that de Sitter's solution existed at the end.

Our purpose is to illustrate, by quoting the papers and the correspondence of that period, some important steps that de Sitter took towards the formulation of his “empty” model of the universe.

