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“Altogether a splendid event, one of the best things 

the SHA has yet done”. This was how one founder 

member of the Society summed up the two-day Spring 

Conference and tour organised by the SHA in Oxford 

on 12-13 April 2019. The joint event, involving the 

SHA, the Société Astronomique de France (SAF), and 

the Observatoire de Paris, was a great success and sub-

sequent feedback suggests that participants thoroughly 

enjoyed it. 

The walking tour on the Friday included privileged 

visits to: the Oxford Museum of the History of Science 

(a selection of astronomical exhibits and behind-the-

scenes viewing of some of the treasures of its library); 

the Old Radcliffe Observatory; the Upper Library of  

Christ Church College (with a special exhibition, for 

our benefit, of iconic works in the history of astron-

omy, as well as the temporary exhibition Thinking 3D: 

The Mathematics of Space); and, of course, places of 

astronomical interest in the centre of Oxford (Halley’s 

house, the magnificent ‘Wren’ sundial at All Souls 

College, etc). Lunch at the French restaurant, Pierre 

Victoire, and the evening Dinner at St Anne’s College 

on Friday allowed plenty of time for attendees to so-

cialise – as did local pubs! 

  The Conference at St Anne’s on Saturday com-

prised four presentations from the US/UK and four 

from France.   

Visitors were treated to: Bill Sheehan (US author & 

SHA member) on The Discovery of the Outer Planets; 

Meropi Morfouli (Observatoire de Paris ) on Le Ver-

rier, Arago, and the Bureau des Longitudes; Jean-

Claude Berçu (SAF) on Donati’s Comet over Balliol & 

Trinity College, Oxford (5 October 1858); Eddie Car-

penter (SHA) on Isaac Roberts & Dorothea Klumpke; 

Ian Ridpath (Editor of The Antiquarian Astronomer) 

on Pictures in the Sky: The Origin & History of the 

Constellations; Mike Frost (Director of the BAA His-

torical Section) on Lady Pioneers of the BAA; David 

Valls-Gabaud (CNRS) on Herschel’s Least Known 

Telescope; and Daniel Ravier (Observation Céleste des 

Astres et Nébuleuses), in full period costume, on The 

Use of Jacob’s Staff . 

We hope that the links forged between the SHA and 

our French colleagues by means of this event and the 

earlier one in Paris (2017) continue to grow stronger. 

 

SHA IN DEVON 

Join us at the Norman 
Lockyer Observatory this 

Summer 

(see next page) 

OXFORD SUCCESS 
 

Photos (l to r): J-C Berçu, D Sellers, M 

White, J-C Berçu 
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS 

2019 SUMMER PICNIC 

The SHA Summer Picnic this year will be on Satur-

day 29 Jun 2019 at the Norman Lockyer Observatory, 

Salcomb Hill, Sidmouth, Devon, EX10 0NY 

(image: NLO) 

Starting at 11.00 a.m., planned activities during the 

visit will be: 

* A visit to the hill Observatory 

* Presentations on the historical site and its obser-

vatories,  

* Learning more about Sir Norman Lockyer, his so-

lar physics discoveries, and local astronomy  

* A planetarium show. 

* A Picnic Lunch in the Norman Lockyer Observa-

tory grounds (weather permitting) 

Tickets are £10.00 (Lunch not provided) 

Places are limited. For more details and to register 

please contact:-  meetings@shastro.org.uk 

2019 AUTUMN CONFERENCE & AGM 

This will be on Saturday 26
 
Oct 2019 at the Bir-

mingham and Midland Institute.  

Celebrating the fiftieth anniversary of the first hu-

man landing on the Moon, there will be a distinct lunar 

flavour to the proceedings. 

Confirmed speakers and topics include: 

Alexandra Loske & Robert Massey on Moon: Art, Sci-

ence, Culture 

Melanie Vandenbrouck & Louise Devoy on The Moon 

as muse: the ideas and inspiration behind The Moon 

exhibition, Royal Museums Greenwich 

Bill Leatherbarrow on Patrick Moore & Our Volcanic 

Moon  

Allan Chapman on The Moon, the Telescope, and the 

Transformation of Astronomy after 1609 

One more speaker will be announced later. 

Registration will be from 9.30 a.m. and the Confer-

ence will commence at 10.00 a.m. 

2020 SPRING CONFERENCE 

This will be in April or May 2020. Further details to 

be announced soon. 

SHA COUNCIL 

 The current SHA Officers & Council are: 

Honorary Council Members 

Hon President Dr Allan Chapman 

Hon Vice-Pres. Dr Michael Hoskin 

Hon Vice-Pres. Prof. Sir Arnold Wolfendale, FRS 

Council Members 

Chairman Gerard Gilligan 

Vice-Chair (& e-News Editor) David Sellers 

General Secretary Laura Carroll 

Treasurer  Geoff King 

Membership Secretary Graham Jones 

Editors, SHA Bulletin Carolyn Kennett/ Len Adam 

Publicity Officer Gerard Gilligan (acting) 

Survey Coordinator Kevin Johnson 

Online Editor John Chuter 

Librarian James Dawson 

Meetings Organiser Michael White 

Co-opted Officers (non-Council) 

Editor, The Antiquarian Astronomer Ian Ridpath  

Archivist  John Chuter 

Assistant Librarian Carolyn Bedwell 

Historical Records Officer Anthony Kinder 

 

SHA COUNCIL MEETINGS 

The following SHA Council meetings are scheduled 

for 2019: 

Sat 27 Jul 2019, 10.30 am, Birmingham (BMI) 

 

SHA members are very welcome to attend Council 

meetings as observers. Please let the General Secre-

tary know in advance, if you wish to do so. 

http://normanlockyer.com/
mailto:meetings@shastro.org.uk
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SHA PUBLICATIONS 

SHA e-News 

The next issue of the e-News is due in early August 

2019. If you know of any meetings, publications, exhi-

bitions or events pertaining to the history of astronomy 

that might interest other members, please email brief 

details to the Editor. 

 

Back issues and guidelines for contributions are 

available from the e-News web page. 

SHA BULLETIN 

All members should have received issue 31 of the 

Bulletin in early April 2019. 

 

 

Members with valid email addresses should also 

have received a temporary link to a digital version.  

Contributions to the Bulletin are most welcome, in-

cluding letters which can be on any aspect of the Soci-

ety or the history of astronomy. Issue 32 is due in Oc-

tober 2019. 

Back issues (except for the last 2 years) and guide-

lines for contributions are available from the Bulletin 

web page.  

It is usually prudent to check with the Editors before 

preparing items where duplication is a possibility (e.g. 

book reviews). Back issues of the Bulletin (and its 

predecessor: SHA Newsletter) are now indexed on the 

Abstract service of SAO/ NASA. Enter “SHAN” as the 

‘Journal Code’ at 

http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html 

It is hoped that in the near future, scanned copies of 

the original articles will be accessible in the same way. 

THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER 

Issue 13 of The Antiquarian Astronomer is sched-

uled to appear on time in June 2019.  

  

It will have papers on the Liverpool Observatory, 

William Herschel’s correspondence with German as-

tronomers, the pioneer female meteor observer Fiam-

metta Wilson, an early astronomical society in Halifax, 

and the Stonyhurst College expedition to the total 

eclipse of 1914 that was nearly scuppered by the out-

break of World War I. The front cover (above) shows 

Liverpool Docks in the middle of the 19th century  

Note: early issues of The Antiquarian Astronomer 

have been online at NASA’s ADS service since the 

start of 2015. Type “antas” into the box at the top 

marked Journal Name/Code on this page 

http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html  

The following issue is due in June 2020. Members 

and others wishing to submit material for future issues 

of The Antiquarian Astronomer should contact Ian 

Ridpath (Editor) at ian@ianridpath.com. Guidance for 

authors and some back issues can be found on The An-

tiquarian Astronomer web page.  

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-e-news/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html
http://adsabs.harvard.edu/bib_abs.html
mailto:ian@ianridpath.com
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/
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SHA LIBRARY NEWS 

The SHA library now has over 2600 books dedicated 

to the history of astronomy and related subjects, nu-

merous journals, as well as miscellaneous items in-

cluding letters, meeting programmes, conference pro-

ceedings and the like. 

Outside the legal deposit libraries, the SHA Library 

has one of the most extensive history of astronomy 

collections in any library in the British Isles. It is 

unique in having a collecting policy, totally focussed 

on history of astronomy, that includes not only the lat-

est popular and scholarly works, but also the active 

acquisition of second-hand books, astronomical 

ephemera, and the preservation of the works of lesser 

known British astronomers and authors. 

Some of the library’s new additions: 

Barrett, K. & Cliff, H., The Sun: one thousand years 

of scientific imagery (2018) 

Beer.A. & Beer, P., Vistas in Astronomy 22 (1978) 

Beer, P., & Pounds, K., Vistas in Astronomy 25 

(1981) 

Beer, P., Meadows, A.J., & Roy, A.E., Vistas in As-

tronomy 27 (1984) 

Chapman, A., Comets, Cosmology, and the Big 

Bang. A history of astronomy from Edmond Halley 

to Edwin Hubble 1700-2000 (2018) 

Clark, D.H. & Clark, S.P.H., Newton’s Tyranny 

(2000) 

Manuel. F.E., Portrait of Isaac Newton (1980) 

Parker, B., Stairway to the Stars: Story of the 

World’s Largest Observatory (1994) 

Tauber, G.E., Man’s view of the Universe (1979) 

Some recent donations [donor in red]: 

Blackmore, A.S.G., An Astrophysical Observatory 

on Hamel Down, Dartmoor (1952) Jonathan Max-

well 

Eicher, D.J., May, B., Duke, C., & Lovell, J., Mission 

moon 3-D: reliving the great space race (2018) 

Allan Chapman 

Kollerstrom, N., The Dark Side of Isaac Newton: 

science’s greatest fraud? (2019) Nick Kollerstrom 

Penning, M., Out for 89: Sir Patrick Moore CBE 

FRS FRAS (2014) James Dawson 

Sellers, D., The Early History of Leeds Astronomi-

cal Society: 1859-1918 (2019) David Sellers 

Evans, D.S., et al (eds), Herschel at the Cape (UTP, 

1969) Frank Dutton 

Library opening schedule for the coming months: 

 

Tuesday 14th May 2019 

Monday 10th June 2019 

Friday 19th July 2019 

Wed 14th August 2019 

 

If there is a specific date you would like to use the 

library let us know and we will try to accommodate 

this. On library open days the door should be open be-

tween 10am and 3pm, though invariably it is open be-

tween 9am and 6pm - but please do contact the library 

in advance of a visit. 

The revised catalogue of books in the library is 

available and a link to this can be found on the library 

page of the SHA's website as a downloadable Excel 

spreadsheet – if you have trouble viewing the cata-

logue let us know and we can arrange to send it to you 

in an alternative format. 

If you want to know more about the library or its 

stock, or if you’d like help with your research or find-

ing a book or article, or other library-related matter, 

please do contact James and Carolyn who would love 

to hear from you.   

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

An interesting donation to the SHA Library 

 

SHA member, Jonathan Maxwell, contacted me in 

March 2019 to say he had an interesting document he 

would like to give to the SHA Library. I’ll let his ed-

ited email explain: 

 

“A book dealer friend of mine, knowing of my interests 

in astronomical history has sent me, gratis, a magnifi-

 

mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/library/
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library.assistant@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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cent thesis that is an architect’s proposal for An As-

trophysical Observatory on Hamel Down, Dartmoor. 

The architect is A.S.G. Blackmore and this book ap-

pears to be his thesis report, written in 1952, when the 

Herstmonceux observatory was being developed, and 

at the time of the end of his architectural studies in 

Nottingham. 

“A.S.G. Blackmore was a life-long professional archi-

tect (and polymath it seems), but in the list of Ac-

knowledgements at the back of his thesis there are six 

senior astronomers listed: Dr A. Hunter, Dr F.A. 

Freeth, C.A. Ronan, M.B.B Heath, Dr Ira S. Bowen, 

and R.H. Stoy. The British astronomers in this list 

were at that time probably trying to get funding for an 

astrophysical observatory as an outstation for the 

Herstmonceux project. The plan seems to have been 

based on astrophysical astronomy (Spectroscopy and 

Photography) that was perhaps thought at that time to 

be difficult from the Herstmonceux site.” 

The document is about 40 pages in length and contains 

numerous drawings, photographs of models, maps of 

the topography, information about wind and weather, 

and even ideas about what planting in the grounds 

would be suitable. It is a highly detailed document and 

it warrants further investigation. Please do get in touch 

if you know anything about A.S.G. Blackmore, or this 

thesis or if you would like to research this 

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

Peter Richards-Jones book donation 

I was contacted by Sian Prosser, the RAS Librarian, 

in early April 2019 as she had been approached by a 

family clearing astronomy books from their recently 

deceased father’s home. Sian passed the family on to 

me, and I agreed to collect the books and either retain 

copies for the SHA Library or to sell on any unwanted 

books to raise money for the library fund.  

The books had belonged to Captain Peter Richards-

Jones, who had been director of the Inner London 

Education Authority Planetarium at Wandsworth 

School—as well as serving time on the BAA Council 

(1960s-1980s) and being a fellow of the Royal Astro-

nomical Council—being heavily involved in educa-

tion. 

I am still sorting through the books and I suspect 20 

or so will go into the SHA Library, the remainder will 

be sold at SHA events. I plan to research more about 

Peter’s life and write a short obituary for the SHA Bul-

letin and if anyone has any information about Peter 

Richards-Jones I would be interested to hear from you. 

I had started a forum post on the BAA website which 

has generated a few leads for me through private 

emails I have received. 

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

Bečvář star atlases donated 

Sian Prosser also put Dr David Yates, Egham, in 

touch with me, who was looking to find a home to 

some star atlases. I have now taken possession of these 

for the SHA Library and I am very grateful to Dr Yates 

for them. They include: 

 Antonin Bečvář, Atlas Borealis (1962) 

 Antonin Bečvář, Atlas Eclipticalis (1958) 

 Antonin Bečvář, Atlas Australis (1964) 

 Antonin Bečvář, Atlas Coeli (1962) 

Antonin Bečvář (pictured below) was born in the 

Czech Republic on 10
th
 June 1901. Despite some se-

vere childhood illnesses (and a resultant chronic de-

formity to his spine) Bečvář studied meteorology and 

 

 

Peter Richards-Jones holding lunar rock and soil 

samples mounted in a glass disk, early 1970s 

 

mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
https://britastro.org/node/17830
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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as well as becoming famous for his star atlases, was 

also an authority on clouds and the weather. Bečvář 

founded and directed the Skalnaté Pleso Observatory 

in Slovakia in 1941, which became specialised in solar 

observing and in the observation and photography of 

meteors and comets. His Atlas Coeli was devised to 

help map the non-stellar objects in the night sky and 

aid in the identification of comets. Bečvář died on 10
th
 

January 1965. 

 

Source: Biographical Encyclopedia of Astrono-

mers, 2007 

 

James Dawson, SHA Librarian 

 

SHA ON THE ROAD 

Recent events at which the SHA has had a stall in-

clude: 

 SPA Convention at the Institute of Astronomy, 

Cambridge (Sat 30 Mar 2019) 

Forthcoming event stalls will include: 

 Webb Deep Sky meeting, Institute of Astron-

omy, Cambridge (Sat 15 Jun 2019) 

If you are aware of future events, which would be 

suitable for a SHA stall, please let us know. 

 

GEORGE WILKINS 

We are sad to have heard, since the last issue of SHA 

e-News, of the death (Dec 2018) of a long-standing 

and valued member of the SHA, Dr George Wilkins, 

former Superintendent of HM Nautical Almanac Of-

fice. 

MICHAEL POWELL 

On 12 Mar 2019 Michael Powell, the Chief Librarian 

of Chetham’s Library in Manchester died suddenly at 

the age of 64. Michael generously hosted two highly 

successful SHA conferences at the historic Chetham’s 

Library. His friendly assistance to many science his-

tory researchers will be sorely missed.  

 

SHA RESEARCH GRANTS 

SHA Small Research Grants are available for the pe-

riod 1 November 2018 to 31 October 2019 and appli-

cations are solicited. The total amount allocated by the 

Council for the current round is £1500. These grants 

are made available to provide limited financial support 

for members’ research. 

Links to the application form and regulations for ap-

plicants are available on the Society’s Web site. Appli-

cations must be made using the application form. Ap-

pended to the regulations are some guidelines for 

completing the case for support that forms part of 

every application. 

 

INFORMATION WANTED 

Transit of Venus 1874 & the Janssen ‘revolver’ 

The revolving camera of Jules Janssen was the first 

practical device for sequential photography. It and 

British ‘replicas’ were used successfully for imaging 

the 1874 Transit of Venus. In her biography of Jules 

Janssen, Françoise Launay says of the 1874 transit 

however that “As far as the revolver is concerned, sev-

eral tens of ‘Janssen’ plates were obtained around the 

world. Alas! of these, no original example has yet been 

located”. 

 This is stated even more emphatically in the 2005 

paper that she co-wrote with SHA member and RAS 

Librarian, Peter Hingley (now deceased), for the Jour-

nal for the History of Astronomy: 

“It is extraordinary that none of the great number of 

‘revolver’ plates successfully exposed during the tran-

sit, including Janssen’s own, can now be traced” (p.70) 

Does any reader know of the whereabouts of any of 

these plates? Perhaps in old observatory archives? 

Apparently, the one bequeathed by his daughter in 

1921, and subsequently made into a movie in 1950 (?), 

related to a pre-transit test only.    

Please reply to David Sellers.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Skalnate_Pleso_Atlas_of_the_Heavens
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=t-BF1CHkc50C&pg=PA106&lpg=PA106&dq=Antonin+Becvar+obituary&source=bl&ots=mh7ak2SzA2&sig=ACfU3U0ryZ3tDFDRdBmuMBHW8F06ChRiFw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjz_-33mfPhAhVwUhUIHS9oBXk4ChDoATAEegQICRAB#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=t-BF1CHkc50C&pg=PA106&lpg=PA106&dq=Antonin+Becvar+obituary&source=bl&ots=mh7ak2SzA2&sig=ACfU3U0ryZ3tDFDRdBmuMBHW8F06ChRiFw&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjz_-33mfPhAhVwUhUIHS9oBXk4ChDoATAEegQICRAB#v=onepage&q&f=false
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
https://library.chethams.com/blog/a-vision-for-the-future/
https://library.chethams.com/blog/a-vision-for-the-future/
http://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.wordpress.com/grants/
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-1-4614-0697-6
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-1-4614-0697-6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KhFjfjOCM2A
mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
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Firstly could I use the pages of e-News to thank all of 

you who sent myself and members of the SHA Council 

messages of appreciation, following the highly suc-

cessful plus enjoyable April Spring Conference, held 

in St Anne’s College, Oxford. There will be detailed 

reports and images of the meeting in our publications 

in due course, but many months of organisation by 

many people were rewarded with two days of events, 

museum/library tours, welcome dinners, and a full lec-

ture programme.  

The Spring Conference was a great occasion, which 

has resulted in a stronger bond and collaboration with 

our fellow astronomical historians from America and 

Europe. So much so that a repeat of Oxford is being 

suggested for next year, to be hosted by our SAF 

friends in France or perhaps even Geneva, Switzer-

land, which was also put forward as a venue (many 

thanks, Marco).  

 I have to report that it was a great honour and privi-

lege for me to meet and introduce speakers like Wil-

liam (Bill) Sheehan. When you shake the hand that 

belongs to the man whose name is seen many times on 

the spine of books on your library shelves, you do go 

weak at the knees!  So I thank everyone, and I do mean 

everyone,  which includes all the SHA members and 

guests who attended, in making the two days in sunny 

Oxford so memorable.  

I also wanted to say that I was shocked to see the fire 

and subsequent damage caused to Notre Dame Cathe-

dral in Paris just hours after our Oxford meeting con-

cluded. I did send a message of support on behalf of 

SHA to Jean-Claude Berçu of the Société Astronomi-

que de France (SAF) who gave an excellent presenta-

tion at Oxford.  

On a happier note it was marvellous  to see recently 

that the life and work of Sir Patrick C. Moore was 

marked by the unveiling, by his friend Dr Brian May, 

of a blue plaque  on the outside of his former home in 

Selsey, Farthings.  I would like to suggest that Sir Pat-

rick’s overwhelming contribution to not only the sci-

ence of astronomy, but also as a very accomplished 

historian, can be further celebrated by marking what 

would have been his 100
th
 birthday in March of 2023.  

That’s four years away, but I note that our meeting 

held in Oxford was first suggested back in July 2017. 

It’s always best to plan ahead! 

Indeed in planning ahead, I must not forget that next 

month on June 29th the SHA will hold our summer 

picnic event at the home of British solar physics, the 

Norman Lockyer Observatory, in Sidmouth, Devon. 

I’m looking forward to my visit to a place I’ve always 

want to see and explore. So I do hope you can join me 

and other SHA members in sunny Devon. Details and 

booking information can be found within this copy of 

the e-News. It will also be a busy summer for some of 

you, as I’m sure that there will be events, lectures or 

exhibits near you, which will celebrate the historic 

summer of July 1969 and the 50
th
 anniversary of the 

Apollo 11 moon landing.   

On July 20
th
 2019 the SHA will be represented at a 

major event being staged by Liverpool Astronomical 

Society, at the Liverpool World Museum. Even so, I 

hope that we can meet at some of our meetings or 

events during the remainder of this historic year. So, 

until next time, I thank you once again for your con-

tinued support for the Society for the History of As-

tronomy. 

Gerard Gilligan, May 2019 

CHAIRMAN’S CHAT 

NEW MEMBERS 

We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the fol-

lowing new members who have joined since the 

previous issue of SHA  e-News: 

Dr Michael Harvey, BRIGHTON  

Mr Andrew Bate, CHESTER  

Mr Francis Manasek, NORWICH  

Dr Alan Agrawal, CALIFORNIA USA  

Mr Paul Read, LEICESTER  

Mr Paul Dearden, LIVERPOOL  

Mr Marcus Hope, LONDON 
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FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

NOTICED 

Under One Sky: The IAU Centenary Symposium (IAU 

S349) by Christiaan Sterken, John Hearnshaw, & 

David Valls-Gabaud (Eds) (CUP), Apr 2019, pp.500 

(hardback, £98), ISBN 9781108471596 

 The IAU Centenary 

Symposium was held at its 

General Assembly in Vi-

enna in 2018. The book 

starts with plenary lec-

tures, by Malcolm Longair 

on 100 years of astron-

omy, astrophysics and 

cosmology, and by Cath-

erine Cesarsky, who re-

flects on a century of IAU 

history.  

There follow reminis-

cences from past IAU presidents and general secretar-

ies and presentations on various aspects of IAU his-

tory, including some of the famous astronomers who 

served the Union.  

The volume then examines the relations between the 

IAU and different geographical regions, including the 

issues relating to the Central Powers after World War 

I, and the ‘China crisis’, when China withdrew from 

the Union in 1960 and was absent for two decades. 

The IAU's internal structures and organization are re-

viewed, along with trends in astronomical publishing 

and astronomical education. IAU S349 finishes with a 

vision of the IAU’s future from its current president, 

Ewine van Dishoeck  

The Apollo Chronicles: Engineering America’s 

First Moon Missions, by Brandon R Brown (OUP), 

Jul 2019, pp.256 (hardback, £19.99), ISBN 

9780190681340 

This book tells the story 

of the main contributors 

in their quest to build the 

first Moon-bound 

spacecraft. 

It offers a readable and 

engaging account of the 

role of the Earth-based 

engineers, as opposed to 

the story of the astro-

nauts. A number of the 

stories are new to the 

Apollo literature, and several of the interviewees have 

never before spoken on the record.  

Gravity’s Century: From Einstein’s Eclipse to 

Images of Black Holes, by Ron Cowen (Harvard 

University Press), Jun 2019, pp.192 (hardback, 

£19.95), ISBN 9780674974968 

A sweeping account of the 

century of experimentation 

that confirmed Einstein’s 

general theory of relativity, 

bringing to life the science 

and scientists at the origins 

of relativity, the 

development of radio 

telescopes, the discovery of 

black holes and quasars, 

and the still unresolved 

place of gravity in quantum 

theory. 

Albert Einstein did nothing 

of note on May 29, 1919, yet that is when he became 

immortal. On that day, astronomer Arthur Eddington 

and his team observed a solar eclipse and found 

something extraordinary: gravity bends light, just as 

Einstein predicted. The finding confirmed the theory 

of general relativity, fundamentally changing our 

understanding of space and time. 

A century later, another group of astronomers is 

performing a similar experiment on a much larger 

scale. The Event Horizon Telescope, a globe-spanning 

array of radio dishes, is examining space surrounding 

Sagittarius A*, the supermassive black hole at the 

center of the Milky Way. As Ron Cowen recounts, the 

foremost goal of the experiment is to determine 

whether Einstein was right on the details. Gravity lies 

at the heart of what we don’t know about quantum 

mechanics, but tantalizing possibilities for deeper 

insight are offered by black holes. By observing 

starlight wrapping around Sagittarius A*, the telescope 

will not only provide the first direct view of an event 

horizon—a black hole’s point of no return—but will 

also enable scientists to test Einstein’s theory under the 

most extreme conditions. 

Gravity’s Century shows how we got from the pivotal 

observations of the 1919 eclipse to the Event Horizon 

Telescope, and what is at stake today. 

Gerard P. Kuiper and the Rise of Modern 

Planetary Science, by Derek W.G. Sears (University 

of Arizona Press)), April 2019, pp.416 (hardback, 

£49.50), ISBN 9780816539000 

https://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/physics/astronomy-general/under-one-sky-iau-centenary-symposium-iau-s349?format=HB
https://www.cambridge.org/gb/academic/subjects/physics/astronomy-general/under-one-sky-iau-centenary-symposium-iau-s349?format=HB
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-apollo-chronicles-9780190681340?cc=gb&lang=en&
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-apollo-chronicles-9780190681340?cc=gb&lang=en&
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674974968
http://www.hup.harvard.edu/catalog.php?isbn=9780674974968
https://uapress.arizona.edu/book/gerard-p-kuiper-and-the-rise-of-modern-planetary-science
https://uapress.arizona.edu/book/gerard-p-kuiper-and-the-rise-of-modern-planetary-science
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Astronomer Gerard P. 

Kuiper ignored the 

traditional boundaries of 

his subject. Using 

telescopes and the 

laboratory, he made the 

solar system a familiar, 

intriguing place. “It is 

not astronomy,” 

complained his 

colleagues, and they 

were right. Kuiper had 

created a new discipline 

we now call planetary 

science. 

Kuiper was an acclaimed astronomer of binary stars 

and white dwarfs when he accidentally discovered that 

Titan, the massive moon of Saturn, had an atmosphere. 

This turned our understanding of planetary 

atmospheres on its head, and it set Kuiper on a path of 

staggering discoveries: Pluto was not a planet, planets 

around other stars were common, some asteroids were 

primary while some were just fragments of bigger 

asteroids, some moons were primary and some were 

captured asteroids or comets, the atmosphere of Mars 

was carbon dioxide, and there were two new moons in 

the sky, one orbiting Uranus and one orbiting Neptune. 

He produced a monumental photographic atlas of the 

Moon at a time when men were landing on our nearest 

neighbour, and he played an important part in that 

effort. He also created some of the world’s major 

observatories in Hawai‘i and Chile. However, most 

remarkable was that the keys to his success sprang 

from his wartime activities, which led him to new 

techniques. This would change everything. 

Sears shows a brilliant but at times unpopular man 

who attracted as much dislike as acclaim. This in-

depth history includes some of the twentieth century’s 

most intriguing scientists, from Harold Urey to Carl 

Sagan, who worked with—and sometimes against—

the father of modern planetary science. Now, as NASA 

and other space agencies explore the solar system, they 

take with them many of the ideas and concepts first 

described by Gerard P. Kuiper.cosmologies. 

 On the Life of Galileo: Viviani’s Historical Ac-

count and Other Early Biographies, by Stefano Gat-

tei (Princeton University Press), Jul 2019, pp.416 

(hardback, £40.00), ISBN 9780691185743 

The first collection and translation into English of the 

earliest biographical accounts of Galileo’s life 

This unique critical edition presents key early 

biographical accounts of the life and work of Galileo 

Galilei (1564–1642), written by his close 

contemporaries. Collected and translated into English 

for the first time and supplemented by an introduction 

and incisive annotations by Stefano Gattei, these 

documents paint an incomparable firsthand picture of 

Galileo and offer rare insights into the construction of 

his public image and the 

complex intertwining of 

science, religion, and 

politics in seventeenth-

century Italy. 

Here in its entirety is 

Vincenzo Viviani’s 

Historical Account, an 

extensive and influential 

biography of Galileo, 

written in 1654 by his 

last and most devoted 

pupil. Viviani’s text is 

accompanied by his 

“Letter to Prince Leopold de’ Medici on the 

Application of Pendulum to Clocks” (1659), his 1674 

description of Galileo’s later works, and the long 

inscriptions on the facade of Viviani’s Florentine 

palace (1702). The collection also includes the 

“Adulatio perniciosa,” a Latin poem written in 1620 by 

Cardinal Maffeo Barberini—who, as Pope Urban VIII, 

would become Galileo’s prosecutor—as well as 

descriptive accounts that emerged from the Roman 

court and contemporary European biographers. 

Featuring the original texts in Italian, Latin, and 

French with their English translations on facing pages, 

this invaluable book shows how Galileo’s pupils, 

friends, and critics shaped the Galileo myth for 

centuries to come, and brings together in one volume 

the primary sources needed to understand the 

legendary scientist in his time.commentary.  

Going Underground: The Science And History Of 

Falling Through The Earth, by Martin Beech  

(World Scientific), May 2019, pp.288 (paperback, 

£40.00), ISBN 9789811201288 

This book follows the 

historical trail by which 

humanity has 

determined the shape 

and internal structure of 

the Earth. It is a story 

that bears on aspects of 

the history of science, 

the history of 

philosophy and the 

history of mathematics. 

At the heart of the 

narrative is the 

important philosophical 

practice of performing 

thought experiments — 

https://press.princeton.edu/titles/14443.html
https://press.princeton.edu/titles/14443.html
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/11236
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/11236
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that is, the art of considering an idealized experiment 

in the mind. This powerful technique has been used by 

all the great historical practitioners of science and 

mathematics, and this book looks specifically at the 

long history of considering what would happen if an 

object could be dropped into a tunnel that cuts all the 

way through the Earth's interior. Indeed, the story 

begins with a historical whodunit, tracing back through 

the historical literature the origins of what is now a 

classic, textbook problem in simple harmonic motion. 

Visualising Skyscapes, by  Liz Henty and Daniel 

Brown (eds.) (Routledge), Aug 2019, pp.296  

(hardback, £115.00), ISBN 9781138303614 

Above the land and its 

horizon lies the celestial 

sphere, that great dome 

of the sky which governs 

light and darkness, 

critical to life itself, yet 

its influence is often 

neglected in the 

archaeological narrative. 

Visualising Skyscapes 

captures a growing 

interest in the emerging 

field of skyscape 

archaeology. 

This powerful and 

innovative book returns the sky to its rightful place as 

a central consideration in archaeological thought and 

can be regarded as a handbook for further research. 

Bookended by a foreword by archaeologist Gabriel 

Cooney and an afterword by astronomer Andrew 

Newsam, its contents have a wide-reaching relevance 

for the fields of archaeology, anthropology, 

ethnography, archaeoastronomy, astronomy, heritage 

and cultural studies. The volume balances six chapters 

on theory and methodology which elaborate on the 

history and practice of the subject with six other 

chapters focused on case studies from around the 

world. 

Visualising Skyscapes captures the growing interest in 

the multidisciplinary study of skyscapes and will be of 

interest to academics, students and the general public, 

as well as having international appeal. It is topical, 

timely and relevant to current debates and will 

hopefully stimulate further interest in this exciting and 

relatively new area of investigation. The contributions 

showcase the work of distinguished academics in the 

field and the chapters are all enhanced by numerous 

photographs and images. 

 

RECENT BOOKS MISSED 
 

The First Latin Treatise on Ptolemy’s Astronomy: 

The Almagesti minor (c. 1200), by Henry Zepeda 

(Brepols), Mar 2019, pp.662 (hardback, 155.00 euros), 

ISBN 9782503581378 

A critical edition, 

translation, and study of 

one of the most important 

works of medieval science, 

the Almagesti minor, the 

earliest Latin commentary 

on Ptolemy’s Almagest. 

 Probably written in 

northern France circa 1200, 

the Almagesti minor is a 

Latin summary of the first 

six books of Ptolemy’s 

astronomical masterpiece. 

Also known to modern scholars as the Almagestum 

parvum, the Almagesti minor provides a clear example 

of how a medieval scholar understood Ptolemy’s 

authoritative writing on cosmology, spherical 

astronomy, solar theory, lunar theory, and eclipses. 

 The author incorporated the findings of astronomers 

of the Islamic world, such as al-Battānī, into the 

framework of Ptolemaic astronomy, and he altered the 

format and style of Ptolemy’s astronomy in order to 

make it accord with his own ideals of a mathematical 

science, which were primarily derived from Euclid’s 

Elements.  

The Almagesti minor had a profound effect upon 

astronomical writing throughout the 13th-15th 

centuries, including the work of Georg Peurbach and 

Johannes Regiomontanus. In this first volume of the 

Ptolemaeus Arabus et Latinus text series, Henry 

Zepeda offers not only a critical edition of this little-

studied text, but also a translation into English, 

analysis of both the text and its geometrical figures, 

and a thorough study of the work’s origins, sources, 

and long-lasting influence.  

The Birth of Modern Astronomy, by Harm J. Habing 

(Springer), Apr 2019, pp.608  (hardback, £109.99), 

ISBN 9783319990811 

This richly illustrated book discusses the ways in 

which astronomy expanded after 1945 from a modest 

discipline to a robust and modern science. It begins 

with an introduction to the state of astronomy in 1945 

before recounting how in the following years, initial 

observations were made in hitherto unexplored ranges 

of wavelengths, such as X-radiation, infrared radiation 

and radio waves. These led to the serendipitous 

discovery of more than a dozen new phenomena, 

https://www.routledge.com/Visualising-Skyscapes-Material-Forms-of-Cultural-Engagement-with-the-Heavens/Henty-Brown/p/book/9781138303614
http://www.brepols.net/Pages/ShowProduct.aspx?prod_id=IS-9782503581378-1
http://www.brepols.net/Pages/ShowProduct.aspx?prod_id=IS-9782503581378-1
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783319990811
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including quasars and 

neutron stars, that each 

triggered a new area of 

research. 

The book goes on to 

discuss how after 1985, 

the further, systematic 

exploration of the earlier 

discoveries led to long-

term planning and the 

construction of new, 

large telescopes on 

Earth and in Space.  

Key scientific highlights 

described in the text are: 

the detection of exoplanets (1995); the unexpected 

discovery of the accelerated expansion of the Universe 

(1999); a generally accepted model for the large-scale 

properties of the Universe (2003); and the ΛCDM 

theory (2005) that explains how the galaxies and stars 

of the present Universe were formed from minute 

irregularities in the (almost) homogenous gas that 

filled the early Universe. 

All these major scientific achievements came at a 

price, namely the need to introduce two new 

phenomena that are as yet unexplained by physics: 

inflation and dark energy.  

The Early History of Leeds Astronomical Society 

(1859-1918), by David Sellers, Mar 2019, pp.60 (pa-

perback, £6.00) 

Leeds Astronomical 

Society was first 

established in 1859. Its 

object was ‘the 

acquisition and 

diffusion of knowledge 

in connection with 

astronomical and 

meteorological 

science’. 

The fourteen year old 

originator of the 

society, William Trant, 

was able to gather 

around him not only 

notable figures in Leeds society, but also a prestigious 

array of national patrons, including the Astronomer 

Royal and the President of the Royal Society. Despite 

this, the Society foundered within a few years. 

The Society which was re-established on a surer 

footing in 1892 has endured until the present day. It 

has taken care to safeguard archives which contain 

material going back to the original Society of Trant. 

This modest booklet (not for sale online or in 

bookshops) has the limited aim of making the story of 

the Society and some of the content of its records 

accessible to a wider circle of members, before the 

original material is handed over to a public Archive. 

 

Note: The descriptions of the books above are 

largely taken from the publishers. They are not reviews 

and do not imply endorsement by the SHA.  

  

e-News CONTACT DETAILS 

Communications relating to SHA e-News should be 

sent to the Editor: enews@shastro.org.uk 

General communications to the Society should be 

sent to the General Secretary (Laura Carroll): lau-

racarroll55@hotmail.com  

 

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
mailto:lauracarroll55@hotmail.com
mailto:lauracarroll55@hotmail.com
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RESTORATION OF THE ‘ARK’ – 
PATRICK MOORE’S CAR 

Extracted from the Facebook page of well-known 

telescope retailer, Rother Valley Optics: 

“It came to our attention a couple of weeks ago 

that Patrick Moore’s much loved and treasured car 

‘The Ark’ Ford Prefect was on a popular auction 

website for sale. Patrick purchased the car in 

1956. It was with him until his death in 2012. It 

was then left to one of his dear friends in his will. 

The car was then sold in 2015 at a respectable car 

auction. It was then purchased by a small car 

dealer and then passed on again to another dealer. 

This was when we noticed it for sale.  

“We couldn't comprehend that such an iconic 

car from an iconic astronomer was for sale on 

such a site. We proceeded to contact the individ-

ual who was advertising the car for sale. For some 

reason this car found it’s way in the hands of a car 

dealer who had no connection to the astronomy 

community. We couldn't let Patrick’s car be 

passed around within the motor trade with the 

possibility of it being modified. We honestly 

thought that this car should have been in a mu-

seum along with some of his possessions at the 

science museum in London. 

“Patrick managed to clock up 750,000 miles or 3 

times the Earth-Moon distance and no doubt many 

people will have taken a journey with him. We are 

looking for people who have taken a journey with 

Patrick in the car as we are compiling a history 

file on the car. We hope to exhibit the car at the 

International Astronomy Show in 2019 so please 

pop along to see this amazing vehicle. 

“At the moment, we are doing some light resto-

ration work and getting it road-worthy. We will be 

driving it to the shop next year weather permit-

ting. We will let everyone know on Facebook 

when the car will be at our premises so you can 

come along and have a look. We will post updates 

of the restoration on our Facebook page. 

“Rest assured the car is now in safe hands and 

will be kept in the astronomy community for 

many years to come for all to enjoy and appreciate 

as Patrick did.  

“If anyone knows any contacts about parts or 

knowledge about these Ford Prefects, then we 

would appreciate if you could get in touch with 

us.” 

WEB-LINKS NOTICED 

Charles Piazzi Smyth: 200th Anni-
versary website  

It’s the 200th anniversary of the birth of the famous 

and controversial Victorian astronomer, Charles Piazzi 

Smyth. As Astronomer Royal for Scotland, he created 

the One O’Clock Gun tradition, started the idea of 

mountaintop astronomy, pioneered stereo photogra-

phy, measured the Great Pyramid of Gizeh (coming up 

with some strange theories…), and wrote many popu-

lar books. He was also a prolific artist. 

In these web pages you can read all about Piazzi 

Smyth’s colourful life, view some of his wonderful 

photographs and watercolours, and find out why his 

work with time, the stars, photography – and yes, that 

controversial pyramid stuff! – was so important. 

You can also see what is going on this year – a new 

exhibition at the Nelson Monument, a variety of public 

talks, a public experiment with the Time Gun, and a 

Symposium all about his life and work. To give you a 

flavour, scroll down to find a ten minute video that is 

part of the Nelson Monument exhibition. 

 

Ptolemaeus Arabus et Latinus (PAL) 

The Project Ptolemaeus Arabus et Latinus (PAL) is 

dedicated to the edition and study of the Arabic and 

Latin versions of Ptolemy’s astronomical and astro-

logical texts and related material. These include works 

by Ptolemy or attributed to him, commentaries there-

upon, and other works that are of immediate relevance 

to understanding Ptolemy’s heritage in the Middle 

Ages and the early modern period up to 1700 A.D. 

  

 

Patrick Moore’s ‘Ark’ 

https://www.rothervalleyoptics.co.uk/
https://www.piazzismyth.org/
https://ptolemaeus.badw.de/start
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OTHER MEETINGS, COURSES & 
EXHIBITIONS NOTICED (non-SHA) 

 

BAA Historical Section Conference 
2019 

Sat 8 Jun 2019 (10.00 a.m.-5.00 p.m.) at the West 

Berkshire Mencap Centre, Enborne Gate, Newbury, 

RG14 6AT (the meeting place of Newbury AS, who 

will be the hosts for the day). 

Speakers & subjects include: 

Dr Stuart Eves on William Herschel and the Rings of 

Uranus 

Eddie Carpenter on The History of Visual Aids in As-

tronomy 1824-1940 

Bill Barton on Fiammetta Wilson – Musician and 

Astronomer 

Dr Sian Prosser (RAS Librarian) on How to do Re-

search in Astronomical History 

Bob Mizon on The History of the Dark Sky Move-

ment 

The cost will be £10 for BAA members and £15 for 

non-members, including both refreshments and buffet 

lunch. Further information available here. 

Stars, Pyramids & Photographs: 
Charles Piazzi Smyth, 1819-1900 

3-4 Sep 2019 at the Royal Society of Edinburgh   

A symposium to celebrate the 200th anniversary of 

the birth of Charles Piazzi Smyth 

Charles Piazzi Smyth, second Astronomer Royal for 

Scotland (1846-1888), had a career that took him to 

the Cape of Good Hope, Tenerife and Egypt and en-

compassed interests spanning mountaintop observa-

tion, photography, spectroscopy, meteorology, metrol-

ogy and pyramidology. He was responsible for devel-

oping a time service for Edinburgh, with a time ball on 

Calton Hill and time gun fired from Edinburgh Castle. 

He was in close correspondence with many of the lead-

ing scientific figures of the day, including John 

Herschel, who encouraged his early experiments in 

photography. 

In this bicentennial meeting speakers are invited to 

explore the life, work and legacy of Smyth. They will 

cover: 

 Smyth’s contributions to astronomy and the legacy 

of the approaches he pioneered, including in spec-

troscopy and mountaintop observation; 

 Smyth’s heritage, including objects, archives and 

buildings, in Edinburgh and beyond; 

 Smyth’s work on metrology and pyramids, and its 

significance to Egyptology; 

Smyth’s beliefs, reactions to and controversies sur-

rounding his work and reputation; 

The visualisation of astronomy, in history and today; 

The history of photography and stereography; 

19th-century time distribution and its legacies; 

Smyth’s family, including his naval officer and as-

tronomer father, William Henry Smyth, and geolo-

gist wife, Jessie Duncan Piazzi Smyth. 

Confirmed speakers include Michael Barany, Jenny 

Bulstrode, Sarah Dry, David Rooney and Charles 

Withers, with keynotes from Simon Schaffer and 

Denis Pellerin (Curator of Brian May’s photographic 

collection). The event will include visits to key loca-

tions, including the recently reopened City Observa-

tory on Calton Hill and the Smyth and Crawford Col-

lections at the Royal Observatory Edinburgh. It is 

hoped that the event will lead to a publication. 

The symposium is being organised by Rebekah Hig-

gitt (Senior Lecturer in History of Science, University 

of Kent), Andy Lawrence (Regius Professor of As-

tronomy, University of Edinburgh) and Chris Hall 

(Curator, Royal Society of Edinburgh).  

 

The Art & Science of the Moon 

14-15 Nov 2019 at National Maritime Museum, 

Greenwich  

To mark the fiftieth anniversary of humanity’s first 

footsteps on another world, Royal Museums Green-

wich (RMG) will host a major exhibition exploring our 

evolving relationship with the Moon across times and 

cultures. The Moon (19 Jul 2019- 5 Jan 2020) will pre-

sent a scientific and cultural history of our nearest ce-

lestial neighbour, exploring its role as a mirror for hu-

manity’s dreams, obsessions and endeavours.  

This conference considers cross cultural relation-

ships with the Moon and invites various responses to 

our cosmic companion.  In keeping with RMG’s inter-

est in interrogating the collision of science, history and 

art, The Art and Science of the Moon will explore how 

the Moon’s motions and phases have influenced hu-

man activities, beliefs and behaviours; how sustained 

scrutiny and mapping of the lunar surface have enabled 

us to understand more about ourselves and our place in 

the universe. 

The plenary lecture will be given by Professor Paul 

Murdin, Senior Fellow Emeritus, Institute of Astron-

omy, University of Cambridge. 

https://britastro.org/node/16797
https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/webadmin?A2=MERSENNE;e7fcfd4e.1902
https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/researchers/opportunities-events/call-papers-art-and-science-moon?gjsl
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Academics, artists, curators and creative practitio-

ners are invited to submit their proposals for 20-minute 

papers. We particularly welcome submissions from 

early career researchers.  

If you are interested, please send a 250 word abstract 

and short CV to research@rmg.co.uk by 5pm on 

Wednesday 15 May 2019.  

 

Leeds Astronomical Society 160th 
Anniversary Meeting 

Sat 6 Nov 2019 at Quaker Meeting House, Carlton 

Hill, 188 Woodhouse Lane, Leeds LS2 9DX 

A meeting to celebrate the 160
th
 anniversary of the 

original founding of Leeds Astronomical Society in 

1859. Speakers include Dr Allan Chapman. Further 

details to be announced later. 

 

Johannes Kepler, 1571-1630 
The Harmony of the World 
 

21-23 Jun 2019, St. Petersburg, Russia 

 

A conference to celebrate the 400th anniversary 

of the publication of Johannes Kepler’s Harmonices 

Mundi. 

 

Science in the City, 1500-1800 
 

6-7 Apr 2020 at the Institute of Historical Research, 

Science Museum, London  

This conference marks the end of the Metropolitan 

Science: Places, Objects, and Cultures of Knowledge 

and Practice in Early Modern London, 1600-1800 re-

search project, and the opening of a permanent gallery, 

London Science City, at the Science Museum. Profes-

sor Pamela H. Smith of Colombia University, and 

leader of the Making and Knowing Project, will be a 

keynote speaker. 

Recent historical scholarship has helped uncover the 

variety and vitality of the scientific activity of mercan-

tile, artisanal, and official communities. That breadth 

and richness represent a very important part of the total 

scientific activity of early modern London, and it fol-

lows that they must be accounted for in any effort to 

grasp the overall scientific culture of the metropole. 

This conference is an opportunity to consider the mu-

tual impact of science and the city during a period 

when the power and significance of both were rapidly 

increasing. 

Papers are invited addressing these themes, assessing 

how natural knowledge and artificial practice were 

constituted, elaborated, and exchanged in metropolitan 

contexts.  

Please send abstracts (max. 350 words) for 20-

minute individual papers, or for three-paper panels 

(max. 750 words) to metsci@kent.ac.uk by 1 June 

2019. 

 

Arthur S. Eddington: From Physics 
to Philosophy and Back Again 

27-29 May 2019 at the Institut d’Astrophysique de 

Paris, Henri Mineur Amphitheatre. 98 bis boulevard 

Arago, 75014 Paris, France 

The centenary of the 29 May 1919 eclipse is a great 

opportunity for specialists to gather in Paris from 27 to 

29 May 2019. This international conference aims to 

bring together physicists, philosophers and historians, 

in order to discuss the works and achievements of Ar-

thur S. Eddington. 

It is jointly organised by IPC-Facultés Libres de Phi-

losophie et de Psychologie and Paris Observatory, in 

partnership with the Institut d’Astrophysique de Paris, 

the International Astronomical Union, the British So-

ciety for the History of Science, the Archives Henri-

Poincaré, and Trinity College (University of Cam-

bridge). 

Chair of the Local Organising Committee: 

Dr Florian Laguens flaguens@ipc-paris.fr 

Deadline for registration: 15 May 2019 

Captain Cook: 250th Anniversary of 
his Transit of Venus Observation 

c.3 Jun 2019. Various organisations worldwide are 

holding events and exhibitions to celebrate the voyages 

of Captain James Cook and, in particular, the 250
th
 

anniversary of his observation of the Transit of Venus 

on 3
rd

 June 1769. 

The Ocean Tide and the 
Port of Liverpool 

Sat 11 May 2019 at the Merseyside Maritime Mu-

seum, Royal Albert Dock, Liverpool Waterfront, Liv-

erpool, L3 4AQ 

This meeting is organised by the National Oceanogra-

phy Centre and the University of Liverpool, in associa-

tion with the Centre for Port and Maritime History and 

the Liverpool Institute for Sustainable Coasts and 

Oceans. This meeting marks the 100th anniversary of 

the world-famous Liverpool Tidal Institute, founded at 

Liverpool University in 1919 before moving to Bid-

ston Observatory on the Wirral.  

http://sophia-project.net/sp_sponsored/harmony-of-world-2019/index.php
https://metsci.wordpress.com/
metsci@kent.ac.uk%20
flaguens@ipc-paris.fr
https://www.captaincooksociety.com/home/events
https://conference.noc.ac.uk/ocean-tide-and-port-liverpool
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I view of our recent collaboration with the Paris Ob-

servatory I thought it would be appropriate to look at 

this great man’s memorial.  

Le Verrier’s dedication to this observatory was such 

that he died there. Underlining that, the site of his me-

morial is only 400 meters away at Montparnasse 

Cemetery. Looking at the memorial we see the follow-

ing inscription; 

Urbain Jean-Joseph 

LE VERRIER 

Born at Saint-Lô on 11
th

 March 1811 

Died at the Paris Observatory 23 September 1877 

 His surname is given due emphasis. 

The substantial memorial has a column, battered in 

Egyptian style, which rises up to gently cushion a ce-

lestial globe tilted at the ecliptic plane, replete with the 

signs of the zodiac. Beneath this we have a recessed 

panel displaying star symbols, through which a line 

describes a symmetrical path. At the base of the col-

umn we see an ornately decorated panel displaying a 

Maltese cross surrounded by a heavily stylised vine. 

So, what does all this mean? After all we might have 

expected a representation of Neptune as we see in the 

remarkable statue in the courtyard of the Paris Obser-

vatory, Le Verrier’s finger pointing the way to the new 

planet: Possibly with the famous quote from François 

Arago, “The man who discovered a planet with the 

point of his pen”, as an epitaph. Instead we have a 

really quite restrained and modest memorial. 

It is worth our looking at the statue first as it also 

carries at the top of its support column a representation 

of stars and the zodiacal signs. The wonderful pedestal 

ornamentation also depicts a vine. Curiously the ped-

estal was designed Lucien Magne who married Le 

Verrier’s daughter Lucille. The statue, however, was 

designed and executed by the sculptor Henri Chapu, 

well known for utilising allegory and was unveiled in 

1889. Interestingly, Chapu has mirrored most of the 

motifs of the memorial, so clearly, they have signifi-

cance. I would very much doubt, however, that Chapu 

has also executed the memorial as the workmanship 

seems of a much lower order. 

In my view the celestial globe is employed to under-

line Le Verrier’s habitat – celestial mechanics. Vines 

are usually evergreen and such motifs are employed to 

convey the message that the deceased will live on in 

either memory or heaven. The only real difference be-

tween the statue and memorial ornamentation is the 

symmetrical line threading between the stars at the top 

of the memorial column. Perhaps intended to show the 

path of Neptune between the stars but that is probably 

a leap to far and certainly not accurate!  

Moving to the lower panel and the Maltese cross we 

need to be careful assuming that it signals Christian 

beliefs. When you look behind the Le Verrier memo-

rial we see it is surrounded by crosses and at the time 

of the memorial’s erection its secular nature would 

have really stood out. Clearly then the designer made a 

determined attempt to create a non-Christian memo-

rial. More likely the cross is intended to underline pub-

lic service, a frequent use of the Maltese cross. The 

lack of evidence showing that Le Verrier had religious 

beliefs supports that argument. 

In conclusion we can consider the future of the me-

morial. On the one hand the Portland stone is not help-

ful for either the statue or the memorial, we can al-

ready see that the weathering has eroded the sharpness 

of both the inscription and the carving. The exposed 

statue remains in better condition, perhaps because it 

was erected twelve years after the memorial. All of 

which is perhaps appropriate, as Le Verrier is consid-

ered the founder of French meteorology. 

But on the positive side, when we examine the 

plaque at the foot of the memorial we read: Restored in 

2001 by the city of Saint-Lô and former students of the 

Le Verrier High School. 

ASTRONOMERS MEMORIALISED 

Urbain Jean-Joseph Le Verrier  
by John Moffat 

 

Grave of Le Verrier at Montparnasse 

(image: Wikipedia (astrochemist)) 
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SHA CALENDAR 

MONTH SHA EVENT OR PUBLICATION VENUE 

2019   

JAN   

FEB SHA e-News (1-5 Feb)  

MAR   

APR SHA Bulletin 31 (1 Apr) 
SHA Spring Conference (12-13 Apr) – UK-French special 

 
Oxford 

MAY SHA e-News (1-5 May)  

JUN The Antiquarian Astronomer (Jun)  

JUL SHA Summer Picnic (29 Jun) 
 

Sidmouth, 
Devon 

AUG SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)  

SEP   

OCT SHA Bulletin 30 (1 Oct) 
SHA Autumn Conference & AGM (26 Oct) 

 
Birmingham 

NOV SHA e-News (1-5 Nov)  

DEC   

 

  



Volume 11, no. 2 SHA e-News May 2019 page 17 
 

 

 

 

 


