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To say we are experiencing very strange days at the 

moment is a bit of an understatement: Having to stay 

at home, during public holidays, when the sun is shin-

ing, the birds are singing, and the flowers are bloom-

ing. However, I’m sure you will agree that the disrup-

tion to everyone and to everyday life is absolutely nec-

essary in this on-going fight to combat the Covid-19 

pandemic.  These government and public health re-

quirements, to stay at home, which as I write this mes-

sage have recently been extended for several more 

weeks, are necessary to protect the National Health 

Service, its many staff up and down the country, and 

other supportive services.   

As you are aware, at the end of March, along with 

many thousands of organisations, businesses, schools, 

and sporting venues, the Society for the History of As-

tronomy was compelled to abandon its meetings and 

cancel events. And not just during Spring: it looks 

likely for some that this situation will continue well 

into the summer months.  Although this was a big dis-

appointment to many within the Society, especially 

after many weeks of planning, plus arrangements, the 

SHA has to give the health and wellbeing of its mem-

bers, venue staff, and visitors its priority.  

However, the SHA Council continues to monitor the 

situation, and will keep you in touch with renewed ar-

rangements. We hope that our meetings and events 

will begin again at the end of the year, when circum-

stances allow and some kind of normality returns. It is 

very much my hope and wish that the 2020 Autumn 

Conference and AGM will take place as advertised and 

arranged at the Birmingham & Midland Institute 

(BMI) in October.  We will certainly reopen the mag-

nificent SHA library at the BMI, but again only when 

circumstances allow and in consultation with the venue 

staff at the BMI. 

We continue also to publish online our excellent and 

improved SHA Bulletin, and - as you can see - the sup-

portive SHA e-News. As mentioned elsewhere in the 

this issue, the summer will see the annual publication 

of The Antiquarian Astronomer, again in digital for-

mat, but once the present situation comes to an end the 

SHA Council does have plans to send you all paper 

copies of both the Bulletin and the AA.  I very much 

look forward to seeing both again later this year, drop-

ping onto my doormat in paper format. 

Remember: despite the national emergency we cur-

rently face, the SHA Council will do its very best to 

continue to encourage research into the history of as-

tronomy, especially by amateurs, and to facilitate its 

collation, interpretation, preservation, publication and 

dissemination. 

I hope you have not been adversely affected by the 

present situation that the UK and our World is combat-

ing, and that you and all your family plus close friends 

keep safe and well.   

To all NHS staff and everyone on the frontline of 

this fight, I thank you. 

Gerard Gilligan 

Chairman, SHA 

  

A SPECIAL MESSAGE FROM THE CHAIRMAN 

TO THE SHA FAMILY 
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS 

2020 SPRING CONFERENCE 

This conference was to have been on Sat 25 Apr 

2020 at the Institute of Astronomy, Madingley Road, 

Cambridge, but has been CANCELLED, due to 

Covid-19.  

Speakers and topics were to have been: 

Dr. Lee Macdonald Proposals to move Greenwich 

Observatory 1836-1945 

Dr. Steve Barrett The design & Construction of the 

200” Hale’s telescope on Palomar Mountain 

Christopher Taylor The Astronomers and the Birth 

of Atomic Physics 

Dr. Philipp Nothaft Walcher of Malvern and the 

Twelfth- Century Renaissance of Medieval Astron-

omy. 

Mike Leggett The Rise and Fall of  Edward Iszatt 

Essam 

In the event of queries please contact Michael White: 

meetings@shastro.org.uk 

2020 SUMMER PICNIC 

This was to have been on Sat 20 Jun 2020 at Lacock 

Abbey, Wiltshire, the former home of Fox Talbot and 

location of a fascinating museum of photography. The 

Abbey is a National Trust property. The event is now 

CANCELLED, due to Covid-19.. 

 

2020 AUTUMN CONFERENCE & AGM 

Hopefully, this will still go ahead on Sat 24 Oct 

2020 at the Birmingham and Midland Institute. Further 

details to be announced in due course. 

 

2021 SPECIAL CONFERENCE IN PARIS 
SHA-SAF 

Tentative arrangements are being discussed for a 

joint meeting to be held with the members of the His-

tory Commission of the Société Astronomique de 

France (SAF) in Paris from Fri 9 – Sat 11 Apr 2021. 

Further details to be announced in due course. 

 

 

GENERAL SECRETARY 

Unfortunately, Laura Carroll, our General Secretary, 

fell ill as a result of the Coronavirus early on in the 

pandemic. She is now on the recovery path, but due to 

her state of health has asked to step down from the 

post. Laura has contributed a great deal to the SHA 

during the last few years, for which we are very grate-

ful, but clearly her health must take top priority. We 

wish her well and look forward to seeing her at future 

SHA events.    

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 Vacant (see below) 

Treasurer  Geoff King 

Membership Secretary Graham Jones 

Editors, SHA Bulletin Carolyn Kennett/ 

      Kevin Kilburn 

Publicity Officer Mike Leggett 

Survey Coordinator Kevin Johnson 

Online Editor John Chuter 

Librarian James Dawson 

Meetings Secretary 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 2020: 

Sat 12 Sep 2020, 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. 

mailto:meetings@shastro.org.uk
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lacock-abbey-fox-talbot-museum-and-village
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/lacock-abbey-fox-talbot-museum-and-village
https://saf-astronomie.fr/histoire/
https://saf-astronomie.fr/histoire/
https://saf-astronomie.fr/histoire/
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SHA PUBLICATIONS 

SHA e-News 

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

2020. 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 

Due to the Covid-19 shutdown, the paper copy of is-

sue 33 of the Bulletin is stuck at the printer's. All 

members, however, should have received a link to a 

PDF version of it in late March 2020. 

 

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 34 is due in Oc-

tober 2020. 

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).  

THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER 

Issue 13 of The Antiquarian Astronomer was pub-

lished on time in June 2019. All members should have 

received a copy.  

  

 

In the current circumstances, the preparation and 

printing of the next issue of The Antiquarian Astrono-

mer, due for publication in June, has inevitably been 

delayed. 

However, contributors and editor have not been idle. 

We can tell you that the contents will include an as-

sessment by Simon Mitton of Georges Lemaître’s role 

in what is now known as the Hubble–Lemaître law; 

Paul Haley on the life and work of Henry Cooper Key, 

a pioneer of silvered-glass mirrors; the story of W. H. 

Smyth’s telescopes told by Rob Peeling; a study of 

colour perception among past and present observers of 

coloured double stars by Peter Morris and Bill Shee-

han; and the final part of Richard Schmidt and Paul 

Dearden’s in-depth history of the Liverpool Observa-

tory, from the time when it became the Greenwich of 

the north to its eventual removal to Bidston. Much to 

look forward to! 

A PDF of the issue will be made available for 

download from the SHA website in the summer and 

we will endeavour to distribute printed copies as soon 

as is practical. Members and others wishing to submit 

material for future issues of The Antiquarian Astrono-

mer should contact Ian Ridpath (Editor) at 

ian@ianridpath.com. Guidance for authors and some 

back issues can be found on The Antiquarian As-

tronomer web page.  

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-e-news/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
mailto:ian@ianridpath.com
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/publications/the-antiquarian-astronomer/


Volume 12, no. 2 SHA e-News May 2020 page 4 
 

 

SHA LIBRARY NEWS 

The SHA library now has over 2700 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: 

Books purchased: 

Chinnici, Ileana  Decoding the Stars: A Biography of 

Angelo Secchi, Jesuit and Scientist, 2019 

Garfinkle, Robert A.  Luna cognita : a comprehensive 

observer's handbook of the known Moon (three vol-

umes), 2020 

Lawrence, Andy; Theaker, Kev; Vickery, Bruce; 

McKendrick, Trina; Ridley, Suzi  Stars, Time, and 

Mountains: The work of Charles Piazzi Smyth, 1819-

1900, 2020 

Moore, Donovan  What Stars Are Made Of: The Life 

of Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin, 2020 

Osterhage, Wolfgang W.  Galileo Galilei - at the 

threshold of the scientific age, 2018 

Sears, Derek W.G.  Gerard P. Kuiper and the Rise of 

Modern Planetary Science, 2019 

 

Library opening schedule for the coming months: 

 

The Library will not be open for the foreseeable fu-

ture. We will announce dates when the Library will 

open in due course. 

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 

library@shastro.org.uk 

 

 

BMI (Birmingham): home of the SHA Library 

 

https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/library/
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library.assistant@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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COMETARY WRATH  

This issue of SHA e-News is being compiled in ex-

traordinary circumstances. The deadly Covid-19 pan-

demic has closed down great swathes of social life: 

millions are confined to their homes for self-protection 

and health services struggle to cope. Tragically, count-

less numbers around the world have been left to cope 

as best they can without even the possibility of self-

isolation and with no recourse to health services.  

Scarcely a century ago, such scourges would have 

been attributed to divine wrath. Several centuries ago 

planetary conjunctions and spectacular comets would 

have been seen as portents of the havoc.  

The plague of 1665 that caused Newton to flee Cam-

bridge, preceding his anni mirabiles at Woolsthorpe 

Manor, was itself attended by a comet that gave rise to 

much speculation. The image here, from a contempo-

rary book by John Gadbury (De cometis: or, a dis-

course of the natures and effects of comets, as they are 

philosophically, historically & astrologically consid-

ered' (1665)) illustrates the terror caused.   

SHA ON THE ROAD 

For obvious reasons, the SHA has not been able to 

have any publicity stalls recently. We had intended to 

be present at the North West Astronomy Festival, but 

this event has been rescheduled to 2021.  

If you are aware of other future events, which would 

be suitable for a SHA stall, please let us know. 

 

SHA RESEARCH GRANTS 

SHA Small Research Grants are available for the pe-

riod 1 Nov 2019 to 31 Oct 2020 and applications 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. 

  

 

The Comet of 1665, from John Gadbury's De Cometis 

(image courtesy of the Wellcome Collection) 

https://nwastrofest.co.uk/
http://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.wordpress.com/grants/
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FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

NOTICED 

Cosmology’s Century: An Inside History of Our 

Modern Understanding of the Universe, by P.J.E. 

Peebles (Princeton University Press), Jun 2020, pp.440 

(hardback, £30.00), ISBN 9780691196022 

 Modern cosmology be-

gan a century ago with 

Albert Einstein's general 

theory of relativity and 

his notion of a homoge-

nous, philosophically 

satisfying cosmos. This 

book is the story of how 

generations of scientists 

built on these thoughts 

and many new meas-

urements to arrive at a 

well-tested physical the-

ory of the structure and 

evolution of our expand-

ing universe.  P.J.E. Peebles was at the forefront of 

many of the greatest discoveries of the past century. 

Taking readers from the field's beginnings, Peebles 

describes how scientists working in independent direc-

tions found themselves converging on a theory of 

cosmic evolution interesting enough to warrant the 

rigorous testing it passes so well. He explores the ma-

jor advances-some inspired by remarkable insights or 

perhaps just lucky guesses-as well as the wrong turns 

taken and the roads not explored. He shares recollec-

tions from major players in this story and provides a 

rare, inside look at how natural science is really done.  

The History of Celestial Navigation: Rise of the 

Royal Observatory and Nautical Almanacs, by P. 

Kenneth Seidelmann & Catherine Young Hohenkerk 

(eds.) (Springer), Jun 2020, pp.390 (hardback, 

£109.99), ISBN 9783030436308 

This volume charts the 

history of celestial 

navigation over the 

course of five centuries. 

Written by a group of 

historians and scientists, 

it analyzes how 

competing navigation 

systems, technologies, 

and institutions emerged 

and developed, with a 

focus on the major 

players in the US and the UK. 

The history covers the founding of the Royal 

Observatory; the first printing of a Nautical Almanac; 

the founding of the US and UK Nautical Almanac 

Offices; the creation of international standards for 

reference systems and astronomical constants; and the 

impact of 20th century technology on the field, among 

other topics. Additionally, the volume analyzes the 

present role and status of celestial navigation, 

particularly with respect to modern radio and satellite 

navigation systems. 

With its diverse authorship and nontechnical language, 

this book will appeal to any reader interested in the 

history of science, technology, astronomy, and 

navigation over the ages.  

The Human Cosmos: A Secret History of the Stars, 
by Jo Marchant (Canongate), Sep 2020, pp.352 (hard-

back, £16.99), ISBN 9781786894021 

For most of human history, 

we have led not just an 

earthly existence but a 

cosmic one. Celestial cycles 

drove every aspect of our 

daily lives. Our innate rela-

tionship with the stars 

shaped who we are - our 

religious beliefs, power 

structures, scientific ad-

vances and even our biol-

ogy. But over the last few 

centuries we have separated 

ourselves from the universe 

that surrounds us. And that disconnect comes at a cost. 

Jo Marchant takes us on a tour through the history of 

humanity's relationship with the heavens. We travel to 

the Hall of the Bulls in Lascaux and witness the sum-

mer solstice at a 5,000-year-old tomb at Newgrange. 

We visit Medieval monks grappling with the nature of 

time and Tahitian sailors navigating by the stars. We 

discover how light reveals the chemical composition of 

the sun, and we are with Einstein as he works out that 

space and time are one and the same. A four-billion-

year-old meteor inspires a search for extra-terrestrial 

life. And we discover why star-gazing can be really, 

really good for us. 

It is time for us to rediscover the full potential of the 

universe we inhabit, its wonder, its effect on our 

health, and its potential for inspiration and revelation. 

Willy Ley: Prophet of the Space Age, by Jared S. 

Buss (University Press of Florida), Mar 2020, pp.336 

(paperback, £25.95), ISBN 9780813068244 

https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691196022/cosmologys-century
https://press.princeton.edu/books/hardcover/9780691196022/cosmologys-century
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030436308
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030436308
https://canongate.co.uk/books/2508-the-human-cosmos-a-secret-history-of-the-stars/
https://upf.com/book.asp?id=9780813054438
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Willy Ley inspired 

young rocket scientists 

and would-be astronauts 

around the world to 

imagine a future of 

interplanetary travel 

long before space 

shuttles existed. This is 

the first biography of the 

science writer and 

rocketeer who predicted 

and boosted the rise of 

the Space Age. Born in 

Germany, Ley became 

involved in amateur 

rocketry until the field 

was taken over by the Nazis. He fled to America, 

where he forged a new life as a weapons expert and 

journalist during World War II and as a rocket 

researcher after the war. As America's foremost 

authority on rockets, missiles, and space travel, he 

authored books and scientific articles, while also 

regularly writing for science fiction pulp magazines 

and publishing what he termed romantic zoology - a 

blend of zoology, cryptozoology, history, and 

mythology.  

Space, Time, and Aliens: Collected Works on 

Cosmos and Culture, by Steven J. Dick (Springer), 

May 2020, pp.807 (hardback, £109.99), ISBN 

9783030416133 

 In this comprehensive 

and interdisciplinary vol-

ume, former NASA 

Chief Historian Steven 

Dick reflects on the ex-

ploration of space, astro-

biology and its implica-

tions, cosmic evolution, 

astronomical institutions, 

discovering and classify-

ing the cosmos, and the 

philosophy of astronomy. 

The unifying theme of 

the book is the connec-

tion between cosmos and 

culture, or what Carl Sagan many years ago called the 

“cosmic connection.” 

As both an astronomer and historian of science, Dr. 

Dick has been both a witness to and a participant in 

many of the astronomical events of the last half cen-

tury. This collection of papers presents his reflections 

over the last forty years in a way accessible to histori-

ans, philosophers, and scientists alike. From the search 

for alien life to ongoing space exploration efforts, 

readers will find this volume full of engaging topics 

relevant to science, society, and our collective future 

on planet Earth and beyond. 

Our Astronomical Clockwork: From Ancient 

Origins to Modern Astronomy of the Solar System, 
by Richard Kerner (World Scientific), Dec 2020, 

pp.300 (paperback, £19.99), ISBN 9789811215315 

This book is a 

superposition of two 

distinct narratives: the 

first is historical, 

discussing the evolution 

of astronomical 

knowledge since the 

dawn of civilizations; 

the second is scientific, 

conveying mathematical 

and physical content of 

each advancement. Great 

scientists of antiquity, 

Middle Ages and 

modern times until the 

18th century, are presented along with their 

discoveries, through short biographies and anecdotes. 

Special care is taken to explain their achievements 

using mathematical and physical concepts of their 

time, with modern perspective added only when 

ancient methodology is too cumbersome or its 

language hardly understandable to contemporary 

readers. 

 
RECENT BOOKS MISSED 

 

Luna Cognita: A Comprehensive Observer’s 

Handbook of the Known Moon, by Robert A. 

Garfinkle (Springer), Feb 2020, 3 volumes, pp.1680 

(hardback, £64.99 combined price), ISBN 

9781493916634 

 This comprehensive 

three-volume set takes 

you on an incomparable 

journey of our closest 

celestial neighbour.  

Vol.1 begins with a 

section on the Moon’s 

place in human history, 

mythology and lore, 

before gravitating closer 

to the Moon itself 

through scientific 

sections on the Earth-

Moon system, lunar motions and cycles. Following 

these are technical chapters on how to purchase, use 

and care for lunar observing and photography 

equipment. Techniques for observing the Moon (both 

https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030416133
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030416133
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/11674
https://www.worldscientific.com/worldscibooks/10.1142/11674
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9781493916634
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9781493916634
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with the naked eye and optical instruments) are 

detailed as the reader approaches the Moon’s surface 

on this visual tour-de-force. 

The “crater-hop” chapters in Vols. 1 & 2 discuss the 

physical aspects of the Moon’s features, offering brief 

biographical information on the person for whom the 

feature is named, as well as how each individual was 

involved in the development of science and 

selenography from ancient to modern times. Vol. 3 

contains appendices that cover a range of topics, from 

catalogues of lunar features such as nearside lunar 

domes to a comprehensive list of publishers and 

observing organizations.  

Decoding the Stars: A Biography of Angelo Secchi, 

Jesuit and Scientist, by Ileana Chinnici (Brill), Jul 

2020, pp.412 (hardback, £135.72), ISBN 

9789004387294 

An account of the life of 

the Jesuit scientist An-

gelo Secchi (1818-1878). 

In addition to providing 

an invaluable account of 

Secchi’s life and work—

something that has been 

sorely lacking in English-

language scholarship—

this biography will be 

especially stimulating for 

those interested in the 

evolution of astrophysics 

as a discipline from the 

nineteenth century on-

ward. Despite his eclecticism, reminiscent of the natu-

ral philosophers of the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

turies, Secchi was in many ways a very modern scien-

tist: open to innovation and cooperation, and a pro-

moter of popularization and citizen science. Secchi 

also appears fully inserted in the cultural context of his 

time: he participated in philosophical and scientific 

debates, spread new theories and ideas, but also suf-

fered the consequences of political events that marked 

those years and impacted on his life and activities. 

 

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.  

WEB-LINKS NOTICED 

In the Footsteps of Angelo Secchi 

A fascinating 18 minute documentary celebrating the 

200
th

 anniversary of the birth of Angelo Secchi, pio-

neer of solar and stellar spectroscopy.   

 

The Connaissance des temps 

The French Institute for Celestial Mechanics 

and Computation of Ephemerides (IMCCE) has 

published a series of newsletters (in French), cele-

brating the history of Connaissance des temps, a 

scientific journal which has been published since 

1679.  

The copiously illustrated newsletters – no.1 and 

no.2  can be downloaded from these links  

Gresham College Lectures 

Gresham College was founded in 1597 and has been 

providing free lectures within the City of London for 

over 400 years. 

It was established out of the will of Sir Thomas 

Gresham, one of the most influential and important 

men across the Tudor and Elizabethan periods. Sir 

Thomas made himself indispensable as the financial 

agent for four successive monarchs from Henry VIII to 

Elizabeth I. As well as founding the Royal Exchange, 

Sir Thomas left proceeds in his will for the foundation 

of Gresham College. 

The College's 130 annual lectures and events are free 

and open to all. The College has been recording its 

lectures since the 1980s and live streaming all lectures 

for those unable to attend in person. There are now 

over 2,000 lectures freely available online. What better 

way to entertain yourself during the present 'lock-

down'? 

Here are a few with connections to the history of as-

tronomy: 

400 Years of the Telescope – Prof. Ian Morison 

Decoding the Heavens: Solving the mystery of the 

World's First Computer - Jo Marchant   

Watchers of the skies – Prof. Ian Morison 

Arise, Sir Isaac! Newton’s London career - Dr Patricia 

Fara 

History, Science, Religion: Capturing The Public 

Imagination - Professor Allan Chapman 

How Astronomy Changed our View of the Cosmos: 

from Gresham to the 21st Century - Professor Jo-

seph Silk FRS 

https://brill.com/view/title/39451
https://brill.com/view/title/39451
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvTZdotgZ7E
https://www.imcce.fr/institut/presentation/
https://www.imcce.fr/newsletter/medias/2020/03/docs/newsletter-cdt-episode-1.pdf
https://www.imcce.fr/newsletter/medias/2020/03/docs/newsletter-cdt-episode-2.pdf
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/400-years-of-the-telescope
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/part-six-decoding-the-heavens-solving-the-mystery-of-the-worlds-first-computer
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/part-six-decoding-the-heavens-solving-the-mystery-of-the-worlds-first-computer
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/watchers-of-the-skies
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/newtons-london
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/newtons-london
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/history-science-religion-capturing-the-public-imagination
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/history-science-religion-capturing-the-public-imagination
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/astronomy-gresham-21st-century
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/astronomy-gresham-21st-century
https://www.gresham.ac.uk/lectures-and-events/astronomy-gresham-21st-century
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Halley to Hornsby 

One of a series of Oxford Mathematics History Posters 

deals with Oxford’s role in the development of New-

tonian philosophy in the 18th Century. In particular it 

focuses on Edmond Halley, the most famous English 

astronomer of his day and Savilian Professor of Ge-

ometry, and Thomas Hornsby, Sedleian Professor of 

Natural Philosophy and founder of the Radcliffe Ob-

servatory which appropriately now sits close to the 

new Mathematical Institute. SHA members who took 

part in the guided tour of Oxford at the 2019 April 

Conference will have seen some of the featured loca-

tions. 

Harvard Science Book Talks and 
Research Lectures 

In the latest of this series of talks, award‑winning sci-

ence writer Marcia Bartusiak talks about her new 

book, Dispatches from Planet 3 (noted in the Novem-

ber SHA e-News), which explores the galaxy, the mul-

tiverse, and the history of astronomy in an engaging 

compilation of cosmological 

“tales”. In its thirty‑two con-

cise and engrossing essays, 

the book provides a deeper 

understanding of the nature 

of the universe and those who 

strived to uncover its myster-

ies. Bartusiak shares the back 

stories for many momentous 

astronomical discoveries, 

including the contributions of 

such pioneers as Beatrice 

Tinsley and her groundbreak-

ing research in galactic evolution, and Jocelyn Bell 

Burnell, the scientist who first discovered radio pul-

sars. 

Jodrell Bank Observatory: 
World Heritage Site 

Jodrell Bank is the UK’s latest UNESCO World Heri-

tage Site. Join Professor Teresa Anderson, who co-

authored the case for this with Tim O’Brien, to hear 

the story of the site’s beginnings, tales of the emer-

gence of the new science of radio astronomy and why 

the Grade I-listed Lovell Telescope actually still 

doesn’t have planning permission…! This lecture was 

live-streamed on 12 Dec 2019. 

Robert Hooke: Victim of Genius 

This BBC4 documentary about Robert Hooke is not 

new, it was first broadcast in 2017, but is well-worth 

watching for its repetition of Hooke's experiments.

Journal of Astronomical History and 
Heritage 

The Mar/Apr 2020 issue (vol.23, nr.1) of this excel-

lent journal is now available for free download.   

BAA Webinars 

Several of the newly launched BAA Webinars have a 

historical theme, including: 

Sir Patrick Moore - Early Life, Mentors and Note-

books – by Dr John Mason (15 Apr 2020) 

The BAA in Suffolk between the World Wars - by Bill 

Barton (27 May 2020) 

John Couch Adams paper 

A 17 page paper on John Couch Adams:mathematical 

astronomer, college friend of George Gabriel Stokes 

and promoter of women in astronomy, by Davor Kra-

jnovic has been published in the Philosophical Trans-

actions A of the Royal Society and can now be viewed. 

John Herschel and celestial names 

A paper by Stephen Case, published in the online 

magazine, Aeon, considers the role played by John 

Herschel in avoiding nationalistic rivalries being 

played out in naming heavenly bodies. 

Journal of Skyscape Archaeology 

The latest issue of the above journal (vol.5, nr.2) is 

now available for free download. 

 

SHA SURVEY 

The last SHA Council Meeting (22 Feb 2020) agreed 

recommendations from the Survey Working Group: 

(a) the current county model should be retained, but 

with expansion of the existing indices to address 

many of the shortcoming of the current structure. 

(b) a small team (2-3 volunteers) is formed to re-

search survey stubs (data mine) from existing 

sources in a systematic manner. Members willing to 

help are invited to contact the Survey Coordinator, 

Kevin Johnson.  

(c) with the 20th anniversary approaching in 2022, 

we use some of the information collected through 

the survey as the basis for a book. This could have 

separate chapters for astronomers, observatories, 

planetariums, ancient sites, odd stories, etc.   

https://www.maths.ox.ac.uk/system/files/media/Halley%20to%20Hornsby_0.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q2RtBExxD_c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aneJSVAtuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aneJSVAtuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8aneJSVAtuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sZrXv0dHARk
http://old.narit.or.th/en/files/2020JAHHvol23/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tn-B4S1Ylik
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tn-B4S1Ylik
https://britastro.org/node/19175
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2004.03886.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2004.03886.pdf
https://arxiv.org/pdf/2004.03886.pdf
https://aeon.co/essays/how-gods-beat-astronomers-in-the-solar-system-name-game
https://aeon.co/essays/how-gods-beat-astronomers-in-the-solar-system-name-game
https://journals.equinoxpub.com/JSA/issue/view/2723
mailto:survey@shastro.org.uk
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OTHER MEETINGS, COURSES & 
EXHIBITIONS NOTICED (non-SHA) 

Given the uncertain situation with the pandemic, any-

one interested in the following events is advised to 

check regularly whether they are still going ahead. 

 

BAA Historical Section meeting 

Sat 21 Nov 2020 at the Birmingham Midland Insti-

tute, 9 Margaret Street, Birmingham B3 3BS.  

The meeting will be from 10 am until 5 pm in the 

John Lee Hall. Speakers include – Professor Clive 

Ruggles from Leicester University; Dr Geoff 

Belknapp, head curator at the Science and Media Mu-

seum in Bradford, and the renowned and entertaining 

lecturer Andy Lound. Further speakers and details of 

the topics will be given in a future issue of SHA e-

News and on the section webpage. The SHA Library 

will be open to BAA visitors on both Fri 20 and Sat 21 

Nov 2020. 

9th International Conference of the 
European Society for the History of 
Science (ESHS) 

31 Aug – 3 Sep 2020 at the University of Bologna  

The theme of the Conference will be Visual, Mate-

rial and Sensory Cultures of Science. It will be hosted 

by the Centre for the History of Universities and Sci-

ence at the University of Bologna (CIS) and by the 

Italian Society for the History of Science (SISS). 

Bologna is one of the major centres for the study of 

the history of science in Italy, and this distinguished 

tradition goes back a long time. Since the later Middle 

Ages Bologna has been at the core of significant de-

velopments in European medicine, natural philosophy, 

mathematics, astronomy and a wide spectrum of other 

emerging scientific disciplines. Over the centuries, the 

city and its university have collected and preserved a 

vast amount of documentation that traces the practice 

and evolution of these disciplines within a variety of 

institutional and civic contexts. As a result, Bologna 

can praise itself for hosting some of the richest ar-

chives for the history of science and medicine in 

Europe.  

 

39th Scientific Instrument Commis-
sion Symposium  

14-19 Sep  2020 in London 

The conference will be jointly organised by the Sci-

ence Museum and Royal Museums Greenwich, with 

the main base at the Science Museum’s Dana Research 

Centre and Library in South Kensington and a day in 

Greenwich.  

The ‘spatial turn’ in history of science and historical 

geography has seen fruitful exploration of the situated-

ness of knowledge production and practice. Instrument 

historians have paid close attention to how instruments 

have been made, used and understood in a variety of 

spaces. 

This year’s theme, Spaces for Instruments, reflects 

some current interests of our host institutions. The Sci-

ence Museum’s new Science City 1550-1800 gallery 

explores how scientific instrument making and ex-

perimental practice shaped, and were shaped by, the 

growing city of London. The forthcoming Royal Mu-

seums Greenwich Royal Observatory 350 project will 

explore the legacy of one of the most iconic sites in 

instrument history. Museums are also in their own 

right significant spaces for the preservation, study and 

public interpretation of scientific instruments. 

The theme also builds on excellent discussions at re-

cent SIC Symposia which have explored instruments at 

the crossroads, infrastructure, global/local and 

east/west narratives. 

Stories of the Sky 

11-12 Jul 2020, University of Wales Trinity Saint 

David, Lampeter, Wales POSTPONED 

18th Sophia Centre conference. This Conference has 

been postponed until 2021, due to the Covid-19 pan-

demic. The Organising Committee apologises for any 

inconvenience caused.  

The Clockwork Universe 

Wed 9 Dec 2020 17.00-18.30 at the University of 

Portsmouth. Lecture Theatre 1, Richmond Building, 

Portland Street, Portsmouth, PO1 3DE 

How did our view of the Universe develop? 

By the mid-eighteenth century it was accepted that 

the Universe was constrained by physical laws. These 

laws, if not entirely understood, showed regularity and 

could be handled mathematically to provide both ex-

planation and prediction of celestial phenomena. 

Most of us have at least some hazy idea of the fun-

damental shift that came through the work of Coperni-

cus, Kepler, Galileo and Newton. The idea that the 

universe runs like a clock tends to be associated with 

these sixteenth - and seventeenth - century pioneers. 

It remains as a useful and perhaps comforting anal-

ogy. 

https://britastro.org/section_front/13
https://sites.google.com/view/eshsbologna2020/home
https://scientific-instrument-commission.org/sic-conferences/item/xxxix-scientific-instrument-symposium
http://sophia-project.net/conferences/conference2020/index.php
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/the-clockwork-universe-tickets-100935891970
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But the idea of a “mechanical” universe had been 

around for much longer – at least as far back as the 

third century BCE. The evidence for this from the An-

tikythera Mechanism, an extraordinary artefact from 

ancient Greece, will be described and illustrated. 

Professor Mike Edmunds will discuss how the tech-

nology and philosophy had developed by the nine-

teenth century AD. 

The subsequent advent of quantum mechanics and 

high-performance computing inevitably prompts us to 

ask the question – “Is a mechanistic view of the Uni-

verse still valid in the twenty-first century?” 

History of Astronomy Workshop 
(NDXV) 

Due to the Covid-19 outbreak, the Fifteenth Biennial 

History of Astronomy Workshop (NDXV), originally 

scheduled for July 2021, has been postponed until the 

following year on June 8–12, 2022. 

The Astronomical Heritage 

of Slovakia 

We understand that steps are afoot to found a history 

of astronomy society, similar to the SHA, in Slovakia. 

See the next SHA e-News for further information. In 

the meantime, readers may wish to familiarise them-

selves with a bit of the astronomical heritage of Slova-

kia by watching this video, from the IAU's Under One 

Sky: Astronomy around the World series.  

 

RECENT DEATHS 

The SHA regrets to record the recent deaths of two 

notable historians of astronomy and archaeo-

astronomy. 

Dave Gavine (1937-2020) 

Dr David Myles Gavine, a very well-liked and re-

spected speaker to astronomical societies throughout 

the UK, died on 2 Jan 2020. His 1982 PhD thesis on 

the History of Astronomy in Scotland: 1745-1900 is 

likely to remain an important reference for years to 

come. Dundee Astronomical Society has posted an 

affectionate video celebration of his life.  

 

Aubrey Burl (1926-2020) 

Archaeologist Aubrey Burl died, aged 94, on 8 April 

2020. He had suffered a fall in February. He was one 

of the leading experts on prehistoric stone circles and 

related monuments. He wrote prolifically in this area 

and his works included significant books on archaeo-

astronomy. His lecture, Stone Circles Grow Up, can be 

viewed on YouTube. 

 

RAS Bicentenary: Visions of the 
Universe Prestige Stamp Book 

This Royal Mail 24-page full-colour publication 

traces the 200-year history of the Royal Astronomical 

Society, from inception to today. 

Astronomy journalist Dr Stuart Clark recalls key 

British discoveries, recounts recent space missions and 

charts the growth of astronomical science and geo-

physics. 

The Visions of the Universe Prestige Stamp Book 

(£16.55) contains all eight Special Stamps in exclusive 

panes. 

Two additional panes feature of a mix of Definitive 

and Country Definitive stamps surrounding labels de-

picting an illustration of a black hole and the Royal 

Astronomical Society logo.  

NEW MEMBERS 

We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the 

following new members who have joined since the 

previous issue of SHA  e-News: 

Mrs Sarah Harris &  Family CHELTENHAM  

Mr John Kennedy NOTTINGHAM   

Mr John Cuthbertson NOTTINGHAM 

 

https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uc9-Rm6L1xY
https://www.scotsman.com/news/obituaries/dr-david-gavine-scot-whose-early-fascination-sky-led-lifetime-gathering-knowledge-and-friends-1395813
http://dundeeastro.com/28.02.20-Dr-D-Gavine-tribute.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XUkCTfdXYqo
https://shop.royalmail.com/special-stamp-issues/visions-of-the-universe/visions-of-the-universe-prestige-stamp-book
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Dr Patrick V. Sudbury 

(1941 – 2007) 

 

 May 2020 marks World Museum’s planetarium’s 

50th anniversary, it is the longest surviving planetar-

ium in a British museum and this is the story so far... 

 In 1941 the Liverpool Museum, as it was known 

then, suffered a direct hit from a bomb during the Liv-

erpool Blitz. It was reopened in 1956 and was to see 

huge redevelopment. A lot of that work happened in 

the late 1960s. The director at that time, Tom Hume, 

had the vision of creating a modern museum that 

would embrace science and technology. The 1960’s 

was a decade of change and of belief in a new and bet-

ter future, forged, as the Prime Minister Harold Wilson 

phrased it, ‘in the white heat of technology’. Hume set 

up a new Astronomy Department early in 1969, estab-

lishing a new time and space gallery and installing the 

planetarium. 

The driving force behind the planetarium and space 

gallery came from Dr Patrick Victor Sudbury, a scien-

tist who had previously worked with NASA surveying 

possible landing sites for the Apollo missions using the 

telescope at the Pic Du Midi observatory in the Pyre-

nees. He earned his PhD for his efforts.  With his 

knowledge of telescopes and astronomy, he became 

the first head of the Astronomy Department and man-

ager of the planetarium. He also served as President of 

Liverpool Astronomical Society between 1970 – 72. 

Sudbury began the astronomy and science collec-

tions, particularly rocketry and telescopes, and created 

the new Space gallery 

next to the Planetarium. 

He was also responsible 

for the oceanography, 

modern physics, photog-

raphy, scientific instru-

ments and medicine col-

lections, some of which 

are nationally significant. 

The restored museum 

was launched in January 

1970 with a display of 

moon rock brought back 

by the Apollo 11 crew. 

There were queues 

stretching hundreds of 

yards outside the mu-

seum and more than 32,000 people visited during the 

three-day showing.  

The planetarium opened a few months later on Fri-

day the 22nd May 1970. It was only the second plane-

tarium to be built in a museum – the first, the London 

Planetarium, was built in Madame Tussauds in Baker 

Street, London, in 1958. This was closed in 2006 but a 

new one was established at Greenwich a few years 

later. 

LIVERPOOL’S VERY OWN PLANETARIUM 
1970 - 2020 

By Patrick Kiernan - National Museums Liverpool 

50 Years of Star Gazing – With the Roof On! 

 

 

This picture shows the dome we still use being 

built. By 1970 Phase two of the museum’s develop-

ment was complete 

 

 

 

On opening the entrance fee was 2 shillings (or 

£1.41 today), after decimalisation that price be-

came 15p (or about £2.50 today) 
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 There was a suite of 150 projectors using almost 50 

different motors for images of planets, galaxies and 

other extras that were not built into the main projector. 

Each week four to five projector lamps had to be re-

placed along with bulbs around the dome. When new 

shows were introduced, new projectors had to be filled 

with slides, checked and installed; the planet projectors 

had to be moved to keep them correctly positioned in 

the sky. 

A little after opening the Liverpool skyline was 

added to the base of the dome. Even though the shows 

were mainly pre-recorded, everything had to be done 

manually: bringing up images, moving the sky and 

pointing out items. The audio was played on a two 

track reel tape recorder and the audio to the public was 

fed through speakers whilst the operator wore head-

phones with the track of the show playing in one ear 

and the prompts of what to do and when playing in the 

other! The newly installed operator's console took 

some learning and patience to work out which knob 

and switch did what. Liverpool A.S. became a recruit-

ing agent for many of the operators, and the Planetar-

ium in return was used as a recruitment tool for society 

members. 

The Space and Time Gallery followed, opening on 

the 9th September 1993. Leading towards the Planetar-

ium on Level 5, the gallery cost £375,000 for renova-

tion and provided a new home for the collection of 

rockets and telescopes. The opening ceremony was 

overseen by Dr Stephen Hawking via video telephone 

link. At the time, Dr Hawking was the Lucasian Pro-

fessor of Mathematics at Cambridge University, a po-

sition once held by Sir Isaac Newton. This renovation 

made the gallery an exciting and fascinating prelude to 

the planetarium. New comfortable padded seating was 

installed in the planetarium for visitors to sit back and 

enjoy the shows. 

The first big improvement to the planetarium equip-

ment since its opening was in 2012 when Zeiss (who 

made the original projector – the ‘Star Ball’) donated 

two digital projectors. The new projectors allowed us 

to present higher quality and more immersive shows 

without the need for filters, slides and weekly calibra-

tion. Unfortunately, because of the way the projectors 

work we had to remove the skyline from around the 

base of the dome. The feature is greatly missed by our 

visitors to this day, many of whom remember seeing it 

 

The new Planetarium featured sixty-seven seats and initially there were two shows each afternoon, ex-

cept on Monday’s which were kept for maintenance of the equipment. As with all new equipment there 

were some initial difficulties with the £5,000 (about £85,500 in today’s money) Zeiss projector.  
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when visiting the Planetarium as children. 

Over the years our programme has changed; the first 

school shows began in 1979 nine years after opening 

and continue to this day. Since 1979, we have wel-

comed around half a million school children! Over the 

years we increased the number of shows from two a 

day to our current full schedule of eight shows a day at 

weekends and holidays, with five public shows a day 

and three school shows a day during school term. 

One of the highlights of the last few years took place 

in February 2016 when we had a live link-up with the 

International Space Station to talk with British astro-

naut Tim Peake. Schools from around the country at-

tended the museum for the event and others watched it 

live online. Pupils were able to ask him questions, 

which he then answered whilst whizzing over the 

Earth at 27,000 km an hour!  

The planetarium remains a very popular and enter-

taining attraction with over 2 million visitors and 

counting! It is a unique venue and something of which 

the people of Liverpool and the region are rightly 

proud. The future for the planetarium is exciting: when 

we re-open why not pop in and say ‘Hi’. Let’s talk 

space and become part of the next 50 years of our 

journey through the cosmos.  

PLANETARIUM FAST FACTS 

Opened 22nd May 1970, entrance fee 2 shillings 

(£1.41 at today’s prices). 

1972 after decimalisation entrance fee 15p (£2.50 at 

today’s prices). 

Today’s entrance fee is great value and similar to 

1972: £3.00 for adults, £2.50 for concessions!! 

From two shows a day we now show up to eight a 

day! 

1 Millionth visitor arrived in June 2002. 

Half a million school children have visited the plane-

tarium for unforgettable school trips. 

There have been 2.18 million public visitors 

Space & Time Gallery opened 1993 

New projectors installed in 2012 

A live link to the International Space Station in 2016. 

 

Text and several of the images with thanks to Patrick 

Kiernan, Education Demonstrator. Learning & Par-

ticipation Department, National Museums Liverpool, 

plus SHA member and appreciation also to Phil Phil-

lips, New Media Development Manager Systems De-

partment. National Museums Liverpool. 

Images with thanks © World Museum Liverpool, The 

Liverpool Echo, ™Google Images. 

  

 

 

Members of the SHA visit the Liverpool Planetarium during their annual summer picnic event and visit 

to Liverpool, July 2017. © SHA James Dawson 
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SHA CALENDAR 2020 

MONTH SHA EVENT OR PUBLICATION VENUE 

2020   

JAN   

FEB SHA e-News (1-5 Feb)  

MAR   

APR SHA Bulletin 31 (1 Apr) 
SHA Spring Conference (25 Apr) CANCELLED 

 
Cambridge 

MAY SHA e-News (1-5 May)  

JUN The Antiquarian Astronomer (Jun)  

JUL SHA Summer Picnic (20 Jun) CANCELLED Lacock Abbey, 
Wiltshire 

AUG SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)  

SEP   

OCT SHA Bulletin 32 (1 Oct) 
SHA Autumn Conference & AGM (24 Oct) 

 
Birmingham 

NOV SHA e-News (1-5 Nov)  

DEC   

 

 

 

 


