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On 21 Jul 2021, UNESCO’s World Heritage Com-

mittee announced its decision to delete Liverpool’s 

waterfront from the World Heritage List, due to the 

‘irreversible loss of attributes conveying its out-

standing universal value’. 

The Committee is also considering the inscription of 

Stonehenge on the List of World Heritage in Danger if 

the A303 route upgrade scheme is not modified. It has 

asked the UK government to submit a report on im-

provements to the road scheme by 1 Feb 2022.  

Meanwhile, campaigners challenging the legality of 

the 2020 decision by the Secretary of State for Trans-

port, Grant Shapps, to fund a road tunnel, have just 

won (30 Jul 2021) an important victory in the High 

Court. The tunnel would have taken the A303 out of 

sight of Stonehenge, but not enough for the road to 

pass completely beneath the World Heritage Site. Rep-

resentations by archaeoastronomers and others had led 

to changes, which preserved important sight-lines, but 

campaigners maintained that the scheme would still 

destroy up to half a million buried artefacts 

NEW SHA PUBLICATION 

WILLIAM LASSELL 
Telescopes, Planets & Drinking Beer 

 

The second of a series of planned SHA booklets (the 

first having been on Jeremiah Horrocks) was published 

in July and tells the story of William Lassell. 

Lassell made his fortune as a Liverpool brewer. This 

enabled him to pursue his passion for astronomy, par-

ticularly his keen interest in the outer planets. De-

scribed as one of the first ‘Grand Amateurs’ of the 

Victorian age, William Lassell’s list of achievements 

is truly impressive. He built a 24-inch reflector tele-

scope using his own workshops, discovered Triton, the 

largest moon of Neptune, co-discovered Hyperion, a 

moon of Saturn, and went on to discover Ariel and 

Umbriel, two moons of Uranus. 

The 42-page booklet costs £8 (+£2.30 postage). For 

ordering details, please email, Gerard Gilligan.

STONEHENGE 

UNESCO World Heritage 
status threatened 

High Court victory for 
campaigners 

 

https://whc.unesco.org/archive/2021/whc21-44com-7B.Add-en.pdf
https://highwaysengland.co.uk/media/2hod4d0q/a303-stonehenge-a2bd-web-march-2019-vi.pdf
https://www.judiciary.uk/judgments/save-stonehenge-v-secretary-of-state-for-transport/
https://www.judiciary.uk/judgments/save-stonehenge-v-secretary-of-state-for-transport/
mailto:chairman@shastro.org.uk
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FUTURE SHA MEETINGS 

EVENING ONLINE MEETING 

On Wed 29 Sep 2021 at 7.30 pm BST the SHA will 

be hosting a free online evening presentation for 

members (using ‘Zoom’): 

Title: Angelo Secchi, Jesuit and Scientist 

Speaker: Ileana Chinnici (INAF-Palermo Astro-

nomical Observatory) 

In the second half of the 19th century, astronomy 

faced an important change that led to the rise of as-

trophysics. This change was induced by the applica-

tion of new techniques, especially spectroscopy and 

photography, in the astronomical field. Father Angelo 

Secchi was one of the leaders of this change and his 

studies largely contributed to the development of the 

rising astrophysics. In this talk, a short biographical 

profile of Secchi and a survey of his main scientific 

results (with special attention to his early spectral 

classification of stars) will be illustrated. 

The talk will be limited to 100 attendees. Places will 

be offered on a first come first served basis. More 

details, along with joining instructions, will be sent to 

all members by email nearer to the date. 

To register, please contact our Meetings Secretary, 

Mike White, at: Meetings@shastro.org.uk 

2021 AUTUMN CONFERENCE & AGM 

In view of the continuing uncertainties in relation to 

the pandemic, it has been decided that this will be an 

online event, using ‘Zoom’ on Sat 6 Nov 2021 at 

11.00. The Annual General Meeting will be followed 

by a single lecture. Further details and registration in-

formation will be circulated to members in due course. 

2022 SPRING CONFERENCE 

It is hoped that by Spring 2022 society will be back to 

‘normal’ and that we will be able to have a ‘real live’ 

conference at the Institute of Astronomy in Cam-

bridge. Details to be announced later. 

2022 SUMMER PICNIC 

Summer 2022 will be the 200
th

 anniversary of the 

death of William Herschel. We hope to hold the 

SHA’s summer picnic in Bath to take part in com-

memorations of this. 

RECENT ONLINE MEETINGS 

24 Oct 2020 Steve Barrett: The Hale Telescope on 

Mount Palomar. 

18 Dec 2020 Seb Falk: Monks, astrolabes and equa-

toria: practical astronomy in the later Middle Ages.  

12 Jan 2021 Ian Glass: 200 years of the Cape Obser-

vatory.  

11 Mar 2021 Jacqueline Mitton: Vera Rubin: A Life. 

19 May 2021 Carolyn Kennett, Robert Smith, Brian 

Sheen: Neptune: from Grand Discovery, etc 

SHA COUNCIL 

 The current SHA Officers & Council are: 

Honorary Council Members 

Hon President Dr Allan Chapman 

Hon Vice-President Dr Michael Hoskin 

Council Members 

Chairman Gerard Gilligan 

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

General Secretary Mike Leggett 

Treasurer  Geoff King 

Membership Secretary Graham Jones 

Editor, SHA Bulletin Kevin Walsh 

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 

Asst. Editor, The Antiquarian Astronomer Peter 

Morris 

Archivist  John Chuter 

Assistant Librarian Carolyn Bedwell 

 

SHA COUNCIL MEETINGS 

The following SHA Council meetings are scheduled 

for 2021: 

Sat 25 Sep 2021 11 am, remotely via ‘Zoom’ 

 

When physical meetings are able to resume, SHA 

members are very welcome to attend Council meet-

ings as observers. Please let the General Secretary 

know in advance, if you wish to do so. 

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 Novem-

ber 2021. If you know of any meetings, publications, 

exhibitions or events pertaining to the history of as-

tronomy that might interest other members, please 

email brief details to the Editor (David Sellers). 

 

Back issues and guidelines for contributions are 

available from the e-News web page. 

SHA BULLETIN 

Issue 35 of the Bulletin (Spring 2021) was distrib-

uted to SHA members during April. 

 

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. 

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 Editor (Kevin 

Walsh) before preparing items where duplication is a 

possibility (e.g. book reviews).  

THE ANTIQUARIAN ASTRONOMER 

Issue 15 of The Antiquarian Astronomer was pub-

lished at the beginning of June 2021. All members 

should have received a copy.  

  

 

This issue has 70 pages. The contents include: an ac-

count by Timothy Baker of Stanley Hey’s radio obser-

vatory in Richmond Park; the story of popular practi-

cal astronomy in late Georgian and early Victorian 

Birmingham, by David Bryden; a look at astronomers 

and observatories in late Georgian England (1800-

1830s), by Kevin Johnson; and, a chronicle of Maria 

Mitchell’s career, from Nantucket to Vassar, by Paul 

Haley. 

Issue 16 should be published in June/July 2022. 

Members and others wishing to submit material for 

future issues of The Antiquarian Astronomer should 

contact Ian Ridpath (Editor) at aaedi-

tor@shastro.org.uk. Guidance for authors and some 

back issues can be found on The Antiquarian As-

tronomer web page.  

 

SHA ON THE ROAD 

For obvious reasons, the SHA has not been able to 

have any publicity stalls recently. 

If you are aware of future events, which would be 

suitable for a SHA stall, please let us know. 

 

mailto:enews@shastro.org.uk
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-e-news/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/the-bulletin/
mailto:bulletin@shastro.org.uk
mailto:aaeditor@shastro.org.uk
mailto:aaeditor@shastro.org.uk
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 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. 

Due to structural work which is due to take place 

within the Birmingham and Midland Institute, the 

SHA Library will remain closed for the time being, but 

I hope to be able to open again in the autumn. 

We continue to look for and obtain new items for the 

Library and a list of the latest acquisitions is given be-

low. If you have anything you’d like to donate to the 

Library please let us know. 

Aveni, Anthony F., In the shadow of the Moon : the 

science, magic, and mystery of solar eclipses, 2017 

Clark, Latimer, The star guide. A list of the most re-

markable celestial objects visible with small telescopes 

with their positions for every tenth day in the year and 

other astronomical information, 1886 

Dibner, Bern, A letter from Galileo, 1967 

Dyson, Anthony, From time ball to atomic clock, 

1983 

Forbes, Eric C., The Euler-Mayer correspondence, 

1751-1755 : a new perspective on eighteenth-century 

advances in the lunar theory, 1971 

Gingerich, Owen, An Annotated Census of Coperni-

cus' De Revolutionibus: (Nuremberg, 1543 and Basel, 

1566), 2002 – kindly donated by Michael Hoskin 

Heck, André, Information handling in astronomy : 

historical vistas, 2003 

Kragh, Helge K., The moon that wasn't the saga of 

Venus' spurious satellite, 2008 

Parkes, Samuel H., Unfinished worlds : a study in as-

tronomy, 1888 

Royal Astronomical Society (RAS), Catalogue of the 

library of the Royal Astronomical Society : compiled 

to June 1884, 1886 

Sevigny, Melissa L., Under Desert Skies : how Tuc-

son mapped the way to the moon and planets, 2016 

van der Kruit, Pieter C., Pioneer of galactic astron-

omy : a biography of Jacobus C. Kapteyn, 2021 

Just before we went into the first lockdown, Michael 

Hoskin contacted me and said he had some books he 

wanted to donate to the SHA. Mark Hurn kindly col-

lected these from Michael and kept them in the Insti-

tute of Astronomy Library in Cambridge. When lock-

down was eased I went to Cambridge and collected 

them from Mark. I’ve yet to catalogue them all, but 

one title that caught my eye is a book I’ve been hunt-

ing for, An Annotated Census of Copernicus' De Revo-

lutionibus, by Owen Gingerich. The book is now out 

of print and second hand copies are very hard to come 

by, so I am really grateful to Michael for this book in 

particular. It is a tremendously important book and 

probably one of Owen Gingerich’s most important 

works. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

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://www.amazon.co.uk/Shadow-Moon-Science-Mystery-Eclipses/dp/0300223196/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=In+the+shadow+of+the+Moon+%3A+the+science%2C+magic%2C+and+mystery+of+solar+eclipses&qid=1627140762&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Shadow-Moon-Science-Mystery-Eclipses/dp/0300223196/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=In+the+shadow+of+the+Moon+%3A+the+science%2C+magic%2C+and+mystery+of+solar+eclipses&qid=1627140762&sr=8-1
https://www.worldcat.org/title/star-guide-a-list-of-the-the-most-remarkable-celestial-objects-visible-with-small-telescopes-with-their-positions-for-every-tenth-day-in-the-year-and-other-astronomical-information-by-l-clark-and-herbert-sadler/oclc/977419837&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/star-guide-a-list-of-the-the-most-remarkable-celestial-objects-visible-with-small-telescopes-with-their-positions-for-every-tenth-day-in-the-year-and-other-astronomical-information-by-l-clark-and-herbert-sadler/oclc/977419837&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/star-guide-a-list-of-the-the-most-remarkable-celestial-objects-visible-with-small-telescopes-with-their-positions-for-every-tenth-day-in-the-year-and-other-astronomical-information-by-l-clark-and-herbert-sadler/oclc/977419837&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/star-guide-a-list-of-the-the-most-remarkable-celestial-objects-visible-with-small-telescopes-with-their-positions-for-every-tenth-day-in-the-year-and-other-astronomical-information-by-l-clark-and-herbert-sadler/oclc/977419837&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/letter-from-galileo/oclc/493939522&referer=brief_results
https://www.amazon.co.uk/TIME-ATOMIC-CLOCK-Royal-Observatory/dp/B002I6UPN6/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=From+time+ball+to+atomic+clock&qid=1627140842&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Euler-Mayer-correspondence-1751-1755-perspective-eighteenth-century/dp/0444195807/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+Euler-Mayer+correspondence&qid=1627140868&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Euler-Mayer-correspondence-1751-1755-perspective-eighteenth-century/dp/0444195807/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+Euler-Mayer+correspondence&qid=1627140868&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Euler-Mayer-correspondence-1751-1755-perspective-eighteenth-century/dp/0444195807/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+Euler-Mayer+correspondence&qid=1627140868&sr=8-1
https://www.worldcat.org/title/annotated-census-of-copernicus-de-revolutionibus-nuremberg-1543-and-basel-1566/oclc/248848359&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/annotated-census-of-copernicus-de-revolutionibus-nuremberg-1543-and-basel-1566/oclc/248848359&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/annotated-census-of-copernicus-de-revolutionibus-nuremberg-1543-and-basel-1566/oclc/248848359&referer=brief_results
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Information-Handling-Astronomy-Historical-Astrophysics/dp/1402011784/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Information+handling+in+astronomy+%3A+historical+vistas&qid=1627140940&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Information-Handling-Astronomy-Historical-Astrophysics/dp/1402011784/ref=sr_1_2?dchild=1&keywords=Information+handling+in+astronomy+%3A+historical+vistas&qid=1627140940&sr=8-2
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Moon-That-Wasnt-Science-Networks/dp/3764389087/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+moon+that+wasn%27t+the+saga+of+Venus%27+spurious+satellite&qid=1627140980&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Moon-That-Wasnt-Science-Networks/dp/3764389087/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=The+moon+that+wasn%27t+the+saga+of+Venus%27+spurious+satellite&qid=1627140980&sr=8-1
https://www.worldcat.org/title/unfinished-worlds-a-study-in-astronomy/oclc/17881791&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/unfinished-worlds-a-study-in-astronomy/oclc/17881791&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/catalogue-of-the-library-of-the-royal-astronomical-society-compiled-to-june-1884/oclc/1158121821&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/catalogue-of-the-library-of-the-royal-astronomical-society-compiled-to-june-1884/oclc/1158121821&referer=brief_results
https://www.worldcat.org/title/catalogue-of-the-library-of-the-royal-astronomical-society-compiled-to-june-1884/oclc/1158121821&referer=brief_results
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Under-Desert-Skies-Planets-Sentinel/dp/1941451047/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Under+Desert+Skies+%3A+how+Tucson+mapped+the+way+to+the+moon+and+planets&qid=1627141039&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Under-Desert-Skies-Planets-Sentinel/dp/1941451047/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Under+Desert+Skies+%3A+how+Tucson+mapped+the+way+to+the+moon+and+planets&qid=1627141039&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pioneer-Galactic-Astronomy-Biography-Biographies/dp/3030554228/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Pioneer+of+galactic+astronomy+%3A+a+biography+of+Jacobus+C.+Kapteyn&qid=1627141057&sr=8-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pioneer-Galactic-Astronomy-Biography-Biographies/dp/3030554228/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=Pioneer+of+galactic+astronomy+%3A+a+biography+of+Jacobus+C.+Kapteyn&qid=1627141057&sr=8-1
https://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.com/library/
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library.assistant@shastro.org.uk
mailto:library@shastro.org.uk
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Well, as always, I 

do hope this mes-

sage to you finds 

you and your loved 

ones well and keep-

ing safe. 

As I write this, 

“freedom day”, as 

it’s being known, 

has come and gone, 

but the temperature 

in my garden at the 

moment is about the 

same as that on the surface of Venus. Joking aside, the 

relaxation of Covid-19 regulations and guidelines has 

been greeted with mixed feelings by many people. 

Sadly there are many households that still have mem-

bers self-isolating, in hospital with Covid, or have re-

grettably experienced bereavement. So is it correct to 

say we are at a freedom stage? 

Due to this continued uncertainty, and to avoid a 

clash with other meetings, the Society Council has 

moved the date of the AGM/conference to Saturday 

November 6
th

 (from 11am), and it will be conducted 

via ‘Zoom’ as last year. It is hoped that, following the 

short AGM, we can have a suitable webinar that all 

members can enjoy, again as we did last time. More 

details in due course. There are also plans for addi-

tional webinars during the autumn and winter months. 

The Society Council continues to monitor the situa-

tion as regards the pandemic, but I wish to repeat that 

our plans and decisions must have the health and well-

being of our members, visitors, public and venue staff, 

foremost in our minds. Therefore, we have to put to 

one side any disappointment, and frustration about not 

being able to meet in person, and face to face.  

 Our regular meeting venue, the Birmingham & Mid-

land Institute (BMI), is about to undergo major internal 

alteration and this will affect the SHA Library, which 

as you are aware is housed within the BMI building. 

The Council will keep you informed about the short 

term outcome of these changes once more information 

is known and following consultations with the BMI 

management. At this point I must single out the work 

and tremendous efforts being made by the SHA Li-

brarian, James Dawson, who almost single-handedly 

has taken on responsibility for the safe and secure re-

location of the library. 

Finally, I wish to also point out the publication of the 

second in the series of SHA short booklets, this time 

arising from a thirty+ year research interest of mine, 

the astronomer and brewer William Lassell.  My sin-

cere appreciation goes to SHA Vice-Chair, David Sell-

ers, for the layout work and help in the booklet’s pro-

duction. 

William Lassell: Telescopes, Planets and Drinking 

beer, is perhaps a foretaste of much more detailed fu-

ture book? I do hope you will support the booklet sales 

and add it to your own library. Details on how to ob-

tain a copy can be found within this issue of this excel-

lent SHA e-News. 

In the meantime, keep safe, take care, and I hope you 

have an enjoyable summer despite these continued un-

certain times!  

Gerard Gilligan,  

SHA Chairman 

 

 

LIBRARY MOVE 

As mentioned by Gerard and James, above, due to ma-

jor works at the BMI, the SHA Library will shortly 

have to move to a temporary location within the build-

ing. We hope that a more permanent, safe and secure 

home will be found at the BMI in due course. The 

Council will keep members informed of developments. 

A WORD FROM THE CHAIR 

 

NEW MEMBERS 

We are pleased to give a warm welcome to the 

following new members who have joined or re-

joined since the previous issue of SHA e-News: 

Mr Charles Komorous  Michigan, USA 

Miss Marie-Louise Archer BARNET 

Mr John Orr   HARLESTON 

Dr Daniel Belteki  CAMBRIDGE 

Mr Timothy Baker  LONDON 

Dr Bruce Vickery  EDINBURGH 

Mr Kevin Karney  MONMOUTH 
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FORTHCOMING BOOKS 

NOTICED 

The True Story of Modern Cosmology: Origins, 

Main Actors and Breakthroughs, by Emilio Elizalde 

(Springer), Sep 2021, pp.277 (hardback, £29.99), 

ISBN 9783030806538 

This book tells the story 

of how, over the past cen-

tury, dedicated observers 

and pioneering scientists 

achieved our current un-

derstanding of the uni-

verse. It was in antiquity 

that humankind first at-

tempted to explain the 

universe, often with the 

help of myths and leg-

ends. This book, however, 

focuses on the time when 

cosmology finally became 

a true science. As the reader will learn, this was a slow 

process, extending over a large part of the 20th century 

and involving many astronomers, cosmologists and 

theoretical physicists. The book explains how empiri-

cal astronomical data (e.g., from Leavitt, Slipher and 

Hubble) were reconciled with Einstein's general rela-

tivity; a challenge which finally led Friedmann, De 

Sitter, Lemaître, and eventually Einstein himself, to a 

consistent understanding of the observational results.  

The reader will realize the extraordinary implications 

of these achievements and how deeply they changed 

our vision of the cosmos: From being small, static, 

immutable and eternal, it became vast and dynamical - 

originating from (almost) nothing, and yet now, nearly 

14 billion years later, undergoing accelerated expan-

sion. But, as always happens, as well as precious 

knowledge, new mysteries have also been created 

where previously absolute certainty had reigned. 

Hubble, Humason and the Big Bang: The Race to 

Uncover the Expanding Universe, by Ron Voller 

(Springer), Oct 2021, pp.448 (paperback, £24.99), 

ISBN 9783030821807  

The story of Hubble and Humason is one for the 

ages—and in particular, the Cosmic Age. In this com-

pelling book, science writer Ron Voller digs deep into 

how and why the two scientists continued to investi-

gate their theory of universal expansion in the face of 

persistent doubt, contrary theories, and calamitous 

world events. 

 

The evolution of this 

dynamic duo’s tenuous 

friendship and profes-

sional partnership is in 

many ways as intriguing 

as their groundbreaking 

work on the evolution of 

the universe. The book 

therefore traces their 

lives from their child-

hoods into their bur-

geoning careers, reveal-

ing how a World War 

and their own personal 

differences stood in the 

way of initial cooperation. It then shows how despite 

all this, the two opposites eventually came together in 

the pursuit of something far greater than themselves. 

This grand story is inextricably interwoven with that of 

Albert Einstein, Willem de Sitter, and other great 

physicists of the era, all of whom took part in the stag-

gering quest to make sense of the Big Bang and what 

followed. 

Calculating Brilliance: An Intellectual History of 

Mayan Astronomy at Chich’en Itza, by Gerardo 

Aldana (University of Arizona Press), Jan 2022, 

pp.544 (hardback, £54.24), ISBN 9780816542208 

To the modern eye, the 

architects at Chich’en Itza 

produced some of the 

most mysterious 

structures in ancient 

Mesoamerica. The 

purpose and cultural 

influences behind this 

architecture seem left to 

conjecture. The people 

who created and lived 

around this stunning site 

may seem even more 

mercurial. 

Near the structure known today as the Great Ball 

Court and within the interior of the Lower Temple of 

the Jaguar, a mural depicts a female Mayan astronomer 

called Ilaj K’uk’il Ek’. Weaving together archaeology, 

mathematics, history, and astronomy, Calculating 

Brilliance brings to light the discovery by this Mayan 

astronomer, which is recorded in the Venus Table of 

the Dresden Codex. As the book demonstrates, this 

brilliant discovery reverberated throughout Mayan 

science. But it has remained obscured to modern eyes. 

Jumping from the vital contributions of Ilaj K’uk’il 

Ek’, Gerardo Aldana y Villalobos critically reframes 

science in the pre-Columbian world. He reexamines 

https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030806538
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030806538
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030821807
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030821807
https://uapress.arizona.edu/book/calculating-brilliance
https://uapress.arizona.edu/book/calculating-brilliance
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the historiography of the Dresden Codex and 

contextualizes the Venus Table relative to other 

indigenous literature. From a perspective anchored to 

indigenous cosmologies and religions, Aldana y 

Villalobos delves into how we may understand 

indigenous science and discovery—both its parallels 

and divergences from modern globalized perspectives 

of science. 

Calculating Brilliance brings different intellectual 

threads together across time and space, from the 

Classic to the Postclassic, the colonial period to the 

twenty-first century, to offer a new vision for 

understanding Mayan astronomy. 

Mystery of the Ashen Light of Venus: Investigating 

a 400-Year-Old Phenomenon, by John Barentine 

(Springer), Sep 2021, pp.259 (paperback, £22.99), 

ISBN 9783030727147 

The “Ashen Light” of 

Venus—a ghostly 

emission of light from the 

night side of our nearest 

planetary neighbor—is 

among the last unsolved 

mysteries of astronomical 

history. In the four 

centuries since the 

phenomenon was first 

reported, highly reputable 

visual observers of Venus 

have recorded seeing the 

Ashen Light, while others 

have spent a lifetime searching for it without once 

being convinced that they ever saw it. 

Is the Ashen Light a trick of the eye? The result of a 

defective lens? A real scientific event? 

Occasional references to the Ashen Light are 

scattered across the literature, yet no work to date has 

synthesized these records. This book therefore digs 

deep into the history of the mystery and our latest 

attempts to understand it, sifting through the clues that 

might explain whether it is caused by physics, is 

conjured up by the eye or brain, or a combination of 

both.  

This baffling story will appeal to amateur 

astronomers, hobbyists, and lay readers interested in 

joining the debate about one of the most elusive 

observable phenomena ever recorded in the night sky.  

'A Shining Furrow': The Life of Charles T 

Whitmell, Astronomer & Educationalist, by David 

Sellers (Magavelda), Sep 2021, pp.182 (paperback, 

£18.00 incl UK postage to SHA members), ISBN 

9780954101312 

The epitaph on the 

grave of Charles Whit-

mell (1849-1919) bears 

the simple description: 

‘Astronomer’. He was 

much more than that, 

however. By the time his 

life was over he had se-

cured a place in the 

hearts of his fellow citi-

zens across a remarkable 

range of activities. He 

became an admired 

school inspector, a pro-

lific writer on mathematics and astronomy, a cam-

paigner for votes for women, girls’ education, mixed-

gender education, free education and working-class 

educational opportunity—even a poet. 

Whitmell was at times the President of the Astro-

nomical Society of Wales, President of Leeds Astro-

nomical Society, and Vice-President of the BAA.   

This privately published book uncovers a fascinating 

record of what it was like to come of age in an indus-

trial city of Victorian England, to be inspired by the 

quickening revolution in the sciences, and to develop a 

passion for spreading knowledge and education to 

one’s fellow citizens, whatever their station. 

Golden Years of Australian Radio Astronomy: An 

Illustrated History, by Wayne Orchiston, Peter 

Robertson, Woodruff T Sullivan (Springer), Oct 2021, 

pp.263 (hardback, £109.99), ISBN 9783319918419 

(free online access) 

The evolution of Aus-

tralian radio astronomy 

from 1945 to 1960 has 

been studied in detail by 

numerous historians of 

science in recent years. 

This ‘Open Access’ book 

is the first to present an 

overview of this remark-

able chapter in Australian 

science.  

The book begins in the 

post-war period, as the 

Radiophysics Laboratory 

in Sydney switched from 

secret wartime research on radar to peacetime applica-

tions of this new technology. Next follows the detec-

tion of radio waves from space and the ensuing trans-

formation of this fledgling science into the dominant 

research program at the Radiophysics Lab. Drawing 

from this history, the book shows how by 1960 the 

Radiophysics Lab had become the largest and most 

https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030727147
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030727147
http://www.magavelda.co.uk/books/9780954101312.htm
http://www.magavelda.co.uk/books/9780954101312.htm
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783319918419
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783319918419
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successful radio astronomy group in the world. The 

final chapter presents an overview of Australian radio 

astronomy from 1960 to the present day, as Australia 

prepares to co-host the multi-national, multi-billion-

dollar Square Kilometre Array. 

Nearly 300 high-quality images complement the text, 

drawn from a wide range of sources including the ex-

tensive collection held by the CSIRO Radio Astron-

omy Image Archive. The book will be an essential ref-

erence for readers interested in the scientific and cul-

tural development of radio astronomy. 

This book is published open access under a CC BY 

4.0 license. 

RECENT BOOKS MISSED 

About Time: A History of Civilization in Twelve 

Clocks, by David Roonet (Viking), Jun 2021, pp.336 

(hardback, £16.99), ISBN 9780241370490 

From the city sundials of 

ancient Rome to the era of the 

smartwatch, clocks have been 

used throughout history to 

wield power, make money, 

govern citizens and keep con-

trol. Sometimes, also with 

clocks, we have fought back. 

 In About Time, time expert 

David Rooney tells the story 

of timekeeping, and how it 

continues to shape our mod-

ern world. In twelve chapters, 

demarcated like the hours of time, we meet the greatest 

inventions in horological history, from medieval water 

clocks to monumental sundials, and from coastal time 

signals to satellites in earth's orbit. We discover how 

clocks have helped us navigate the world, build em-

pires and even taken us to the brink of destruction. 

Over the course of this global journey Rooney dem-

onstrates how each of these clocks has shone a spot-

light onto human civilisation, and shows us the very 

real effects clocks continue to have on everything from 

capitalism, to politics, to our very identity. 

Latitude: The astonishing journey to discover the 

shape of the earth, by Nicholas Crane (Michael 

Joseph), May 2021, pp.272 (hardback, £16.99), ISBN 

9780241478349 

The year is 1735. 

Twelve unruly men board ships bound for South 

America. 

Their mission? To discover the true shape of the 

earth. 

They will be exposed to a 

wilderness of dangers none 

can imagine. 

The survivors won't re-

turn for ten years. 

They knew the world 

wasn't a sphere. Either it 

stretched at the poles or it 

bulged at the equator. But 

which? 

They needed to know be-

cause accurate maps saved 

lives at sea and made 

money on land. But measuring the earth was so diffi-

cult that most thought it impossible. 

The world's first international team of scientists was 

sent to a continent of unmapped rainforests and ice-

shrouded volcanoes where they attempted to measure 

the length on the ground of one degree of latitude. 

Beset by egos and disease, storms and earthquakes, 

mutiny and murder, they struggled for ten years to 

reach the single figure they sought. 

Latitude is an epic story of survival and science set 

in mountain camps and remote observatories. 

A breathtaking tale of courage in adversity, it is 

celebrated today as the first modern exploring expedi-

tion. subject. 

Exploring the History of Southeast Asian 

Astronomy, ed. Wayne Orchiston, Mayank Vahia 

(Springer), Jul 2021, pp.802 (hardback, £109.99), 

ISBN 9783030627768 

This edited volume 

contains 24 different re-

search papers by mem-

bers of the History and 

Heritage Working Group 

of the Southeast Asian 

Astronomy Network.  

The chapters were pre-

pared by astronomers 

from Australia, France, 

Germany, India, Indone-

sia, Japan, Malaysia, the 

Philippines, Scotland, 

Sweden, Thailand and 

Vietnam. They represent 

the latest understanding of cultural and scientific inter-

change in the region over time, from ethnoastronomy 

to archaeoastronomy and more. 

Gathering together researchers from various locales, 

this volume enabled new connections to be made in 

service of building a more holistic vision of astro-

https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/311482/about-time/9780241370490.html
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/311482/about-time/9780241370490.html
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/320252/latitude/9780241478349.html
https://www.penguin.co.uk/books/320252/latitude/9780241478349.html
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030627768
https://www.springer.com/gb/book/9783030627768
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nomical history in Southeast Asia, which boasts a 

proud and deep tradition. 

 

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.  

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 

Late 2021 

The Section is hoping to hold a real-world meeting 

in late 2021. For updates, consult the Section webpage. 

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. 

SHA RESEARCH GRANTS 

SHA Small Research Grants are available for the pe-

riod 1 Nov 2020 to 31 Oct 2021 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. 

SHA SURVEY 

Additional entries for astronomers continue to be 

added to the SHA Survey website. Amongst the latest 

entries are: Richard Baum and Harold Hill, along with 

John Franklin-Adams and his two observatories (Ma-

chrihanish, Scotland and Hambledon, Surrey).  

Kevin Johnson, the Survey Coordinator, would wel-

come information on Binley Park School Observatory, 

Coventry. The comprehensive school closed in 1990 

and the site was redeveloped. Likewise, Rowlinson 

School Observatory – Sheffield, Yorkshire – needs to 

be added to the list.  Both these examples are signifi-

cant in that they are at state schools, but unlike 

Michenden School, which was a grammar school, 

these were comprehensives and technical/secondary 

modern schools. 

Members are encouraged to submit new entries – 

however brief – where they spot gaps in the record. 

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR 

I was very sorry to read in the February 2021 issue 

of SHA e-News that Professor Sir Arnold Wolfendale 

FRS had passed away at the age of 93. He held the 

post of Astronomer Royal (1991-1995) and served as 

Hon. Vice-President of the SHA. In addition to attend-

ing some of his lectures to amateur astronomers, I had 

the privilege of meeting him on a couple of occasions. 

In 2013 the SHA's Spring Conference was held in 

York but I could only stay for some of the afternoon 

talks. I arrived at lunchtime, as the delegates were 

seeking refreshments. I met up with Dr Dave Gavine 

and Melvyn Taylor, who led us to a nearby cafe. Prof. 

Wolfendale joined us en route. 

During lunch he mentioned one of his recent profes-

sional events and said: "You know Stephen, don't 

you?" I had to admit that I didn't know Stephen Hawk-

ing personally! I gave my apologies that I might have 

to leave before his highlight talk in the afternoon on 

The History of Cosmic Ray Astronomy. He replied: 

"Well, attend my talk, then when you have to leave 

shout out, cosmic rays are bunk! - and storm out of the 

lecture. I'll be in on it!" (The programme ran late, so I 

had to leave before his talk). 

Prof. Arnold Wolfendale had a distinguished aca-

demic career, but he will also be remembered for his 

warm personality, his easy going manner and his great 

sense of humour. 

 Alex Pratt, Leeds 

VOLUNTEER A PRESENTATION? 

Do you have a mini-presentation that you would 

like to make to an online SHA meeting? The SHA 

Council would like to organise occasional online 

meetings featuring several short talks, where mem-

bers can present topics that they have been re-

searching. If you have something up your sleeve 

and would like to give it a go, please let Mike 

White, our Meetings Secretary, know:  

Meetings@shastro.org.uk 

https://www.britastro.org/section_front/13
https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
https://www3.nd.edu/~histast/
http://societyforthehistoryofastronomy.wordpress.com/grants/
https://shasurvey.wordpress.com/
https://www.coventrytelegraph.net/news/coventry-news/gallery/binley-park-school-reunion-7584363
mailto:Meetings@shastro.org.uk
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WEB-LINKS NOTICED 

National Schools Observatory 

The National Schools’ Observatory project has 

recently added a ‘History of Astronomy’ section to its 

website, including an interactive timeline. 

 Liverpool John Moores University started the Na-

tional Schools’ Observatory (NSO) with the mission: 

Access to the Universe for All.  

It uses the wonders of space to inspire the next gen-

eration of scientists, programmers and engineers.  The 

Observatory provides quality programmes designed to 

have a positive impact on teaching and learning in 

schools. As part of this endeavour it gives free use of 

the world’s largest robotic telescope, the Liverpool 

Telescope (LT), to schools around the world. 

HAD News 

The latest issue of HAD News (no.97, Jun 2021), the 

newsletter of the Historical Astronomy Division of the 

American Astronomical Society, is now available for 

download. 

 

Journal of Astronomical History and 
Heritage 

The 318-page latest issue of the Journal of Astronomi-

cal History and Heritage (v.24, no.2, Jun 2021) is now 

available for download, free of charge. 

BAA Historical Section Newsletter 

The latest issue of the BAA Historical Section News-

letter (no.23, Spring 2021) is now available online for 

download (BAA member’s login required). 

The Great Comet of 1577: a Palestin-
ian observation 

The 1577 comet allowed Tycho Brahe to locate 

comets and other astronomical objects above the ter-

restrial atmosphere. This interesting paper by Sam M. 

Silverman and Eran Limor, from the open access jour-

nal History of Geo-and Space Sciences, describes a 

Palestinian observation of that comet. 

Personae non gratae 

According to a 23 July 2021 report in the journal, 

Nature, NASA is considering whether to rename its 

flagship astronomical observatory, following a petition 

alleging that James Webb, after whom it is named, was 

involved in persecuting gay and lesbian people during 

his career in government. 

In May, four prominent astronomers launched the 

petition to change the telescope’s name. It has gathered 

more than 1,250 signatories, including scientists who 

have been awarded observing time on the telescope. 

The Nature report says that “NASA’s acting chief 

historian, Brian Odom, is working with a non-agency 

historian to review archival documents about Webb’s 

policies and actions, according to agency officials. 

Only after the investigation concludes will NASA de-

cide what to do.” 

Last August, in a low key move following petition-

ing, the International Astronomical Union (IAU) 

Working Group for Planetary System Nomenclature 

(WGPSN) dropped the names of two Nazi scientists, 

Philipp Lenard ((1862-1947) and Johannes Stark 

(1874-1957), from its list of lunar crater names. The 

approval status on the WGPSN Gazetteer now simply 

says, “Dropped, disallowed”. 

Leroy E. Doggett Prize 2022 

Dr. William H. Donahue (St. John’s College / Green 

Lion Press) is to be the recipient of the 2022 LeRoy E. 

Doggett Prize for Historical Astronomy. The Doggett 

Prize, awarded biennially by the American Astronomi-

cal Society’s Historical Astronomy Division (HAD), 

goes to an individual who has significantly influenced 

the field through a career-long effort. 

SHA members interested in the astronomy of Kepler 

are particularly indebted to Bill Donahue for his mas-

terly translations of Astronomia Nova (1609) and  As-

tronomiae Pars Optica (1604) – both currently in print 

with Green Lion Press. 

The Astronomer and the Witch 

 In this Gresham College lecture (Jun 2021) Ulinka 

Rublack talks about the trial of Kepler’s mother. 

 

https://www.schoolsobservatory.org/learn/history
https://had.aas.org/sites/had.aas.org/files/HADN97.pdf
http://www.narit.or.th/files/JAHH/2021JAHHvol24/2021JAHHvol24no2Complete.pdf
https://britastro.org/downloads/12387
https://hgss.copernicus.org/articles/12/111/2021/hgss-12-111-2021.pdf
https://hgss.copernicus.org/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-02010-x
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-02010-x
https://history.nasa.gov/nltrc.pdf
https://history.nasa.gov/nltrc.pdf
https://planetarynames.wr.usgs.gov/Feature/14503?__fsk=1855139459
https://aas.org/posts/news/2021/06/hads-2022-leroy-doggett-prize-awarded-william-donahue
https://aas.org/posts/news/2021/06/hads-2022-leroy-doggett-prize-awarded-william-donahue
https://www.greenlion.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_SqryCA2lEg
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SHA CALENDAR 2021 

MONTH SHA EVENT OR PUBLICATION VENUE 

2021   

JAN SHA Online Lecture No. 2, by Ian Glass (12 Jan) via ‘Zoom’ 

FEB SHA e-News (1-5 Feb)  

MAR SHA Online Lecture No. 3, by Jacqueline Mitton (11 Mar) via ‘Zoom’ 

APR SHA Bulletin 35 (1 Apr) 
SHA Spring Conference (Apr) CANCELLED 

 
 

MAY SHA e-News (1-5 May) 
SHA Online Lecture No.4, by Carolyn Kennett, Robert 
Smith and Brian Sheen (19 May) 

 
Via ‘Zoom’ 

JUN The Antiquarian Astronomer 15 (Jun)  

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

AUG SHA e-News (1-5 Aug)  

SEP SHA Online Lecture No.5, by Ileana Chinnici (29 Sep) Via ‘Zoom’ 

OCT   

NOV SHA e-News (1-5 Nov) 
SHA Autumn Conference & AGM (6 Nov)  

Via ‘Zoom’ 

DEC SHA Bulletin 34 (mid-Dec)   

 

 

 


