
Smyth, Charles Piazzi (1819-1900), was born in Naples, the son of Captain William Henry 

Smyth who settled in Bedford and established a private observatory there with a powerful 

refractor. There he received his first lessons in astronomy. At the age of sixteen he became 

an assistant to Sir Thomas Maclear at the Cape of Good Hope. In 1846 he was appointed 

Astronomer Royal for Scotland, based at the Calton Hill Observatory in Edinburgh, and 

professor of astronomy in the University of Edinburgh. Dr John Lee of Hartwell in 1851 

loaned him “a large quantity of instruments and apparatus” to enable him to test the teaching 

of practical astronomy, neglected by his predecessors, but he had difficulty attracting a class 

(Memoirs RAS, 20, 1851, 213-4). 

Shortly after his appointment, the observatory was placed under the control of Her 

Majesty’s Treasury and suffered from a long series of under-funding. He was also appalled 

by the climate there. Because of this, most of his notable work in astronomy was done 

elsewhere. Here he completed the reduction, and continued the series, of the observations 

made by his predecessor, Thomas James Henderson. In 1853, Smyth was responsible for 

installing the time ball on top of Nelson's Monument in Edinburgh to give a time signal to the 

ships at Edinburgh's port of Leith. 

In 1856 he took a 7-inch refractor on an expedition to Teneriffe to test the effects of height 

and refraction. Successfully and skillfully pursued, his consequent report made Piazzi Smyth 

the pioneer of the modern practice of placing telescopes at high altitudes to secure the best 

observing conditions. 

Smyth also achieved good science in spectroscopy and meteorology. But after initial 

enthusiasm he failed to pursue his teaching duties at the University, and fell foul of 

colleagues there. Airy made a withering criticism of the Calton Hill Observatory, and in 1888 

Smyth responded by resigning in protest at gross under funding. This brought matters to a 

head, and when the Westminster government announced its intention to close the 

Observatory, Lord Lindsay stepped in and offered the contents of his modern observatory if 

the government built a new observatory. The Royal Observatory on Blackwood Hill duly 

opened in 1896.o 


