
Mary Adele Blagg (1858-1944) 

Born at Abbot Hay, Cheadle, Staffs, the eldest of five daughters and four sons of a solicitor. 

Largely self-educated in mathematics, she was attracted to astronomy by attending the 

university extension lectures of J.A. Hardcastle, who encouraged her to original work in 

selenography. Hardcastle undertook lunar measuring for his colleague S.A. Saunder (1852-

1912), another master at Wellington College, with the support of Professor H.H. Turner of 

Oxford. 

In mid-life in 1907 Blagg responded to Turner’s appeal for skilled help, and by more than 20 

years indefatigable work became the longest serving of his sixteen volunteers, helping him 

advance work of international importance. She sorted out a mass of variable star 

observations by Joseph Baxendall, editing the whole by 1918 for discussion by Turner and 

subsequent publication. This led to 11 joint papers with Turner in MNRAS. She then used 

Turner’s method of harmonic analysis to make her own analyses and generate light curves 

for four variables observed by members of the BAA, and published six papers of her own. 

 Blagg achieved repute and made a lasting contribution by her lunar work. In 1900 lunar 

maps were still based on W.G. Lohrmann’s measurements of 1824-36, but only 162 points 

were known with precision, and nomenclature was confusing. Saunder applied Turner’s 

methods developed for the Astrographic Catalogue, and made the formidable reductions to 

allow for libration. He determined a large number of secondary control points, gaining an 

improvement in accuracy of 50 times. In 1905 Saunder proposed an international committee 

to remedy lunar nomenclature, and the chairman called for an accurate map in mean 

libration. Untimely deaths brought Mary Blagg to undertake a crucial role in both projects. 

Dr Julius Franz made fundamental measures for the outer areas, and Saunder of the inner 

areas. When Franz died, Saunder laid down all the points for the map to be drawn by W.H. 

Wesley. Blagg was already engaged in compiling a great list of features and their names given 

by Beer and Madler, Julius Schmidt, Edmund Neison, and W.R. Birt. Saunder’s sudden 

death in 1912 left Turner to publish in 1913 the Collated List of Lunar Formations, which he 

noted ‘is throughout the work of Miss Blagg’. 

When the IAU was formed in 1920, Blagg joined the Lunar Commission under Turner’s 

presidency. He secured the best photographs from Paris, Mount Wilson, and other 

observatories. From these, using the positions determined by Franz and Saunder, Blagg had 

by 1922 drawn the maps for the 10 outer portions of the Moon, to complete an atlas with the 

four inner quadrants drawn by Wesley. After 1928 she and Dr K. Muller of Vienna developed 

a definitive list naming nearly 6,000 features, published by the IAU as Named Lunar 

Formations (1935), of which the second volume was the atlas, not surpassed until 1964. The 

nomenclature remained the basic work, thus meeting Saunder’s original aim.  She undertook 

masses of tedious work for others. The originality of her contribution was that she first 

disentangled the errors of the selenographers who had relied on Lohrmann’s early 

measurements, and then brought order to the chaos that had accumulated in naming 

features on the Moon. She was one of the first five women to be elected a Fellow of the RAS, 

in January 1916. She died at her home in High Bank, Cheadle. Today a lunar crater is named 

after her - R. Hutchins. 

 


