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Press release for immediate use 

New Nelson Monument exhibition charts 

‘Edinburgh’s Forgotten Astronomer’ Charles 

Piazzi Smyth’s place in the city’s history  

 
Alastair Bruce, Royal Observatory astronomer and actor, as Charles Piazzi Smyth. Photo (c) Ian Georgeson 

Charles Piazzi Smyth Exhibition, Nelson Monument, 1st April, Free Exhibition 

Entry (£6 to climb the tower)  

A fascinating free new exhibition – part of a year-long series of events - opens in Edinburgh 

aiming to establish Charles Piazzi Smyth’s place in Edinburgh’s history. The exhibition, 

housed in Edinburgh’s iconic Nelson Monument, presents Piazzi Smyth’s photography, 

paintings and drawings, alongside a newly commissioned short film and interviews in what 

will be the first major exhibition in Edinburgh dedicated to the forgotten astronomer.  

The location of the exhibition itself carries strong significance as in 1852 Piazzi Smyth 

started the Time Ball service which involved hoisting a large ball from the top of Nelson 

Monument which would drop at exactly one o’clock every day as a as a time signal to ships 
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docked in Leith harbour. In 1861 Piazzi Smyth added an audible element and set up the One 

O’ Clock Gun service from Edinburgh Castle, stretching a cable all the way from Calton Hill 

to another clock on Castle Rock, which fired the Gun. The cable is no longer in place but both 

the Time Ball on Nelson Monument and the One O’ Clock Gun still remain active today, 

providing a daily reminder of Piazzi Smyth’s legacy to the city.  

Pioneering early photographer, accomplished artist, writer, meteorologist, traveller, 

enthusiastic investigator of pyramids and of course, ground-breaking astronomer and yet 

despite such achievements, very few will have heard of Charles Piazzi Smyth or of his 

innovative work, the influence of which is still felt around the world today. Housed in the 

Nelson Monument Museum, the new exhibition aims to bring about a new awareness of 

Piazzi Smyth’s work and that of his wife Jessica, forming part of a series of activity around 

the 200th anniversary of his birth.  

In 1845 at the age of just 26, Piazzi Smyth was appointed Astronomer Royal for Scotland at 

the Calton Hill Observatory in Edinburgh, and also Professor of Astronomy in the University 

of Edinburgh. Whilst working as Astronomer Royal of Scotland in the nineteenth century, 

Charles Piazzi Smyth found that the polluted skies obscured the stars. So, along with his new 

wife Jessica, he decided to take state of the art telescopes to Tenerife in 1856, climbing to 

altitudes of over 10,00ft. Thanks to his superb photography, scientific recording and 

drawings we can see how he clearly demonstrated why observatories should be at high 

altitude. It is through this work he can be said to have pioneered today's practice of 

positioning telescopes on mountain tops to obtain better observations. 

As Astronomer Royal for Scotland he spent much of his time and did much of his work from 

the City Observatory on Calton Hill, which recently reopened to the public after 100 years 

and can be visited today.  

Piazzi Smyth’s later measurements of the Great Pyramid at Giza won him a medal, but his 

beliefs around pyramids caused him to resign from the Royal Society and the Royal Society 

of Scotland after arguments about science and religion. His scientific legacy was marred by 

the controversy, regardless, his influence in the development of astronomy is undeniable, an 

influence which can still be felt in Edinburgh and across the world today.  

Councillor Donald Wilson, Culture and Communities Convener for the City of 

Edinburgh Council, said: “This fascinating exhibition will really shine a light on one of 

Scotland’s most important astronomers. Throughout his 40 years as Astronomer Royal for 

Scotland, Piazzi Smyth did much of his work from Calton Hill and with his invention of the 

Time Ball service, it is extremely fitting to house this wonderful exhibition in the Nelson 

Monument. 

“For hundreds of years, Calton Hill has been a cherished place for star gazers and has 

association with many prominent individuals from Scotland’s history such as David Hume, 

Robert Burns and William Henry Playfair. Now it is time to spread the word about 

Edinburgh’s forgotten astronomer, Charles Piazzi Smyth and his place in Scottish history.” 

Regius Professor of Astronomy at the University of Edinburgh, Professor Andy 

Lawrence said: “Piazzi Smyth and his wife Jessie are great Edinburgh characters but are 

forgotten in the city where they worked. Astronomers tour the world to observatories 

because of Charles’ work. His scientific work underpins much of our work today.” 

“As we launch the exhibition, we are also beginning a grand Time Gun Public Experiment. As 

a first step, we just want to find out who can hear the One O’ Clock Gun. Any day between 

Monday April 8th and Sunday April 14th, we are asking citizens and visitors to listen out for 

the Gun, and let us know via social media with the hashtag #IHeardTheGun, and tell us 



where they were. Later in the year we will get more ambitious and time the delay all over 

Town!” 

A short film to accompany the exhibition has been created by Written in Film and can be 

viewed here.   

The exhibition is a partnership between Royal Observatory Edinburgh, Museums & Galleries 

Edinburgh, University of Edinburgh and the Astronomical Society of Edinburgh. The 

exhibition is part of the celebration of Charles Piazzi Smyth’s 200th anniversary including a 

series of public talks, a citizen science experiment with the One O' Clock Gun, Lauriston 

Castle lecture; ‘Stars, Time and Mountains’ and a Symposium at the Royal Society of 

Edinburgh. More events and more information at www.piazzismyth.org  

Facebook: Piazzi Smyth 200  

Twitter @piazzismyth  

ENDS 

For more information on the exhibition please contact Kate Bouchier-Hayes – 

kate@thecornershoppr.com or 07825 335489 

For more information on Charles Piazzi Smyth and the tear of events please 

contact Andy Lawrence, al@roe.ac.uk  0131 6688346 or 0789 1413284 

Images available here 

Venue Details: 

Address: Nelson Monument, Calton Hill, Edinburgh EH7 5AA  
Telephone: o131 556 2716 
Website: www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk 
Twitter: @EdinCulture 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/museumofedinburgh  
Instagram: instagram.com/museumsgalleriesedinburgh  
Opening hours: Monday to Sunday 10am – 5pm 
 
Notes to Editors 

Charles Piazzi Smyth  

Charles Piazzi Smyth was born in Italy in 1819. At the age of 16 he went to the Cape 

Observatory, South Africa to begin a career in astronomy. In 1845 he was appointed 

Astronomer Royal for Scotland and moved Calton Hill, Edinburgh. The Time Ball was 

established in 1852 for accurate time keeping on ships, which was followed by the One O’ 

Clock Gun in 1861. 

1855 married Jessie Duncan. In 1856 they went to Tenerife to experiment with high altitude 

astronomy. Published ‘A Residence above the Clouds’ an account of their work in Tenerife, as 

well as the official report. 

1865 went to Egypt to measure the Great Pyramid of Giza. Awarded the Keith prize by RSE 

for measurement on the pyramid. Arguments with other scientists about the conclusions on 

the pyramid work. Resigned from Royal Society in 1874.Experiments with spectroscopy. 

1888 Resigns from Astronomer Royal for Scotland, in part due to concerns about funding. 

Continues with meteorological observations. Retired to Ripon, Jessie died 1896. Charles 

Piazzi Smyth died 1900. Both buried at Ripon. 
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Regius Professor Andy Lawrence  

Andy Lawrence is the Regius Professor of Astronomy of the University of Edinburgh, 

working at the historic Royal Observatory on Blackford Hill. He studies supermassive black 

holes, but is also very keen on the rich legacy of history and culture represented by 

Edinburgh Astronomy. 

Museums & Galleries Edinburgh  

Museums & Galleries Edinburgh is a collection of 13 venues and over 200 monuments across 

Edinburgh. Our vision is to inspire, enthuse and provoke through a shared passion for 

Edinburgh, Art and History. 

In 2016-17, we welcomed more than half a million people to our nine major visitor 

attractions: City Art Centre; Lauriston Castle; Museum of Childhood; Museum of Edinburgh; 

Nelson Monument; People’s Story; Queensferry Museum; Scott and Nelson Monuments and 

Writers’ Museum. 

We house rich and varied collections relating to the historical and cultural life of Scotland’s 

Capital. Our venues also boast an exciting and vibrant programme of events and exhibitions, 

offering something for everyone to enjoy. 

Royal Observatory, Edinburgh (ROE)  

The Royal Observatory Edinburgh is both a historic site and a modern scientific and 

technological establishment of international importance. It combines the Institute for 

Astronomy of the University of Edinburgh, and the UK Astronomy Technology Centre of the 

Science and Technology Facilities Council. It also the home of a unique archive of historical 

books, manuscripts, and photographs, including the Piazzi Smyth collection, bequeathed to 

the Royal Society of Edinburgh but housed at ROE. The Royal Observatory was originally on 

Calton Hill, where Piazzi Smyth worked. It relocated to Blackford Hill, to the south of 

Edinburgh, in 1894 after Piazzi Smyth retired. (www.roe.ac.uk) 
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