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Edmond Halley (1656 – 1742) 
 

Halley was an English astronomer, geophysicist, 
mathematician, meteorologist, and physicist who is best 
known for computing the orbit of the eponymous Halley's 
comet. He was the second Astronomer Royal in Britain, 
following in the footsteps of John Flamsteed. 
 
Halley was born in 1656 in Haggeston, England. As a child he 
showed a strong passion for mathematics and studied at St. 
Paul’s School and then starting in 1673 began his studies at 
Queens College, Oxford. While an undergrad, Halley 
published papers on the solar system and sunspots. 
 

On leaving Oxford, in 1676, Halley visited the south Atlantic island of Saint Helena and 
set up an observatory with a 24-foot-long (7.3 m) aerial telescope with the intention of 
studying stars from the Southern Hemisphere. He returned to England in November 1678. 
 
Halley married Mary Tooke in 1682 and settled in Islington. 
The couple had three children. He spent most of his time on 
lunar observations, but was also interested in the problems of 
gravity. One problem that attracted his attention was the proof 
of Kepler's laws of planetary motion. In August 1684 he went 
to Cambridge to discuss this with Sir Isaac Newton, only to 
find that Newton had solved the problem, but published 
nothing. Halley convinced him to write the Principia 
Mathematica Philosophiae Naturalis (1687), which was 
published at Halley's expense. 
 
In 1691 Halley sought the post of Savilian Professor of Astronomy at Oxford, but, due to 
his well-known atheism, was opposed by the Archbishop of Canterbury, John Tillotson 
and Bishop Stillingfleet. The post went instead to David Gregory, who had the support of 
Isaac Newton. 

 
In 1692, Halley put forth the idea of a hollow Earth consisting of a 
shell about 500 miles (800 km) thick, two inner concentric shells 
and an innermost core, about the diameters of the planets Venus, 
Mars, and Mercury. He suggested that atmospheres separated these 
shells, and that each shell had its own magnetic poles, with each 
sphere rotating at a different speed. Halley proposed this scheme in 
order to explain anomalous compass readings. He envisaged each 
inner region as having an atmosphere and being luminous (and 
possibly inhabited), and speculated that escaping gas caused the 
Aurora Borealis. 
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In November 1703 Halley was 
appointed Savilian Professor of 
Geometry at the University of 
Oxford, his theological enemies, 
John Tillotson and Bishop 
Stillingfleet having died, and 
received an honorary degree of 
doctor of laws in 1710. In 1705, 

applying historical astronomy methods, he published Synopsis 
Astronomia Cometicae, which stated his belief that the comet 
sightings of 1456, 1531, 1607, and 1682 related to the same 
comet, which he predicted would return in 1758. Halley did 
not live to witness the comet's return, but when it did, the 
comet became generally known as Halley's Comet. 
 

In 1720, together with his friend the antiquarian 
William Stukeley, Halley participated in the first 
attempt to scientifically date Stonehenge. Assuming 
that the monument had been laid out using a magnetic 
compass, Stukeley and Halley attempted to calculate 
the perceived deviation introducing corrections from 
existing magnetic records, and suggested three dates 
(AD 920, AD 220 and 460 BC), the earliest being the 

one accepted. These dates were wrong by thousands of years, but the idea that scientific 
methods could be used to date ancient monuments was revolutionary in its day. 
 
Halley succeeded John Flamsteed in 1720 as 
Astronomer Royal, a position Halley held until 
his death in 1742 at the age of 85. Halley was 
buried in the graveyard of the old church of St. 
Margaret, Lee (now ruined). In the same vault is 
Astronomer Royal John Pond. 


