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John Flamsteed (1646 – 1719) 
 

Flamsteed was born in Denby, England in 1646 and was educated at 
Derby School. He left the school in May of 1662. He was delayed in 
attending Jesus College, Cambridge due to years of chronic ill 
health.  
 
During these years he worked for his father where he would learn 
arithmetic and fractions. He also used these years to develop a stron 
interest in mathematics and astronomy. He observed his first Solar 
Eclipse on September 12, 1662 

 
In August 1665, at the age of nineteen and as a gift for his friend Litchford, Flamsteed 
wrote his first paper on astronomy, entitled Mathematical Essays, concerning the design, 
use and construction of an astronomer's quadrant, including tables for the latitude of 
Derby.  
 
In 1670, Flamsteed visitied Cambridge and entered his name as an undergraduate student 
at Jesus College. While it appears he never took up full residence he was there for two 
months in 1674 to hear Isaac Newton’s Lucasian Lectures.  
 
He was ordained a deacon and was preparing to take up a living 
in Derbyshire, when he was invited to London. On 4 March 
1675 he was appointed by royal warrant "The King's 
Astronomical Observator"; the first British Astronomer Royal, 
with an allowance of £100 a year. In June 1675, another royal 
warrant provided for the founding of the Royal Greenwich 
Observatory, and Flamsteed laid the foundation stone in August. 
In February 1676, he was admitted a Fellow of the Royal 
Society, and in July, he moved into the Observatory where he 
lived until 1684, when he was finally appointed priest to the 
parish of Burstow, Surrey. He held that office, as well as that of 
Astronomer Royal, until his death. 
 
Flamsteed accurately calculated the solar eclipses of 1666 and 1668. He was responsible 

for several of the earliest recorded sightings of the 
planet Uranus, which he mistook for a star and 
catalogued as '34 Tauri'. On 16 August 1680 
Flamsteed catalogued a star, 3 Cassiopeiae, which later 
astronomers were unable to corroborate. Three 
hundred years later, the American astronomical 
historian William Ashworth suggested that what 
Flamsteed might have seen was the most recent 
supernova in the galaxy's history, an event that would 
leave as its remnant the strongest radio source outside 
of the solar system. 
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As Astronomer Royal, Flamsteed spent some forty years observing and making 
meticulous records for his star catalog, 
which would eventually have triple the 
number of entries in Tycho Brahe's sky 
atlas. Unwilling to risk his reputation by 
releasing unverified data, he kept the 
incomplete records under seal at 
Greenwich. In 1712, Isaac Newton, then 
President of the Royal Society, and 
Edmund Halley obtained the data and 
published a pirated star catalog. 
Flamsteed managed to gather three 
hundred of the four hundred printings and 
publicly burned them. 
 
In 1725 Flamsteed's own version of Historia Coelestis Britannica was published 
posthumously, edited by his wife Margaret. This contained Flamsteed's observations, and 
included a catalogue of 2,935 stars to much greater accuracy than any prior work. It was 
considered the first significant contribution of the Greenwich Observatory, and its 
numerical Flamsteed designations for stars are still in use. In 1729 his wife published his 
Atlas Coelestis, assisted by Joseph Crosthwait and Abraham Sharp, who were responsible 
for the technical side. 


