
The Herschel family

 at a glance

1 William Herschel (1738–1822) and 
Caroline Herschel (1750–1848) 

Three generations of Herschel family made major 
contributions to science. Brother and sister William 
and Caroline moved to England from Germany in 1755, 
initially to pursue careers in music, then turning to 
their other main interest of astronomy. William was 
knighted in 1816. After his death, Caroline returned 
to Germany. 

2 The Herschels’ 40-foot telescope (1789–1839)

William had made several telescopes before designing one with 
a 12-m-long tube and a mirror of polished metal. The rotating 
platform enabled the telescope to track objects across the sky. With 
this instrument, and a smaller one that was easier to use, William 
discovered Saturn’s moons Mimas and Enceladus, and then the planet 
Uranus and two of its moons (Titania and Oberon). 

3 The Milky Way, 1784

Caroline has been called the first female professional astronomer. As well as assisting 
William, she made her own observations, discovering three nebulae and eight comets. Her 
notes on the discovery of her first comet record that it appeared like a star out of focus, 
and she went on to observe its position and appearance over several nights. William 
and Caroline mapped the positions of many stars in the Milky Way, and used the data to 
produce the first-ever models showing what our galaxy might look like from the outside. 

4 William’s ‘infrared light’ experiments,
 1800

William carried out experiments with light from various 
sources, using a prism to produce a spectrum and a 
thermometer to monitor the heating effects of different 
colours. He found that the warmest region lay beyond 
the visible red light; this radiation was given the name 
‘infrared’.

7 William J. Herschel (1833–1917) 

John’s son William James Herschel 
discovered that each person has 
a unique fingerprint, and that 
prints do not change over time. 
While working as a judge and 
administrator in India as part of 
the British colonial rule in the 
1860s, he used fingerprints in 
prison records and on contracts to 
prevent impersonation. 

8 The William Herschel telescope (1987–)

The Herschel name lives on in the optical/infrared telescope sited 
at the Roque de los Muchachos Observatory (PHYSICS REVIEW Vol. 23, 
No. 2, pp. 2–5), while the Herschel Museum of Astronomy in Bath 
(http://herschelmuseum.org.uk) contains many artefacts and 
replicas associated with the family.

5 John Herschel (1792–1871)

William’s son John continued his father’s 
astronomical work, travelling to South Africa where 
he set up the Slough reflecting telescope near Cape 
Town. In the 1830s he surveyed the southern sky, 
studied double stars and nebulae, and found that the 
Magellanic Clouds are composed of stars. 

6 Herschel telescope

Back in England, John worked on photography, 
becoming the first person to use photographs in 
astronomy. His 1839 photograph of his father’s 
telescope is one of the oldest surviving negatives. 
He invented the cyanotype ‘blueprint’ process, 
which was used by botanist Anna Atkins in her 
book of British algae, published in 1843, and one 
of the first collections of scientific photographs. 
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