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[image: A painting depicts the Royal Observatory on Calton Hill, Greenwich. The complex sits atop a hill, with a large domed structure, a tall tower and multi-storey buildings with prominent windows. Tall trees surround the buildings, and beautiful gardens with fences adorn the sloping terrain.]
Watercolour of the Royal Observatory, Greenwich from the south-east





Foreword

Let me tell you a story. It starts in 1675 with King Charles II and his order to build the Royal Observatory, Greenwich. It was to be the first purpose-built scientific organization ever to exist – exciting stuff indeed. A building like that doesn’t run itself, so allow me to introduce the first ‘astronomical observer’ John Flamsteed. He took the reins in 1676 with a pretty big job ahead of him – to ‘perfect the art of navigation’ by first cataloguing the stars.

First things first, Flamsteed needed to create Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) to help him with his measurements. Little did he know quite how much of an impact he was going to have on all of our lives for the next two centuries. Unfortunately, Flamsteed’s catalogue was impressive and groundbreaking but it was also very expensive, wildly technical and quite frankly enormous, so not very practical to take to sea.

Fast forward forty years, add the fifth Astronomer Royal, Nevil Maskelyne, and a sprinkle of help from assistants and ‘human computers’ and boom – major progress. You are probably wondering about ‘human computers’. Well, they were people with absolutely wild maths skills who could perform calculations so easily and quickly they operated like human computers – the name now makes sense then, right? This group of people (along with some nifty new tools such as The Nautical Almanac (1767), a pocket watch and a sextant) worked out a way where you could know your position at sea . . . well, a little better at least.

That is a lot of scientific activity in a short space of time but, wait, there was more! All the while a group of clockmakers were beavering away trying to make a clock that could keep time at sea. This is not an easy task when a ship is throwing you around all over the place, it took some major thought and lots of people believed they had the answer. John Harrison eventually created H4 and proved that it could be done – hooray! The Admiralty then gave the Royal Observatory the challenge to test chronometers (sea clocks) against the clocks on land by observing the stars to check their accuracy. This combination of skills cemented the Observatory as a very useful and scientifically important place to have at your disposal. This is why the Observatory became the front-runner when deciding where to measure time from in the world, because we had GMT and the Greenwich Meridian.

It took a long time, the competition was tough and there were highs and lows along the way but the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, has become a true historical and scientific icon through the amazing work its people have done.

Space is pretty bonkers when you think about it . . . Unimaginable vastness filled with wonder, possibilities for exploration and the mind-boggling unknown. As astronomers these are things that really get our thoughts racing and our hearts pumping. We use the evidence we collect as an international community to help us make sense of the universe and how it works. Together we have made incredible discoveries that have turned the scientific world on its head by asking big, challenging questions.

This has helped to build a picture of what we know is out there as well as new potential challenges. But it doesn’t help us work out how we feel about it all. That is where getting creative can help. It is about letting your brain have some time to run free. It can even help to explain really difficult things, especially when we share our creations with others.

Elizabeth Avery

Deputy Head of Astronomy, 
Royal Museums Greenwich




[image: An illustration shows the Great Equatorial Telescope inside an observatory dome. The massive telescope tilted at an angle has a long barrel supported by a robust framework and a large circular base. Astronomers stand near the base of the telescope. The walls of the observatory dome appear curved.]
The Great Equatorial Telescope which occupied the dome at the Royal Observatory, Greenwich from 1859 until 1893
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Aberration

The Hubble Space Telescope before repair.

The way they tell it

All the stars have wings

The sky so full of wings

There is no sky

And just for a moment

You forget

The error and the crimped

Paths of light

And you see it

The immense migration

And you hear the rush

The beating

Rebecca Elson




Extremely Large Telescope

We listen at the door of the room,

the Universe has just made its grand

entrance, the energetic reception

flattens the walls, creates new dimensions.

A jazz band is getting ready to play

the next number, wiping spit

from its mouthpiece; expectation

has its own gravitational pull.

So this is a night, the first one, already

cooling. But the crowd still expanding, pushing out.

Light plays the darling, rumouring

through the crowd. We watch it shrink

to hear-say; histories glint in glass eyes.

The lone note of a trumpet drifts

down between the years, its wave and

bounce barely stirring the bluesy smoke.

This far back everything shimmers.

We must get here earlier next time, we say,

as the Universe milks faint applause.

Vicki Husband




Star-Gazers

What crowd is this? what have we here! we must not pass it by;

A Telescope upon its frame, and pointed to the sky:

Long is it as a barber’s pole, or mast of little boat,

Some little pleasure-skiff, that doth on Thames’s waters float.

The Showman chooses well his place, ’tis Leicester’s busy Square;

And is as happy in his night, for the heavens are blue and fair;

Calm, though impatient, is the crowd; each stands ready with the fee,

And envies him that’s looking; – what an insight must it be!

Yet, Showman, where can lie the cause? Shall thy Implement have blame,

A boaster that, when he is tried, fails, and is put to shame?

Or is it good as others are, and be their eyes in fault?

Their eyes, or minds? or, finally, is yon resplendent vault?




[image: Two men operate a large, antique refracting telescope inside an observatory dome. The long-barrelled instrument is angled upwards. One man sits on a chair near the base, while the other reclines on a wheeled chair positioned beneath the eyepiece. The dome's walls are curved.]
An astronomer and his assistant operating the Great Equatorial Telescope, which is still in use today





Is nothing of that radiant pomp so good as we have here?

Or gives a thing but small delight that never can be dear?

The silver moon with all her vales, and hills of mightiest fame,

Doth she betray us when they’re seen? or are they but a name?

Or is it rather that Conceit rapacious is and strong,

And bounty never yields so much but it seems to do her wrong?

Or is it that, when human Souls a journey long have had

And are returned into themselves, they cannot but be sad?

Or must we be constrained to think that these Spectators rude,

Poor in estate, of manners base, men of the multitude,

Have souls which never yet have risen, and therefore prostrate lie?

No, no, this cannot be; – men thirst for power and majesty!

Does, then, a deep and earnest thought the blissful mind employ

Of him who gazes, or has gazed? a grave and steady joy,

That doth reject all show of pride, admits no outward sign,

Because not of this noisy world, but silent and divine!

Whatever be the cause, ’tis sure that they who pry and pore

Seem to meet with little gain, seem less happy than before:

One after One they take their turn, nor have I one espied

That doth not slackly go away, as if dissatisfied.

William Wordsworth




The Leviathan’s Eye

It was the coopers made the body of it,

A barrel, long as whale.

Then the blacksmiths for the smelting;

Took some burning I can tell you –

The peat for miles around was dug down to the rock – 

Four tonnes of silver!

No, eight because there was two mirrors,

They misted like buttermilk in this air

So twas always one being polished whilst the other worked.

Then the carpenters for the ladders and the staging

And train men for the rails to carry the mirror from its buffing.

Imagine it, that silver eye

Seated in its giant tube looking up into the sky!

Not many got to see what it saw.

But me, I was just a boy back then

and the Earl, he was fond of children,

Having lost so many of his own.

He let me fetch and carry for him

in the long nights of observation.

And once gave me look:

Oh the blackness!

Oh the brightness!

And this, swirl of light!

I felt I’d fallen through the creature’s eye

Into eternity.

Nicola Davies

On the eve of the Irish Famine, William Parsons, Fourth Earl of Rosse, of County Offaly, built the first astronomical telescope to see an object outside our own galaxy. He used the skills and resources available to him locally to make an instrument with groundbreaking abilities of observation. The drawings he made of galaxy M51, the Whirlpool Galaxy, were not superseded until the 1950s. His giant telescope was known by local people as the Leviathan of Parsonstown.




Telescope

We peer back in time with hexagonal mirrors,

thinly cloaked in gold.

Gazing at stars that died long ago,

we guess what our future might hold.

We follow the light to the edge of existence,

the gap between galaxies growing.

I wonder, once our star goes dark –

will someone peer back at the glowing?

Lisa Varchol Perron

[image: A painting depicts the Octagon Room of the Royal Observatory in Greenwich. The room features high ceiling and multi-paned windows. A person sits on a chair and looks outside through a long, slender telescope mounted on a tripod. A second person looks through scientific instruments placed on a table. ]
The Octagon Room, the Royal Observatory, Greenwich, 1712





Telescope

[image: A poem titled 'Telescope' by Kate Wheeling reads, 'O telescope telescope show me how the moon glows show me who the world knows show me the progress Of those skinbound bodies from the plough to cold Old Pluto show me telescope show me the wonders that revolve beyond your cool polished O.']
Kate Wakeling




Vera’s Questions

Through the telescope

in her bedroom window,

ten-year-old Vera

looks at the night sky.

She sees the bright stars,

but also, the darkness.

What does it do?

The darkness.

Why is it there?

The darkness.

How does it work?

Vera’s questions

multiply.

When she gets older,

the men want to take

away Vera’s telescope.

Women can’t be

astronomers, they say.

Vera keeps

looking at the night sky.

She keeps

wondering what and why.

Using the world’s largest

telescope, she begins

to find answers.

The darkness is matter.

The darkness is energy.

Pulling stars into galaxies.

Building the universe.

But how, and why?

Amidst the bright stars

and the darkness,

Vera’s questions

multiply.

Ann Malaspina




Father Christmas Sent Me to the Moon

I don’t know how he put it there:

our gas fire blocked the chimney

and the green rug where I played

had never magically flown for me.

But there it was – a telescope,

unwrapped but still a mystery,

centred like a compass needle

pointing the way to my heart.

I lifted it to the window, lowered its legs

like a newborn lamb’s and opened

its eye to a world still waiting

to be cratered by snowballs.

I took my first footsteps before I could breathe,

when I looked at the Moon and learned to believe.

Dom Conlon




In My Sights

My telescope

A cardboard toilet roll

Didn’t do the job

Far away was still far away

Grandad’s though

In his upstairs window

Pointed to the skies

And brought outer space

Very much into my space

And then, to London

The Royal Observatory

And the Great Equatorial Telescope

Over eight metres long

And a lens nearly a metre wide

And . . . 



Wow!

Just eye-poppingly wow!

The distant mysterious

Became so clear

Stars so close

Almost touchable

Planets you feel you could hold

Thanks to this telescope

Two worlds collide

Paul Cookson




Cosy Poems

Chosen by Gaby Morgan

Out There in the Wild

By James Carter, Dom Conlon and Nicola Davies 
Illustrated by Diana Catchpole

Gods and Monsters: Mythological Poems

Chosen by Ana Sampson and 
Illustrated by Chris Riddell
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