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PRE-1920 TASMANIAN ASTRONOMY

For thousands of years, the Aboriginal people of Tasmania 
have observed the night sky and watched the stars, the 
Milky Way, and Solar System objects. Some of their stories, 
handed down over generations, were learned and recorded 
by George Augustus Robinson in the 1830s. These showed, 
as examples, an understanding that the people recognised 
the bright and dark parts of the Milky Way, saw patterns 
in the stars, and were frightened by meteors (e.g., Plomley 
2008, Gantevoort 2015).

Early settlement of Australia by people from elsewhere 
included, through both necessity and general research, 
astronomical and related observations. Tasmania was the site 
of the first known scientific research in Australia; in 1792, 
Elisabeth Paul Edouard de Rossel (1765–1829), rear admiral 
on Bruni d’Entrecasteaux’s expedition, made magnetic 
measurements at Recherche Bay (Australian Heritage 
Database). The establishment of Rossbank Observatory in 
1840, on the same site as the present Government House 
in Hobart, by Sir John Franklin and Captain James Clark 
Ross, enabled the commencement of detailed magnetic 
observations (Savours & McConnell 1982). Later in the 
nineteenth century, Tasmania was home to two prominent 
amateur astronomers. Watchmaker Francis Abbott (1799–
1883) was transported to Tasmania after being found guilty 
of obtaining two watches by false pretences. He made detailed 
astronomical observations from Hobart, recording an aurora 
and many celestial objects. He wrote several papers and 

was especially interested in the star Eta Argus (now known 
as Eta Carinae) and its surrounding nebula (e.g., Abbott 
1871). He also provided a time service for Hobart and kept 
important meteorological records, which were continued 
after his death by Captain Short at the newly established 
(1882) Hobart Observatory in Barracks Square (Orchiston 
1992). One of Abbott’s instruments, a Dallmeyer transit 
instrument that was later used at the Hobart Observatory, 
is currently in the collection of the Queen Victoria Museum 
and Art Gallery (QVMAG). 

Alfred Barrett Biggs (1825–1900), a teacher, made 
many contributions to, and widely popularised, astronomy 
in nineteenth-century Tasmania. Biggs was especially 
interested in comets and the double star Alpha Centauri, 
and wrote many letters and papers, including for the Royal 
Society of Tasmania (e.g., Biggs 1887, George 2005). 

After spending time in Bothwell, Hobart, Melbourne 
and then again Bothwell, Biggs moved to Campbell Town 
in 1872 where his interest in astronomy blossomed. On 
9 December 1874 there took place a transit of the planet 
Venus across the face of the Sun, the first since 1769. 
(Note: Transits of Venus occur in pairs eight years apart, 
but the pairs themselves are separated by 105.5 and 121.5 
years, alternately. The pair following the 1874 and 1882 
transits took place in 2004 and 2012; the next will be in 
2117 and 2125). Timings of these rare events were used 
to refine knowledge of the distance between Earth and 
the Sun, called the astronomical unit. (Note: Although 
transits of Venus assisted greatly in finding the astronomical 
unit, far more accurate methods were later used, including 
the use of radar to determine the Earth–Venus distance. 
Measurement of any one absolute distance in the Solar 
System reveals them all, as the relative distances are known 
independently of absolute measurement). Biggs assisted a 
party from the United States Naval Observatory (USNO) 
who observed the transit from The Grange, a property 
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owned by Dr William Valentine (c. 1808–1876), while 
another USNO party observed it from Hobart. To thank 
him for his assistance, Captain Raymond of the USNO 
presented Biggs with a photograph of the transit, now 
in the QVMAG collection. Later, Biggs pursued his 
astronomical interests in Launceston where he observed 
the transit of Venus in 1882 from the residence of Mr 
James Aikenhead at Windmill Hill, together with Reverend 
Canon Brownrigg (The Mercury 19 December 1882, p. 1; 
The Examiner 11 December 1882, p. 3; The Examiner 12 
December 1882, p. 2). 

Biggs established an observatory in the western part of 
the city and became known as Launceston’s ‘Astronomer 
Royal’. He had two observatory buildings: one was a roll-off 
roof observatory, and the other was the transit house left 
behind and given to him by the USNO Campbell Town 
party in 1874 (Orchiston 1983). However, there is some 
uncertainty as to the exact location of Biggs’ observatory. A 
memorial to Biggs was erected in Launceston’s Royal Park, 
at the presumed site of one of the observatory buildings, 
by the Northern Branch of the Royal Society of Tasmania 
in 1935 and unveiled on 18 September (The Examiner 18 
September 1935, p. 7). 

In 1857 the Royal Society of Tasmania proposed the 
establishment of an observatory for Hobart (The Courier 
30 November 1857, p. 3). The proposal was received in 
England by Henry Labouchere, Secretary of State for the 
Colonies, who commented that the Royal Society was:

“expressive of their desire that Hobart Town 
should be selected as the site of any Astronomical 
Observatory which may be established in the Southern 
Hemisphere…”
The Courier 30 November 1857, p. 3.

The implication was that the proposal was for the 
establishment of a major observatory, but this did not 
eventuate. However, in 1882, following another deputation 
from the Royal Society of Tasmania, the abovementioned 
Hobart Observatory was established (Orchiston 1992) – 
an observatory of a kind less well-equipped than seems to 
have been suggested in 1857 by the society. This, and in 
particular, the establishment of the University of Tasmania 
in Hobart in 1890 and a bequest to the University by 
Arthur Leake of Ross for the establishment of a school of 
astronomy, were the preludes to the Hobart area becoming 
the main part of the state for astronomical research (Royal 
Society of Tasmania 1892). 

What follows now is an account of the people and events 
in northern Tasmania that have formed an important part 
of Tasmanian astronomical history over the past century.

THE ASTRONOMICAL SOCIETY OF 
TASMANIA

Although formally based in Hobart, the origin of the 
Astronomical Society of Tasmania Incorporated (AST), a 
society of amateur astronomers, can be clearly identified 
from a letter written to Burnie’s The Advocate newspaper 
published on 2 December 1932. It was written by Reverend 

Walter Walters of Scottsdale, the then Rector of St Barnabas 
Church at Scottsdale (Helen Chick pers. comm. 2009) and 
who is discussed in more detail later.

In his letter Walters began the process of forming such 
a society: 

“Will those who are interested in the formation of a 
Tasmanian Astronomical Society or of a branch or 
section of some existing society to the same end please 
write immediately to the Rev. Walter Walters, The 
Rectory, Scottsdale. Those with telescopes should supply 
at the same time as accurate a description as possible 
of telescope, eyepieces, mounting, etc.”
The Advocate 2 December 1932, p. 2.

By mid-1934 the AST was established and its first meeting 
was held in Hobart on 9 June 1934 (The Mercury 12 June 
1934, p. 11). Although membership was concentrated in 
Hobart (where I joined the society in 1970), the AST had 
members across Tasmania, including in the north, as is 
still the case today (https://www.astas.org.au/). Following 
my arrival in Launceston in 1983 to take on managing 
the Planetarium at the Queen Victoria Museum and Art 
Gallery (QVMAG), membership in the Launceston area 
increased and over the past few years, a statewide AST 
gathering has been held at the Launceston Planetarium 
every September. 

AMATEUR ASTRONOMY ACTIVITIES IN 
NORTHERN TASMANIA

There has been much interest in amateur astronomy in 
the north, independently of whether people have been 
involved with the AST. On 18 December 1985 there began 
semi-regular evening meetings of the ‘Northern Observing 
Group’, formed by several AST members who shared the 
common interest of making observations together in dark-sky 
locations. The first meeting was held near the Trevallyn Dam 
(Astronomical Society of Tasmania 1986) and since then 
meetings have been held at various members’ properties or 
locations including Four Springs Reserve, near Selbourne; 
and Clarendon, a historic property south of Evandale. An 
active group continues today, informally known as the 
Tamar Valley Astronomers by the local members of the AST.

Since 1985, AST members have also played an important 
role at the Launceston Planetarium at QVMAG, running 
shows and assisting with public astronomy nights, and these 
activities are discussed further in a later section. 

Since its inception in 2015, Tastrofest in Ulverstone 
has become a major yearly public astronomy and space-
related event with displays, night sky observations and 
talks organised by Brittany Trubody and a keen group 
of local astronomy enthusiasts from the northwest of 
the state. Among founding partners was the AST, and 
the event is supported by the Central Coast Council, 
with a planetarium now being planned for Ulverstone, 
enthusiastically supported by Trubody and the Central 
Coast Council. 

AST members have held many public astronomy events, 
including at Clarendon, Blackstone Heights and the 
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Trevallyn Nature Recreation Area. Many AST members in 
the Devonport area are active, and several are very keen on 
astronomical imaging. Notably, long-time member Peter 
Sayers has been involved in astronomy for many years and 
gives numerous presentations to schools and community 
groups. A fine example of the enthusiasm for astronomy 
in the northwest was the restoration of a 70-year-old 
telescope mount with a mass of about one tonne, which 
at one point was relegated to a scrap yard before it was 
found by AST member Harry Van Der Velde. Peter Sayers 
gave it to local master craftsman Kevin Walker, who has 
restored it beautifully and brought it back to full use in 
an observatory (Peter Sayers pers. comm. 2020, pl. 1). 

There are other northern amateurs who should be 
mentioned individually, including Archdeacon Walter 
Walters (1892–1986), whose name appears in connection 
with the formation of the AST. Walters was Rector of St 
Barnabas at Scottsdale from 1927 to 1933, and it was 
while he was there that he suggested the formation of an 
astronomical society, as mentioned in the previous section 
(pl. 2). He was very keen on astronomy, and especially 
comets, and his telescope, dating from the nineteenth 
century, was donated to QVMAG. After a period in 
Bothwell, Walters returned to the north and lived in Latrobe 
from 1947 to 1960 before moving to East Devonport. He 
was well known wherever he lived and would often set up 
his telescope on the lawn at his residence in Hamilton 
Street, Latrobe (Robert Walters pers. comm. 2005.) 

Over the years several other interested people in the 
north, while not always holding membership of the AST, 
have pursued the hobby enthusiastically. For many years, 
the observatory dome of Neil Burrows was a well-known 
feature in Welman Street, East Launceston, and visible 
from many parts of the city. The observatory was ‘taking 
shape’ in January 1966 (The Examiner 7 January 1966, p. 
3), and eventually housed a 14.25-inch-aperture Newtonian 
reflector telescope. To my knowledge it was then the 
largest amateur astronomical telescope in Tasmania and 
was assembled by Burrows using ordered parts. Although 
a very keen amateur astronomer, Burrows had no known 
connection with the Launceston Planetarium or the AST, 
and unfortunately, I never met him. By 2010 Burrows 
was no longer living at the premises, and the observatory 
building had fallen into disrepair (pl. 3). Burrows’ 
family offered to sell the telescope to QVMAG; this was 
accepted readily, as the telescope was an important part of 
Launceston’s astronomical history. It was dismantled onsite 
by QVMAG staff on 26 November 2010 and moved to 
QVMAG at Inveresk, but the observatory building could 
not be preserved, and it no longer stands.

PLATE 1 — Restored telescope mount in Devonport. (Image: 
Peter Sayers)

PLATE 2 — Archdeacon Walter Walters in 1974. (Image 
courtesy: The Advocate) 
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PLATE 3 — Neil Burrows’ observatory in Welman Street, Launceston, in 
2010 before it was dismantled. (Image: Martin George)

PLATE 4 — Mervyn Millward at his observatory near George Town, 
2020. (Image: Mervyn Millward)

Amateurs in the north have also taken part in astronomical 
research. A notable example of such work is that of 
Mervyn Millward, who runs a well-equipped observatory 
in the outskirts of George Town (pl. 4). He has a good 
relationship with the University of Catania and the National 
Institute of Astrophysics in Italy and has been involved 
with such research projects as measuring the rotation of 
stars, and imaging of dwarf irregular galaxies. Millward also 
contributes observations of variable stars to the American 
Association of Variable Star Observers and is an expert 
in astronomical photography, a fine example of which is 
shown in Plate 5. 

Other amateurs have contributed to research involving 
occultations, which are events where one body passes 
completely in front of another (other than during a solar 
eclipse). On 3 July 1989 the planet Saturn and its ring 
system occulted the star 28 Sagittarii. AST member and 
Launceston Planetarium volunteer Karenne Barnes joined 
me in making observations of the event from Launceston, 
during which the changes in light from the star took place 
as different parts of the ring system occulted it. These 
observations contributed to a large database of information 
gathered from the event. 

Asteroids can also sometimes occult stars. Several attempts 
have been made to observe these in northern Tasmania, 
although to date there has been only one known ‘positive’ 
observation: the occultation of the star SAO 190531 by 
the asteroid Metis on 6 August 1989, observed by five 
astronomers: Launceston Planetarium volunteer Peter 
Daalder and me in Tasmania, and three people in New 
Zealand. This resulted in the first direct measurement of 

the diameter of Metis, whose cross-sectional distance at the 
time of occultation was 173.5 km (Kissling et al. 1991). 

Many occultations of stars by the Moon have also been 
timed, and these have contributed to knowledge of the 
Moon’s orbit. Although not being made at present, these 
observations have been sent to the International Lunar 
Occultation Centre in Japan, and the results and analyses 
published as yearly reports (e.g., International Lunar 
Occultation Centre 1988). Plate 6 shows a group of 
amateurs, including me, at an observing site near Campbell 
Town in 1988, when a grazing occultation of the star 
Antares was observed (George 1988). These events occur 
when only the extreme edge of the Moon passes in front 
of a star, and the star repeatedly disappears and reappears 
because of the presence of lunar mountains, valleys and 
crater rims. 

PROFESSIONAL RESEARCH IN 
NORTHERN TASMANIA

Although some of the research mentioned already is 
‘professional’ in quality – especially that of Mervyn Millward 
– mention must also be made of formal professional research. 
The University of Tasmania has operated two underground 
muon counters in northern Tasmania, both in Hydro-Electric 
Commission underground power stations. One operated 
at Poatina (pl. 7) between 1972 and 2008 (Humble & 
Duldig 2013) and the other was operated at Liapootah 
in collaboration with Shinshu University in Matsumoto, 
Japan, from 1991 for several years (Munakata et al. 1995, 
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PLATE 5 – The Rosette Nebula, photographed at Mervyn Millward’s observatory. (Image: Mervyn Millward)

PLATE 6 — Amateur astronomers at Campbell Town in 1988, 
following the observation of a grazing occultation. From left to 
right: Martin George, Peter Daalder, Julie Harvey, Martin Harvey, 
Tim Parr, Karenne Barnes. (Image: Martin George)

PLATE 7 — Dr A.G. Fenton with the University of Tasmania’s 
muon counter at Poatina in 2006. (Image: Martin George)
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Humble & Duldig 2013). Muons are subatomic particles 
created by the collisions of cosmic rays (mostly protons) with 
our atmosphere, producing a ‘cascade’ of various particles. 
Neutrons are also produced as a result of this bombardment. 
Having detectors underground means that particles having 
energies only above a certain minimum are detected. A 
large database of detections was compiled, together with 
those from neutron counters and other muon counters in 
the south of the state, including one in a disused railway 
tunnel near Hobart. These data assisted in research as to the 
sources of the cosmic rays, their energies and their variations 
in intensity and direction.

When cosmic rays produce a large number of secondary 
particles, the effect is called an air shower. Another, related, 
northern installation was an air shower detector installed 
at Liawenee on the property of the Inland Fisheries 
Commission (Fenton et al. 1981, Humble & Duldig 2013) 
which operated from 1982 until at least 1990 (Fenton et 
al. 1990).

In 2006, 2007 and 2015, Tasmania was the location of 
choice for research on the dwarf planet Pluto by astronomers 
from the South West Research Institute in the USA. On each 
occasion the researchers needed to observe an occultation 
of a star by Pluto, in order to learn more about Pluto’s 
atmosphere in advance of the flyby of the New Horizons 
spacecraft past Pluto in July 2015. Indeed, this is the way 
in which the atmosphere was discovered in the 1980s: the 
gradual dimming of the star’s light was the tell-tale sign 
of an atmosphere. In 2006, observations were made from 
a location near Longford (pl. 8); in 2007 they were made 
from Musselroe Bay; and in 2015 from Bicheno. The 
Launceston Planetarium assisted with arrangements, with 
Chris Arkless and I providing or organising observation 
locations. 

The Launceston Planetarium itself is a centre for historical 
research on astronomy, especially in relation to Tasmania. 
I have been lead author and co-author on several papers 
detailing the history of low-frequency radio astronomy in 
the state (e.g., George et al. 2017), and have contributed 
to historical research on astronomy in Thailand (e.g., 
Orchiston et al. 2016). 

‘PUBLIC’ ASTRONOMICAL PHENOMENA 
OBSERVED FROM NORTHERN TASMANIA

Many astronomical phenomena are not specific to northern 
Tasmania, or even Tasmania in general, and are seen over 
a large part of the world. However, in addition to those 
already mentioned, many interesting observations have 
been made from this part of the state, some of which have 
been easily viewed by the public. One type of predictable 
phenomenon that is quite specific to one’s location is a solar 
eclipse, particularly a central one. By ‘central’ is meant that 
the centres of the Sun and the Moon coincide, so they are 
seen in exactly the same direction in space.

Solar eclipses occur when the Moon passes between 
Earth and the Sun. It is a fascinating coincidence that the 
Moon and the Sun appear almost exactly the same size in 

our sky; this is because the Sun is about 400 times more 
distant than the Moon, but also about 400 times larger, 
meaning that their angular size is about the same. So close 
is this coincidence that because the Moon’s orbit around 
Earth, and Earth’s orbit around the Sun, are elliptical 
(oval-shaped), sometimes the Moon can cover the complete 
disc of the Sun and sometimes it cannot (even when the 
eclipse is ‘central’). A total solar eclipse is one in which 
the Moon covers the Sun completely; the other type of 
central solar eclipse is called annular, meaning that the 
Sun is not covered completely and appears as a bright ring 
surrounding the silhouette of the Moon. 

Total or annular parts of solar eclipses can last only 
a few minutes, and they are rare from a given location 
because they are visible only along a narrow path across 
Earth’s surface that is typically at most a few hundred 
kilometres wide. Far more common from any given place 
are partial solar eclipses, which are not central. So, it is 
possible for an eclipse to be total or annular from along a 
narrow path, but partial over a larger part of Earth. Any 
particular location will experience a partial solar eclipse 
every few years. 

During the past century (1920–2020), there have been 
no total solar eclipses visible from anywhere in Tasmania. 
However, there have been four annular eclipses, two of 
which strongly favoured the northern part of the state. 
(However, in addition, an annular solar eclipse would have 
been visible briefly from the southern half of Macquarie 
Island, which is part of Tasmania, just before sunset on 
11 September 1988). Firstly, there was an annular eclipse 
visible from far southern Tasmania on 7 March 1932. 

PLATE 8 — Eliot Young of the South West Research Institute 
(USA) observing an occultation of a star by Pluto in 2005. 
(Image: Jeff Regester)
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It was the third of six central solar eclipses for Tasmania 
for the twentieth century, the two previous ones being 
the total eclipse of 9 May 1910 and the annular eclipse 
of 30 July 1916. In 1932 the northern limit of annularity 
passed just north of Hobart, but annularity occurred just 
before sunset, with the Sun less than two degrees above the 
western horizon. Clouds prevented viewing from Hobart; 
in any case, mountains and hills to the west of the city 
would have prevented any viewing from there. However, 
Launceston reportedly had a clear view (The Mercury 8 
March 1932, p. 2) of what was a partial (not annular) 
eclipse, with 91.2% of the Sun’s diameter obscured just 
before sunset. 

On the afternoon of 14 January 1945, the path of an 
annular eclipse crossed parts of the northwest of Tasmania, 
with the event gaining coverage in all three major Tasmanian 
newspapers: The Advocate, The Examiner and The Mercury. 
The path from which annularity was seen was only about 
27 km wide, which was relatively narrow, even for a central 
eclipse. The eclipse was so nearly total – with 99.4% of the 
Sun’s diameter obscured – that the duration of annularity 
(the ‘ring’) was only 27 seconds. The central line of the 
eclipse entered mainland Tasmania on the west coast, about 
18 km north along the coast from the mouth of the Pieman 
River, and exited through Cooee, near Burnie. Along the 
path of annularity, locations that experienced annularity 
included Takone, Yolla, Burnie and Somerset. The path 
also passed across the central part of Flinders Island, with 
Whitemark being close to the centre line. The Advocate 
reported that although intermittent cloud was present in 
northwestern Tasmania, the annular eclipse was ‘witnessed’, 
indicating that from some places there was a clear sky at 
the important time (The Advocate 15 January 1945, p. 
2). A partial eclipse was also observed from Launceston 
and Hobart (The Mercury 15 January 1945, p. 4), and an 
annular eclipse was ‘apparent’ on most parts of Flinders 
Island (The Examiner 15 January 1945, p. 4). 

The next central solar eclipse to be visible from Tasmania 
was that of 5 February 1981, but on that occasion, the 
north of the state largely missed out. The centre line passed 
through Lake Pedder and Cygnet, and the northern limit 
of annularity passed through Macquarie Harbour and 
Hobart. However, a partial eclipse, with most of the Sun 
covered, would have been visible from the northern parts 
of the state. Most locations in the south were clouded out.

The sixth and final central solar eclipse of the twentieth 
century to have its path cross Tasmania – yet another 
annular eclipse – was very much a northern event. It 
took place on the morning of 16 January 1991 when the 
centre line entered Tasmania just north of Marrawah on 
the northwest coast, and passed through Wynyard, Hawley 
Beach and Lilydale before leaving the coast just north of 
Scamander. The southern limit passed through Macquarie 
Harbour, Elderslie, Tea Tree and Nugent, with Hobart 
missing out on annularity. The path was so wide that it 
included all of King Island and most of Flinders Island. 
The Launceston Planetarium conducted a public viewing 
of the event, led by Planetarium volunteer Karenne Barnes. 
Images of the eclipse were projected safely onto screens set 

up on the lawn in Royal Park, and the ‘ring’ of annularity 
was witnessed by all. Although a popular event, the 1991 
eclipse had rather less coverage of the Sun than that of 
1945, with only 92.3% of the Sun’s diameter obscured 
from Launceston. However, because of this, annularity was 
visible for much longer, being 6 minutes and 45 seconds 
in duration around the centre line. 

During the twentieth century six central solar eclipses 
crossed the state (including those of 1910 and 1916), 
but the current century has none. The next will be a total 
solar eclipse, visible from the far northwest of the state 
on 25 June 2131. 

Unlike solar eclipses, lunar eclipses are visible from any 
part of Earth from where the Moon is above the horizon, 
so they are visible from more than half of the planet. 
Nevertheless, these events, especially total lunar eclipses, are 
popular for all interested in astronomy. They are sometimes 
called ‘blood moons’ because when the Moon is immersed 
deeply or completely within the shadow of Earth, it turns 
a deep coppery-red colour because of light scattered in our 
atmosphere. These events have been well publicised by the 
Launceston Planetarium and have always attracted public 
attention. For the eclipse of 28 August 2007, a large crowd 
gathered at the QVMAG in Wellington Street, Launceston, 
for public observation of the event. 

A phenomenon for which Tasmania offers good prospects 
for observing is the Aurora Australis, also called the southern 
lights. Aurorae occur in oval-shaped regions centred on 
Earth’s magnetic poles, and are caused by charged particles 
from the Sun streaming through space and interacting with 
Earth’s magnetic field; these particles and those already 
trapped in the field penetrate our atmosphere and cause 
it to glow. They are more common around the times of 
‘solar maximum’ – peaks in the activity of the Sun that 
occur, on average, about every 11 years. 

A question often asked is: Where is the best place to see 
the aurora? Although the southern parts of the state have a 
slight advantage over the north, the north does experience 
some fine displays, and sometimes more people in the north 
witness such events because there is less associated light 
pollution. The general answer to the question is to travel 
south of any town or city, to get the artificial lights behind 
the observer. So, for example, travelling from Launceston to 
Relbia or south of Evandale, or from Devonport to south 
of Spreyton, would enable a better view. The main point 
is to avoid being amongst, or to the north of, artificial 
lights. Plate 9 shows an image of the aurora taken from 
northern Tasmania. 

Although the visibility of comets is not sensibly affected 
by one’s location in Tasmania, many observations and fine 
images of comets have been made from the north, both 
by astronomy enthusiasts and the general public. By far 
the most spectacular comet of the past few decades was 
Comet McNaught, which was at its brightest in January 
2007. Seen at its best from the southern hemisphere, 
it was even a fine sight from places with a considerable 
degree of light pollution, but because it was visible to 
the west after sunset, many Hobart residents would have 
been at a slight disadvantage because of some obstruction 
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from kunanyi/Mount Wellington. Launceston, with less 
artificial light and generally lower terrain to the west, was 
the more favoured of the two cities, although any dark 
place in Tasmania with a clear sky and good view to the 
west and southwest offered an unforgettable experience. 
Plate 10 is a view of Comet McNaught taken from Nile 
Road, south of Evandale.

The first decade of the twenty-first century saw the 
occurrence of two transits of Venus across the disc of the 
Sun, in 2004 and 2012. These were the first such events 
since the pair of transits of 1874 and 1882 (mentioned 
earlier). Several public observation sites were set up in 
Tasmania for each event. Two major sites in northern 
Tasmania were the Queen Victoria Museum in Launceston 
and the showground at Campbell Town. Campbell Town 
was a key site because of the historical importance of 
the 1874 transit being observed from The Grange; the 
showground was chosen because of the better visibility of 
the sky from there. 

Only the first part of the 8 June 2004 transit was 
visible from Tasmania, as the event started in the mid-
afternoon. The Launceston site, set up by Chris Arkless 
of the Planetarium, was completely clouded out. Early in 
the day Campbell Town, where the event had been well 
publicised, experienced very dismal weather, with the sky 
completely cloudy and rain falling. A public gathering 
at the Campbell Town Library attended a talk about the 
transit presented by me, and an enthusiastic crowd later 
gathered at the showground, from where there were periods 
of clear sky, enabling observations.

On 6 June 2012 the Sun was above the horizon from 
Tasmania for the entire event. Both Launceston and 
Campbell Town had mostly clear skies, and much of the 
event was seen from both sites. In Launceston, more than 

1000 people attended the session conducted by Chris 
Arkless, with assistance from Planetarium volunteers. I 
coordinated an event at the Campbell Town site which 
attracted about 350 people, including the then Premier 
of Tasmania, Lara Giddings.

A commemorative patch was made to celebrate Campbell 
Town’s involvement in observations of the 1874, 2004 and 
2012 transits. The next pair of transits of Venus will take 
place in 2117 (visible in its entirety from Tasmania) and 
2125, when only the last few minutes of the event will be 
seen from here, just after sunrise. 

QVMAG AND THE LAUNCESTON 
PLANETARIUM

The Launceston Planetarium, which forms part of the Queen 
Victoria Museum at Inveresk, is one of only eight fixed 
planetariums in Australia, although there are a number of 
portable ones. The following account of the Planetarium 
was drawn from my own experiences there since my arrival 
in 1983, and archival records at QVMAG. 

Proposals for the establishment of a planetarium in 
Launceston – at QVMAG – began in 1955. On 13 April 
1961 QVMAG Director Frank Ellis formally recommended 
to the Town Clerk that a Planetarium be installed and 
followed this up on 12 August of that year with a letter 
to the Northern Branch of the Royal Society of Tasmania 
seeking sponsorship for the establishment of a planetarium.

While this plan was being considered by QVMAG, optics 
manufacturer Carl Zeiss Jena, based in Jena in what was 
then the German Democratic Republic (East Germany), 
brought a Carl Zeiss ZKP1 planetarium projector (called 
a ‘Medium-Type’ projector) to the 1965 Sydney Trade Fair 

PLATE 9 — A display of the Aurora Australis, photographed from Ulverstone on 10 September 2015. 
(Image: Martin George)
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for exhibit. It was subsequently purchased by the Adult 
Education Department in Hobart and used from November 
1965 in the Adult Education Centre in Hobart for a 
short period. During the same month (November 1965), 
the ‘Whole Council Committee’ in Launceston agreed 
in principle to the establishment of a planetarium within 
QVMAG. The instrument cost quoted was approximately 
£6,000.

QVMAG suggested that the projector purchased by the 
Adult Education Department be shared between Launceston 
and Hobart, but this would have been an impractical 
arrangement. On 4 July 1967 the Adult Education Board 
in Hobart formally approved the projector and six-metre 
temporary dome to be ‘transferred’ to QVMAG for two 
years, but sometime after arrival, the agreement was made 
that it would remain at QVMAG permanently. 

The Planetarium began operation on 30 January 1968 in 
the main QVMAG building in Wellington Street. QVMAG 
records show that the first planetarium operator was John 
Swift, who worked there until May 1974. An extension 
to the building was constructed, providing for a room to 
house the Planetarium in addition to a general-purpose 
theatrette and projection room. A fibreglass dome was 
installed in 1970 to replace the temporary linen dome. It was 
constructed by the Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation 
at Fishermen’s Bend, Victoria, and is still in use today, at 
Inveresk. The ZKP1 projector was installed in the new 
room in April 1971.

While on a display tour, two significant NASA spacecraft 
were displayed briefly at QVMAG in the early years: the 
Gemini 10 capsule in 1967, and the Gemini 12 capsule 
in 1973.

There were several periods of closure of the Planetarium 
in the 1970s and early 1980s. Gordon Saunders ran his 

first shows in May 1978 and was officially given the role 
of Planetarium Officer on 1 July 1979. On 10 April 1981 
QVMAG received the donation of a Skylark Rocket, which 
was hung in the rear stairwell at the Museum, where it 
was to remain until 2008 before being transferred to 
QVMAG’s Inveresk site. 

With the departure of Gordon Saunders around 
November 1982, QVMAG Director Christopher Tassell 
recommended a more formal staff position be established 
with appropriate qualifications. It was advertised and I 
was fortunate to be appointed to the position of Curator 
of Physical Sciences in March 1983, and running my 
first shows in April. As part of my work, I also became 
increasingly involved in promoting the Planetarium, and 
astronomy in general, in the media.

Up to 1983, the Planetarium had simply been known as 
the ‘Planetarium at the Queen Victoria Museum and Art 
Gallery’, a cumbersome name that I changed to ‘Launceston 
Planetarium’. Although still sometimes called the ‘QVMAG 
Planetarium’, the name ‘Launceston Planetarium’ is now 
increasingly and more appropriately, used.  

Before my arrival, the Planetarium had operated weekend 
shows, but during the period 1983 to early 1985 the 
QVMAG Director decided that these would no longer be 
continued. However, with the establishment of the ‘Friends 
of the Museum’, volunteers agreed to run these shows on 
Saturday afternoons. This gradually changed to become a 
group purely of experienced amateur astronomers, mostly 
from within the Astronomical Society of Tasmania, an 
arrangement that is still in place today. Current volunteers 
running shows are Peter Brake, Martin Harvey (who has 
volunteered since 1985), Mervyn Millward and Justin 
Young. Over the years, other volunteers have been Karenne 
Barnes, Tracey Bligh, Michael Booth, Lisa Coppe, Peter 

PLATE 10 — Comet McNaught photographed from Nile Road, south of Evandale, on 21 January 
2007. (Image: Peter Daalder)
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Daalder, Trevor Leaman and Lisa Schmidt. In 1998 I 
became one of the founding members of the Australasian 
Planetarium Society, and since then there have been two 
annual meetings of the society held at the Launceston 
Planetarium (in 2004 and 2010).

The first major construction work since the 1970s began 
on 13 June 1999, when a new public entrance near the 
Planetarium’s northern corner was constructed to replace the 
existing entrance near the eastern corner. At the same time 
an emergency exit was installed. The exhibit space nearest 
to the original entrance was converted into a Planetarium 
office, which provided a room for meetings and released 
space in the cove area of the Planetarium. 

Several interested and capable Museum staff with 
astronomy, technical or teaching experience had been 
‘backup’ staff members over the years, including Mark 
Gordon, Louise James and Tracy Muir. However, by 
2002 staff member Christopher Arkless became officially 
assigned to the Planetarium on a part-time basis, his hours 
being divided between the Planetarium and information 
technology work. Today, all his time is dedicated to the 
Planetarium, and his technical and astronomical knowledge 
are invaluable. 

The addition of this particular second staff member was 
especially important because of the increase in my own 
duties. I became a QVMAG manager in 2004, and in 2005–
2006 I spent two years as President of the International 
Planetarium Society, an organisation with which I am 
still considerably involved in several capacities including 
as current Board Member for Oceania. In addition, from 
2005 to 2014 I was administrator of the Grote Reber Medal 
for Radio Astronomy, the world’s gold medal in that field. 
While this additional work was and is performed largely 
during my own time, it has been a positive outcome for 
QVMAG and the Launceston Planetarium; notably, the 
Grote Reber Foundation funded the 2009 purchase of the 
ZKP3 projector and establishment of the Southern Skies 
exhibition, both mentioned below.

In 2006 my membership of the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU) attracted significant media 
attention in Launceston when astronomers (including 
me) at the IAU General Assembly in Prague voted on a 
definition of the word planet that excluded Pluto, which 
became newly classified as a dwarf planet. 

In 2001 QVMAG consolidated onto two main sites: 
the existing building in Wellington Street and the Inveresk 
Railyards, which had closed for railway operations in 
1994 and been partly converted into a museum site. The 
subsequent decision in 2007 to convert the Wellington 
Street building into an art gallery necessitated the move 
of the Planetarium to Inveresk. The final show at the 
Wellington Street site was run on 29 February 2008, to 
a full house (pl. 11). A new room was constructed at 
Inveresk, and the dome and seating were moved to the 
new site. During this period, the Zeiss ZKP3 projector at 
the Stardome Planetarium in Auckland, New Zealand, was 
offered for sale and subsequently purchased by QVMAG. 
The Planetarium reopened on 12 October 2009, with 
a much-improved ‘Zeiss ZKP3 night sky’ and a digital 

fulldome projection system which allowed video ‘movies’ 
to be shown on the dome to replace the automated slide-
based presentation that was used in conjunction with the 
ZKP1 projector (pl. 12). This arrangement continues today, 
with each presentation comprising a fulldome video show 
of typically 25 to 30 minutes followed by a live description 
of the current night sky using the ZKP3 projector.

A second ZKP3 was purchased from the Wollongong 
Science Centre and Planetarium in 2017, and the current 
projector is made up of parts of both.

A gallery space had been established in front of the 
Planetarium at Inveresk, and for three years after its opening 
in 2009 the Skylark Rocket and some photographs had 
been the only items on display. However, in 2012 a full 
exhibition was installed, entitled Southern Skies: Astronomy 
in Tasmania (pl. 13). It tells the story of astronomy in the 
state, including the work of the University of Tasmania, 
amateur astronomers and other researchers. Several of the 
objects on display were donated by the University, and 
the exhibition includes the Planetarium’s original ZKP1 
projector.

Although QVMAG did not retain complete attendance 
records for the Planetarium before 1983, since then and 
up to 30 June 2020 there has been a continuous record of 
248,789 visitors; this number is the total of public shows, 
school group shows and shows for other common-interest 
groups. The two highest months on record were March and 
April 1986 because of the great interest in Comet Halley. 
From the incomplete pre-1983 records, it is estimated that 
there were 28,927 visitors during that period, bringing the 
best estimate for the total attendance to 30 June 2020 to 
277,716.

The Planetarium has been involved in several internal 
and external astronomy activities such as public lectures 
and talks to common-interest groups. Stargazing evenings 
have been conducted at both QVMAG sites in conjunction 
with the AST, and daytime astronomy has been presented 
in Launceston’s Brisbane Street Mall. Visits to schools 
(notably Youngtown Primary School) and school camps 
(including that at Waddamana) together with Planetarium 
volunteers have taken place. On several occasions, volunteers 
Karenne Barnes and Peter Daalder accompanied me on 
visits to Camp Quality near Avoca. One of the more 
unusual activities was my involvement with Trans-Australia 
Airlines as an astronomy commentator for ‘Halley’s Comet 
Flights’ in 1986, one of which departed from Launceston 
and two from Hobart.

Among distinguished visitors to the Launceston Planet-
arium has been Dame Jocelyn Bell Burnell, in May 1999, 
who had discovered the first pulsar, in 1967. She also 
delivered a public talk at QVMAG. 

CONCLUSION

Research in astronomy continues to grow in Tasmania, 
especially at the University of Tasmania, and by many AST 
members who are actively involved in public astronomy, and 
some in research, around the state. Enthusiasm for astronomy 
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will surely continue in the north, aided by the increasing 
availability of state-of-the-art telescopes and imaging 
devices, together with great staff and volunteer expertise, 
all collectively contributing to education and research. 
Public astronomy, such as that offered by Planetarium 
visits, and stargazing evenings presented by the AST and 
the Planetarium, will always be popular as this continues 

PLATE 11 — The final Planetarium show at QVMAG’s Royal Park site, 29 February 
2008. (Image courtesy: The Examiner)

PLATE 12 — The Zeiss ZKP3 projector in operation in the Planetarium 
at Inveresk. (Image: Martin George)

PLATE 13 — The Southern Skies exhibition adjacent to the Planetarium 
at Inveresk, which opened in 2012. (Image: Martin George)

to fire people’s imagination about the sights in the sky and 
the exploration of space. Historical research, such as that 
undertaken in the preparation of this paper, will continue 
to add to this knowledge, including an understanding of 
Tasmania’s contribution to the field of astronomy. As the 
author of this paper, I should be very pleased to receive 
any further historical information that may come to light.
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