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Pictorial star atlases were very popular in 
the late 18th and early 19th centuries – 
and many of them are still admired today. 

Their main inspiration was the Atlas Coelestis 
of John Flamsteed, published posthumously in 
1729. With nearly 3000 accurately positioned 
stars, a new projection (now usually known as 
the Sanson–Flamsteed projection) and engrav-
ings that faithfully followed Ptolemy’s descrip-
tions of his 48 constellation figures, it set a new 
standard in depicting the sky and demonstrated 
that great science can also be great art.

Despite its merits, Flamsteed’s atlas was large 
and expensive. A smaller, cheaper version was 
needed for popular consumption. This is what 
Alexander Jamieson’s Celestial Atlas provided, 
yet the man behind it is not well known. This 
article is an attempt to throw light on a little-
known author of a well-known work. 

 The first popular atlas based on Flamsteed’s 
1729 work was made by Jean Nicolas Fortin 
(1750–1831), a maker of scientific instruments 
and globes, and appeared nearly half a century 
later, in France. Fortin’s Atlas Céleste de Flam-
stéed was first published in 1776, with a revised 
edition in 1795. In Germany, Johann Elert Bode 
(1747–1826) was inspired by Fortin’s success 
to produce his own atlas along the same lines. 
Vorstellung der Gestirne was published in 1782 
with a second edition in 1805. Bode went on to 
produce a second atlas, the Uranographia of 
1801, larger and more comprehensive even than 
Flamsteed’s work, intended for professionals.

The third atlas in what might be called this 
Flamsteed tradition was the Celestial Atlas pub-
lished in England in 1822 by a Scottish school-
master, Alexander Jamieson (1782–1850). 
Jamieson had published A Treatise on the Con-
struction of Maps in 1814 but was not noted as 
an astronomer. Four years after his Celestial 
Atlas appeared Jamieson became a member 
of the Astronomical Society of London (as the 
RAS was then called). He was elected on 12 
May 1826, but resigned on 6 February 1833. 

Jamieson’s life
Alexander Jamieson had humble beginnings. 
He was born in Rothesay on the Isle of Bute, 
Scotland, the son of William Jamieson, a 
wheelwright, and Margaret Stewart. He was 
christened on 5 September 1782. Nothing is 
known about his early years. He spent most of 
his working life in London, as a writer, a teacher 
and finally an actuary. His higher education was 
delayed, for he was 39 when he obtained an MA 
degree from Marischal College, Aberdeen, in 
November 1821, followed by an LLD in March 
1823. In 1825 he was admitted to St John’s Col-
lege, Cambridge, as an external student study-
ing theology, but there is no record that he ever 
obtained a degree from them. 

Jamieson wrote educational works on sub-
jects as diverse as cartography, logic, rhetoric, 

algebra, mechanics and hydro statics, as well 
as editing a Latin dictionary. In the preface to 
his first major book, A Treatise on the Con-
struction of Maps (1814), he gives his address 
as Wells Street, off Oxford Street in central 
London. On 1 March 1820 he married Frances 
Thurtle (1779–1870) at St Mary Abbots church, 
Kensington. Frances wrote travel and historical 
books, and they had the same London publisher. 
It is while he was at Kensington that we first 
hear of him running his own school; he was 
still living there in 1822 when he published his 
Celestial Atlas.

In 1824, he described himself as Master of 
Heston House Classical and Mathematical 
School, which lay opposite the Cavalry Barracks 
on Hounslow Heath, Middlesex. An advertise-
ment for the school in the Literary Chronicle 
of 5 November 1825 emphasized its strict disci-
pline and strong work ethic combined with reli-
gious and moral instruction, probably indicative 
of Jamieson’s own upbringing.

By summer 1826 he had moved again, to Wyke 
House in Sion Hill (now Syon Lane), to set up 
Wyke House School where he remained for the 
next 12 years. An advertisement in January 
1838 in The Athenaeum, a weekly literary and 
scientific review, tells us: “Dr Jamieson boards 
and educates young gentlemen in the Greek and 
Roman Classics, the various branches of pure 
and mixed Mathematics, Commercial, Geo-
graphical and Astronomical Science, and Gen-
eral Literature, with all the necessary parts of a 
liberal, intellectual, and systematic education.”

Unfortunately, this attempt to attract more 
pupils came too late: Jamieson was declared 
bankrupt in March that year. In the gazetteer 
entry for his bankruptcy he is described as 
“schoolmaster, bookseller and publisher”, sug-
gesting that he sold a lot of his books himself, 
some no doubt to his students, and may even 
have paid to have them published. He left Wyke 
House, which became a hospital. It was demol-
ished in 1977 and a cul-de-sac called Wyke 
Close is now the only reminder of its existence.

Following the failure of his school Jamieson 
worked as an actuary with a series of life assur-
ance companies but did not stay in any post for 
long. However, this experience led to his final 
book, Report on the Constitution and Opera-
tions of Life Assurance Societies (1841). His 
final years saw him descend into poverty and 

obscurity. Jamieson suffered a stroke in 1848 
or 1849. He and Frances moved to Bruges in 
August 1849, where he died on 6 July 1850.

Jamieson’s ‘Celestial Atlas’
Jamieson’s Celestial Atlas first appeared in Feb-
ruary 1822 with a second edition in Septem-
ber of the same year. The RAS library has the 
second edition, uncoloured, presented by the 
author in 1827.

Preparation of the atlas was clearly not with-
out difficulty. In the preface Jamieson recounts 
“discouragements which the interests and prej-
udices of some little minds unceremoniously 
forced upon me” and “rebuffs which came from 
quarters where I least expected them … leaving 
me to my own resources for the production of a 
work which now stands single and alone in the 
English language”. However, his tone warms as 
he writes of the “beam of royal favour” which 
allowed him to dedicate the atlas to the king 
of England, George IV. The son of a Scottish 
wheelwright had clearly become well connected.

Jamieson claimed that his atlas “differs essen-
tially” from Bode’s Vortsellung der Gestirne, 
but a glance at the two reveals a strong family 
resemblance. Jamieson’s charts are reproduced 
at the same size as those of both Bode and For-
tin, i.e. approximately 9 inches wide by 7 inches 
deep (22.5 × 17.5 cm), there are the same number 
of them (26 plus hemispheres) and each covers 
the same area of sky. Jamieson also followed 
Bode’s innovation of drawing boundary lines 
snaking between the constellation figures. 

Where Jamieson differs noticeably from his 
predecessors is in his modelling of the constel-
lation figures. Fortin and Bode closely followed 
Flamsteed’s depictions, but Jamieson allowed 
himself greater artistic freedom. His figures 
were more realistically drawn, as in his improve-
ments on Flamsteed’s unconvincing portrayals 
of Lacerta, Lynx, Cancer and Scorpius and the 
frankly ugly Canis Major. Overall, Jamieson’s 
figures are simply more appealing.

Why Jamieson was so quick to issue a second 
edition of his atlas, just seven months after the 
first, is unknown; perhaps the first edition had 
already sold out. A comparison of the charts 
reveals no difference. Obvious labelling errors 
such as “Herscelii” for Herschelii on plate 4 and 
“Fyxis” for Pyxis on plate 26 went uncorrected. 
The only major change seems to be the insertion 
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of an unnumbered plate after the preface illus-
trating Egyptian and Hindu zodiacs.

That aside, the Celestial Atlas consists of 30 
plates. Twenty-six of them cover the sky down 
to declinations between –37° and –42°. Two 
more plates are complete celestial hemi spheres, 
another shows the brightest stars in the north-
ern hemisphere for direction-finding, and the 
last is of the Moon, Venus, Jupiter and Saturn. 
Jamieson explains in the preface that he had 
originally planned much larger charts, but had 
to reduce them in size because of cost. As pub-
lished, the Celestial Atlas was in royal quarto 
and available either plain or hand-coloured 
at £1 5s or £1 11s 6d respectively. Copies now 
change hands for thousands of pounds.

More than 100 constellations were featured in 
the atlas, including sub-constellations such as 
Caput Medusae (the head of Medusa), Cerberus 
and Mons Maenalus. Jamieson also introduced 
three constellations of his own devising: Norma 

Nilotica (plate 21, and above) was a rod held by 
Aquarius, presumably for measuring the depth 
of the Nile; Noctua, the night owl (plate 27), 
took the place of the Solitaire; while on his chart 
of the southern hemisphere he quietly replaced 
Lacaille’s Reticulum with Solarium, the sundial. 
Facsimiles of Jamieson’s charts were published 
in 1989 in Men, Monsters and the Modern Uni-
verse by George Lovi and Wil Tirion.

In 1824 Jamieson published a follow-up called 
An Atlas of Outline Maps of the Heavens, com-
prising 28 charts of the outlines of the constel-
lations only. Students were expected to position 
the stars on the charts for themselves by refer-
ence to his Celestial Atlas. The idea seems not to 
have caught on and this star-free atlas remains 
a little-known curiosity.

An intriguing footnote is that Jamieson’s 
Celestial Atlas inspired the well-known set of 
constellation cards called Urania’s Mirror. These 
were published anonymously in or around 1825, 
although RAS librarian Peter Hingley discovered 
that their author was almost certainly the Rever-
end Richard Rouse Bloxam of Rugby (Hingley 

1994). Comparison of the two works shows the 
constellation figures of Urania’s Mirror to have 
been copied almost directly from Jamieson, so 
perhaps the real reason the author of Urania’s 
Mirror chose to remain anonymous was to avoid 
charges of plagiarism. Whether Jamieson knew 
the truth behind Urania’s Mirror is unknown, 
but one of Bloxam’s sons, John Rouse Bloxam, 
was briefly chaplain and classical master at 
Jamieson’s Wyke House school in 1832. ●

Ian Ridpath is an astronomy author.
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1: Plate 21 of Jamieson’s Celestial Atlas, showing 
Aquarius. (US Naval Observatory Library)
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