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GIUSEPPE PIAZZI
(Ponte in Valtellina, 1746 – Naples, 1826)

Arduous search for (new) sources …

MAIN DIFFICULTIES IN DRAFTING A BIOGRAPHY

Need to re-examine existing sources …

Fragmented and often inconsistent biographical notices…



• Minigrant INAF 2024: «Towards Piazzi 200: the discovery of Ceres as a case study» (PI: I.Chinnici – INAF-OAPa)
• Heritage INAF 2025: «The PIAZZI Project: A Virtual Archive of International Correspondence and Scientific Exchange 

(1790–1826)” (PI: M. Gargano, INAF-OAC)
WORK IN PROGRESS …



BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES …

Birth : Ponte in Valtellina, 16 July 1746 

Parents: Bernardo Piazzi and Francesca Artaria

Brothers : Antonio and Giovanni (+ others,  
died at a early age)

Early education: Seminary in Como (1757)

Collegio Calchi in Milan (1758) (Jesuits at Brera) 

Religious profession (Theatines) : Milan, S. Antonio church (1763)



Early formation …

A very "open" formation 
with various interactions 
(Jesuits, Piarists, Minims, 
etc.)

Turin, 1763-65, philosophy and physics

Rome, 1766-69, theology and mathematics

1769: presbyteral ordaination



A «restless» Theatine …

Genoa, 1770: professor of philosophy of the novices

Rome, 1772: recalled by his Superiors

Malta, 1772: professor of mathematics at the local university

Ravenna, 1773: professor of philosophy and mathematics at Collegio dei Nobili

Cremona, 1779: preaching

Rimini, 1779: unclear

Rome, 1780: professor of dogmatics

Palermo, 1781: professor of mathematics at
the Royal Academy for Education



The context …

Kingdom of Sicily, from 1767 ruled
by Ferdinand of Bourbon

1767 – Expulsion of the Jesuits

1779 – Establishment of the «Accademia de’ Regj Studj» (Royal Academy for Education)





Marcantonio Colonna
1774 - 1780

Domenico 
Caracciolo
1781 - 1786

Francesco D’Aquino
1786 - 1795

Giovanni Fogliani
1755 - 1773

Chronology of the Viceroys of Sicily

1786 – Establishment of a Chair of Astronomy

The context …

Oriani’s refusal Piazzi

(travel to France and England)



Arrival: 18 April 1787

Accommodation: at Jérôme de Lalande’s

First visit: Charles Messier and his observatory

Departure : 16 September 1787 

IN  PARIS … Jérôme de Lalande

Nicolas de Condorcet

Jean-Dominique Cassini



Nevil MASKELYNE

IN  LONDON …

Jesse RAMSDEN

Arrival : end of September 1787
Accommodation: Cavendish Square (near Piccadilly)
Departure : 17 August 1789



Likely inaccuracies in quadrants

(1) Errors in engraving the scale divisions 

(2) Deformation of the instrument due to temperature 

variations

(3) Deformations of the instrument due to weight and 

wearing of the mobile parts (de-centering)



Eccellenze

ho finalmente la vivissima soddisfazione di 
annunziare all’EE. VV. col presente 
rispettosissimo foglio il termine e 
compimento degli stromenti. Il Cerchio, o 
più precisamente Stromento verticale ed 
azzimutale, è un capo d’opera, abbraccia 
quanto di meglio possa farsi o 
immaginarsi in Ottica, in Meccanica, in 
Astronomia: le più colte persone di Londra 
ne hanno fatta la meraviglia, e […] non 
hanno potuto non confessare che niente è 
stato fatto mai che possa uguagliarlo.

(Piazzi to the  Deputazione de’ Regj Studj, 
London, 16 August 1789)



Total solar eclipse of 3 June 1788  (from Greenwich, partial – about 23%)



I could give a pretty long list of
accidents which were near proving
fatal to my brother as well as
myself. […] even poor Piazzi did not
go home without getting broken
shins by falling over the rack-bar …

40-foot Telescope (Slough) William HERSCHEL





RETURN TRIP OF PIAZZI TO PALERMO 
(September-November 1789)

Paris (short stop)

Milan, visit to Barnaba Oriani 

Ponte in Valtellina (autumn), visit to the family

Verona, visit to Antonio Cagnoli

Padova, visit to Giuseppe Toaldo

Napoli (November), waiting for the ship with the instruments



Works began in July 1790
and ended in February 1791

Site of the new observatory





7-foot Newtonian
reflector by 
Herschel (1791) 6-foot equatorial sector by Troughton (1805)



Star catalogue
(1803 and 1814)

awarded by the 
Institut de France



• Accademia delle Scienze di Torino (1789)
• Accademia Reale di Scienze e Belle Lettere di Napoli (1790)
• Académie Impériale de St. Pétersbourg (1791)
• Società Italiana delle Scienze (1803)
• Institut National de France (1803)
• Royal Society of London (1804)
• Royal Society of Sciences in Gottingen (1804)
• Royal Academy of Sciences in Berlin (1812)
• Royal Society for Natural Sciences in Marburg (1817)
• Accademia Labronica di Livorno (1818)
• Accademia Gioenia di Scienze Naturali di Catania (1824)
• Honorary Citizenship from the Municipality of Palermo (1825)

MAIN ACADEMIC RECOGNITIONS









Figura 61 Cygni





Friedrich Wilhelm BESSEL 
(1784-1846)

1838 – Parallax of 61 Cygni





Many controversies with Domenico Scinà 
Different views about science

• O. Cancila. Storia dell’Università di Palermo dalle origini al 1860, 2006. 
• P. Nastasi. “Scinà contestato. Controversie, polemiche e pettegolezzi nella cultura scientifica siciliana dei primi 

decenni dell'800” in Scritti offerti a Francesco Renda (a cura di N. De Domenico, A. Garilli, P. Nastasi), 1998.

AT THE UNIVERSITY OF PALERMO …



IN THE SERVICE OF THE BOURBONS
(Piazzi’s involvement in reforms)

Time system

Weights and measures

Administration

Tax



The Congress of Vienna (1815)

King Ferdinand I of the Two Sicilies



More from Mauro Gargano …


