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Newspapers as Historical Sources



CERES: The Most Anticipated 
Planet(oid)

Ceres was discovered in 1801, but its orbital elements were published in 1681 
by this man: Jacob Bernoulli 



Bernoulli first wrote in 
High Dutch in 1681, then 
in this Latin book of 1682. 
He was convinced there 
was a “missing planet” 
between the orbit of Mars 
and Jupiter.



In this diagram from Bernoulli's 
book, “f” at lower left marks the 
spot between the two planetary 
orbits that seemed to require 
another planetary body. He gave 
its distance from the Sun = 2.583 
AU, with a period of revolution= 

4 years, 157 days; actual values 

for Ceres: 2.77 AU; 4 years, 222 

days. 

“The point f is without doubt 
occupied by another primary 
planet. But this, both because of 
the extreme smallness of its 
body and because of its 
immense distance from us, 
perpetually escapes our gaze.” 



Baron Franz von Zach

In 1785, 2 years after meeting 
William Herschel in England, 
Zach wrote down the orbital 
elements of what he termed 
“the supposed planet 
between Mars and Jupiter.”



The Astronomical Congress of 1798:
FIRST NEWSPAPER REPORT

relating to the subsequent Discovery of Ceres

This is the first newspaper 
report in the history of Ceres 
studies: 31 July 1798.

Franz von Zach organised the 
world's first international 
meeting of astronomers, 
reported in the Gotha 
newspaper. 
The meeting prompted him to 
found a society to search for 
the Unseen Planet.



How to Classify Ceres?

“We watched for the transit of the 

disputed star with great anxiety,” said 

Cacciatore. “It was again wide of the 

place it had occupied in the heavens 

on the preceding and all other nights.”

“Oh, Oh!,” cried Piazzi. “We have 

found a planet.” (Jan. 4, 1801) Piazzi 

followed the object until mid-February, but 

he did not publicly declare it a planet. 



The word 'Asteroid' was created by Charles Burney Jr. 

In 1802 fewer than a dozen 

scholars in England were experts 

in ancient Greek. Burney Jr. was 

one of them, and he was actually 

nicknamed 'The Greek.'

On May 4, 1802, Burney Jr. 

created the word 'asteroid.' Two 

days later, Herschel's landmark 

paper on Ceres and Pallas was 

read to The Royal Society in 

London. It introduced 'asteroid' 

to the world.



Piazzi vs Herschel

“Could we not establish as a distinctive mark between 

the planets and comets the intersection of their orbits 

reduced to the ecliptic? And for naming, could one not 

call the little planets Planetoids? Because I confess 

the name asteroids seems to me more appropriate for 

the small stars.”

Letter from Piazzi to Herschel, 4 July 1802



THE FIRST NEWSPAPER REPORT ON THE DISCOVERY OF CERES: Feb. 1801
in the Journal de Paris, the first daily French newspaper



The Journal de Paris article: first 
example of misinformation about Ceres

“Sicily – Palermo, January 15. On the 1st of this 
month, a new comet in the shoulder of Taurus, 
near the 19th star of Mayer, was discovered from 
our observatory. It was observed on the 1st, 2nd, 
3rd and 4th, as it passed the meridian. Although it 
is not covered with any kind of nebulous spot, it 
still cannot be seen with the naked eye. Its 
movement is retrograde; it goes forward toward 
the north.” 

A critical point to note about the content of the 
announcement is the identification of the object 
as being near the 19th star of Mayer. Mayer 19 
was in fact some 45 degrees away from the 
position of Ceres!  Mayer 109 was meant.



May 6, 1801: First German 
Newspaper report
Allgemeine 

Literatur-Zeitung, founded in 1785
Published in Jena

Bode wants to describe

it as a  

planet



Bode's Gambit

Bode was the 

first astronomer 

to use the 

power of the 

press to 

advance a 

personal 

agenda.



Zach admonishes Bode & the German newspapers: the first 

engagement of a science journal with the press.

Bode declared Piazzi's discovery to be a planet, 
not a comet. “He wanted to steal the glory 
from Piazzi,” Zach wrote. 

Bode also preempted Piazzi's right to name his 
discovery, calling it in every German 
newspaper “Juno”. The feud between Bode, 
Piazzi and Zach reverberated across Europe.

Monthly Correspondence, June issue.



Zach lists the newspapers in which Bode planted stories
“Zach and Bode are now not friends” : letter from Olbers to 
Gauss, 19 Sept. 1802.

Zach wrote: “Professor Bode had news of it 
printed in the Berlin newspaper no. 57 of May 
12, in the Intelligensia page of the General 
Literary Newspaper of Jena no. 90 of May 6 
[the one we just read] and in the Hamburg 
Impartial Correspondence no. 76 of May 13. 
Out of this, it came to the general public 
through several other political newspapers.”

Monthly Correspondence, June issue.



May 15, 1801, reporting 
on a letter written May 9

Hamburger Relations-Courier, P2. no. 77; 
First mention of Oriani

.



Hamburg newspaper



May 19, 1801: a letter from Berlin

Augsburgische (Augsburg Ordinary Post Newspaper, founded 1686)

Ordinari 

Postzeitung



May 23, 1801

Binnenlandsche Bataafsche courant:

printed in The Hague

This newspaper published the first report in The 
Netherlands about the discovery:

“Piazzi discovery in Palermo, which is without nebula and is 
clearly not a Comet, is now considered by prominent 
astronomers in Germany, Mr. Bode and others, with almost 
certainty to be (as far as our knowledge is concerned) a new 
planet.”



June 4, 1801

Oberpfälzisches

Wochenblat
Upper Palatinate Weekly Gazette

Published in Bavaria

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2789613-4
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2789613-4


June 9, 1801

Allgemeine Zeitung Discusses role of Baron von Zach in Gotha

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2747832-4


June 20, 1801

De nieuwe Haagse Nederlandse courant

Published in The Hague



June 20, 1801

“The Baron de Zach already discovered the orbit 
of a new planet 16 years ago in the 
observatory near Gotha. When he made the 
journey to Bremen and Lower Saxony last 
year, he met with a company of sixteen 
astronomers who had collaborated to locate 
and observe this star, which is difficult to find 
because of its small size (being of the ninth 
magnitude).



June 20, 1801 cont.

“They had divided heaven among themselves, 
the most peaceful and greatest treaty of 
partition ever concluded on earth.

Piazzi occurred to them. It is remarkable that he 
discovered it precisely on the first day of the 
nineteenth century.”



The ‘Mass Ceremony’ of Reading a Newspaper

“The force of the newspaper lies in its 
periodicity; the ceremony is incessantly 
repeated day after day, and the reader has 
confidence in the ongoing steady, anonymous, 
simultaneous activity of the nation moving 
through time.”

Emma Mason, Prof. of English, Univ. of Warwick, 2026; writing 
about importance of reading a newspaper in early 19th

Century.



The Morning Chronicle: It was in this Aug. 6 issue that 
the public in London first read about Piazzi’s discovery.



FIRST BRITISH NEWSPAPER REPORTS:
August 6, 1801

The Morning Chronicle (London):

P2, no. 10,050

Caledonian Mercury: P3, no. 12,465

General Evening Post: P2

Whitehall Evening Post: P1 

All four published the same story



THE FIRST British NEWSPAPER REPORT: Caledonian Mercury, founded in Edinburgh in 
1720. This is the 6 Aug 1801 article on the discovery of Ceres, which features an 
attack on Piazzi’s character by Britain’s Astronomer Royal, Nevil Maskelyne.

18-2-10



August 7, 1801

The Times of London (issue 
2353) published a two-sentence 
bulletin in its daily edition: "An 
important discovery has been 
announced—that of a new 
planet. M. Piazzi, an Italian 
astronomer, claims the merit of 
this discovery."



August 8, 1801

The Lancaster Gazetteer: no. 8 P4

The Cornwall Gazette: P3

both reprinted The Caledonian Mercury article 
of Aug. 6



August 8, 1801

Cambridge

Chronicle & Journal

P3, no. 1365

Most extensive

newspaper article

about Ceres in Aug/01



August 8 article continued, with a translation of Lalande’s article in the MC



August 8 article conclusion by Gregory, later Professor of Mathematics, Royal Military 
Academy



August 12, 1801

The Bury &

Norwich Post,

Report written by 

Capel Lofft



August 13, 1801

General Evening Post: P4; no. 10,751

This is a reprint of the Aug. 12 Bury & Norwich 
Post story.



Aug. 14, 1801

Chester Chronicle: P3



August 14, 1801

The Edinburgh 

Advertiser: 

P1, 

No. 3926 

First mention

of Burckhardt



August 15, 1801

The Caledonian Mercury (Edinburgh): P4

It explicitly introduced readers to the physical 
characteristics of the "new planet," reporting 
that its incredibly slow, precise progress 
through the heavens ruled out the erratic, 
trailing behavior of typical comets



August 17, 1801

Salisbury

Journal, P3
Reprint of Aug. 12 article

In Bury & Norwich Post



August 18, 1801

Hull Packet:  P4

Nomenclature:

Lofft’s 

suggestion of

Minerva gets

more publicity



August 20, 1801

Exeter Flying 

Post: P2

V 36, no. 1975

“Glorious

opening

of 19th C”



Piazzi used this transit instrument in Palermo Observatory to discover Ceres. 
“It was with this instrument,” Piazzi said to an interviewer in 1808,  “I ascertained that 
the Ceres Ferdinandea is a planet.”



September 13, 1801

Allgemeine Zeitung

Published in Mainz

Describes Zach’s work

at Seeberg Observatory,

including as editor of the MC

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2747832-4


September 14, 1802

Gazette nationale,

ou le moniteur

universel (Paris)
Describes formation of the ‘Celestial Police’

with Johann Schroeter as its president

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2748557-2
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2748557-2
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2748557-2


October 5, 1801

Allgemeine Zeitung 

This report alludes to a letter from Piazzi to

Seyffer of 4 August, 1801. Zach was outraged!

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2747832-4


Zach admonishes the German newspapers: 
the first engagement of a science journal with 
the press.

“In the newspapers, it was supposedly stated

that Prof Seyffer in Goettingen received a letter

from Piazzi, in which he informs him that he 
now declares the star to be a comet. But this 
rests entirely on an error regarding the date. 
Piazzi’s letter proves at most that the date of 
this letter was either incorrectly written or 
falsely cited, or that this entire letter was 
misunderstood.” 



Zach admonishes the German newspapers (2)

“The report of Seyffer’s letter therefore came to 
the political newspapers at an inopportune 
moment, and the sender was therefore 
probably not familiar with what goes on in 
astronomy. Otherwise, he would not have 
allowed this report of a limping messenger to 
appear in the newspaper, through which he 
only led the public into confusion.”



Zach admonishes the German newspapers (3)

“In another newspaper, this report is 
contradicted, with the entire letter from Piazzi 
to Seyffer called into question and declared 
apocryphal. We confess candidly that we do 
not find the least cause to doubt this letter.”

Monthly Correspondence, Nov. issue, 558-582



November 1, 1801

Weltchronik : e. Zeitschr.

für d. bildungsfähige

u. gebildete Publikum
This page 8 story discusses Bode’s Law from 

1772

and the nomenclature 

controversy: Juno vs Ceres Ferdinandea

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2794557-1
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2794557-1
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2794557-1


November 5, 1801

National-Zeitung

der Deutschen 
Published in Gotha,

where Zach had his

observatory.

Only newspaper report

to mention Cacciatore

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2794134-6
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2794134-6


November 6, 1801

Allgemeine Zeitung on the nomenclature controversy: Juno or Hera or Ceres 

Ferdinandea

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2747832-4


In this 1802 map, the first planetoid is called Piazzi !



November 16, 1801

Göttingische Anzeigen

von gelehrten Sachen
Recounts the observations from Jan. 1 to Feb. 11

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2141933-4
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2141933-4


November 18, 1801

Pforzheimer

wöchentliche 

Nachrichten 
Published in Karlsruhe.

A lengthy article that on a 

second page lists all the planets,

including Ceres,

with their orbital periods and

distance from the Sun

https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2986379-X
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2986379-X
https://www.deutsche-digitale-bibliothek.de/newspaper/2986379-X


December 8, 1801

A sensational article appeared in the Berlin 
newspaper on this date. It was reprinted as far 
away as Spain, in the January 12, 1802 issue of 
the Gazette de Madrid.

“The astronomer Bode received two letters from 
Piazzi of Palermo, which claims to be already 
persuaded, as was the same Bode, the star 
discovered on January 13 [sic] of this year was 
a planet.



December 8, 1801 continued

“Astronomers of Germany proposed to give the 
name of Juno by analogy with the other 
planets, but Piazzi wants to give the name 
Ceres Ferdinandea, referring to Sicily, the 
domain of Ceres, and the ruling monarch of 
the island.”



December 8, 1801 continued

The incendiary article in the Weekly Dispatch
was reprinted in the Hamburger Zeitung on 
January 12, 1802, and the Munich newspaper 
Kurpfalzbaierische Müncher Stuttszeitung on 
Jan. 30.  To ensure that the public regarded his 
presence to be at the root of the discovery of 
Ceres, Bode had his explanation of ‘Bode’s 
Law’ fed to the willing press. Zach’s diatribe in 
the Nov. MC did nothing to dissuade him.



December 22, 1801

General Evening Post:

P1

No. 10805

Nomenclature Controversy; and it has discovery 
date as 13 January



December 22, 1801

Whitehall Evening Post (P2), and  London 
Chronicle reprinted the General Evening Post



December 27, 1801

Weekly

Dispatch

(London)

No. 14

‘Fernandia”

Bode’s Law; 

Jan. 13 error



January 12, 1802

Hamburger Zeitung:

“A new planet discovery that Mr. Piazzi had 
made 1 January 1801, and astronomers had 
sought unsuccessfully for four months, was 
observed again.”

And so, the story of rediscovery goes on... 



THEMES

The Naming Stalemate: A resistance among 
English (Minerva) and German astronomers 
(Juno) toward the name Ceres Ferdinandea. 
While Piazzi had selected this name to honor 
both the patron goddess of Sicily and King 
Ferdinand III of Sicily,  intellectual circles 
expressed a strong preference for dropping 
the royal political suffix Ferdinandea in favor 
of a strictly classical, politically neutral title.



THEMES

The "Lost" Planet Crisis: Articles towards end of 
1801 recapped the intense frustration of the  
search. Because Ceres had been obscured by 
the Sun's glare for months, observers at 
Greenwich and across Europe were essentially 
operating blindly. 

Nature of Object: Newspapers reported Ceres as 
a planet, a comet and a star.



Five-Volume series on the Asteroids



1958 Comic



Lady Blessington


