
 1 

COSMIC HARMONIES: A SYMPOSIUM CELEBRATING THE LIFE, SCIENCE, MUSIC, AND LEGACY 
OF WILLIAM HERSCHEL (1738–1822) 
19 JUNE 2022, UNIVERSITY OF YORK, DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC  
 
 
OUTLINE SCHEDULE  
 
(all in Rymer Auditorium, Music Research Centre [MRC] unless indicated otherwise) 
 
9–9.15  Registration and Welcome 
9.15–10.30  Session 1: Introductions, Networks and Contexts 
10.30–10.45  Break  
10.45–12.15  Session 2: Music in Science; Science in Music 
12.15–1.00  Lunch (Foyer, MRC) 
1.00 –2.00  Session 3: Disciplining Data: Herschel after Herschel 
2.00–3.00  Session 4: Contemporary Perspectives on Music and Science 
3.00–3.15  Break 

[Moving into the Festival of Ideas programme …] 
3.15–4.15 Film: George Sibley dir., William Herschel and the Universe  
4.15–4.30 Break 
4.30–5.15 Keynote: Tom McLeish (University of York)  

The Herschels: Composing the Cosmos in Music and Astrophysics 
5.15–6.15 Panel discussion & drinks reception: On Herschel’s Legacies 
6.15–7.30 Break 
7.30–9.30 Concert: Herschel’s Musical Worlds (Sir Jack Lyons Concert Hall) 
 
 
 
SYMPOSIUM PROGRAMME: SESSION-BY-SESSION DETAIL 
(Timings for each element include time for Q&A) 
 
 
9–9.15am   Registration and Welcome 
 
 
9.15–10.30AM  SESSION 1: INTRODUCTIONS, NETWORKS AND CONTEXTS (75m) 
 
Woodruff SULLIVAN (University of Washington, Seattle):  
Highlights of William Herschel’s Astronomical Career (15m)  
 
William Herschel (1738–1822) discovered the planet Uranus in 1781 while a full-time, 
successful musician (and amateur astronomer) of age 42. His doubling of the size of our 
solar system immediately turned him into a celebrity and allowed him to abandon his 
musical career and become a full-time astronomer. In subsequent decades he went from 
strength to strength and simply became one of the most important astronomers of all time. 
I will very briefly summarize the most important of his discoveries, his construction of 
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pioneering large telescopes, and his novel ideas concerning a cosmos changing over millions 
of years. 
 
Woodruff SULLIVAN (University of Washington, Seattle):  
William Herschel’s Life as a Musician in Yorkshire (30m)  
 
William Herschel was a musician for the first 44 years of his life, before discovering Uranus 
in 1781 and becoming a full-time astronomer. I will review his life as a military bandsman 
(oboist) based in Hanover (Germany) until age 19, and then focus on his time in England as a 
composer, instrumentalist (oboe, violin, viola, harpsichord, organ), instructor, equestrian (!), 
and impresario in London (2 years) and especially in Yorkshire (7 years). The poet William 
Wordsworth told us that ‘the Child is the Father of the Man’ (1802), and so it is when we 
examine Herschel’s musical period and find clues about important connections to his four 
decades as one of the most important astronomers of all time. 
 
 
Short highlight papers and discussion (30m):  
 
Rachel COWGILL (University of York): Herschel in Concert: Networks of Professional German 
Musicians in Eighteenth-Century England (5–10m) 
 
London’s reputation as ‘good pasture-land for talent’ (to quote Claude Adrien Helvétius) 
persuaded many travelling musicians to cross the channel, particularly drawn by the 
Hanoverian royal family’s propensity to favour their musical countrymen. This paper 
explores the context William Herschel found himself in on arriving in England in the late 
1750s and the opportunities available to him there as a visiting German musician. 
 
Roz SOUTHEY (University of Newcastle): William Herschel in the North East (5–10m) 
 
In 1761, William Herschel’s dreams of finding a steady profitable job in London wilted under 
the realisation that there was too much competition for too few positions. He travelled 
north, therefore, in the hope of finding competition less severe, and established himself in 
the north-east of England in the port of Sunderland. He was resident in the area for only a 
little over a year, but his letters and evidence of musical life in the region taken from 
newspapers, and archival sources allow a picture to be drawn up of his life at a time when 
he was prospering financially but was still acutely unhappy. 
 
 
10.30–10.45am BREAK (tea/coffee) 
 
 
10.45–12.15AM  SESSION 2: MUSIC IN SCIENCE; SCIENCE IN MUSIC (90m) 
 
Sarah WALTZ (University of the Pacific):  
Herschel’s Systematic Thinking in his Music Treatise (30m) 
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William Herschel wrote scores of pages to his brother Jacob in the years 1761–63 explaining 
musical concepts from the basic to the complex: tempo, metre, rhythmic subdivisions, 
dissonance treatment, fundamental bass, part-writing, and theories of emotion and affect. 
Though it was clear that William was ‘thinking aloud’ rather than instructing his older 
brother, in preparation for writing a music-theory treatise, several unorthodox ideas enter 
in—'transitional’ scales that are used in modulation, an ‘accent’ system of metre, and 
previously impermissible dissonances, for example. By the time he collected his letters back 
from Jacob in 1764, William was already working on his Treatise on Music Theory (now 
located in the University of Edinburgh), which was never completed. The letters, however, 
can fill in some unfinished sections; furthermore, his unorthodox ideas were pushed 
forward significantly in the treatise, particularly concerning his theories of modulation. His 
‘Gravitational’ Theory, a theory of modulation which ranks a pitch’s resolution tendency 
within a key and ascribes greater expressiveness to pitches with higher ‘gravity’, is one of 
very few times in the Yorkshire years that Herschel uses the astronomical vocabulary that 
will later become so important to him. It is the systematic yet also unorthodox thinking 
exhibited in the treatise, however, that is foundational to the astronomer that Herschel will 
become.  
 
Matthew SPRING (Bath Spa University):  
From Musicians to Astronomers: the Herschel Family’s Years of Transition 1776–82 (30m)  
 
This paper considers the music that William Herschel produced in Bath in the years after 
1776 when Thomas Linley’s left for Drury Lane making Herschel the leading musician in 
Bath.  Principally this includes the set of twelve part books (GB-Cu Add. MA 9044) that he 
produced for the summer season at the Spring Gardens in 1778, and the music that survives 
from his activities as organist at the Margaret Chapel in Brock Street (GB-Lrcm Windsor 
Collection).  In the years between 1776 and 1782 (when William and Caroline’s departed for 
Slough with his appointment as astronomer to the King), the family increasingly transitioned 
from one principally engaged in music to one pre-occupied with telescope making, science 
and astronomy.  Yet this transition was gradual and none of the family’s main musical 
activities (performing, teaching and composing) were abandoned, indeed they could not be 
as music remained the family source of income.   In these frenetic years the family unit had 
to find enough time to negotiate a way through two distinct sets of activities. This paper 
attempts to chart their way through these difficult years, and contextualises and assesses 
the music that survives.  
 
Meredith MICHAEL (Indiana University, Jacob’s School of Music):  
The Inhabited Moon: Imagination, Female Astronomers, and 18th-Century Opera (30m) 
 
In the 1780 publication of Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London, an 
article by William Herschel appeared, which not only meticulously detailed the astronomer’s 
observations, calculations, and measurements of lunar mountains, but also contained the 
statement that it was “probable” that the moon was inhabited. Though such a supposition 
might seem absurd to us now, especially in the work of an accomplished scientist, it was not 
so unheard of in the 18th century. In fact, I argue that the kind of imaginative capacity that 
led to notions of an inhabited moon was not only considered integral to the scientific 
enterprise, but also created a rich space for exploring social and philosophical ideas in 
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European culture at large. This is evident in the significant number of comic operas about 
astronomers or lunar societies, many of which feature prominent, even powerful female 
characters. One example is Giovanni Paisiello’s La Luna Abitata, which used the moon as a 
space to explore alternative forms of society where women ruled. These imaginary spaces 
were reflected in the life of Caroline Herschel, an impressive astronomer and musician 
herself, who became an inspiration to female scientists in the centuries that followed. 
 
 
12.15–1.00pm  LUNCH (MRC foyer) 
 
 
1.00–2.00PM  SESSION 3: DISCIPLINING DATA – HERSCHEL AFTER HERSCHEL (60m) 
 
Gregory A. GOOD (Department of History, West Virginia University) VIRTUAL 
Beyond his Father’s Shadow: The Education of John Herschel, Natural Philosopher 
 
John Herschel (1792–1871) is sometimes seen as primarily an astronomer, following in the 
footsteps of his father, William Herschel (1738–1822), and his aunt, Caroline Herschel 
(1750–1848), in his studies of double stars and nebulae. While the son certainly dedicated 
significant effort to refining and extending this work, astronomy was neither his first love 
nor his only area of scientific expertise. In this presentation I consider other areas of John 
Herschel’s scientific education in an effort to place his astronomical work in a broader 
context. His activity in chemistry, crystallography, optics, and other topics places his 
astronomy within a holistic ‘natural philosophy’.  
 
John C. MULLIGAN (Rice Center for Research Computing):  
As Numerous as the Stars that Shine on the Milky Way: Big Data and Slow Time in the 
Herschel Observatory 
 
A striking visual contrast in the RAS’s Herschel archive, noted by Michael Hoskin, is that 
between Caroline Herschel’s book of zones and John Flamsteed’s Atlas Coelestis. 
Flamsteed’s heavenly bodies are transformed by Caroline’s index into grids of numerical 
data in order to guide their deep sky surveys. 

The Herschels worked with their data in ways that are familiar to data scientists. In 
William’s ‘On the Construction of the Heavens’, they constellated stars by brightness and 
position into a complex (if incorrect) visualization of the Milky Way. Caroline’s books, for 
their part, are an immaculate archive of large-scale data aggregations performed over years, 
and her own ‘Bills & Receipts’ of observations are as much an account book of her own time 
on the clock as they are of the discoveries she made. 

By engaging with the Herschel archives aesthetically, as I and a colleague attempted 
to do in 2019 with a series of slow simulations (https://twitter.com/HerschelMachine and 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLp82R_rXoBSEceMU8XooXhOXKeMoBYslv), we 
can bring out more of the experiential quality of their work-lives, and learn more from them 
about the life of the mind in our own era of big data. 
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2.00–3.00PM SESSIONS 4: CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVES ON MUSIC AND SCIENCE  
(60m) 

Panel chaired by Martin Suckling exploring a range of creative projects drawing inspiration 
from science 

 
 
3.00–3.15pm  BREAK (moving into the Festival of Ideas programme …) 
 
 
3.15–4.15PM   FILM: George Sibley dir., William Herschel and the Universe (57m)  
 
 
4.15–4.30pm   BREAK 
 
 
4.30–5.15PM   KEYNOTE: Tom McLeish – The Herschels: Composing the Cosmos in  

Music and Astrophysics (Chair: Woody Sullivan) 
 
This talk will review and celebrate the extraordinary creative imaginations of William and 
Caroline Herschel, in both astronomy and music and ask what connects these two shared 
worlds. It also explores the meaning of the move from astronomy to astrophysics that 
William initiated through the questions he raised, and the consequences, very topical today 
as the James Webb Telescope begins observing, of his realisation that the future of 
observational astronomy lay in large aperture telescopes. 
 
5.15–6.15PM   PANEL DISCUSSION & RECEPTION: On Herschel’s Legacies  

(Chair: Rachel Cowgill) 
 
A combination of verbal and musical responses to the keynote address from a variety of 
panellists, including news from Charles Draper (Chair of the Herschel Society) on 
forthcoming events to celebrate William Herschel in his bicentenary year.  Followed by 
drinks reception in MRC Foyer  
 
 
6.15pm   BREAK – food available via Library café and other University outlets  
 
 
7.30PM    CONCERT: Herschel and his Musical Worlds (Sir Jack Lyons Concert Hall) 
  
Period-performance of orchestral (and some vocal) music by Herschel and his 
contemporaries, with a brief introduction to ‘period’ elements by musical director Claire 
Holden, and narration by Sarah Waltz.  Final programme details will be posted here shortly.   
 
 


