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Abstract
This research paper looks into the scientific legacy of the astronomical observatory of the University of Kerala spread over 
the last two centuries. In the first 100 years of its existence as a scientific institution of a princely state, the observatory’s 
contributions benefited the global scientific community and resulted in acclaimed publications. After a century of its incarna-
tion, the observatory underwent a series of ownership changes, resulting in changes in its visionary course. It became a part 
of the University of Kerala in 1976, where today’s observatory serves as an amateur center for popularizing astronomy. The 
growing city has left the observatory amidst a plethora of challenges, and it continues to strive to be a beacon for research 
and learning in astronomy and astrophysics on the southern peninsula of India.
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1 � Background

In 1829, at the age of 16, Prince Swathi Thirunal Rama 
Varma ascended the throne of Travancore (Menon, 1878). 
Today, the Travancore kingdom is a part of the state of Ker-
ala, with its capital being Thiruvananthapuram. The Tra-
vancore kingdom’s capital was spelled “Trevandrum” in the 
official British records. The anglicized name Trivandrum for 
the capital city was the district’s official English name until 
1991. In the early 1830s, the young king met John Caldecott, 
an Englishman working as a commercial agent for the Gov-
ernment of Travancore at Allapuzha. John Caldecott used to 
make astronomical observations with several portable instru-
ments of his own.1 Caldecott’s descriptions of his obser-
vations of the various movements of the heavenly bodies 
fascinated the young king. Maharaja Swathi Thirunal, who 
had a good knowledge of the local philosophy of astrology, 
realized a close correspondence between the calculations 
and observations of Caldecott with that of the native philos-
ophy of astrology and proposed a thorough investigation of 
the correspondence between these two philosophies. Thus, 

Caldecott was appointed His Highness’s astronomer and the 
founding director of the Trivandrum Observatory (Fig. 1).2 
The reason for an observatory at Trivandrum was that the 
institution was intended to give an impetus to science by tak-
ing advantage of the fact that the magnetic equator, the line 
on which the magnetic needle dips neither to north nor to 
south passes through the state of Travancore and the Maha-
raja desired that his country should partake with European 
nations in the scientific investigation (Horsley, 1838).

In the beginning, as there were no astronomical instru-
ments, mere calculation work was done, and the results were 
published as Astronomical Ephemeris adapted to the merid-
ian of Trivandrum Observatory. Caldecott started making 
observations in July 1837, using his own instrument (Cal-
decott, 1837b). Several portable instruments belonging to 
Caldecott were put into use, and a system of meteorological 
observations was also put in place at the same time.3 In the 
following years, he went to Europe to furnish the institution 
with the best instruments from Europe. During his later visit 
to London, Caldecott also purchased a complete set of mag-
netic and meteorological instruments. Caldecott returned 
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1  Science News a century ago The observatory of the Rajah of Tra-
vancore. Nature 144 (1939), p. 952.
2  Report of the Centenary celebrations of the Government Observa-
tory Trivandrum, Travancore Government Press 1937, University of 
Kerala. Available in the archives of Central Library, University of 
Kerala.
3  Archives of Indian Metrological department. Retrieved from 
https://​mausam.​imd.​gov.​in/​thiru​vanan​thapu​ram/​Histo​ry.​php.
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to India in 1841, and the instruments he had brought were 
installed in their places during that year. A magnetic obser-
vatory was built in 1841. The instruments obtained by Cal-
decott for the magnetic observatory were of the same con-
struction as those supplied to all observatories in the British 
dependencies, newly devised by Lloyd, and employed by 
him in the Dublin observatory. To facilitate the publication 
of the Almanac, a small printing establishment was started 
in 1836 (Caldecott, 1837b). The small printing press was 
subsequently enlarged. Printing machines were moved from 
England, and a printing department was opened. The first 
Government publication was the Anglo-Vernacular Calen-
dar of Travancore for 1015 M.E (1839–1840). The printing 
establishment was also under the superintendence of Calde-
cott (1837a). A large mass of astronomical, magnetic, and 
meteorological observations was accumulated, and complete 
copies of them were forwarded to the Royal Society of Lon-
don and the Court of Directors of the East India Company. 
These observations comprised the computed elements for 
the comets of 1843 and 1845 (Caldecott, 1845, 1846). In 
recognition of Caldecott’s works, he was elected a Fellow 
of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1840. He passed away 
at his house in Trivandrum on December 17, 1849.

In 1851, the Travancore state sent an invitation to John 
Alan Broun, a Fellow of the Royal Society, to take charge 
of the observatory. Broun took up the offer and joined in 
1852 (Broun, 1857). Broun was interested in geomagnetic 
studies. He examined the laws of terrestrial magnetism and 

the variation of meteorological elements as influenced by 
height in the atmosphere. This, he thought, was possible 
only by simultaneous observations at two stations differing 
in height, as he felt that observations should not be limited 
to a single station but that the standard observatory should 
serve not merely for the determination of the laws and 
physical constants at one point, but also for the compari-
son and co-ordination of the laws depending on differences 
of height, of latitude and of longitude. The longitude and 
latitude of the site of the Trivandrum observatory were re-
determined during his time, and the values arrived at were 
76° 59′ 45″ East longitude and 8° 30′ 32″ North latitude 
of Greenwich (Broun, 1857). The height of the hillock on 
which the observatory was located was estimated to be 195 
feet above sea level (Broun, 1873). A second observatory 
with a focus on magnetism and meteorology was established 
on the Agasthiyar mountain 6200 ft above sea level, as a 
result of the mammoth efforts of Broun (1873). The loca-
tion of the observatory is given as latitude 8° 38′ N and 
longitude as 5 h 9 m 15 s E in the report submitted by Broun 
which needs a correction (Jayakrishnan, 2023a, 2023b). The 
second observatory commenced operation in May 1855 and 
continued to work up to 1859. Broun got infected because 
of the constant exposure to the cold winds and hot sun and 
had to leave for treatment in London in 1859. He returned 
after treatment in 1862 with permanent deafness in one of 
his ears. On his return, he once again got the observatory 
functional by 1864, and hourly observations were taken up 

Fig. 1   Left: Swathi Thirunal, King of Travancore and Founder of the 
Observatory Right: John Allan Broun, Founder Director of the twin 
Observatory at Agasthiyar. (Source: Thiruvananthapuram Obser-

vatory). Center: John Caldecott, Founder Director of observatory 
(Source: Dr Richard Walding, Griffith University, Australia)
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to 1865. Hourly observations were stopped after 1865 citing 
the remoteness of the location and difficulties in maintaining 
the institution functional under the adverse weather condi-
tions (Broun, 1873). In 1869, Broun retired from the direc-
torship of the observatory with a lifetime pension from the 
Raja of Travancore. After leaving India, his whole time was 
devoted to the preparation of the first volume of the results 
of the Trivandrum observations (Broun, 1861, 1868). From 
London, where he resided for the last six years of his life, 
he published all of the works done by him at Trivandrum 
(Broun, 1872, 1873, 1877a, 1877b). For his various research 
works, he was awarded 1878 the Royal Medal of Royal 
Society of London. He returned to his home in Devonshire, 
England and passed away on 22 November 1879.4

Dr. Alexander Crichton Mitchell, a professor of math-
ematics and physics at the His Highness The Maharajah’s 

College of Travancore was interested in meteorological sci-
ences and volunteered to take charge of the observatory in 
1890.5 Mitchell introduced a scheme of rainfall mapping 
for the princely state of Travancore by setting up a chain of 
meteorological stations located at Parur, Cheriyenkeezhu, 
Cherthala, Neyyatinkarra, Rajakamangalam, Tamaraku-
lam, Ambalapuzha, Kartikapalli, Karunagapalli, Quilon 
and Vaviyur (Aiya, 1906a, 1906b). Under his directorship 
(1892–1910) the main activity of the observatory became 
signalling of time at 11:00 am to the Nair brigade, the offi-
cial army of the Travancore government camped at the 
brigade ground. The observatory thus began to serve as a 
beacon for signaling time for the public during this period.6

In 1911, Mr. J. Stephenson, Professor of Physics at the 
His Highness The Maharajah’s College of Travancore 

Fig. 2   Officers in charge of the Trivandrum Observatory during 1890–1941

4  Obituary Notices of Fellows Deceased, Proceedings of the Royal 
Society of London, 30 (1879–1880), pp. i–vi.

5  History of the National Weather Service, Hundred years of weather 
service (1875‒1975), p. 171.
6  History of H H The Maharaja’s Observatory, Trivandrum from 
1837 to 1937 A.D. Retrieved from https://​dutch​inker​ala.​com/​rb/​136.​
pdf.

https://dutchinkerala.com/rb/136.pdf
https://dutchinkerala.com/rb/136.pdf
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succeeded Mitchell as the Director (1911–1920) of the 
Observatory. He continued the work started by Mitchell till 
1920. During the latter part of Mr. Stephenson’s time, he 
had an assistant director, Mr. M. Rama Varma Raja, who 
was a highly enthusiastic worker in the field of astronomy. 
For the years 1916 to 1919, Raja published an astronomical 
ephemeris. In 1920 Dr. K. R. Ramanathan succeeded Mr. 
Stephenson as Director (1920–1921) (Fig. 2). He conducted 
a study about thunderstorm activity in Trivandrum. In 1922, 
Dr. Ramanathan left Travancore service to join the Indian 
Meteorological Division, Government of India service.

Mr. Sivaramakrishna Iyer was confirmed as Honorary 
Director (1921–1926) when Ramanathan left the observa-
tory.7 Self-recording instruments for meteorological meas-
urements were set up in 1922, and the institution was rec-
ognized as a first class Meteorological Observatory by the 
India Meteorological Department. In 1927, the work of the 
observatory was divided into two sections: astronomical and 
meteorological, under the charge of the Government Astron-
omer Dr. H. Subramani Iyer (1927–1941) and the Govern-
ment Meteorologist Mr. Sivaramakrishna Iyer then Direc-
tor respectively. From that time, two independent sections 
started functioning in the observatory. With the creation of 
the Astronomical Department, a weekly publication of astro-
nomical notes giving the position of the Sun, Moon, and 
the planets for Trivandrum and details of other important 
celestial phenomena were started. Other important works 
during that period include Celestial photography and from 
1928 daily time signals being received by a wireless set 6. 
Till then, the mean time clock was standardized only by the 
star observations with the 4-inch transit.

In 1937, the Maharaja of Travancore Sri Chithirathirunal 
Balarama Varma established the University of Travancore. 
On August 17, 1939 the observatory was transferred to the 
control of the University, and it functioned as a unit of the 
Central Institute of Research.8 In the year 1940, the mete-
orological and astronomical sections amalgamated. The 
observatory attended primarily to the work of astronomical 
observations, calendar computation, and daily collection of 
data on rainfall. In 1951, a part of the work in the mete-
orological section was taken under the control of the India 
Meteorological Department.9 The astronomical section and 
a part of the meteorological work relating to rainfall registra-
tion remained under the state observatory. From January 18, 

1960 the administrative control of the observatory was trans-
ferred to the Revenue Board, Trivandrum, and the observa-
tory was ordered to function as an independent department 
under the charge of an Honorary Director.10 As there was 
a feeling that the development of the observatory was not 
getting proper attention and even its modest facilities were 
being underutilized, the Government of Kerala decided to 
transfer the observatory back to the control of the University. 
On January 1, 1976 the Government of Kerala transferred 
the observatory back to the control of the University of Ker-
ala. Prof. Kalakad Sundaram Viswanathan, Nobel Laureate 
C. V. Raman’s student and the founding Professor and Head 
of the Teaching Department of Physics University of Kerala, 
was given the additional charge as the Honorary Director of 
the Observatory. This facilitated the department of physics 
and soon scientific production from which the department 
evolved in astrophysics (Nayar & Revathy, 1982; Revathy 
& Nayar, 1982). In 1988, Dr. S. R. Prabhakaran Nayar was 
given additional charge as the Honorary Director, and he 
revitalized the observatory by initiating an augmentation 
research project with funding from the Kerala State Council 
for Science, Technology and Environment. As the city lights 
polluted the sky, the observatory had a succession of direc-
tors who gradually moved the institution towards science 
popularization. In 2017, Dr. K. G. Gopchandran, the then 
director managed to procure two Schmidt–Cassegrain type 
telescopes one a 8″ and the other a 14″. The 8″ telescope was 
used for public outreach while the 14″ was made operational 
in 2022.

2 � Heritage: observatory building

Lieutenant William Henry Horsley was given charge of 
constructing the observatory building in 1836 (Caldecott, 
1837b). The site chosen was the tallest hill in Trivandrum, 
nearly 195 feet above sea level, commanding an unob-
structed view of the sky on all sides. The position of the 
observatory was identified as with a Latitude of 8° 30′ 35″ 
N and Longitude from Greenwich 76° 59′ 45″ E. John Cal-
decott reported on the details of the observatory building 
constructed in Trivandrum through the Madras Journal of 
Literature and Science in 1837 (Caldecott, 1837a) (Fig. 3).

Horsley may have completed the building works by the 
middle of 1837 as the observations are reported to have 
started in July 1837 (Caldecott, 1837b)]. The original foun-
dation stone laid on the building read as “THE TREVAN-
DRUM OBSERVATORY” which may have been because of 
the name Trivandrum was given to the city by the British as 

7  Report of the Centenary celebrations of the Government Observa-
tory Trivandrum, Travancore Government Press 1937, University of 
Kerala. Available in the archives of Central Library, University of 
Kerala.
8  Research in Travancore during 1939–46, Nature 163 (1949), p. 
758.
9  Kerala State Administrative Report, 1960–61, Trivandrum (1962), 
p. 49. 10  Ibid.
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a contraction of the original name and the colloquial use of 
the letter “e” for “i” may have been the notion then (Fig. 4).

The practical reason for the construction of the obser-
vatory opposite to the Kanakakunnu palace as this spot 
was topographically the most elevated location in the city. 
Caldecott reported that the sea was within two miles from 
the observatory and could be seen from the south to the 
west-northwest points of the horizon (Caldecott, 1837b). 
The observatory occupied the summit of a small hill in the 
heart of the city and was celebrated by travelers for the 
magnificent view that it commanded. The observatory had 

three domes on its terrace, which formed a nice mark of 
identification for the observatory, even from a great distance 
from the site. The mariners could observe these domes when 
they passed across Trivandrum on the Arabian Sea, and 
they formed a pleasing landmark for sailors on this coast 
for many years. In 1842, another building was erected to 
the north-west to mount the equatorial telescope constructed 
by Donald. The instrument occupied the central part of the 
building, and small rooms around it were used as the library.

On joining as the director, Broun desired to give as much 
architectural beauty to the observatory as possible. He made 

Fig. 3   Trivandrum observatory adapted from The Madras Journal 
of Literature and Science 1837, page 59 (The footer on the left-hand 
side reads: Astronomer house, Meteorological bungalow. The footer 

in the center reads: Trevandrum Observatory, view taken from the 
south west. The footer on the right-hand side reads: W. Horsley fecit, 
drawn on transfer paper by Dumphy, and Printed by Winchester.)

Fig. 4   Left-Incarnation on the original foundation stone. Right—Photo of the original foundation stone



32	 Indian Journal of History of Science (2025) 60:27–39

the plans, sections, elevations, molding, and working draw-
ings for renovations. The whole building was terraced to 
afford facilities for certain classes of observations. Several 
arrangements were adopted to give air and keep the building 
as cool as possible. He also constructed a bungalow adjoin-
ing the Observatory building so that he could directly over-
see the observations being taken by the native observers 
(Fig. 5). Broun described the other building as the equatorial 
building and accounted that the library contained excellent 
transactions of several learned societies. However, he found 
that most of the valuable books were perforated by white 
ants (Broun, 1935). The longitude and latitude of the site 
of the observatory were re-determined during his time, and 
the values arrived at were 76° 59′ 45″ East longitude and 8° 
30′ 32″ North latitude of Greenwich, the barometer cistern 
being 195 feet above the level of the sea.

Having received the invitation from the Raja of Travancore to 
join as the Director of the Observatory, John Allan Broun wrote 
from Europe, in July 1851 to Lt. General Cullen, on the subject 
of setting up a magnetic observatory in the Western Ghats even 
before his arrival. Agasthiyar mountain was nearly 22 miles east 
of the Trivandrum observatory and was located on a mountain 
terrain inaccessible to humans. In September 1853 Lt. Gen. Cul-
len granted Broun permission to start building the observatory at 
the Agasthiyar peak at his own expense and responsibility. The 
plan for the building that Broun had for the Agasthiyar observa-
tory is available as an annexure to his report on the observatories 
(Fig. 6). Broun describes the observatory built on the Agasthiyar 
peak as a building standing on the south east corner of the peak 
in a small jungle. The plan of the building was rectangular, 55 
feet by 18 feet. Broun accounts that the Government of Travan-
core repaid him an amount of £ 170 for the expenditure till June 
1855 on account of the building of the Agasthiyar Observatory. 
A sketch of an observatory with mountain peaks taller than the 
observatory buildings surrounding it is present in the report 
about the observatories by Broun (Fig. 7). It is a speculative 
suggestion that this may have been the building Broun envi-
sioned for the Agasthiyar Observatory (Jayakrishnan, 2023a, 
2023b). Trivandrum observatory stands on the highest peak in 
the city, and there are no mountain peaks taller than the building 
capable of obstructing its line of vision in all four directions. 
However, in the sketch the observatory appears to be at the foot 
of a mountain range. It is intriguing to think as to why a sketch 
of the Agasthiyar observatory building was not presented in any 
of the reports of Broun despite the efforts put into constructing 
the observatory.

The Agasthiyar observatory functioned till 27 February 
1865, when the series of observations ceased, citing reasons like 
adverse climate, errors in instruments, transportation to and fro 
from the Agasthiyar peak, difficulty in meeting the expenses of 
the facility, and inadequate staff. The instruments were removed 
in March 1865. What happened to the building of the observing 
station at Agasthiyar mountain peak is not documented, and its 
remains also have not been retrieved.

There are no reports on any constructions or additions 
made to the building of the Trivandrum observatory after 
the tenure of Broun till 1931. In the centenary report of the 
observatory, there are photos taken during the directorship 
of Dr. A. C. Mitchell. The perspective of the building dur-
ing that period, shown in Fig. 8, clearly shows the pres-
ence of two buildings that were present in the sketch of the 
observatory (Fig. 3). The architectural beauty of the three-
dome structure of the building described by Broun is not 
evidenced in the image. This could be due to the direction 
from which the photo was taken.

In 1931, the observatory building was dismantled to make 
room for constructing a high-level water tank for distributing 
water in the town. Figure 9, presents an undated image of 
the building of the Trivandrum observatory, which contains 

Fig. 5   Sketch of the Trivandrum observatory during the tenure of 
Broun showing the additional buildings constructed

Fig. 6   Plan of the Agasthiyar observatory building
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images of the present structure, which was built in 1931, 
and the structure that was dismantled for the construction 
of the reservoir. The present structure shown in Fig. 10, was 
built in a spot adjacent to the reservoir. A vintage five-inch 
equatorial telescope from the early years of the observatory 
was shifted to the roof of the newly constructed water tank, 
where one can find it even today in working condition.

Figure 11, is a photo of the staff of the observatory taken 
during the centenary celebrations of the observatory in 1936. 
Dr. H. Subramani Iyer, the then Government Astronomer, 
and the Government Meteorologist Mr. Sivaramakrishna 
Iyer are seen sitting in the fourth and fifth positions on the 
left in the photo.

In 1975, when the state government decided to transfer the 
observatory to the University of Kerala, it was estimated that the 

Fig. 7   Photo adapted from “Report on the observatories of His Highness the Raja of Travancore” by Broun

Fig. 8   Trivandrum Observatory during the time of Dr. A. C. Mitchell

Fig. 9   Undated image of the Trivandrum Observatory

Fig. 10   Observatory building built in 1931
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assets were worth Rs. Six lakhs were being transferred, includ-
ing 89.2 cents of land, buildings, furniture, books, and equip-
ment. An additional grant of Rs. Six lakhs were also provided to 
the University to start a course in weather physics at the obser-
vatory. The post of Technical Assistant, Laboratory Assistant, 
two peons, and a part-time sweeper were to be absorbed in the 
services of the Kerala University.11

The present building (Fig. 12), which was built in 1931, is 
now over 93 years old and demands consistent maintenance. 
The heritage of this building makes it priceless, making it the 
most priced asset of the University of Kerala.

3 � The priceless astronomical instruments

3.1 � The sidereal clocks
The observatory possesses three sidereal clocks manu-
factured by Dent, imported from London in 1841, and 

Fig. 11   Observatory staff in 1936

Fig. 12   Present-day photo of the Observatory Building constructed in 1931

11  Kerala Government Order (1975). G.O. MS. No. 1459/75/RD 
Trivandrum dated 29.10.1975.
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considered to be of the best construction during that 
period. The pendulum bracket for these clocks was fixed 
to the granite pier of the observatory (Caldecott, 1837b), 
where they can also be found today (Fig. 13). As proof of 

these clocks’ quality, one is functional even to this day 
(Narayanan, 2020).

3.2 � The mural circle

The mural circle by Troughton and Simms was placed on 
the east side of the observatory. This was of the same con-
struction as that used at the Greenwich Observatory. The 
mural circle has an aperture of the object glass of four 
inches and a diameter of five feet. An observation chair 
with rack work motion for moving the seat up and down 
on a curved frame was also brought out from England for 
this instrument. The mural circle is not functional as of 
today (Fig. 14).

3.3 � The equatorial

In 1842, to the north-west of the building, an equatorial 
telescope, the make of which was Dolland, was installed. 
The telescope was a 5-inch (12.7 cm) refractor with a 
f/16.8 focal length. The equatorial is functional today and 
could be one of the oldest functional refractors of this size 
in India (Fig. 15).

3.4 � Two portable altitude and azimuth 
instruments

These instruments by Troughton and Simms with horizon-
tal circles of fifteen inches and twelve inches and vertical 

Fig. 13   Sidereal clock in Astronomical Observatory, Thiruvanan-
thapuram

Fig. 14   Mural Circle. Left—Old photo from (Centenary Report, 1937). Right- Present state
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circles of fifteen inches and eight inches respectively 
remain as antique collections of the observatory (Fig. 16).

4 � Astronomical sightings

The earliest reports of astronomical sightings from the 
Trivandrum Observatory date back to 1844 (Calde-
cott, 1844). In the report entitled “Eclipse of the Sun on 

December 21, 1843, observed at Parratt, three miles North 
of the Source of the Mahè River,” published in the Memoirs 
of the Royal Astronomical Society, John Caldecott provides 
a very detailed description of his measurements made using 
an achromatic telescope of 30″ focal length produced by 
Troughton and Simms, a sextant and an actinometer. Calde-
cott reported observation of spots of lights termed as “beads” 
on the eastern and western limbs when the two bodies just 
passed each other. He confirms that he did not observe any of 

Fig. 15   The equatorial: Left—Old photo from (Centenary Report, 1937) . Right- Present state.

Fig. 16   Photo of portable altitude and azimuth instruments

Table 1   Details of solar eclipse 
sightings reported by Caldecott

Latitude Longitude Event Eclipse start time Eclipse end time Date

11° 44′ 38″ N 5 h 3 m 4 s E Solar Eclipse 7 h 38 m 49 s 10 h 28 m 51.5 s 21 Dec 1843
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the “luminous protuberances” noticed by Baily and Airy who 
had established the concept of appearance of Baily’s beads 
by the observance of the eclipse of 1842. Caldecott reported 
that the corona was greenish-yellow in color and that Venus, 
Saturn, and Arcturus were directly seen by his staff on the 
occasion. The latitude and longitude reported for the location 
of his observations are inconsistent with the geography of 
the terrain. As per his remarks that, the observations were 
made at a location three miles North of the Source of the 
Mahè River where, as the coordinates lead to a position that 
is south of the Mahe River today (Table 1).

Caldecott’s report on the observation of the great comet of 
1843 from Trivandrum was published in the year 1846 in Mem-
oirs of the Royal Astronomical Society (Caldecott, 1846). The 
comet was first observed partially on 4th March, and its tail 
was seen on 5th March. The next day, there was a lot of public 
excitement, and the observations could not be conducted accu-
rately. He calculated and presented the elements of the orbit of 
the comet in this communication based on his measurements 
made on the 8th, 13th, and 18th March 1843. He had used an 
achromatic telescope of 90″ focal length and 5″ aperture made 
by Dollond for his measurements. Caldecott noted that the tail 
had a dark appearance along its axis, and about halfway from 
the head, the tail appeared to separate into two, with the upper 
being longer than the lower part. Caldecott documented that the 
comet was not visible from 6th April 1843.

The observation of the comet 1844–1845 was first made 
on 30th December 1844. Based on his observation of the 
comet on 9th, 14th, and 19th January 1945 the parabolic 
elements of the orbit were calculated and published without 
correcting for the parallax and aberrations (Caldecott, 1845). 
He reported that the comet initially presented a distinct 
nucleus resembling a fifth-magnitude star that faded sub-
sequently. To pinpoint the comet’s location, he mentioned 
that a star of magnitude 7 preceding the comet by 18 s.2 was 
visible along with the comet. The comet could be seen using 
a telescope up to 6th February 1845.

Nearly a century later, Dr. H. Subramania Iyer sighted 
a new comet 1941-C at the observatory on the morning 

of 23rd January 1941 and communicated it to Greenwich. 
The original reports by Dr. Subramania were not published 
and are not traceable today. It is reported that by the time 
his cable reached Greenwich, other observatories around 
the world had already reported the sighting. For his 23rd 
January observation of the comet, Subramania Iyer was 
also an independent discoverer alongside J. S. Paraskevo-
poulos and R. Grandon (Shylaja, 2022). The comet was 
kept under observation for a month using the 5″ telescope, 
and the orbit of the comet was computed by P. K. Kuttan 
Nair who was working as an assistant at the observatory 
(Kapoor, 2013).   He later became a mathematics professor 
at the University College and was given additional charge 
as the observatory director before retiring from service 
(Table 2).

The opposition of Jupiter by its satellite Io on 26th Sep-
tember 2022 was recorded as the observatory’s first light 
after installation of the 14″ SCT (Jayakrishnan, 2023a). 
In 2023, Jayakrishnan published a report on tracking the 
comet C/2023 E3(ZTF) from the observatory. The comet 
could be tracked only on the 13th, 14th, 15th, and 16th 
February 2023 because of the poor weather conditions 
(Jayakrishnan, 2023b).

5 � Corrections to the location 
of the observatory

John Caldecott reported the position of the observatory 
to be at the Latitude of 8° 30′ 35″ North (eight degrees, 
thirty minutes and thirty-five seconds) and Longitude 
from Greenwich 76° 59′ 45″ (5 h 7 m 59 s) E (Caldecott, 
1837a). These coordinates were re-determined during the 
directorship of Broun, and the values arrived at were 8° 
30′ 32″ North latitude of Greenwich and 76° 59′ 45″ East 
longitude. The coordinates reported then were not cor-
rected for some reason. As of today, the observatory has 
coordinates of 8° 30′ 31″ N Latitude and 76° 57′ 30″ E 

Table 2   Summary of Comet sighting reports published by the Trivandrum Observatory

Comet Astronomer Comet 
sighting 
date

Perihelion 
distance 
(q)

Longitude of the 
ascending node 
(Ω)

Inclination of orbit (i) Perihelion passage 
date and meantime

Tail measurement

C/1843 D1 Caldecott
(1844, p. 229)

Mar 4 0.0048 3° 7′ 35° 3′ Feb 27.654 Length 45° Breadth 33’ 
and 60’ at 1/3rd and 
2/3rd of its length 
respectively

C/1844 Y1 Caldecott
(1845, p. 215)

Dec 30 0.270735 118° 31′ 35″ 45° 33′ 46″ Dec 13.5606 Length 7° Breadth 1.25°

C/1941 B2 Subramania 
Shylaja 
(2022)

Jan 23 – – – – –
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Longitude. It is observable that the values of the longitude 
reported show a larger inconsistency. Caldecott himself 
was doubtful of the longitude measurements during that 
period (Caldecott, 1844). This may have been one of the 
reasons that magnetic meridian studies became an impor-
tant research subject during that period and motivated the 
transition of the main scope of work from astronomy to 
meteorology.

6 � Conclusions

The Trivandrum Observatory was very different than the 
observatories run by the East India Company at Bombay 
(Colaba) (established 1826) and Madras (established 1786), 
both of which were military establishments based within 
forts, while the Trivandrum Observatory was an institu-
tion envisioned for the educational and cultural growth of 
the state by its princely rulers. Through John Caldecott’s 
efforts, the observatory established itself among the best-
equipped observatories in India during the 1840s. Calde-
cott laid the foundations for the meteorological studies, 
and the successive observatory directors moved it away 
from astronomy. A century after Caldecott’s trysts with 
astronomy from the observatory, works by Dr. Subramania 
brought back astronomy as the mainstay of the institution 
in the 1940s. However, successive changes in the owner-
ship of the institution did not help build on the vision of the 
observatory’s founders. Despite having such a rich legacy, 
the observatory has not been able to become a beacon of 
research in astronomy. Today, the institution houses many 
antique-valued working telescopes and mechanical clocks, 
which are among the oldest of their kind in India. In 2023, 
a scientific production from the Astronomical Observatory 
was published, pointing out the lost Agasthiyar observa-
tory and its contributions to the global scientific commu-
nity. The report itself was revealing as the local scientific 
community had forgotten the Agasthiyar observatory. The 
Trivandrum observatory will complete 200 years of exist-
ence in a few more years. The onus is on the University’s 
research faculty to modernize the astronomical observatory 
by introducing state-of-the-art optics and computational 
tools so that the institution can become a thought leader 
in Astronomy for which the Travancore King originally 
envisioned it. One would have to agree that Trivandrum 
Observatory has not been able to evolve in the last two 
centuries to be recognized as a major international player 
in astronomy. This article summarizes the astronomical 
contributions from the observatory to revitalize the ongo-
ing efforts to modernize the observatory and bring back the 
bygone academic grandeur.
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