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The small, Jilreek Revival astronomical observatory of Georgetown Univer 
sity is located on a knoll in the southwest corner of the campus, south of 
Kehoe Field and north of McDonough Memorial Gym on the Georgetown campus. 
It is oriented with its main facades facing due north and south. The obser 
vatory, the third oldest in the United States, was planned in 1841 and 
sufficiently completed by 1844 to receive its first instrument. The sym 
metrically ordered building is still Greek Revival in feeling although there 
have been some alterations to its facade.

The building contains a center section three bays wide and two stories 
high plus dome and two flanking wings one story high. The building is exca 
vated under the main section and both wings; the basement contains the 
masonry foundations for the piers which support the instruments. The roofs 
of the main and wing sections originally contained a wood urn baluster balus 
trade surround which still remains on the wings but which has been replaced 
by a modern mesh screen on the center section. The white painted brick 
building is sixty feet long and thirty feet wide.

The three bays of the center section are separated by square pilasters 
which extend up two stories to a simple projecting brick cornice. The win 
dows in the main block are eight light casement windows; there are three on 
the second floor and two flanking the main entrance door on the north and 
south facades. The original doors have been covered over by projecting wood 
enclosed stoops. The main facades of the wings originally each had one bay 
which was a twelve light casement window which opened to allow horizontal 
use of the Meridan circle and transit instruments. These instruments are no 
longer in place in the observatory. The windows now have been either brickec 
in and replaced by a wooden projecting bay or reduced in size.

The rotating dome is 20 feet in diameter and made of wooden ribs bent to 
shape and covered with tin. The original dome, much lower in profile, was 
replaced primarily due to acquisition of a 12 n refractor telescope in 1890. 
(The original 5" scope purchased in 1848 from Sims of London is still used 
to guide the 5" Ross camera mounted in a small observatory to the south of 
the main building.)

The central interior space on the first floor consists of a large room 
30' square and 15' high, a second story room 13' high, and a dome room 20' 
in diameter. An 18' x 18' solid granite pier rising approximately 30' to 
support the main equatorial telescope mounted under the dome occupies most 
of the space of the rooms below. To each side of this pier, columns support 
the three floor loads as the floors do not touch the central pier.

The observatory is no longer used due to lack of interest in an astronomy 
department and also due to the fact that the glare from Washington 1 s night 
lights made a giant telescope near the city impracticable. It is now used as 
storage for water samples from the Potomac River by the BioJLogy Department, 
and its telescope is used by the astronomy club. The ^e^^^Jitt^r/^Jias been 
little changed and it would be relatively easy to re^tsc^re ^ tft tts. original
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The Joint Committee on Landmarks has designated the Georgetown Univer 
ity Astronomical Observatory a Category II Landmark of importance which 

contributes significantly to the cultural heritage and visual beauty of the 
District of Columbia. This small, Greek Revival observatory was built be 
tween 1841 and 1844 and is the third oldest observatory in the United States. 
Despite a few exterior alterations, it still retains its Greek Revival 
characteristics. The Observatory was planned and its construction supervised} 
by Father James Curley. Father Curley, a self-taught mathematical genius, 
calculated the latitude and longitude of the District for the first time. 
Accomplishments by succeeding astronomers brought world recognition to this 
department at Georgetown University.

Father Curley drew up the plans for the building, supervised the con 
struction, and purchased the astronomical instruments. When he founded this 
observatory, there were only two such installations in the United States: 
one at Williams College and another at Western Reserve. (Neither the United 
States Naval Observatory nor the Harvard Observatory was yet in existence.) 
One of Father Curley's achievements was to calculate the latitude and longi 
tude of the District of Columbia for the first time. Subsequent rechecks 
of his figures proved them to be almost perfectly correct a notable achieve} 
ment considering the lack of precise instruments at that time.

In 1888 the department secured the services of the internationally known 
astronomer, Father John Hagen. Under his direction, the observatory was re 
novated and a 12" equatorial telescope was purchased. During Father Hagen f s 
first year at Georgetown, the first volume of his "Synopsis der Hoeheren 
Mathematik" was published. Father Hagen was also responsible for research 
which established that the position of the earth on its axis of rotation was 
not constant. A second major work was produced by Father Hagen's assistant, 
Father George A. Fargis, entitled "The Photochronograph and Its Application 
to the Star Transits, Georgetown College Observatory." Father Fargis in 
vented the first practicable instrument for photographing star transits, a 
predecessor of the Baker-Nunn camera.

Today the observatory is used only by the astronomy club, while the 
biology department has stored water samples from the Potomac River in one of 
its rooms. It cannot^ be used for important viewing because of the glare of 
the lights from the city at night, and there has been a decreased interest 
in astronomy as part of the curriculum at Georgetown University. The Uni- 
jversity at present is investigating means for restoring the Observatory to 
its original state. As the building has undergone no major alterations, it 
|wtmld be relatively easy to restore.



The research for this form was prepared by Mr. William A. Miller, Vice- 
President Planning and Physical Plant, Georgetown University. He was 
assisted by Mr. Dean Price, University Architect. Also of assistance 
NCPC were Mr. Donald O'Neal and Mr. Robert A. Miller of Georgetown Uni 
versity.

Heyden, Francis. "Astronomy at Georgetown College." Typescript, n.d. 
Durkin, Joseph T.S.J., Georgetown University: The Middle Years (1840-19(
Washington, D.C.: University Press, 1963.
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