encyclopedia.com

Bigourdan, Camille Guillaume |
Encyclopedia.com

Complete Dictionary of Scientific Biography COPYRIGHT 2008 Charles Scribner's Sons
4-5 minutes

(b. Sistels, Tarn-et-Garonne, France, 6 April 1851; d. Paris, France, 28 February 1932)
astronomy, history of science.

Bigourdan was born to a peasant family from the Bigorre (whence his surname) and from them inherited his passion for work,
his strong character, and his deep religious convictions. His teacher, Félix Tisserand, introduced him to the study of astronomy
in Toulouse, and in 1879 summoned him to the Paris Observatory, where Bigourdan was astronomer-in-chief from 1897 to
1925. He was a member of the Bureau des Longitudes (1903), of the Académie des Sciences (1904), and, for his work in
meteorology, of the Académie d’Agricultltre (1924).

Bigourdan was a remarkable observer, and most of his contributions to astronomy were visual surveys of position: meridian
observations and equatorial observations of double stars, asteroids, comets, and especially nebulae. He also perfected
instruments and methods. His catalog of the positions of 6,380 nebulae brought him the gold medal of the Royal Astronomical
Society in 1919.

His work has been made partially obsolete by technical progress, but his studies on time and the history of astronomy are still
of value. After serving as a promoter, with Gustave Ferrié, of the International Congress on Time (1912), Bigourdan became
the director of the Bureau International de I’Heure when it was created in 1919. He deliberately oriented this originally
technical agency toward science. His emphasis on science, although it led to his dismissal in 1929, greatly benefited
astronomy.

Moreover, Bigourdan left numerous authoritative historical studies. He also discovered various lost manuscripts, particularly
those of the French astronomer J. A. G. Pingré, which allowed him to publish his Annales célestes du XVII‘siecle in 1901.
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