
The Scientific Tourist: Aberdeen 

John Ramage – notable telescope maker, 39 Union Street 
 
John Ramage (1788–1835) has 
largely escaped any mention by 
local historians yet he was 
something of a sensation in his day, 
at least in astronomical circles, and 
has earned a place in the Dictionary 
of National Biography1, source of 
most of the biographic information 
here. 
 
In the late 18th century and early 
19th century William Herschel had 
demonstrated that the diameter of a 
telescope was much more important 
for seeing faint objects than its 
length.  The traditional telescope 
was made with glass lenses but the 
quality of glass at the beginning of 
the 19th century was such that one 
couldn’t make useful lenses more 
than a few inches (say 100 mm) 
across.  Large telescopes had to be 
made using reflective mirrors, made 
of cast, ground and polished ‘speculum metal’.  This metal is an alloy of copper, tin and 
arsenic and not easy to work, since it is very hard.  Herschel had shown that mirrors of more 
than 400 mm across could be used effectively and Ramage implemented this idea on an 
almost commercial scale.  He designed his own supporting platform that allowed the observer 
to move the telescope horizontally and vertically by about 10 degrees while situated on a 
platform at the observing end. 
 
One of Ramage’s telescopes was erected beside the Royal Greenwich Observatory for testing 
and is described and illustrated in W. Pearson’s well-known book on practical astronomy2, the 
source of the image above.  It was not sufficiently good optically but the framework design is 
said to have been the prototype for the Earl of Rosse’s first large telescope at Parsonstown.  
Another of Ramage’s telescopes was brought by John P Nichol, Professor of Astronomy at 
Glasgow. 
 
What may have started as a hobby morphed into a business and John Ramage 
established an optical instrument making shop which had moved from Broad 
Street to 39 Union Street by 1831.  He gave lectures on Astronomy, was 
treasurer of the Aberdeen Mechanics Institution and sponsored for Fellowship 
of the Royal Astronomical Society.  He died suddenly in 1835.  His business 
was continued briefly by John Ramage, Jnr. and it is likely that the Ramage in 
the firm Smith and Ramage that made instruments for James Clerk Maxwell 
was a relative.  The thumbnail portrait here is believed to be of John Ramage. 

John S. Reid 
                                                 
1 David Gavine “John Ramage”, in Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford, 2004. 
2 W. Pearson “An introduction to practical astronomy”, vol. 2, pp 79–82 (1829). 


