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Abstract

Founded in 1858, the Observatory of Neuchatel main missions are to determine, keep and
transmit time. To carry out these tasks, a series of operations is necessary, from observing and
measuring the transit of a star using a meridian circle, to recording these transits on a
chronograph, then keeping the time with precision clocks, to sending a time signal to the state
and watch industry via the telegraph network. For the creation of this scientific institution was
commissioned Adolphe Hirsch (1830-1901), who then contacted the best astronomical
instrument manufacturers of his time. The correspondence between this young scientist and the
manufacturers of scientific instruments is a precious testimony to the negotiation around
astronomical precision in the second half of the 19th century. These discussions led to the
establishment of a technical system in 1860, which will be the subject of improvements over a
period of twenty years to correct instrumental errors and reduce the role of the human factor in
the observation process.

This talk aims to analyse the implementation of this apparatus for determining, keeping and
transmitting the time, through the reconstruction of a “chaine opératoire” allowing to visualise
both the arrangement of scientific instruments and the daily operations of astronomers. Drawing
on the skills of a conservator of scientific instruments and a historian of science, this “chaine
opératoire” is the result of the analysis of the Observatory of Neuchatel’s instruments collection
and the analysis of the Observatory's archives.
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