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I hope that reading this issue has brought in focus the extra-

ordinary work done by Bibha Chowdhuri that many were 

possibly not aware of. It isn’t easy to revisit the past. But can 

one perhaps re-doodle it? The search engine Google’s home 

page often celebrates the life of phenomenal achievers, across 

all fields of human endeavour, who have been overlooked by 

history. Keeping the spirit of this issue in mind, here are a few 

Google Doodles that celebrate women in science who, like 

Bibha Chowdhuri, looked at the sky for their work, and were 

not as recognized in their lifetimes as they perhaps should 

have been.  

 

Let’s start with Scottish scientist, writer, and polymath Mary 

Somerville1 (1780–1872). She studied mathematics and 

astronomy, mostly on her own. It was her detailed and accurate 

observations of a wobble in the orbit of Uranus that hinted that 

there could be a planet beyond. Her book The Connection of 

the Physical Sciences, on the underlying links between the 

different disciplines of physical science, on which a reviewer 

of the book first coined the word “scientist” to describe this 

multidisciplinary approach2. She also wrote books on various 

topics – from Physical Geography to Molecular and Micro-

scopic Science. A vocal supporter of women’s rights, 

Somerville’s signature was the first on the 1866 petition to the 

UK Parliament that eventually gave women the right to vote.  

 

 
1 www.google.com/doodles/celebrating-mary-somerville 
2 S. Ross, Annals of Science 18(2), 65 (1962) 
3 www.google.com/doodles/caroline-herschels-266th-birthday (do 

Along with Mary Somerville, Caroline Herschel3                 

(1750–1848), featured in the Doodle above, was jointly the 

first female member of the Royal Astronomical Society. A 

German astronomer, Caroline Herschel was the younger sister 

of the more famous William Herschel with whom she worked 

throughout her career. She discovered several comets (6 of 

which bear her name), and corrected the famous Flamsteed 

star catalogue. Interestingly, she was the first woman to 

receive a salary as a scientist, the first woman in England to 

hold a government position and also the first woman to publish 

scientific findings in the Philosophical Transactions of the 

Royal Society. 

 

A leap ahead by a century brings us to Annie Jump Cannon4 

(1863–1941), an American astronomer who, as the doodle 

shows, measured the stars. Her work on organizing and 

classifying stars based on their temperatures and spectra forms 

the basis of contemporary stellar division into the spectral 

classes O, B, A, F, G, K, M. (Her scheme was based on the 

strength of the Balmer absorption lines.) She was part of the 

“Harvard computers”, a team of women processing 

astronomical data. They were criticized at first for being “out 

of their place and not being housewives”. Cannon, who 

manually classified ~350,000 stars in her lifetime, was hard of 

hearing throughout her career! 

While the titbits of trivia that one can pick up from a Google 

doodle are indeed interesting, one must also realize how many 

worthy stories across the world there are, in science and 

beyond, that haven’t made it to a doodle. As Wordsworth, a 

contemporary of Somerville and Herschel, put it in his poem 

“She dwelt among the untrodden ways”: A violet by a mossy 

stone / Half hidden from the eye! / Fair as a star, when only 

one / Is shining in the sky. Let’s hope many more                    

Bibha Chowduris can shine in the sky! 

check out this a beautiful animated doodle featuring her peering 

through a telescope as meteors flash across the sky!) 
4 www.google.com/doodles/annie-jump-cannons-151st-birthday  

http://www.google.com/doodles/celebrating-mary-somerville
http://www.google.com/doodles/caroline-herschels-266th-birthday
http://www.google.com/doodles/annie-jump-cannons-151st-birthday

