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EjNar HERTZSPRUNG
1873-1967

Hertzsprung was born on 8 October 1873 in Frederiksberg/
Copenhagen, the son of Severin Carel Ludwig Hertzsprung and
Henriette Christiane Charlotte Frost. His father had studied astro-
nomy at the University of Copenhagen but, unable to find a position
in this field, had gone to work for the government and was director of
the state life insurance company. Both the interest in astronomy and
the fear that one could not make a living at it were transferred from
father to son, and as a result Ejnar studied chemical engineering at
the Polytechnic Institute in Copenhagen. Upon graduating, in 1898,
he worked as a chemist in St. Petersburg for three years and then, in
1901, he went to Leipzig to study photochemistry under Wilhelm
Ostwald for a year. His knowledge of photochemistry was very im-
portant in his career in astronomy and astrophysics, a field in which
photography had become a crucial tool by the turn of the century.

In 1902, Hertzsprung returned to Frederiksberg and Copenhagen
and became an astronomer, first as an amateur and then as an em-
ployee first of a private observatory in Frederiksberg and later of the
observatory of the University of Copenhagen. In 1905 and 1907 he
published two papers, both entitled “Zur Strahlung der Sterne’, in a
photography journal. In these papers Hertzsprung showed, first, that
stars with very sharp absorption lines in Antonia Maury’s classifi-
cation system were more luminous than others—a discovery that
became the foundation of the method of stellar parallax—and, sec-
ond, that stars could be classified in two series, the main sequence (in
modern parlance) and the high-luminosity giant stars when plotted in
a diagram of intrinsic luminosity vs. temperature. Because of the
appearance of these results in a photography journal, it had little
impact in the astronomical community, and it was not until the same
relationship had been discovered by Henry Norris Russell, several
years later, that Hertzsprung’s discoveries were recognized. The dia-
gram became known as the Hertzsprung—Russell diagram.

In 1909, Karl Schwarzschild had Hertzsprung appointed associate
professor at the University of Géttingen, and then took him with him
as a senior staff astronomer when he became director of the Potsdam
Observatory. In 1913 Hertzsprung married Mariette Augustine
Albertine Kapteyn, the daughter of the well-known Groningen as-
tronomer Jacobus Kapteyn. (They had one daughter.) It was through
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his connections in the Netherlands that Hertzsprung was appointed
adjunct director of the Leiden Observatory in 1919, under its new
director, Willem de Sitter. His appointment as professor extraordi-
narius of mathematics and physics (with astronomy as his teaching
subject) followed the following year. In 1935, upon De Sitter’s death,
Hertzsprung was named director of the observatory. He retired in
1944 and returned to Denmark, where he continued to do important
research in astronomy.

Hertzsprung’s life was marked by a complete devotion to his work
(his marriage ended in divorce in 1937) and a great commitment to
precise observations. His work on double stars and variable stars was
of fundamental importance. Thus, through his study of Cepheid vari-
ables he was able, in 1913, to determine the distance to the
Magellanic Clouds, the first distance of an extra-galactic object
(‘Uber die raumliche Verteilung der Verinderlichen vom Delta
Cephei-Typus’, 1914). Hertzsprung received honorary doctorates
from the universities of Utrecht, Copenhagen, and Paris, he received
the gold medal of the Royal Astronomical Society in 1929, the Bruce
Gold Medal of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific in 1937, and
the Ole Romer Medal from the city of Copenhagen in 1959. He died
on 21 October 1967 at the age of 94.
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