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Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin
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under ,rund some mn
compare with that experience..”

For her PhD thesis completed in 1925, Professor Payne-Gaposchkin showed that the great variety of spectra of stars
could be explained by different stellar temperatures and pressures. At the time stars were thought to have the same
chemical composition as the Earth (mainly iron, oxygen and magnesium) but while Cecilia showed that the
composition of the heavier elements were indeed similar, the stars, and by implication the Universe, were
overwhelmingly made of hydrogen and helium. Cecilia was dissuaded from acknowledging this result in her thesis, but
within a few years her work was independently confirmed. Cecilias discovery gave us a completely new understanding
of the physical nature of the Universe.

Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin completed her undergraduate studies in astronomy at Mewnham College, Cambridge in
1923. However her degree was not awarded as Cambridge did not grant degrees to women until 1948.

On a fellowship for women offered by Harlow Shapley, the Director of Harvard College Observatory, she completed her
doctoral thesis in 1925. In 1956 Cecilia became the first woman to be promoted to full professor from within the
Harvard Faculty of Arts and Sciences, Then in 1957 she was promoted to Chair of the Department of Astronomy, the
first woman ta head a denartment at Harvard.
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