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Briefly: who was Yrjö Väisälä

• Yrjö Väisälä (1891–1971) was a Finnish 
astronomer, physicist and inventor. 

• Studied in the University of Helsinki.

• He was active in the fields of optics, 
astronomy and geodetics.

• His achievements include finding minor 
planets and comets, founding two 
observatories in Turku and having two 
asteroids named after him.



Early life and family 

• Yrjö was born on the 6th of September in 
1891 in Kontiolahti, in the current area of 
Finland.

• He spent his childhood in Utra, near 
Joensuu

• Yrjö's father, Johannes Weisell, 
was known to be mathematically gifted 
and he read a lot about natural science, 
even writing a few articles himself to the 
local newspaper. 

• When Johannes died in 1904, Yrjö's 
mother, Emma Weisell and two brothers, 
Vilho and Kalle, moved to Joensuu.

• In 1906, the siblings decided to change 
their family name back to a Finnish 
version, Väisälä.

• Yrjö married Martta Levanto in 1913. 1911. Emma Weisell and her children.



Väisälä’s education  

• Yrjö went to junior high school in Joensuu.

• After graduating Yrjö studied in The 
University of Helsinki.

• His main subject in school was 
mathematics.

• Yrjö studied under Anders Donner, who was 
a Finnish astrologist and the professor of 
astronomy in Univeristy of Helsinki.

• He made his doctoral dissertation in 1922. 



Väisälä’s career

• During his career, Väisälä became known 
in fields of astronomy and geodesy.

• In astronomy, he did a lot of  research for 
example on asteroids and comets but 
also astronomical optical elements.

• In geodesy, he did much research on 
precision triangulation chain 
measurements.

• Väisälä did long career as a professor at 
the University of Turku.



The timeline of Väisälä’s career

<

<

<

<

1915

Involved in founding the Ursa Astronomical Association1921

Actuary in Finnish insurance company

1913 Magnetician in Finnish Central Meteorological Institute

1916 The construction of the first telescope began

Completed Finnish military service1918

1918-1
924

Geodesist in new Finnish Geodesy institution 

1911 Observer at University of Helsinki 



<

<

<

<
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1951 Member of the Finnish Academy of Sciences 

1952-1
971

1928 Astronomy professor at the University of Turku

1924 Physics professor at the University of Turku

Doctoral dissertation at the University of Helsinki 1923

Supervisor at Tuorla atronomical institution 

1941

Credited academician at the University of Turku  

1935-
1954

Director of the observatory and research at Iso-Heikkilä 
observatory 

<

<

1951-
1961

New positions of trust at University of Turku 

<



Väisälä’s students

• The most known student of 
Väisälä is Liisi Oterma.

• She worked with Väisälä at 
The Iso-Heikkilä and Tuorla 
observatory.

• Found over 200 minor 
planets.

• Hilkka Rantaseppä was supposed 
to become a teacher, but Väisälä 
inspired her, and she started to 
study astronomy instead.

• She also observed minor 
planets.



Impact on science
• Väisälä founded a couple of observatories in Turku in the mid-20th 

century

• He has also built telescopes for several enthusiasist observatories

• Väisälä developed a measurement system based on white light 
interference called Väisälä interference comparator

• It was used to make Nummela Standard Baseline which is used 
to calibrate rangefinders

• Väisälä mentioned the design of Schmidt camera in his lecture but 
didn't publish it. Bernhard Schmidt published it six years 
afterwards

• Astronomical telescope Schmitd-Väisälä camera is basically 
Väisälä's improved version of Schmidt camera



Achievements and inventions

•Väisälä determined the official time 
of Finland during his student years.

•Schmidt-Väisälä camera and 
developing many methods for 
measuring the quality of optics and 
surface of a mirror



•Many celestial bodies or 
their parts have been 
named after Yrjö 
Väisälä: one of the 
craters of the Moon, 
asteroids 1573 Väisälä 
and 2804 Yrjö, as well as 
4 comets.



•Method to finding 
asteroids using 
double exposure

•A simple and fast 
way to calculate the 
trajectory of a 
newly found 
asteroid



•Zenith telescope
•unprescedently 
accurate but still 
simple to use 



Iso-Heikkilä Observatory

• Designed and built by Yrjö Väisälä.
• Finished in Turku, Iso-Heikkilä in autumn 

1937.
• At its best and with Väisälä, it made Turku 

the world leader in active asteroid hunting.
• On the side of astronomy Väisälä did also lot 

of research in the field of optics and land 
surveying .

• Active scientific research was done from 
1937 to 1972.

• Nowadays Iso-Heikkilä observatory is an 
amateur astronomical observatory used by 
local amateur astronomical association.



Tuorla Observatory
• Väisälä chose the optical 

instruments for the observatory 
himself.

• The observatory was founded 
officially on 29.4.1952.

• The observatory’s older buildings 
were completed in 1957.

• Things build included several 
telescope domes, a tunnel 
laboratory and some supporting 
buildings.

• Research in the observatory was 
about geodetic triangular 
network for measuring distances 
and optical work, but other 
things were also researched.



Tuorla Observatory after 
Väisälä’s death and today

• After Väisälä’s death there have been many 
directors at Tuorla Observatory.

• The observatory was closed in 2018, due to 
outdated methods and the Finnish weather.

• A science center of Tuorla was functioning 
there in 2018-2020

• Today a Väisälä space park is operating at 
the estate, and it offers similar services as 
The science center did. 



Fun facts

• Väisälä was a huge 
animal lover. 

• He especially liked 
cats.

• He had pictures of 
cats attached to his 
office’s walls in 
Tuorla.

• He also liked sailing a 
lot.

One of Väisälä’s 
co-workers Hilkka 
Rantaseppä with a 
cat in Tuorla.
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