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Brian Geoffrey Marsden was born on August 5, 1937, in
Cambridge, England. He was an undergraduate at New College, University of Oxford. By the time he
received his undergraduate degree, in mathematics, he had already developed somewhat of an
international reputation for the computation of orbits of comets, including new discoveries, and spent
part of his first two undergraduate summer vacations working at the British Nautical Almanac Office.
After Oxford, in 1959, he worked at the Yale University Observatory, where he started computing the
orbits of comets. Recalling his earlier interest in Jupiter's moons, he completed the requirements for
his Ph.D. degree with a thesis on "The Motions of the Galilean Satellites of Jupiter". At the invitation of
director Fred Whipple, he joined the staff of the Smithsonian Astrophysical Observatory in Cambridge,
Massachusetts in 1965 where he developed a way to incorporate forces over and above those
of gravitation directly into the equations that governed the motion of a comet. It is noteworthy that the
procedure devised and developed by Marsden is still widely used to compute the non-gravitational
effects of comets, with relatively little further modification by other astronomers.
Marsden succeeded Dr. Owen Gingerich as the CBAT director in 1968 and in 1978 the IAU asked him to
also take over the direction of the MPC.
Marsden was also interested in the "transneptunian objects". More specifically, he was the first to
suggest, correctly, that three further transneptunian objects discovered in 1993 were exactly like Pluto
in the sense that they all orbit the Sun twice while Neptune orbits it thrice. This particular recognition
set him firmly on the quest to "demote" Pluto. Success required the discovery of transneptunian objects
more comparable to Pluto in size, something that finally happened in 2005 with the discovery of the
object that came to be known as Eris. At its triennial meeting in 2006 in Prague, the IAU voted to
designate these objects, together with two further transneptunian objects now known as Makemake and
Haumea, as well as the largest asteroid, Ceres, members of a new class of "dwarf planet". It was also at
the IAU meeting in Prague that Marsden stepped down as MPC director, and he was quite entertained by
the thought that both he and Pluto had been retired on the same day.
Marsden served as an associate director of the Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics for more
than 15 years; he was chair of the Division of Dynamical Astronomy of the American Astronomical
Society during 1976-1978 and president of the IAU commissions that oversaw the operation of
the minor Planet Center (1976-1979) and the Central Bureau for Astronomical Telegrams (2000-2003).
He continued to serve subsequently on the two solar-system nomenclature committees of the IAU,
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being the perennial secretary of the one that decides on names for asteroids. He also continued to
publish a "Catalogue of Cometary Orbits", the first of these having appeared in 1972 and its successors
roughly at intervals of two years.
B. Marsden passed away on 18 November and will be sorely missed by our community.
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