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The Imperial Institute Bill. 

A GOY .t:d.'-• '"'1\TT Bill to eff<oct the reorganisation 
of the Imperial lnsutute has been introduced 

into the House of Lords by Lord Arnold and there 
passed its second reading. This Bill will be wel
comed, as it should help the development of that 
Institute to a position worthy of the group of 
museums and scientific institutions at South Kens
ington. The Colonial Office Committee of Enquiry 
into the Imperial Institute in 1923 recommended the 
abolition of its galleries, the limitation of the work 
of its laboratories to preliminary investigations of 
raw materials, and the reduction of the Institute to 
a clerical bureau. This scheme was approved by the 
Imperial Economic Conference, some members of 
which were unacquainted with the facts, as one of 
them has since stated. If the majority report of the 
Colonial Office Committee had been promptly carried 
into effect, the Imperial Institute collections would 
have been scattered and the galleries occupied by a 
War Museum, which, however desirable, would have 
been out of place in South Kensington on a site allotted 
to the development of the industrial arts and science 
by the Commissioners for the Exhibition of 185r. The 
majority report of the Committee was opposed by a 
strong minority, and has. since been widely condemned. 

The Bill, in agreement with the minority report, is 
based on the retention of the Imperial Institute 
galleries and the amalgamation of the Mineral Resources 
Bureau with the Mineral Department of the Institute. 
The Bill proposes the transfer of the management of 
the Institute from the Colonial Office to the Depart
ment of Overseas Trade, which is a branch of the 
Board of Trade, and the establishment of a new Board 
of Governors consisting of representatives of the 
Dominion of Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South 
Africa, the Irish Free State, Newfoundland, and India, 
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and representatives of the Treasury, the Board of 
Trade, the Colonial Office, the Ministry of Agriculture 
and Fisheries, the Department of Overseas Trade, and 
the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, 
and not more than ten scientific and commercial 
representatives, including one from the Royal Society 
and not less than three Governors of the Mineral 
Resources Bureau. 

The property would be vested in six Trustees, all 
of whom would be members of the Government. 
As the Imperial Institute was erected and endowed 
largely by public subscription and its main service 
would be to the smaller colonies, it is desirable that 
some of the Trustees should be unofficial, and one of 
them should represent directly the Empire overseas. 
More confidence in this Board of Trustees would be 
felt if only three of them were members of the Govern
ment, and the other three included a representative 
of the Dominions, the president of the Association 
of the British Chambers of Commerce, and some such 
authority as the Governor of the Bank of England 
or the president of the Institution of Mining and 
Metallurgy. 

The Board of Governors would act through a 
Managing Committee which would be aided by various 
advisory councils or committees, including one on 
minerals, and would be associated with a Laboratory 
Committee, including representatives of the Department 
of Scientific and Industrial Research and of the Royal 
Society. 

This Bill renders possible the development of the 
Imperial Institute as a great museum and research 
institution for the investigation of the natural resources 
of the British Empire overseas. The reconstituted 
Institute might develop into an organisation capable 
of giving important help in the investigation of the 
economic geology·and mineral resources of the Empire 
outside Great Britain. The Bill is, however, un
satisfactory in two respects in which the terminology 
of the abandoned majority report has passed into 
the Act. That report recommended the appointment 
of a Laboratory Committee, the functions of which 
would render the Institute laboratories futile. The 
Laboratory Committee, according to the resolution 
of the Imperial Economic Conference, was proposed 
" to ensure that the reconstituted Imperi.al Institute 
may in future undertake in its laboratories only pre
liminary investigations of raw materials for the purpose 
of ascertaining their possible commercial value .... " 
If any more extensive research or investigation be 
required, it would be the duty of the Laboratory 
Committee to see that the material were sent to 
some other authority in Great Britain or " elsewhere 
within the Empire." 
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This proposal would, if carried into effect, seriously 
lessen the usefulness of the Institute. Many of the 
most interesting materials it might expect to receive 
would be submitted in confidence, which would not 
be felt if the material were to be distributed to Uni-, 
versity or public laboratories for investigation. The 
various Departments of the Institute would doubtless 
include experts in some branches of its work, and they 
would sometimes have to send on material for in
vestigation to people less competent to deal with it 
than themselves. 

The scheme would probably also involve risk of 
trouble between the several committees of the Insti
tute. The Managing Committee and the Mineral 
Committee would naturally desire to escape from the 
restriction to preliminary work, though ready to seek 
the co-operation of authorities who might be specially 
competent to deal with special materials or problems. 
The Managing and the Mineral Committees might 
therefore be in frequent friction with the Laboratory 
Committee, the duty of which would be to see that 
the other committees and the Institute staff committed 
nothing beyond an elementary commercial examina
tion. The clause in the schedule enumerating the 
purposes of the Institute " To conduct preliminary 
investigations of raw materials and, when it may be 
deemed advisable, to arrange for more detailed in
vestigation by appropriate scientific or technical 
institutions," therefore, might well be amended by 
omissiOn of the word " preliminary " and the 
alteration of " more detailed" into " further " 
investigation. 

The main discussion hitherto has been over the 
galleries, the great educational value of which has 
been frequently pointed out in NATURE. The new 
Bill empowers the governing body to maintain galleries 
for the exhibition of Empire products. If the Bill 
be passed as now worded, some future official might 
maintain that collections of commercial samples in 
the Dominion offices in different parts of London 
would satisfy this clause, and this Bill might be used 
to give effect to the very policy which it is under
stood that the Government at present in office has 
abandoned. 

The schedule stating the purposes of the Imperial 
Institute does not even refer to the Institute galleries. 
The only clause dealing with collections states that 
the Institute is " to organise, so far as practicable, 
exhibitions of Empire products." This clause is quite 
inadequate as a statement of the duties of the Institute 
in connexion with its public exhibition galleries. It 
implies that all the Institute should arrange is exhibi
tions of commercial samples, which, as the Colonial 
Office Committee recommended, might be peripatetic. 
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The clause should be amended to state definitely that 
the Institute should retain its galleries at South 
Kensington and maintain in them exhibitions of the 
products of the Empire, so displayed as to demonstrate 
their nature and uses, and to illustrate adequately 
the geographical conditions and material resources of 
the British Empire. 

A few amendments are therefore desirable to prevent 
ambiguity. Without these changes, there is the risk 
that the Act will, in effect, be used to return to the 
recommendations of the majority report of the 
Colonial Office Committee of Enquiry, and thus to 
prevent the Imperial Institute from fulfilling the im
portant functions proposed for it by its far-seeing and 
generous founders. 
------------ ------- ------ ---------------

The New Astronomy. 

The Depths of the Universe. By George Ellery Hale. 
Pp. xv+98. (New York and London: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1924.) 7s. 6d. net. 

ASTRONOMY is a subject which, in spite of the 
delicate refinement of its observations and the 

severe technicality of its mathematical processes, yields 
results which can be fairly apprehended by the general 
educated public,-results moreover which, though 
apparently far removed from humanity, yet invariably 
arouse a human interest. There was a time when it 
appeared to be a completed, so to speak, perfected 
science, in which little of a revolutionary character 
was to be expected. But modern discoveries in physics 
have changed all that ; and discoveries are yearly 
being made which are likely to enlarge our ideas about 
the constitution of the heavens in a striking and 
revolutionary manner. 

Part of this progress is due to the enthusiastic 
workers, and the great resources provided for them, on 
the other side of the Atlantic ; where lavish provision 
has been made for experimental resources, where 
sufficient mathematical skill is available for devising 
methods and interpreting results, and where the clear
ness of the air on mountain-tops has been utilised after 
the enterprising manner characteristic of the American 
nation. 

Among the workers in novel directions the name of 
George Ellery Hale is held in honour throughout the 
civilised world ; and the whole world hopes for his 
restoration to health, so that he may continue to infect 
his co-workers with enthusiasm, and that he may have 
the joy of continuing the utilisation of the magnificent 
Observatory and laboratories on the top of Mount 
Wilson in California. Meanwhile he has been giving us 
the benefit of his powers of exposition in articles and 
discourses, some of which are being collected in small 
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and illustrated books, one called "The New Heavens," 
and another, which has just been published, entitled 
"The Depths of the Universe." The main branches of 
the subject dealt with in this little volume are three in 
number. The first relates to the stars and star clusters, 
with some account of the remarkable and novel prin
ciples by which spectroscopic determination of excess
ive and otherwise hopelessly immeasurable distances 
can be made. The second relates to the nebulre, and 
especially to the dark nebulre discovered by the late 
Edward Emerson Barnard, of the Yerkes Observatory, 
whose lamented death has so recently occurred, and to 
whom the author pays an affectionate and admiring 
tribute. While the third chapter in the book gives 
further details about the author's own great discovery 
about the magnetic condition of the sun and its spots, a 
subject begun to be expounded in one of the chapters 
of "The New Heavens," and now carried to a further 
stage. 

The treatment throughout is of a popular character, 
and all recent advances are linked on to the history of 
the past. Thus in the first chApter, which is specially 
on "The Depths of the Universe," Prof. Hale begins 
with Galileo and the first telescope, and carr1es t_he 
history rapidly forward, through Herschel, to the 
determination of stellar and globular-cluster distances 
by Dr. Harlow Shapley, of Harvard. 

The main theme of the first chapter is the size and 
shape of our stellar cosmos, familiar to all as "the 
Milky Way," which must be of unexpectedly vast 
extent if the immensely distant globular clusters form 
any part of it. Outstanding questions about the spiral 
nebulre are not dealt with ; but many details are given 
about other objects, and especially the dark nebulre 
emphasised by Barnard. Some of them are regarded 
as immense clouds of dust driven away by the pressure 
of light, but held together, even in diffuse form, by 
their own gravitation. It is suggested that many of 
the nebulre are only luminous because they reflect, or 
fluoresce in, the light of luminous stars in their neigh
bourhood. This seems specially to apply to the great 
nebula in Orion. But the globular star clusters are 
of a different order, perhaps more analogous to the 
constellation of Orion itself, the great cluster or crowded 
and enormous constellation in Hercules being appar
ently at a distance of 36,ooo light-years. 

Incidentally I would here express a hope that the 
light-year, as a unit of stellar distance, may be gener
ally employed instead of the less satisfactory parsec, as 
a cosmic measure. Distances can very properly be 
expressed in terms of speed and time : that is indeed 
the fundamental way of measuring them, and far 
superior to anything dependent on the copying of an 
arbitrary unit such as a yard or a metre. Parallax, 
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