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for evaluation of e is far more reliable than any 
direct determination, but disagrees with the way in 
which it has been followed up. In Birge's new calcu
lation by Bond's method, the values of e and h are 
found to depend chiefly upon the value adopted for 
the specific charge (e/m) of the electron, which he 
takes to be l ·761 x 107, remarking that this now seems 
well-established. It leads to a value of 137·28±0·07 
for Eddington's constant, whereas if this were 137 
exactly, e/m would have a value which he regards as 
improbably high. 

Constant Monochromatic Spark Illumination.
Forbes and Brackett, in the November Journal of the 
American Chemical Society, describe an apparatus by 
m eans of which a spark between metal electrodes can 
be maintained automatically constant over fairly long 
periods. The spark is struck between adjacent edges 
of two square bars moving in horizontal planes at right 
angles to each other, the bars being retracted by 
threaded rods passing through sleeves rotated by 
worm gears. In the case of zinc bars 400 mm. long 
and 25 mm. square, a life of one and a half hours per 
pair of edges was obtained with a 5 kw. transformer 
operated on 35 amp. and 110 volts. Measurements 
showing the constancy of the energy of emission from 
a monochromator for various metal electrodes are 
given, and also a simplified method of following the 
energy of emission through a measurement. 

Thermodynamics of Gas Reactions.-H. Scheibe!, in 
the Sitzungsberichte of the Vienna Academy of Sciences, 
Abt. Ilb, vol. 140, p. 183, discusses in detail the 
calculation of gaseous equilibria by means of three 
types of formula : ( 1) the classical formula, with 
observed values of specific heats; (2) the formula 
making use of Nernst's chemical constants; and (3) 
the formula using the specific heats calculated by the 
quantum theory from the results of band spectra. 
The results show that the first type of formula gives 
the most reliable values, although it is based on 

empirical results. The other two formulre, although 
they have a theoretical basis, involve so many ap
proximations and (in the third case) uncertainties 
that it is not surprising that they do not, in general, 
show very good agreement with experiment. In the 
case of complicated molecules, for example, there is 
doubt as to the number of degrees of freedom involved, 
and the extension of the Planck-Einstein function, 
deduced for monatomic solids, to gases is not strictly 
justified by theory. It is to be expected that further 
experimental investigation will lead to improvement 
in this respect, when the third formula will probably 
be the only one in general use. 

Freezing Point of Platinum.-Research Paper No. 
326 of the U.S. Bureau of Standards, by Roeser, 
Caldwell, and Wensel, deals with the freezing point 
of platinum on the International Temperature Scale, 
measurements being -made of the ratio of brightness 
of black bodies maintained at the freezing points of 
gold and platinum, the black bodies consisting of 
hollow enclosures of fused thorium oxide immersed 
in the fused metals. The metals were heated in air 
in a high frequency induction furnace to secure 
automatic stirring of the freezing metals and to avoid 
contamination from furnace windings. The Inter
national Temperature Scale adopted in 1927 by the 
General Conference of Weights and Measures defines 
temperatures above the freezing point of gold in terms 
of Wien's law of radiation, and the method adopted 
was therefore one which permitted direct reference to 
this scale. The mean value of the freezing point of 
platinum, obtained with two lots of pure platinum, 
two optical pyrometers, and observations by three ob
servers, was 1773 ·5° C. Other recent measurements, 
when reduced to the International Scale, are 1769 ·5° 
by Hoffmann in 1924, and 17 62° by Ribaud and Mohr. 
The paper also contains a list of fourteen previous 
independent determinations of the melting point of 
platinum. 

Astronomical Topics. 
Eclipse of the Moon of Sept. 26, 1931.-L' Astronomie 

for November contains a series of photographs of the 
partially eclipsed moon, also diagrams by M. Ananoff 
showing the distribution of colours on the lunar disc 
during the total phase. The most interesting point 
is that there was a region described as " Bleu
verdatre" throughout totality, though it changed 
its position on the disc. Blue is not very often 
seen on the moon (witness the phrase ' once in a blue 
moon'), but the writer of this note recorded that 
part of the disc was of a decided blue colour in 
the eclipse of Oct. 17, 1902: dawn ensued shortly 
aft.er this, and it was of a pure blue colour, without 
any admixture of red ; this probably had some con
nexion with the blue on the moon. A note, with a 
diagram, was published in Observatory for November 
1902. 

Astronomical Society of South Africa.-Vol. 3, 
No. 1, of the Journal of this Society begins with a 
well-deserved eulogy of Rev. Fearon Fallows, the 
first director of the Cape Observatory, who died in 
1831, aged forty-two years. His death was hastened 
by overwork and anxiety. In spite of grave difficul
ties, due to inadequate assistance and unsatisfactory 
instruments, he made a creditable beginning in the 
work for which the observatory has since become so 
famous ; his wife took observations with the mural 
circle, since he was deprived of an assistant. This 
circle had been sent out to him in an unfinished con
dition, the steel collar not having been properly 
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attached. The article closes with the words : " May 
a long succession of His Majesty's Astronomers, and 
the people of South Africa, never forget how much 
they owe to the patient, self-sacrificing, and arduous 
labours of Rev. Fearon Fallows". An account 
follows of a large meteor seen to fall in 1838, the ex
plosion being heard over a radius of 70 miles. A 
number of fragments were collected, some weighing 
3-4 lb. This meteor is omitted from many lists of 
meteors seen to fall. 

Four photographs of the total lunar eclipse of 
April 2, 1931, are reproduced. The gradation of 
shading at the edge of the shadow is well brought 
out. The fourth picture was taken during totality, 
with exposure only two seconds; the limb is clearly 
visible, and some trace can be seen of the maria. 
The report of the comet section notes that this is the 
first report since 1916 that does not include the dis
covery of a comet in South Africa. Mr. Blathwayt 
spent 130 hours in searching for comets, but without 
success. A very complete series of observations of 
Encke's comet was made at Johannesburg. 

Nova Pictoris is fading very slowly, and is still of 
magnitude 8 ·4. The light of the central star is nearly 
constant, but the components B and C are fading. 
Dr. Spencer Jones reports that the spectrum is of 
Wolf-Rayet type, but with a strong emission of un
known origin at 6087 A. His conclusions as to the 
present condition of the star were communicated to 
the Royal Astronomical Society, and have already 
been noted in this column. 
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