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CATHODE RAYS.*
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The first abizerver to lenve oy racard af what are now known
s the Cathods Hays, seems to hnve boon Plicker, who in 1853
observed the now well known green phospliorescens: on theglasa
in the neighbourhood of e negutive electrode,  Plicker
was the first plipgicist to make experiments on ihe dischargs
through n fube, in a state anything appronching what we
shonld now call a high vaoon 1: he owed the opportanily te
do this to his fellow townemi 1 Geissler, who first made sach
vacus attatonble.  Plikoker, who lpd made n very minuti
stady of the alfeat af o magnetie field on the ordinary Iiiﬁﬂhﬂlgﬂ
which stretehes from one termingl to the other, distinguished
the discharze whish produeed the green phesphorescenon from
the orlinnry discharge, by the difference in ita behavionr when
in & magnetie field. Tloeker atribed thess phospherescent
patches to currents of eloctrioity which went feoin the cathode
b the walls of the tabe aad then for some reascn or other
rebreed their atepe,

The subject was next token up by Plicker's pupil, Hittorf,
whe preatly extended ouwe hnowlelgs of the subject, and
s whom we owe the obssrvntion that nosolid body placed
between o pointed cathiode nnd tha walls of the tube cost & wall
dofinml ghadow. This ehservation was extended l'l:f' Goldatein,
who found thai & well marked, thowrh nod very sharply
dofined aliadow was cast by s small body plnend senr o enthods
of conpiderable aren ; thin was o very important observation,
for it showed it the raye casting the shadow enme in o
dofinite direetion from the cathode. 1 the cathode were re-

= Dijscoursn duliversd sk the Royal Institation, Friday svesiig, Apell Jth.

Introductory paragraphs from Thomson’s paper, as published
in the May 21, 1897 issue of The Electrician.
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HE ELECTRON—or at least our recognition of
its existence as an elementary particle—passes
the century mark this spring. On April 30, 1897,
Joseph John Thomson reported the results of his
recent experiments on cathode rays to a Friday
evening meeting of the Royal Institution, sug-
gesting these rays were composed of negatively
charged pieces of atoms that he dubbed
“corpuscles.” Six months later he published an
extensive account of these experiments in the
Philosophical Magazine. One of the classic
papers of modern physics, it opened the doors of
human consciousness to a radically new and
often baffling world within atoms, one that has
provided fertile ground for much of twentieth-
century physics.

Together with the discovery of X rays and
radioactivity during the preceding two years, and
the introduction of the quantum three years
later, this breakthrough led to a revolutionary
conception of matter that has since had major
impacts on other sciences, on modern tech-
nology and art, and even on the way we talk and
think. The smooth, continuous, comfortable
world of late nineteenth-century Europe was
shattered into myriad bewildering fragments—
some of which interact via forces that nobody
had ever before encountered. Whether atoms
themselves existed or not was in hot dispute at
the time; among those who believed they did
were prominent physicists who regarded them as
vortex rings in the luminiferous aether. A
century later, despite many superb advances, we
are still struggling to achieve a grand synthesis of
all the disparate shards encountered since.

To commemorate this pivotal breakthrough—
and, in a more catholic sense, the discovery of



