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Pursue Sun's Last Mystery

Astronomers confident that every chemical element
in the sun can be found here on earth, although form might
be obtainable only in atom bomb heart.

» THE LAST mystery as to the chemical
composition of the sun’s atmosphere is now
being pursued by scientists, it was learned
from Dr. Walter Orr Roberts, astrophysi-
cist of the High Altitude Observatory of
Harvard University and the University of
Colorado.

Astronomers are now completely confi-
dent that every chemical element in the
sun can be found here on earth, even
though their form is frequently unobtain-
able here on earth except possibly in the
heart of an atom bomb. There is one major
line in the fanned-out light of the sun’s
atmosphere, however, that remains to be
identified as some form of terrestrial ele-
ment.

This unidentified line is bright yellow.
It is seen only during an eclipse of the
sun, and is not always preseat then. It
usually appears as short-wave radio broad-
casts are suddenly and unexpectedly blacked
out.

Positive identification of this line is im-
portant to understanding the rapid move-
ment of the gases in the sun’s atmosphere.
It would also help to explain the regions
of abnormal temperatures in the solar at-
mosphere.

The yellow line, instead of being sharp, is
quite fuzzy at the edges. It shows up when
prominences, those huge clouds of atmos-
pheric gas extending high above the sun’s
surface, can be seen moving at tremendous
speeds, sometimes up to 300 miles a second.

“This line probably represents some kind
of missing link between prominences and
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the sun’s corona or outer envelope,” Dr.
Roberts points out. He was in Washington
to speak before the Smithsonian Institution.

This erratic line was discovered by the
French astronomer B. Lyot 15 years ago
during a man-made eclipse. It has probably
never been seen during a natural eclipse,
but has been noticed and studied with great
detail with a coronagraph.

Embarking on an intensive study of this
yellow line, Dr. Roberts is rounding up all
previous observations, a large majority of
which he made at Climax. He is looking
for peculiarities connected with its appear-
ance.

The canary-color in the sun’s spectrum
may be found to appear suddenly and fade
out gradually. It may be seen only when
there is extreme activity such as promi-
nences and sunspots on that portion of the
sun. It may even be a clue to regions of
abnormally low temperature in the sun’s
corona. Astronomers may discover that
when this special yellow hue appears in
the sun’s spectrum, the “forbidden” red
line becomes most intense. Whatever the
findings, interpretation would be necessary.

For decades, the bright red and green
lines in the sun were believed due to a mys-
terious element, named “coronium,” present
in the sun but unknown here on earth.
Then less than a dozen years ago the dis-
tinguished Swedish astronomer, Bengt Ed-
len, succeeded in identifying these lines
as due to gascous iron, nickel and silicon
raised to such high temperatures that they
were stripped of about half their electrons.
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This yellow line, found quite near the
yellow sodium line, has tentatively been
identified as calcium stripped of many elec-
trons. But this places the temperature much
too high for the gases causing this line to
be connected with a prominence, Dr. Rob-
erts complains. So search for another ele-
ment which would cause the yellow line
at the temperature known to exist in
prominence is under way.
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