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COMET OR NO COMET.

A
distinguishedscientific gentlemanin

Now Zealand,Mr. CharlesO'Neill,C.E.,
has

discovered
that the supposedcomet,

aboutwhichso much
discussion

tookplace
recently,

was no cometat all.Writing
to a

Wellington
paperon the 16thultimo,he

says :—" Whathas beencalleda comethas
now appearedfor aboutten days,sometimes

bright,and sometimesscarcelyvisibleto the
eye ; for

instance,

on
Wednesday nightit

was scarcely observable.

The lightin the
skywas firstpointedoutto me on Monday,

the2nd
February,

at theBayof
Islands,

by
LientII. J,

Jeffreys,

an ableand
efficient

scientificofficer,of H.M.S.Alacrity,
who, at

the same time,doubtedwhetherit was a
cometor the zodiacal light.I observedit
afterwardsfor severalnights,duringthe
voyagefromthe Bay of Islandsto

Welling-

ton, sometimesbrightand sometimesindis-
tinct,usually about9 p.m.,,in a south-

westerly direction.
At presentit seemsto

me doubtful whether it is a cometor the
zodiacallight,In astronomythe zodiacal

lightis a faintnebulous aurora, whichsur-
roundsthe sun in the planeof its

equator,

and from the
descriptions

givenby those
who have closelyobserved zodiacallights,
thereseemto be, at least,somegoodgrounds

for
supposing

thatthe lightthathas ap-
pearedfor the lastten daysis not a comet

Keplersupposedthe curiousphenomenon

of
zodiacal lightto be the solar

atmosphere,

but it was first
accurately described by

Dominici Cossini,
who gaveit the nameby

whichit is known.It is visibleimmediately
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before sunrise,or aftersunset,in the place
wherethe sun is aboutto appear,or has |
just quittedthe horizon.The apparent

angulardistanceof its vortexfromthe sun
variesaccording to

circumstances

from 40 to
100

degrees,
and the breadthof its baseper-

pendicular

to itsaxisfrom8 to 80
degrees.

I
Many opinionshave been entertainedre-
the natureand causeof this singnlar

phenomenon.Cossinithoughtit might
proceedfromthe blended lightof an innu-
merablemultitudeof littleplanetscirculating

aboutthe sun,as the MilkyWay owesits
appearanceto the light of

agglomerated

myriadsof stars.Euler
endeavored

to prove
thatit

proceeds
fromthe samecausesas pro-

ducethe tailsof comets. Keplerhad as-
cribedits

appearance
to the solar

atmosphere

and the same
hypothesis

was adoptedby
Mairanand others, tillit was shownby
Laplaceto be

untenable,
and he gavehis

reasonsvery fully.Sir John Herschel

remarksthat" it maybe
conjectured

to be
no otherthanthe denserpartof that
mediumwhich,as we have reasonto believe

resiststhe motionof cumets,loadedperhaps

with the actual materials of the tailsof
millions

of thosebodies,of whichtheyhave
been strippedin their successiveperihelion

passages.An atmospheremost of the

hypothesesof Mayer and WilliamThomp
son,the

zodiacal lighthas beenheldto con-
sist of a vast numbermeteorites,

which
circulate aroundthe sun, and are gradually

fallinginto that luminary,their,impact
contributing

to restorethe solarheat and
light lost by radiation.But

considerable

doubtshavebeen thrownon this theory. M.
Liais,who has

observed
it withthe

greatest
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attention
in Brazil,assertsthat he has often

seenit
opaquing

the sky fromwestto east.
Humboldt,

in his travels, states," During

my stayin the vaileyof the Tuy and
Aragua,the zodiacallight appearedalmost
every night with extraordinary brilliancy.

I had
perceived

it for the firsttime
betweenthe tropicsof Caracos,on
the 18th January, and it was after
seen"in the

evening.
The pointof the

pyramidwas at the heightof 53
degrees,

the lighttotally-
disappearednearlythree

and a halfhoursafter sunset, withoutany
diminution

in the serenity of the sky.
Again,I had observedit more

beautiful still

at the back of the
Cordilleras

of Mexico.

In 1804the lightrose
sometimes

to more
than,60 degrees, abovethe horizon. The
MilkyWay appeared to grow pale compared

with the
brilliancy

of the zodiacallight.
Sometimesduringnightsequallyclear,I
soughtin vain for the zodiacal lightwhen,

on the previous night,it had appearedwith
the greatestbrilliancy."

From the
striking-similarity

of the sup-
posedcometto the above

descriptions

of the
zodiacal light,I assumethat what we have
seenfor aboutten daysis the

zodiacal light,

and not a greatunknowncomet.


