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ON THE SUN'S HEAT.

A Friday evening Lecture delivered before the Royal In-

stitution of Great Britain on January 21, 1887 : see also

Good Words for March and April 1887.]

FROM human history we know that for several

thousand years the sun has been giving heat and

light to the earth as at present, possibly with

some considerable fluctuations, and possibly with

some not very small progressive variation. The

records of agriculture, and the natural history of

plants and animals within the time of human

history, abound with evidence that there has been

no exceedingly great change in the intensity of the

sun's heat and light within the last three thousand

years ;
but for all that, there may have been

variations of quite as much as 5 or 10 per cent., as

we may judge by considering that the intensity of

the solar radiation to the earth is 6\ per cent.
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initial heat, 10,000,000 times a year's supply at

present rate, but 50,000,000 or 100,000,000 as pos-

sible, in consequence of the sun's greater density

in his central parts.

The considerations adduced above, in this paper,

regarding the sun's possible specific heat, rate of

cooling, and superficial temperature, render it pro-

bable that he must have been very sensibly warmer

one million years ago than now; and, consequently,

if he has existed as a luminary for ten or twenty

million years, he must have radiated away consider-

ably more than the corresponding number of times

the present yearly amount of loss.

It seems, therefore, on the whole most probable

that the sun has not illuminated the earth for

100,000,000 years, and almost certain that he has

not done so for 500,000,000 years. As for the

future, we may say, with equal certainty, that

inhabitants of the earth cannot continue to enjoy

the light and heat essential to their life, for many

million years longer, unless sources now unknown

to us are prepared in the great storehouse of

creation.


