AND [NA IR Y

e “
W iLL Il VL E 5.

‘7

¥ | ARC OF LIGHT




B wue A

The Thin Blue Line

£554y PETER PESIC
PANTINGS JACOB HIGGINBOTTOM




One day, though, sn st teacker looked 21 my pamtisg and told
me, quite gently, that my sky wasn't right. It showlde’ just be a
line at the top, she said, but should fill in the whole arca below it
Perhugs she even took me 10 the window and showed me bow
it looked. 1 was outesged — even afier all these yeass 1 sill
remember the intensity of that emotioa, out of chamcter for the
rather docile, obedient child | remember boing Looking back, |
camnot gatte fathoss my Ffull feclings, Pactly [ felt Betesyed. How
was | to know that whar | had been doing was wrong (even tha
word scems wrosg)? | had always painted the sky with a singe
stripe, 3 long & [ could remember, To this day, | wonder why 1
did so, and not only 1 but many other childrers whom 1 Rave
noticed over the years painting that high blue kne

Perhaps L like them, bad sismgly imitated some other child,
then feogoten that primal act of samicry. But 1 comld mot
remember amy such moment of imicacion, and cannot even now,
I was bewildered. That was my sky. however or wherever | had
learned it 1 condd not magne how | could do otherwise. To
change the sky seemod somehow terribly wrong, as i it shook my
world, made it impossible for me to go on. Nor was [ stubborn or
independent cnosygh just to koep painting as | always had. | juss
stopped pasnting, which hurt because [ loved 31, And [ held that
story In my memory as & kind of talisman, though | did not know
for what. But as time passed, 1 thomght about it less and less, one
of many exigmatic objoects in my personal stosvhosse of memory

About fifty years later, [ Sound mysel!l westing 2 book about the
hissory of how people understood the sky’s coloe and baminosity.
At the time, | did not connect this with my own story. In the
intervemang years, | had studied physics amd bocame annre of the
standand explanation of the sky’s color as the scattering of sunight
by air molecules. Out of indolent curiosity, 1 wondered how that
urderstanding had been reachod, what poople had thought befoce
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shout the sky. As | read and bogan to draft this history, gradaally
what I Bad taken a8 clear and cermain turned fogdy and unsure
The physicists’ explanation became cnshrouded with a
penumbra of questions and doubts. The whole question bad
bafled Isase Newton. His explanation that the sky's codor was
caused by the colored iridescence of air-borae waser bubbles was
beautiful and pathetic; why did he not realize that those bubliles
coudd not last, though the sky retains its blue in the driest days?
My thinking coalesced around a strange story that strock me
particularly: In the years just before the First Woeld War,
the Polish physicist Marian Sasoluckowsk! had tried 1o make an
artificial sky by trapping ges inside a bottle and shizsing light on
it. Something about this image fsscinated me - perbaps the
whiimsicality of puming the vast sky insido a bottle. 1 began to
woader what had happened, for Ssoluchowskl bimsell had died
in the war, his experimenss stll incomplete. Was it perhaps
possible to put the sky in a boatle? This became the title and theme
of my ook, | even dreamed of a bulb ome could have in oen'’s
living room that would radiate the pure blue of the shy isself
The scarch to prat the sky in a bottle tamed oo the nature of
light itself. ln arder for the sky to be blue, rather than some other
color, the incoming sunfght seeds 10 have some quality capable of
distinguishing coloes. The indescent colors of bubbles that drew
Newton's attention was # due: Later evidence clasified that light
bas wavelength, which enables It 1o scotter differemtly from
the objects in irs path. As John Tymdall realized sround 1570, the
various waves of susiight are like ocean swells that barely distuzh
a karge ship but couse a small boat to rock wildly: dhee light,
having a shorter wavelength, would make the lictle boat rock even
mooe than red Eghr This crecial realization then moved the
painter and writer Johm Ruskin to surmise that the very molocules
of air were the “boars™ whose wild rocking was manifest as the




scamered Blue Bght of the sky. Independenmtly, 3 suggestion from
James Clork Maxwell led Lord Raydeigh to cakulate the size of the
scattering molecules froms hin odservations of the way the dasant
Himalayss merged into the Bue sky: Rayleigh's calculation
commected the dstance of the farthest dncernible mountains with
the size of the tizy objocts that scatter the Ight coming from them.

Living in the bagh desert of Santa Fe, | found that | could
replicate Rayieigh's teain of thought by observiag Moust Taylor, a
Bundrod males away and barely visible on the horizon. It was o
thrill 1o realize that these Bumniliar, almost invisible peaks emabided
one %o cakculase, roughly. the size of atoms. From this | understood
that the bluc sky and ity light are the most beasstifl peocds
that moms exist, using evidence of the maked eve rather than
sophisticated mstruments.

Reading Tyndall's experiments, | realized that he (and likely
Loomardo da Vina before bam) had also tried to put the sky in a
bottle, Da Vieci probably used simple chemicals thur produce a2
lovely azare liquid; Tyndall west farther with gases like butyl
watrite, which be described as giving a bottled sky that “rivals, if i
does pot transcend, that of deepest and pusest [tallan sky.” | was
all st 10 try 10 soe thas for mysell when 1 lesrmed that the gases he
was using were so toxic, explosive, and carcinogenic that [ could
ot oven obtain them, swach Jess mess with them. | gave up om
persuading chemists to try such forbidden experiments in their
protected, safety-enbanced boratories. So much for my dream of
asky iz a tabie lamp

My experiences brought to mind another memory, this from
carly adolesconce. For a sciemoe faiz, | became mmtesvated im
varishle stars, whose observed brightness rises and falls wich grear
regularity. 1 loved them but could not figusre ost how to ilustrate
their periodic fluctuations (n a sclence project. The best [ could do
was hook up a light bulb with a store-bosght device that would
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periodically dam and brighten the light so that it shone throegh a gen-
hole, & If that were the varisble star. Soom | srw how pathetically
inadoguate my little device was 8o represent this geeat phencssenon,
of which 1 knew so litde and could show oven Jess. Was not my
writing sbout the sky very much ke this, & if a Sghit bulb could ever
do justice to a stax? Or a blue stripe portray the sky?

Imagine, then, my perplexity when | realized that the sky was
oot really Boe First, it contains every
possible hee, which the eye and brain
integrate to make the perceived sensation
of “blue aky.”™ But what 3 that undeslying
mixture of colors? Both Rayleigh's
physical theory and actual obsorvations
by a spectrophotometer show thar the
langest component of the sky's color is
vioket, pot Bloe. Of cousse, we are right to
call the sky blwe, thereby almost definkng
that color-word, Bat cyes other than ours
might be able 1o sec its predominant viclet
hue, as the spectropbotometer does, The
resolution lles in our eyes and bmins,
whoso senwitivity to violet s much Jess
than to bloe

| was so keen to see that “troe” .
violet sky that 1 tried 10 evade the oye's
Rmitations. Though the retinal coses are
relatively vioket issenyitive, the rods, used for might vision, are more
sonsitive 20 vioket. So at dusk [ waited with iy eves closed, hoping
that if 1 opened them at the right moment, it woald be dark enough
for my 1ods 1o et 22e glimpse the violet sky at lsst, But nog rods,
though more vioket sensitive relative 10 the cones, are far les
sesative 0o dny oolor; human pight vision s prodominantly a

black-and-white affair. | did mot see violet, but just the washed-out
remains of the {ading day.

I realized then that the sky is contained in the ultissate bowthe, sy
mind, winch further cxposed my limitations but o in some way
helped me become more reconciled 1o theme The sky we sec is
constructed by cur minds by processes of which we know very
litthe, as yet. Hearing, by companson with secing, is a far rawer,
more direct affair, Jess modisted by
the complex hicrarchies of processing
that govern viston. Because of this
imsediacy, Nictzsche rightly termed the
ecar “the organ of fear ™ If you mingle two
differently colored lights, a single boe is
perccived, but f yoa press several keys
on a piano, they remain detinet pitches,
not blesdod.

The eye, by contrast, may be the sy=s.
bolic cegan par excellence, symthesixing
myviad spectral hues of the naked aky
into a umgle perocived boe of blue that
stands in their place If true, our
so-called “abstract™ modes of thought,

7 symbolic in chamacter, may wltimasely go

aWn back to vision, even where they seem

leave belvind what wo see. Think, then, of

a single stripe of biue at the very top of

the paper, mase a symbal of the sky than a literal represontation of it.

A child’s painting may record somethang of the symbolic force of the

sky a=d of (he mind that Seels itself constructing it, something lost

when that blue Is speead out in an effest o mimic reality. A singhe

Blue line commects the mind, the mystery of light, and the thin,
prechons atmosphere that barely saerroumds our planet, |







