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BY WM. J. DAVIS.
Thelxr line isone out through all the carth, and their words to the enid of the
. world, [Palm XIX.

OU may be interested to know how astronomers calculate

the distances of the heavenly bodies from our planet, the
Earth. Ono meansis by parallax. What is parallax? Parallax
is the relative alteration in position of & hody viewed from differ-
ent peints; and we can use this relative alteration as a basis of
calculation in 2 simple geometrical problem. It is a procoss
similar to what is called trinugulation in land-surveying. We
wish to determine the shortest distance from us of an inaccessible
object, separated from us, let us say, by an interflowing river.
Our ‘plan is to take severally two points of observation; first
connecting them by a straight live whose length we mecasure,
we draw imaginary lines from the ouds of this base-line to
the object on the other shore; then measuring with proper ine
struments the angles thus fornied, we have three known clements,
of a triavgle from which to determine, among other things, its
altitude ; this altitude is the distance we seck to know. Tho
object we looked at from two different stand-points did not abso-
lusely cbange its position, but appeared to do so; it was we, the
observers, who moved. But the_relative nlteration of position
enabled us to get a basis for a strictly mathematical calculation.
In estimating the distances from us of sowe of the plancts we use
aknown distance on the Earth’s surface as abase; in estimating
the distances of somoof the fixed stars any mere line measured
on the Farth's surface would be entirely inadequate—for we may
speak of all distances onthe Earth as absolutely trivial in com-
parison with the vast cosmical quantities with which we prezent-
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which it takes three hundred and sixty-five days to traverse, if
on a certain night we observe astar directly overhead, and then
again six months thereafter, when the Earth reaches thf: opposiwe
point of its orbit, wo have o base-line of 183,500,000 milos, which
may help us to a conclusion. But so fur are the fixed stars from
us that in but few cases does there appear any relative chango in
position, cven when viewed from opposite points of the I:Zart.h's

orbit. Let us suppose that by theaid of the mest delicate microme-
trical instruments wo have just observe d the exact position of a
star, and then quicker than the lightning's flash have speeded to
the other end of our base-line, 183,500,000 mileslong. Now once
ngain let us look at the star. It is precisely where we left it in
the aidereal firmament. If it was directly overhead a mowent
ago, our instraments assuro us that its relative position is identi-
cally the sume now as thea. No parallax has been found.
This is almost the invariable result of sstronomical obser-
vations conducted for the purposo of caleulating stellar dis-
tances; but in a few instances & slight parallax has Deen
detected, suflicient for making & caleulation which perbaps
leads to within o few billion or trillion miles of the trus re-
suit. Suppose that by parallex we havo czleulated the distance
of @ Lyre and find it, in yound numbers, to be .122,869,700,000,~

000 miles—and for all we know it may bo distant from us the
square or the cubo or any other power of this number-Two can
only say thezo figures represent o certain incomprebensible .dxs~
tance on the hither side of which the star can not be.  What idea

do these tigures (beyond the wildest dream of an insurance a.gen't

when reporting the assets of his company) convey to the mind?

Who can perceive their relation to the upit? Whose fancy can

overleap the yawning chasm thot scparates us from the radiant




