
Physical Sciences
From ancient times, humans have tried to understand the workings of the 
world around them. The roots of modern physical science go back to the very 
earliest mechanical devices such as levers and rollers, the mixing of paints 
and dyes, and the importance of the heavenly bodies in early religious 
observance and navigation. The physical sciences as we know them today 
began to emerge as independent academic subjects during the early modern 
period, in the work of Newton and other ‘natural philosophers’, and numerous 
sub-disciplines developed during the centuries that followed. This part of the 
Cambridge Library Collection is devoted to landmark publications in this area 
which will be of interest to historians of science concerned with individual 
scientists, particular discoveries, and advances in scientific method, or with 
the establishment and development of scientific institutions around the world.

Polarisation of Light
Before his untimely death from typhoid, William Spottiswoode (1825–83) 
had served as president of the London Mathematical Society, the British 
Association, and the Royal Society. In addition to publishing widely in 
mathematics and the experimental physical sciences, he restored the fortunes 
of his family printing firm, Eyre and Spottiswoode, the Queen’s Printers. 
An enthusiast for the popularisation of science, he lectured to large audiences 
at the Royal Institution, the South Kensington College of Science, and at 
British Association meetings. He also gave scientific talks at the school set 
up for the employees of his family firm. This illustrated 1874 work is based 
on these talks, and provides an introduction to ‘this beautiful branch of optics’. 
Spottiswoode covers methods of polarisation, and the contemporary theory 
accounting for these effects. He describes various experiments, and explains 
how polarisation causes patterns and colours to appear in light.
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Cambridge University Press has long been a pioneer in the reissuing of 
out-of-print titles from its own backlist, producing digital reprints of books 
that are still sought after by scholars and students but could not be reprinted 
economically using traditional technology. The Cambridge Library Collection 
extends this activity to a wider range of books which are still of importance to 
researchers and professionals, either for the source material they contain, or as 
landmarks in the history of their academic discipline.

Drawing from the world-renowned collections in the Cambridge University 
Library and other partner libraries, and guided by the advice of experts 
in each subject area, Cambridge University Press is using state-of-the-art 
scanning machines in its own Printing House to capture the content of each 
book selected for inclusion. The files are processed to give a consistently clear, 
crisp image, and the books finished to the high quality standard for which the 
Press is recognised around the world. The latest print-on-demand technology 
ensures that the books will remain available indefinitely, and that orders for 
single or multiple copies can quickly be supplied.

The Cambridge Library Collection brings back to life books of enduring 
scholarly value (including out-of-copyright works originally issued by other 
publishers) across a wide range of disciplines in the humanities and social 
sciences and in science and technology. 
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University Printing House, Cambridge, cb2 8bs, United Kingdom

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge. 
It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of 
education, learning and research at the highest international levels of excellence.
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This book reproduces the text of the original edition. The content and language reflect 
the beliefs, practices and terminology of their time, and have not been updated.

Cambridge University Press wishes to make clear that the book, unless originally published 
by Cambridge, is not being republished by, in association or collaboration with, 

or with the endorsement or approval of, the original publisher or its successors in title. 

The original edition of this book contains a number of colour plates, 
which have been reproduced in black and white. Colour versions of these 

images can be found online at www.cambridge.org/9781108076234
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