information into knowledge.” This is
not that book.

MICHAEL STURGE
Bell Laboratories
Murray Hill

Introduction to Comets

J. Brandt, R. Chapman

246 pp. Cambridge, New York, 1981, $45.00
cloth, $11.95 paper

“Searfed in a Filmy Bit of It, We'll
Whirl On In Our Dance Through
Space, Unharmed, and Most of Us,
Unheeding.” This delightful subhead-
line from The New York Times was
referring to the Earth’s impending
passage through the tail of Halley's
comet in May 1910, When it returns in
1986, Halley's comet will again be
largely unheeded. This is particularly
true in the United States, which has
seen fit not to risk scarfing even a space
probe in the comet's tail; and since this
celebrated member of the solar system
will be far to the south at its brightest
and best, the US public will be doubly
denied the pleasure of wilnessing it
with any clarity.

Introduction to Comets is one of the
better entries in a field in which works
are rapidly multiplying as Halley
quickens its own pace toward perihe-
lion passage on 9 February 1986, Its
senior author is one of the world's
leading authorities on the processes
that take place in the plasma tails of
comets. It is thus not surprising that
the book should include a deseription of
the enormous accelerations and other
curious motions observed in plasma
tails, Karl Wurm’s 1943 acknowledg-
ment that the traditional concept of
repulsion due to solar radiation pres-
sure would not account for the observed
accelerations, Ludwig Biermann's in-
troduction of the concept of the solar
wind and momentum transfer with the
tail of a comet, and Hannes Alfven's
consideration of the role played by
magnetic fields in this interaction,
There is a detailed examination of the
whole cometary phenomenon, from the
information obtained [rom studies of
their orbits, through suppesitions con-
cerning the structure of cometary nu-
clei, to the chemistry involved in the
formation of the gas coma, and the
dynamics of particulate matter re-
leased from the nucleus to develop into
the dust coma and tail. The authors
also discuss various theories of come-
tary origin and the relationship of
comets to other bodies in the solar
system. Special chapters are devoted
to new observational results from the
bright comets of the 1970s and to plans
for cometary space missions in the
1980s.

In short, much of the Brandt-Chap-
man book is an excellent, mathemat-
ically rigorous text for the beginning

and advanced student of cometary as-
tronomy. This serious material is cur-
iously intermingled, however, with ac-
counts of less “‘scientific” studies of
comets. Here we can read of the
attribution to a comet of an “epidemic
of sneezing sickness among the cats of
the Rhenish areas of Westphalia,” how
Edward Emerson Barnard earned
enough money to build a house, and
just what the Christmas Monster of
1973 was expected to bring. The auth-
ors deliberately divided their work into
four “‘perspectives—the historical, the
current, the future and the lay—and
they are to be commended for their
attempt to bring together in the hoped-
for Golden Decade of cometary re-
search all the various ideas ever pro-
mulgated on the subject. But it doesn't
work. The armchair reader intrigued
by the comet lore of chapter 10 is not
going to want to wade through the
treatment of molecular collisions and
vaporizing flux and the integration of
Clapeyron's equation on page 131. On
the other hand, it is but a disconcert-
ingly small step from the above-men-
tioned feline sneezes (page 218) to the
seemingly serious Hoyle-Wickrama-
singhe conclusion (page 212) that influ-
enza germs are brought on wings of
comets; from the Daumier cartoon on
the anticipated breakup of the world in
1857 by collision with a comet (page
220) to Van Flandern's theory of comet
formation by planetary breakup (pages
152-154); from the Book of Joel's de-
seription of heavens filled with “fire
and pillars of smoke” (page 218) to
Vsekhsvyatskij's views of comet pro-
duction by voleanic eruptions from
Jupiter and its satellites (page 41).
Brian G. MARSDEN
Harvard-Smithsonian
Center for Astrophysics
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