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History of spectrum: from “specter” to “colored band”
(Institute for Liberal Arts, Tokyo Institute of Technology) Yoshimi Takuwa

The first usage of the term “spectrum” as “the colored band into which a beam of light is decomposed
by means of a prism or diffraction grating” was in Isaac Newton’s paper in 1672. It is not surprising that
Newton, the person who created the modern concept of light that a color and refractivity correspond to
each other and are both properties of a ray, created the new meaning of “spectrum”. However, it is known
that René Descartes explained the prismatic colored band in 1637, and many other historical scholars
tried to explain colored phenomena such as rainbows and soap bubbles. This presentation explores the
mathematical and quantitative aspects of Newton’s experiments on colors that made his works

distinguished from previous scholars.
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