
In 1759 father and son traveled to Scot-
land. The University of St. Andrew awarded 
Franklin an honorary doctorate of law, earn-
ing him the title doctor Franklin. Two 
years later they visited Holland and met the 
inventor of the Leyden jar. The Royal Soci-
ety had made Franklin a fellow, or member, 
in 1756 for his electrical studies. And in 1762 

Cambridge University invited Frank-
lin to give electrical demonstrations. He 
also performed experiments on evaporation 
with chemist John Hadley. He and William 
traveled England and visited the Franklins’ 
ancestral home. There they talked to aging 
relatives, copied information from sunken old 
gravestones, and dug into their family roots.

Evaporation 
and Cooling

i n  A  65° f room, franklin and 
hadley coated a thermometer bulb 
with fast-evaporating ether. they 
then cooled and evaporated the ether 
with a bellows. “We continued . . . 
one of us wetting the ball, and an-
other . . . blowing on it with the bel-
lows to quicken the evaporation, the 
mercury sinking all the time until 
it came to 7° f, which is 25° below 
the freezing point,” wrote franklin. 
they learned that summer breezes 
alone did not cool people. the cool-
ing came from the evaporation of 
human sweat caused by the breeze.

i n  1 7 5 9 ,  franklin heard composer george frideric handel’s Water Music per-
formed on a set of wine glasses filled and tuned with different levels of water. 
“Charmed by the sweetness of its tone,” franklin invented his own instrument: the 
glass armonica.

Working with a glass blower, franklin had 36 glass disks (called cups) made of 
various thickness and sizes. the glass pieces, each separated by a piece of cork, were 
strung on an iron spindle set in a wood case on four legs. A foot treadle rotated the 
bowls. A musician moistened his fingers and rubbed the cups, creating the armonica’s 
delicate, angelic sound.

“the advantages of this instrument,” wrote franklin, “are that its tones are incom-
parably sweet beyond those of any other; that they may be swelled and softened at 
pleasure by stronger or weaker pressures of the fingers.”

franklin claimed the glass armonica was his favorite invention, and he had one 
wherever he lived. he especially loved to hear scottish folk tunes. mozart even com-
posed a piece for the armonica. eventually franklin’s invention lost out to another 
new instrument, the more powerful piano.

The Glass Armonica
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