
PHYS 160 Astronomy Foucault Pendulum Lab 

Hendrix College is lucky to have a Foucault pendulum in the 

atrium of the Morgan Center for Physical Sciences. Not only is 

it beautiful, it is very educational! 

If you would like to read more about Foucault Pendula, please 

see your textbook section 4.1 or visit Wikipedia: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foucault_pendulum 

Normally, we would see a pendulum swing back and forth in 

one plane, like the pendulum on a grandfather clock. The 

Foucault pendulum is mounted so that the top of the string is 

allowed to rotate. This pendulum has a small motor at the top 

that gives the pendulum a tiny, well-timed push each swing so 

that air-resistance and other friction forces does not cause the 

swing amplitude to damp out. The pendulum experiences a 

very small sideways force due to the fact that the Earth is 

rotating. The amount of force is dependent on the location of 

the pendulum on Earth, specifically on the latitude (𝜆). The 

sideways force causes the plane of the pendulum swing to precess, or turn in a circle.  Theoretically, the 

number of hours for the full precession is: 

𝑇 =
24

sin𝜆
 

At various times between class on Monday 2/3 and Wednesday 2/5, mark the position of the precession of 

the Foucault pendulum with blue tape around the edge of the enclosure. Write the date and time of your 

measurement on the tape. Members of all three PHYS 160 Astronomy sections will be participating, so 

there should be many measurements made. After class on Wednesday, examine the data and determine 

the precession rate of our pendulum to the best of your ability. Compare your answer to the theoretical 

value: 

Latitude of Conway, AR 𝜆 =                                  (degrees) 

Theoretical period of pendulum 𝑇 =
24

sin𝜆
=                      (hours) 

Measured period of pendulum T=                                    (hours) 

 

What is the precession period of the pendulum if it were at Earth’s North pole? _________________ 

What is the precession period of the pendulum if it were at Earth’s equator? ____________________ 

 

For even more fun, and to check your results, visit the Google Doodle from Leon Foucault’s birthday. 

https://www.google.com/doodles/leon-foucaults-194th-birthday 
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