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An experimental apparatus is devised to measure the interaction between two spheres separated by a small
gap in a uniform electric eld. The results show that the interaction between two conducting spheres is near that
between two dielectric spheres with high permittivity. Accordingly, the calculation can be simplied by mirror
image method, for it is only available for conducting system. A method using multiple mirror images of point
charges is put forward to analyze the induction of two identical conducting spheres in a uniform electric eld.
The key operation on how to add compensative charges is emphasized and given out in detail. The results from
experiment and calculation are compared, and they agree with each other very well.
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1. Introduction

Interaction between spheres in electric elds is an important issue which is the most basic problem in broad
elds such as electrorheological uids [14], electrophoresis [5, 6], and other elds [79]. Some works from experiments, theory and calculation on two spheres in electric elds have been done [1016]. Wang [9, 10, 12] and
Tao [15] have carried experiments respectively to show
the direct results of interaction between two dielectric
spheres, and part of the experimental results do not agree
with the theoretical results [17, 18]. There are many theoretical models to deal with this system with two spheres,
such as nite elements method [14], dipole approximation [19], multipole-expansion theory [2024] and so on.
The experimental works show that the measured force is
much higher than that calculated by dipole approximation. Furthermore, even calculating by improved dipole
model, there are still distinct divergences between the results from experiment and calculation. Cox et al. have
developed a calculation method which includes the higher
order of polarization, and the result agrees well with the
experimental result [22]. Thereafter, a multiple scattering method has been adopted by Jiao et al. which also
includes higher order of polarization by a numerical algorithm and can be widely used in almost all kinds of
system composed of spheres [24]. When the gap between
two spheres is much less than the radius of spheres, the
methods adopted by both Cox and Jiao need to spend
vast time to give out the result because the very high orders of polarization should be concerned. However, if the
spheres are ideal conductors, method of mirror images
will be a powerful tool to analyze the electric induction.

Method of images is an old way to deal with simple electrostatic problem in many symmetrical systems which
is rst developed by Thomson [25]. This method gives
simple and direct physical picture which is easy to be
accepted, and the results of electric eld and potential
by this method are analytic solutions. Therefore, it is
used to deal with many problems involving conductor
systems [2628]. It is also applied widely to the problems with two conducting spheres [2934]. In our previous work, a new skill has been put forward to advance the
method of multiple image, which need only to calculate
point charge images instead of multiple moments [35].
Though some analysis and calculation on interaction
between two conducting spheres in electric eld have been
done before, the former works all focus on the theoretical discussion. There are still little cases to calculate an
actual experiment system with specic parameters, and
there is no case to nish both calculation and experiment
in one work to compare the results yet. Thereby an experiment is devised to measure the electric interaction
between two identical conducting spheres. The forces for
dierent magnitude of electric eld and dierent gap between two spheres can be measured. The results obtained
from both experiment and calculation can be compared
as well.
In Sect.
2 the experimental apparatus is introduced, and the experimental results are given out by
gures. The method of multiple images is shown in detail in Sect. 3. In Sect. 4, the calculation for the system
used in experiment has been done. The results from both
experiment and calculation are compared and discussed.
At last, some views for this work are concluded in Sect. 5.
2. Experiment and results
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The apparatus used in this experiment is shown
in Fig. 1, which consists of two horizontal xed copper
plates (160.0 mm in diameter) separated by a distance
(289)
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of 25.0 mm by Teon poles, a stepper motor controlled
by a computer, two titanium spheres with diameter
of 6.3 mm, an electronic balance with precision of 1.0 mg
and a grating ruler connected to a computer with precision of 0.1 µm. The lower sphere is xed on the lower
electrode plate by an insulating alumina tube with thin
diameter of 1.2 mm, while the upper one is stuck to another alumina tube and is hung to the hook under the
balance through a small aperture in the center of upper electrode plane. Firstly the connecting line of two
spheres' centers is adjusted to be vertical by four micrometers in dierent directions, and the stepper motor
lifts to make the two spheres touch exactly. In this way,
the gap between spheres is just the displacement of the
stepper motor when it lowers with the control of a computer. The force applied to the upper sphere can be given
out by the balance after dierent voltage is applied to the
two electrode planes. Here we adopt AC voltage which
frequency is xed to 50 Hz, because the interaction in
electrostatic eld is unexpected in practice. We will give
out our result on electrostatic condition in future work.
Here, the magnitude of the electric eld indicates the
eective value.

Fig. 2. Comparision of interactions between two dielectric spheres with high permittivity and between two
conducting spheres.

Fig. 3. Forces versus applied electric elds E0 for a
series of gap δ . The symbols are for the measured data
and the curves are tting quadratic function from the
data.

Fig. 1. Sketch of the apparatus used in the experiment.
First, the forces between both conducting spheres and
dielectric spheres of BaTiO3 are measured to illustrate
that the force induced by applied electric elds between
conducting spheres are nearly equal to that between dielectric spheres with high permittivity. The material of
BaTiO3 used in this work is polycrystal ceramics whose
permittivity is about 3000 at room temperature [12].
The forces between conducting spheres and between
BaTiO3 spheres are measured for the cases where gaps
between two spheres are 10, 50, and 100 µm, respectively,
and the results are compared as shown in Fig. 2. It can
be found that the forces between conducting spheres and
between BaTiO3 spheres satisfy the same laws and are
really near equality no matter how small the gap is.
The result of experiment in Fig. 3 shows the relation
of force and the magnitude of applied electric eld for
dierent gap δ . The forces should satisfy quadratic power
law with E0 theoretically [35], so the tting of parabola
is adopted and the tting curves are shown in Fig. 3,
too. By the results of tting, it can be found that the

force satises quadratic power law well. When the gap
size changes to smaller value, the force increases faster
with the electric eld applied. This means that the force
will be more and more intense for smaller gap size when
applied electric eld is xed to a constant.
3. Calculation

When a point charge or a dipole moment are out of a
conducting sphere, the electric eld out of sphere can be
taken as one produced by both the charge or dipole moment and their images in the sphere [33, 34, 36, 37]. For
point charge Q0 , its mirror image charge in the sphere
with radius of R:
R
Q = − Q0 ,
(1)
d
and the position
R2
r=
,
(2)
d
where d is the distance between the point charge and the
center of the sphere, r is the distance between the image charge Q and the center of the sphere. To keep the
sphere neutral, another compensative point charge Q0 at
the centre of the sphere is needed
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Q0 = −Q.
(3)
For dipole moment p0 , its images conclude a dipole
moment p, a point charge q and compensative point
charge q 0 at the center of the sphere
 3
R
p=
p0 ,
(4)
d
q=−

R
p,
d2

(5)

R
p.
(6)
d2
The positions of p and q are same as Eq. (2), and the
position of q 0 is the same as Q0 .
When a conducting sphere with radius of R is positioned in an applied uniform electrostatic eld, charge
distribution is induced, and electric eld near the surface
of sphere is not uniform any more. In this condition,
electric eld out of the spheres can be thought as one
produced by a dipole moment in the center of sphere instead of the charge distribution in the surface. When an
electric eld E0 is applied, the dipole moment can be
written as [3740]:
p0 = 4πεR3 E0 ,
(7)
where ε is the permittivity of medium around.
When two spheres approach together, the charge distribution will be distorted by each other. The distance
between the centers of spheres is given as
d = 2R + δ,
(8)
where δ is the gap as shown in Fig. 4. We sign the left
sphere as B, right sphere as A, and the direction of uniform electrostatic eld E0 is parallel to the connecting
line of two spheres' centers whose unit direction vector is
b 0.
signed as E
q 0 = −q =
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qA,1 = qB,1 = 0.
(10)
The positions of the compensative charges are signed as
the distance to the centers
rA,1 = rB,1 = 0.
(11)
As Eqs. (4), (5) and (6), the rst order images in sphere B
will produce second order images in sphere A:
 3
 3
R
R
pA,2 =
pB,1 =
pA,1 ,
(12)
d
d
R
R
pB,1 = − 2 pA,1 ,
(13)
2
d
d
whose position is signed by the distance to center of A in
the connecting line between two spheres' centers as
R2
rA,2 =
.
(14)
d
Similarly, the second images in sphere B can be given as
 3
R
pB,2 =
pA,1 ,
(15)
d
qA,2 = −

R
pA,1 ,
(16)
d2
and the position is also signed as
R2
rB,2 =
.
(17)
d
To keep the two spheres neutral, compensative charges is
needed in the centers of two spheres
R
qA,1 = −qA,2 = 2 pA,1 ,
(18)
d
qB,2 =

R
pB,1 .
(19)
d2
Here it should be mentioned that qA,1 , qB,1 are always
the compensative charges in spheres' centers, and they
will produce image charges at higher order images calculation as well. Furthermore, because the new compensative charges emerge in the next iterative steps, the
value of qA,1 , qB,1 will change at every step.
qB,1 = −qB,2 = −

Following the same algorithm, the higher order images
in sphere A and their positions can be given as

3
R
pA,i =
pB,i−1 =
d − rB,i−1

3
R
pA,i−1 ,
(20)
d − rA,i−1

qA,i =

Fig. 4. Sketch map of image charges distribution in
conducting spheres.
Firstly, the rst order images are induced by only uniform elds, which are signed as
pA,1 = pB,1 = 4πε0 R3 E0 .
(9)
Because the two spheres are both not charged, in order to
keep both spheres neutral, the rst order compensative
charges in the centers of two spheres

R

2 pB,i−1

(d − rB,i−1 )
R

2 pA,i−1

(d − rB,i−1 )

+

−

R
qB,i−1 =
d − rB,i−1

R
qA,i−1 ,
d − rA,i−1

R2
R2
=
.
d − rB,i−1
d − rA,i−1
Similarly, those in sphere B can be described as

3
R
pB,i =
pB,i−1 ,
d − rA,i−1
rA,i =

(21)
(22)

(23)
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qB,i = −

R

(d −

R

qB,i−1 ,
2 pB,i−1 + d−r
B,i−1
rB,i−1 )

(24)

R2
.
(25)
d − rB,i−1
Here i indicates the number of iterative step, and qB,i includes the images of pB,i−1 and qB,i−1 . It should be noted
that all qA,j , qB,j (j = 2, 3, . . . , i) should be calculated
again after the calculation for i-order images is nished,
and the compensative charges in centers are calculated as
rB,i =

qA,1 = −

i
X

(26)

qA,j ,

j=2

qB,1 = −

i
X

(27)

qB,j .

j=2

Once the series of images are given by calculation, the
force acted on sphere B induced by both applied electric
eld E0 and charge distribution on sphere A can be calculated as
XX
qB,i qA,j
FB =
2
4πε0 (d − rB,i − rA,j )
i
j
!
qB,i pA,j
b0
+
E
3
2πε0 (d − rB,i − rA,j )

+

XX

qA,i pB,j

2πε0 (d − rB,i − rA,j )
!
pB,i pA,j
b 0.
−
E
4
4πε0 (d − rB,i − rA,j )
i

3

Fig. 5. Comparison of the ratio of F/E02 from calculation with that from experiment.
To compare the results from experiment and calcula2
tion clearly, the forces normalized by |E0 | for dierent
gap sizes measured by experiment are shown by circle
symbols in Fig. 5. Here we must mention that the data
of F/E02 from experiment are given by tting of parabola
from direct experimental data. From Fig. 5, it can be
found that the results from both experiment and calculation agree with each other in an acceptable accuracy.
The results in Fig. 5 also show that the force will increase much faster with increase of E0 when two spheres
approach with smaller gap. This means that the interaction induced by applied electric eld will be enhanced
remarkably when gap size gets smaller.

j

5. Conclusion

(28)

4. Result and discussion

To compare with experiment, two conducting spheres
with identical radius R of 3.15 mm which is the actual size
of sphere used in our experiment are considered in calculation. The magnitude of applied eld is 1.0 × 105 V/m.
For all of the calculation, we set iterative number as 1000
to ensure the perfect precision [35].
The method used here calculates electric force by summation of all interactions between every pair of images
in dierent spheres as Eq. (28). From Eq. (28), it can be
known that the force is proportional to qB,i qA,j , qB,i pA,j ,
qA,i pB,j , pB,i pA,j and qB,i E0 . Based on Eqs. (20), (21),
every order images are proportional to the last order images and then to the rst order images which are proportional to the magnitude of applied electric eld E0 .
Consequently, the calculated force must satisfy quadratic
power law in nature, so the forces are normalized by
2
|E0 | in order to describe features of this system without considering the eect of magnitude of applied electric
eld. The normalized forces for dierent gap sizes are
calculated by method advanced here as the line shown
in Fig. 5.

An experiment is devised to measure interaction force
of two conducting spheres and two dielectric spheres with
high permittivity in an applied electric eld. The changing laws of electric forces between two spheres with different gap size and dierent magnitude of applied electric
eld have been presented by experimental measurement.
Through comparing the forces between two conducting
spheres and between two BaTiO3 spheres, it can be conclude that the force between two conducting spheres is
similar and nearly equal to that between two dielectric
spheres with high permittivity. This means that we
can learn features of polarization and interaction of dielectrics by studying system composed with conductors,
because calculation for the conductors in applied electric
elds is convenient and accurate based on image method.
A method of multiple images is adopted and advanced
to analyze induction of two identical conducting spheres
in a uniform electrostatic eld. When two conducting
spheres approach each other in a uniform electric eld, a
series of image charges and dipoles are calculated by iteration instead of calculating the distribution of charges
on the surface of conducting spheres. Once the image
charges and dipoles are determined, we can get electric
force acting on conducting spheres by calculating all interactions between image charges, and this method can
save much time in process of calculation.

Electric Interaction between Two Identical Conducting Spheres. . .
Both results from experiment and calculation show
that the electric force applied on each sphere satises the
quadratic power law. For comparing, both forces calcu2
lated and measured are normalized by |E0 | . The relation between normalized forces and gap size δ is given
out also, and the relation shows that the force will be
much more intense when δ gets smaller. The most importance is that the normalized forces from experiment
and calculation agree with each other very well in high
accuracy. The agreement proves that the experimental
device is viable to measure electric force and method of
multiple mirror images is a powerful means to calculate
electric force.
The analysis may be extended to deal with system with
multiple conducting spheres. This method also provides
a possible way to analyze the electrorheological uid with
metal particles [41, 42], and interaction of dispersed dielectric particles with surface conductance or high permittivity in colloid system can be calculated as well.
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