
Hello again.  It’s finally starting to warm up and stay warm, and hopefully, that will induce us all to go 

outside at night more frequently and look at our sky.  Before I point out things to look for, I want to tell 

you about the transit of Venus that will occur on June 5
th

.  This will most likely be your last opportunity 

to see one.  A transit occurs when an object crosses the face of the Sun as seen from Earth.  Since Venus 

is closer to the Sun than the Earth, it passes between the Earth and the Sun on a regular basis.  In fact, 

this happens every 584¼ days (1.6 years).  So, you might expect that every 584¼ days, we would be able 

to see Venus transit the Sun.  But we don’t.  The orbits of the Earth and of Venus around the Sun don’t 

lie in the same plane (they are tilted with respect to each other by 3.4 degrees).  In our skies the Sun 

only takes up ½ of a degree so most times when Venus passes between us and the Sun, it does so either 

above or below the Sun.  Only rarely when it passes between us and the Sun does Venus line up just 

right so that it passes in that ½-degree band.  How rarely?  The number of years between transits varies 

in a cycle.  The cycle goes like this: 

8 yrs / 105 yrs / 8 yrs / 113 yrs / 8 yrs / 105 yrs / 8 yrs / 113 yrs / … 

Get the picture?  The last transit was in 2004, eight years ago.  The next transit won’t be for another 105 

years.  I’m guessing I won’t see that one – even if the skies are clear that day! 

You know that looking at the Sun with the unaided eye is a bad idea; doing so with a telescope, which 

focuses the sunlight into an intense beam on your eyes, can do real harm, possibly blinding you. Here’s 

how to be safe and still observe the transit.  There are only two SAFE ways to view the Sun with a 

telescope.  One is to use a full-aperture solar filter.  That is a filter that covers the entire end of the 

telescope tube (Figure 1).  These filters block 99.99% of the Sun’s light.  The other is called the 

projection method.  In projection, a white screen is placed a short distance away from the telescope’s 

eyepiece and the image of the Sun is projected onto it (Figure 2).  The viewer looks only at the screen.  

In both methods, the finder scope of the telescope is either covered or removed to prevent accidentally 

viewing the Sun through it.  If you can’t view the transit either of these two ways, DON’T DO IT!  

 

Figure 1. A full-aperture filter for solar observing. 



 

Figure 2. The projection method for solar observing (photo taken during a solar eclipse in May 1994. 

In our regular monthly sky, the next Full Moon occurs on May 5
th

.  This full moon will appear especially 

big because it occurs very close to the point when the Moon is closest to Earth in its orbit.  Like most 

orbits, the Moon’s is slightly elliptical (or oval).  This means that the distance from the Earth to the 

Moon changes over the course of the month.  It doesn’t change much, but it does change.  When 

something is closer to us, it appears bigger than when it is further away. 

Have you been watching Jupiter slip slowly into the twilight?  Around May 13
th

 the Earth will have 

moved around far enough in its orbit so that the Sun is between us and Jupiter.  After that, Jupiter will 

reappear in our skies in the morning – rising just before the Sun.  Over the coming months Jupiter will 

rise earlier and earlier so that by December it will once again appear in our evening skies, rising just after 

the Sun sets.  Take another look at my past blogs to see why this will happen.  Venus is still in our night 

sky but, if you have put two and two together (your knowledge of how the orbital motions of the Earth 

and Venus affect what we see in the sky AND the fact that we will see a transit of Venus on June 5
th

) 

you’ve already realized that Venus will also sink into the twilight soon and, like Jupiter, will reappear in 

the morning afterwards. 

That’s it from here.  If anyone has an astronomy topic you wish to know more about, email me at 

bdc13@comcast.net and I’ll make it a topic in a future blog. 

Until then, Clear Skies! 

Barry 


