The Planets and the Zodiac

There are five planets visible to the naked eye and they trace a complicated motion through the constellations.  They are fairly easy to spot because unlike the stars they don’t twinkle.  The twinkling of the stars is due to turbulent motion in the earth’s upper atmosphere, so that the direction of any particular star seems to move around by a very small amount, a few arcseconds.  The planets are a lot larger than this scale so the motion has no effect on their appearance.  

All five naked-eye planets will be visible over the next month or so.  Venus, which was extremely bright at dusk in February, can be seen low in the dawn sky to the east.  Jupiter, Mars and Saturn are all visible in the evening.  Jupiter, the brightest of the three and white in appearance is to the southeast, in the constellation of Libra.  Mars, which is clearly red, is to the northwest in Gemini.  And Saturn, the faintest of the three and also white is to the west in Cancer.  Finally if you are very lucky Mercury might be briefly visible to the west just after the sun has set between June 4-16th.  Mercury is pretty hard to see from northern Europe: a better bet may be to the east just before sunrise on August 5-15th.  The great Polish astronomer Nicholas Copernicus wrote in his famous work ‘On the Revolution of the Celestial Spheres”, which finally solved the problem of the motions of the planets by making them go round the sun: ‘Mercury has given me the greatest difficulty”.  In fact he records only three reliable observations of Mercury over decades of work.  

If you manage to locate Jupiter, Mars and Saturn, you will see that they trace out an arc across the sky, which is the zodiac.   The planets, including the earth, all orbit the sun in one plane and this is seen projected on the sky as a great circle, so the planets and the sun seem to move on this line.  The ancients defined twelve constellations along the zodiac, one for each month.  In May the constellations of the zodiac that are visible in the evening are, from east to west, Libra, Virgo, Leo, Cancer, Gemini and Taurus.  The easiest of these to recognize is Gemini, with the two bright stars Castor and Pollux close to each other.

The erratic motion of the planets along the zodiac perplexed the ancients.  The planets were identified as gods and believed to influence human affairs.  Hence the whole mythology of astrology.  The mystery of the motions of the planets was solved by Copernicus.  So after 1543 there was no longer any rationale for astrology.  What a weird society we live in that still expects astrological forecasts in the newspapers.

