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Planetary Conjunction in August 2010 
Planetary Conjunction
An unusual planetary performance plays out in the sky throughout the month of August, featuring four of the five brightest planets in the sky.
For the first three weeks of this month, a triple conjunction of planets Venus, Mars and Saturn will create a bright coloured sequence to the west for up to two hours after sunset. 

On the 12th and 13th of August the conjunction will be joined by Mercury and a picturesque crescent moon nearby. This spectacular show will make great viewing through the courtyard telescopes available to people who attend Planetarium shows at the Stardome Observatory. By the 14th of August, the Moon will be higher in the sky, but feature a small amount of ‘Earthshine’, slightly illuminating the shaded portion of the cratered surface.
Later each evening at around 10pm an orange-tinted Jupiter will rise in the east. The ‘King of the Planets’ will rise earlier each night and continue to be a feature of the evening sky through September and October.

 

Unlike stars, planets appear in the night sky at different times each year. The relative positions of Mercury and Venus (and sometimes Mars) change noticeably every night as each planet follows its own orbit around the Sun. Jupiter and Saturn move much more slowly since their orbits take 12 years and 29 years respectively. Our perspective from Earth creates an impression that the planets move in one line, or ‘plane’. 
This event is a great opportunity for complete beginners to learn how the planets move. Conjunctions of two or three planets occur roughly every three years, but seeing four so close together is much less common. A planetary alignment on this scale will not occur again for at least another ten years, so this one is a rare treat for stargazers.
 
The Stardome Observatory & Planetarium features shows at 7pm and 8pm every night in August (except Mondays), plus late shows at 9pm on Friday and Saturday nights. Audience members will see a show in the Planetarium, followed by a topical space talk and on clear nights the opportunity to view celestial bodies through telescopes set up in the courtyard. Those who visit in August will find out more about the conjunction, how one happens and how best to view it. For bookings and information phone 09 624 1246 or visit www.stardome.org.nz. 
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