I'm sorry that I missed last month. So I'll take this time to answer everyone's question about last month's sky: "What is that bright thing in the west at sunset?"

That's Venus, splendid Venus. Last month, Venus got as far from the sun as it'll get this spring. This month, Venus starts out a quarter of the way across the sky from the sun, and ends the month just a hair closer. It's still easy to spot in the evening, especially since Venus is still getting brighter this month. (It peaks in brightness the first week of May).

What's happening here? Venus and Earth both orbit the Sun, Venus orbiting closer to the Sun. So, from Earth (where I am, are you?), when you look at Venus, you're looking toward the Sun. The largest the Sun-Earth-Venus angle gets is when the line you draw from the Earth to Venus just grazes Venus's orbit (this happened March 29). A month later, Earth has moved 1/12 of the way around the sun (or 30 degrees). But since Venus moves faster, with a  year that's only 225 days long, it catches up to Earth on the inside track, Before May 3, Venus is getting brighter because it's closer. But after that, it gets dimmer again because we see more of Venus's unlit "backside."
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The next time Venus will be high in the evening sky is 19 months (584 days) after Mar 29 2004, or Nov 3, 2005. Why 19 months? After 19 months, the Earth has moved 1 3/5 of the way around the Sun, and speedy Venus has gone 2 3/5 of the way around. They're in the same position relative to each other, just 3/5 of the way around the sun. This pattern repeats every 19 months, until Earth and Venus get back nearly to where they started, eight Earth years (or 13 Venus years) later.

Date    
Earth orbits
Venus orbits

Mar 2004
0           
0

Nov 2005
1.6 (1 3/5)
2.6 (2 3/5)

Jun 2007
3.2 (3 1/5)
5.2 (5 1/5)

Jan 2009
4.8 (4 4/5)
7.8 (7 4/5)

Aug 2010
6.4 (6 2/5)
10.4 (10 2/5)

Mar 2012
8,0        
13.0
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But enough of this cerebral stuff. What do we see this month? Venus of course, with a nice placement of Venus with the cluster the Pleiades at the start of the month. Mars is also in the west at sunset, above and to the left of brilliant Venus. It's about 100 times fainter than it was last spring, but at the start of the month, you can compare red Mars with red Aldebaran, the eye of the bull, in the Hyades cluseter, Jupiter is fairly bright, high in the sky in the early evening. The moon is full on Apr 4, and the crescent moon visits Venus and Mars on Apr 22 and 23.

[image: image3.wmf]
