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Perihelion is the point in the orbit of a planet, comet, or spacecraft (e.g. the Parker Solar Probe) that is closest to the Sun. 
Derived from the Greek peri- meaning “around” and hēlios for Sun. Perigee is the equivalent closest point in a body’s orbit 
(usually the Moon) to the Earth. 

Yuri’s Night is an international event celebrating humankind’s first spaceflight. Cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin was launched in the 
Vostok1 spaceship on April 12, 1961, and flew a 108-minute orbital flight. The first Yuri’s Night was held on April 12, 2001, 
exactly 40 years after Gagarin’s pioneering flight. 

Syzygy A great word for Scrabble fans, syzygy describes the alignment of any three celestial bodies. It’s most often used to refer 
to the approximate alignment of the Sun, Earth, and Moon (or the Sun, Earth, and a planet). Syzygy therefore occurs when the 
Moon is full or new. 

Voyager 1 was launched on September 5, 1977, with the aim of studying the outer solar system. Its trajectory included a flyby 
of Jupiter and Saturn, during which it took the iconic Pale Blue Dot photograph. It’s now thought to be beyond the heliopause. 
The probe is carrying the famed gold-plated record containing “Sounds of Earth.”
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(two days 
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last Hubble 
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Planck 
launch

Blue Moon 
— original 
definition! 
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Blue Moon Today we think of a Blue Moon as the second full Moon in a month, but originally it was the third full Moon in a 
season of four. It was introduced so that traditional Moon names, such as the Moon Before Yule and the Moon After Yule, fell 
at the appropriate times relative to the solstices and equinoxes. Interestingly, it was an article in Sky & Telescope published in 
March 1946 that introduced today’s (erroneous) definition.
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Jupiter at 
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Solstice Occurs when the Sun is at its greatest declination either north or south. In the Northern Hemisphere, the June solstice 
marks the start of summer while the December solstice heralds winter (the opposite is true for the Southern Hemisphere). The 
word comes from the Latin sol- and stitium meaning “Sun” and “stand still,” respectively. 
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Aphelion is the point in the orbit of a planet, comet, or probe that is farthest from the Sun. It come from the Greek aph’ hēlion 
meaning “from the Sun.” Apogee is the equivalent farthest point in a body’s orbit (usually the Moon) to the Earth. 
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Perseids (two 
days before full 
Moon)
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Perseids When you trace meteor shower trails back to where you think they originated, you’ll notice that most trails appear 
to converge on a point, which we call the radiant. Meteor showers get their names from the constellation in which the radiant 
appears to lie, such as the Perseids — from Perseus. One exception is the Quadrantids in January — the constellation of their 
radiant, Quadrans Muralis, today is part of Boötes.
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Equinox From the Latin aequinoctium — or “equal night,” when night and day are of equal length — the equinox occurs in March 
and September, around the 21st of the month. On that date, the Sun is directly overhead at the equator, and rises due east and 
sets due west all over the planet. 
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World Space 
Week

Fall 
Astronomy 
Day / 
International 
Observe the 
Moon Night

50th 
anniversary 
of the 
invention of 
the CCD

Orionids 
(last-quarter 
Moon)

4–10 5 17 21

CCD For about a century astronomers recorded their observations on photographic plates. When CCDs, or charge-coupled 
devices, were invented in 1969 by George E. Smith and Willard Boyle they revolutionized astronomical imaging. They’re not 
only reusable, but they’re also more sensitive to light than photographic emulsion and over a broader range of the spectrum. 
Their large dynamic range means they can detect both faint and bright objects at the same time.
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Transit A definition for transit given in dictionaries is “The passage of a smaller celestial body or its shadow across the disk 
of a larger celestial body.” And that’s what we witness when Mercury or Venus cross the Sun’s disk, as seen from Earth. Transit 
Photometry is a method for detecting exoplanets, and was highly successful in the now-defunct Kepler mission.
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Annular eclipse Serendipitously, the apparent sizes of the Moon and Sun projected onto the sky are similar, and so, during a 
solar eclipse, the Moon blots out the Sun’s light. When the Moon is slightly farther from Earth during an eclipse, the Moon’s disk 
doesn’t cover the Sun’s disk entirely, and on Earth we experience an annular eclipse.
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Comets throughout the year 
29P/Schwassman-Wachtermann – second half of year probably no 
brighter than 14th magnitude

38P/Stephan-Oterma – probably 12th magnitude beginning of year

46P/Wirtanen – January: naked eye; February: binoculars; March: fades
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Apollo XI Moon landing

Comet Shoemaker-Levy

Perseids over the VLT

Parker Solar Probe

Carl Sagan with Viking

Mercury Transit of the Sun

Annular Solar Eclipse

Grand Canyon 
Solar Party
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