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Activity #1: Planets    name:

1. Run the Stellarium with bottom buttons 1, 2, and 10 ON. Go to 7:30 

PM and note the date and time. What planets are visible (scan along 

the Sun’s path toward the south from West to East) and what 

constellations are they in? Advance the date by 1 year to 2019, and 

then to 2020, and repeat the above for what planets are visible and 

what constellations they are in. This shows that due to the planets’ 

orbits around the Sun, the constellations they are in change year-to-

year and so they were originally named “wanderers”. You should be 

able to “see” Jupiter each year and note that it “moves” to the East by 

about 30 degrees showing it has a 12 year orbit around the Sun.

2. We can also look at Mercury’s orbit. Turn off the atmosphere button #8 

on the bottom. Set the time during the day, say 11:00 AM and point towards 

the Sun. You should see Mercury near the Sun.  Advance the date/time by 1 

day many times and you will see Mercury moving closer to the Sun and 

then further away, clearly orbiting the Sun. When it is furthest away is 

called “maximum elongation”. If you repeat this near sunset or sunrise you 

will observe Mercury as either an evening “star” or a morning “star”. For 

the date you picked, would you be able to see Mercuury in the evening or 

morning? To answer this advance the time to sunset, about 8:00 PM, or 

sunrise, about 6:00 AM.
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3. More on the Orbit of Mercury.  As Mercury is closer to the Sun then 

the Earth it is relatively easy to determine its orbit (the same for Venus).  

Below is an exercise from a book from the early 1970s on the Orbit of 

Mercury. The elongation is the angle between Mercury and the Sun 

when Mercury is at its maximum separation from the Sun. Read through 

the next four pages so that you understand how you would complete the 

exercise. I then give you the result on page 6 which you can use to 

answer the questions on page 7.
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Orbit of Mercury
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Orbit of Mercury
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