	ZODIACAL LIGHT OBSERVATION LAB (FALL)PRIVATE 



	Astronomy 1010-1020 Extro-class Lab
	

	Name ____________________________
	Class-Section _________________

	Discussion:  The zodiacal light appears as a huge, softly radiant pyramid of white light with its base near the horizon and its axis centered on the ecliptic line (zodiac).  In its brightest parts it exceeds the luminance of the central Milky Way and like the Milky Way must be viewed at sites and times where man-made and natural (moonlight) light pollution is at a minimum.  The zodiacal light arises from forward scattered sunlight from interplanetary dust concentrated in the plane of the solar system.  The plane of the solar system is essentially the same as the Earth’s orbital plane, which we see projected on the celestial sphere as the ecliptic line and this is the reason we see the zodiacal light as centered on the ecliptic line in the sky.  Thus the zodiacal light is best seen at times of the year when the ecliptic line is at a steep angle to the local horizon either just after astronomical twilight in the evening or just before the start of astronomical twilight in the morning.  For mid-northern latitudes the optimum geometry occurs around the Spring Equinox time for evening viewing towards the western horizon (after the end of twilight) and the Fall Equinox time for morning viewing towards the eastern horizon (before the start of twilight).

Despite its brightness, most people have not seen the zodiacal light.  As mentioned above, certain times of night and year are more favorable than others and in the presence of moonlight, haze, or light pollution it is almost impossible to see.  Even under ideal conditions, inexperienced observers may confuse the zodiacal light with twilight and thus ignore it, or may not notice it because he or she is expecting a much smaller object.
Procedures: (Fall 2005 Observations):  

1.

Try to observe the zodiacal light in the eastern morning sky before astronomical twilight 

      

sometime during the following dark (no Moon) times:


i.  two weeks beginning Oct. 2nd, astronomical twilight begins ~6:00 am EDT


ii.  two weeks beginning Oct. 31st, astronomical twilight begins ~5:30 am EST

2.
On the accompanying eastern horizon chart (drawn for start of twilight at the fall equinox date), sketch in the roughly pyramidal or triangular outline of the zodiacal light.  One “palm” [image: image1.png]~10 degrees



width at the end of an outstretched arm subtends approximately 10o on the sky.  Use this method to estimate the angular width of the base and the angular height of the zodiacal light “pyramid”.  You may also draw in any interesting celestial objects you see at the time of your observation.  For example, draw in some of the stars of any zodiacal constellations you see or perhaps any bright planets that happen to be in that part of the sky.
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