
Venus won’t 
transverse the face of
the Sun again for 
105 years

by Dave Gibson

This Tuesday, June 5th, beginning

at 4:05 p.m. MDT, a transit of

Venus lasting over six hours

occurred in the heavens. Between

2000 BC and AD 4000 there was

and will be 81 of these extraordi-

narily rare events. The next Venus

transit will be in the year 2117 one

hundred and five years from now!

On a partly sunny afternoon, the

earth-sized dark disc of Venus

patiently traversed the Sun.

Appearing 1/32nd the diameter of

the Sun, both star and planet set

serenly over the mountains.

Measuring the Solar System

Transits of Venus are so rare

because the planet's orbit is tilted

just over three degrees from the

plane of the solar system. This

means that most of the time Venus

passes above or below the sun's

disk, as seen from Earth.

On average, we see four transits

of Venus within 243 years. The

events happen in pairs spaced eight

years apart, and they alternate

whether Venus crosses the top or

the bottom of the solar disk,

Williams' Pasachoff said. This 

year, for instance, the planet will

transit the top of the sun.

Astronomers first used telescopes 

to observe a transit of Venus in

1639.

But it wasn't until 1769 that

dozens of scientists scattered

across the globe to make detailed

measurements of the event, includ-

ing the famous voyage of British

lieutenant James Cook, who had

astronomers collecting transit data

from the island of Tahiti during his

South Pacific expedition.

Observations from different loca-

tions on Earth allowed scientists to

not only triangulate the true size of

the sun but also to more accurately

determine the distance between the

sun and Earth.

Based on the 18th-century transit,

astronomers calculated that the sun

is 95 million miles (153 million

kilometers) away—only slightly

off from the true Earth-sun dis-

tance of 93 million miles (150 mil-

lion kilometers).

Since we already knew the rela-

tive spacing between the orbits of

all the planets, once we determined

the Earth-sun distance, in one fell

swoop we were able to calculate

the distances to all the other plan-

ets.

http://news.nationalgeographic.co

m/news/2012/06/120605-venus-

transit-2012-sun-science-how-

when/
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In the house of the setting Sun
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