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TABLE 2.1. Correspondence between tides and nutations
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- The Ecliptic

The path of the Sun across the celestial sphere is very close to that of the planets and the moon.
After clocks became available, it was a relatively straightforward job for astronomers to relate
the path of the Sun in the daytime to the one of stars at night, and to draw it on their star charts.
Because of its relation to eclipses, that path is known as the ecliptic.

Qe

The orbit of the Earth around the Sun.
This is a perspective view, the shape of
the actualorbit is very close to a circle.

The significance of the ecliptic is evident if we examine the Earth’s orbit around the Sun. That
orbit lies in a plane, flat like a tabletop, called the plane of the ecliptic (or sometimes just "the
ecliptic"). In one year, as the Earth completes a full circuit around the Sun (drawing above), the
Earth-Sun line and its continuation past Earth sweep the entire plane. The far end of that line
then traces the ecliptic on the celestial sphere; if you have a star chart handy (it is often included
in an atlas), you will find the ecliptic traced there, too.

(2) The Path of the Sun, the Ecliptic

F?ﬂh Sun path June 21

le of

hY

The apparent path of the Sun across the SEY'A

In summer, the Sun’s path is longest, and so are the ¢ays.
In winter, the Sun’s path is shortest, and so are the days.

¥ Aiivasag ===




The Columbia Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. 2001.

equinox

(&’kwindks) (KEY) , either of two points on the celestial sphere where the ecliptic and
the celestial equator intersect. The vernal equinox, also known as "the first point of
Aries," is the point at which the sun appears to cross the celestial equator from south
to north. This occurs about Mar. 21, marking the beginning of spring in the Northern
Hemisphere. At the autumnal equinox, about Sept. 23, the sun again appears to Cross
the celestial equator, this time from north to south; this marks the beginning of autumn |
in the Northern Hemisphere. On the date of either equinox, night and day are of equal
length (12 hr each) in all parts of the world; the word equinox is often used to refer to
either of these dates. The equinoxes are not fixed points on the celestial sphere but
move westward along the ecliptic, passing through all the constellations of the zodiac

" in 26,000 years. This motion is called the precession of the cquindxes. The vernal |
equinox is a reference point in the equatorial coordinate system. f




