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Planetary Phenomena for 2023
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Explanatory Notes on Observing the Planets 1 Figure1
Mercury and Venus are inferior planets in the Solar System as they are
closer to the Sun than the Earth. Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and
Neptune are superior planets in the Solar System as they are further

away from the Sun than the Earth.

From the Earth’s perspective, the angular distance between the Sun
and a planet is the elongation. When an inferior planet follows the Sun
and appears east of the Sun in the evening, it is in eastern elongation.
When an inferior planet precedes the Sun and appears west of the Sun
in the morning, it is in western elongation. The best times to observe
the inferior planets are at their greatest eastern and western
elongations. A transit of an inferior planet occurs when the inferior
planet, the Earth and the Sun align in a straight line with the inferior
planet in between (Figure 1).
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Superior Planet

When a superior planet, the Earth and the Sun align in a straight line with 2 Figure 2
the Earth in between, it is known as opposition. When the superior planet

and the Earth lie on the opposite sides of the Sun, it is known as

conjunction (Figure 2). During opposition, the superior planet will be

closest to the Earth and appear the brightest. It would be a suitable time

for observing the superior planet. During conjunction, the superior planet

will be invisible due to the Sun’s glare.



