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SEE THE ZODIACAL LIGHT 
Ken Tapping, 18th March, 2014

In spring the ecliptic, the path among the stars 
followed by the planets, comes up from the 
western horizon at a steep angle.  In addition to 
making planet viewing possibly better, it also 
makes this time of year best for observing the 
zodiacal light.

We’ve all seen construction sites just after a 
building project has been completed. There are 
piles of debris, waste and unused materials that 
await removal.  Our Solar System is much the 
same. It is a construction project that is in its late 
stages, with lots of unused material lying around. 

It was formed about 4.5 billion years ago when a 
cloud of cosmic gas and dust collapsed. Like most 
cosmic clouds, that primordial cloud was spinning 
very slowly.  We’ve all seen how when a gyrating 
skater pulls in her arms, she spins faster, and her 
skirt flares out.  Since the collapsing cloud shrank 
by an enormous amount, that original slow rotation 
accelerated enormously, and just as in the case of 
skater’s skirt, it flared into a flat, spinning disc. The 
central part went on to form the Sun and some of 
the rest of the disc material formed the planets. 
The remaining material is still out there, in 
fragments ranging in size from fine dust to chunks 
many kilometres in diameter. Every day the 
planets sweep up a little bit more of it, and grow a 
little larger. There is still a tremendous amount of 
stuff out there to be swept up.

Most of it is in the form of a disc of very fine dust, 
orbiting around the Sun along with the planets. It is 
usually hard to see. However at this time of the 
year the nights are dark and the plane of the disc, 
which coincides with the ecliptic, comes up above 
the western horizon at a steep angle. This is a 
good time to see the remains of that ancient disc. 
It looks like a pillar of light ascending into the sky 
from the western horizon, or like a second Milky 
Way. You are seeing countless grains of dust lit up 
by the Sun. Binoculars will show it to be very 
different from the Milky Way. Instead of countless 
stars, this belt of glowing dust shows no detail, just 

a diffuse glow.  The old term for the ecliptic path in 
the sky is the zodiac, and the glow became known 
as the zodiacal light. To see it you will need a dark, 
clear sky.  Haze or light pollution will make it hard 
or impossible to see.  When looking at it, 
remember that you are seeing actual, original 
building material from which the Sun, Moon, Earth 
and other planets were made.

On 20 March there occurs one of the astronomical 
events we’ve been looking forward to for months, 
the beginning of spring. This is marked by the Sun 
crossing the celestial equator, heading north. The 
celestial equator is an imaginary line in the sky 
exactly above the Earth’s equator, dividing the 
celestial sphere into northern and southern 
hemispheres, just as the equator does for the 
Earth. When the Sun lies on the celestial equator 
we have equal hours of daylight and darkness, 
which is what “equinox” means. For most of us the 
weather still thinks it’s winter, but at least the 
equinox hints at something to look forward to. 

For thousands of years the equinox was 
celebrated as a time of fertility and renewal, 
dedicated to the goddess Eostre. When 
Christianity spread across Europe it assimilated 
this and other festivals. However, in order to 
ensure this rededicated celebration took place at 
the same time in churches everywhere, there had 
to be a consistent formula to keep the celebrations 
synchronized. At the First Council of Nicaea in 325 
AD, the celebration was scheduled to occur on the 
first Sunday following the first Full Moon following 
the spring equinox. However, despite the 
rededication, Eostre’s name lives on – as Easter.

Jupiter lies high in the south at nightfall and 
dominates the southern sky overnight. Mars and 
Saturn rise around 9pm and 11pm respectively.  
Venus rises around 5am. On 23 March, the Moon 
reaches Last Quarter.
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