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SUN 
 

Astronomers believe the Sun to be about 5 thousand million years old.  The source of the Sun’s energy was a 
great mystery until the notion of nuclear fusion was developed in the 1930’s.  The Sun is a massive body of gas 
mostly hydrogen, held together by its own gravity but prevented from collapsing by the outward radiation 
pressure, and other forces that result from the release of enormous energies in its interior.  The Sun has an 
atmosphere, called the corona, from which a flow of particles, called the solar wind, escapes at high speed.  
This solar wind can disrupt radio communications on Earth, through its effect on the Earth’s ionosphere.  At 
times of increased solar activity, large groups of sunspots can be seen on the surface of the Sun.  This image 
shows the groups of sunspots, and a partial eclipse of the Sun by the Moon.  An eclipse of the Sun will look 
different when observed from different parts of the world.  In some places, observers witness a total eclipse of 
the Sun.  Melbourne experienced a total eclipse of the Sun in the afternoon of the 23rd October, 1976.  For a few 
minutes it was just like night time: dark, cold – and starry! 
 Mass: 1.99 × 1030kg  Diameter: 1 392 000km  Surface temp: 5 500°C 

 
MOON 

 
The Moon appears in the sky some three quarters of an hour later each day.  This is due to a combination of the 
Earth’s rotation and the motion of the Moon around the Earth once every 27.29 days.  The Moon’s rotation 
period is the same as its orbital period about the Earth, with the result that very nearly the same side of the 
Moon is always presented towards Earth.  At any moment, an exact, but changing, half  of the lunar body is 
illuminated by the Sun, and the other side away from the Sun is in darkness.  Observers on Earth will see only 
their half of the Moon, some of which may be lit, some of which may not.  Hence they see phases of the Moon, 
as it progresses around the Earth.  A lunar eclipse can only be seen during a full Moon when the shadow of the 
Earth falls on the sunlit side of the Moon.  Note that all observers on Earth see the same view of the lunar 
eclipse.  Our eyes strongly suggest that the Moon is larger when on the horizon, but photographs can show that 
this is not so.  Astronauts from Apollo 11 landed on the Moon on the 21st July, 1969. 
 Mass: 1/81 of Earth Diameter: 3 476km Time between full moons: 29.53 days 
 


