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Foreword

Transit of planets across the disc of the Sun is one of
the most fascinating phenomena in the solar system.
Observations of the transit of Venus have not only a long
history, but are also associated with adventurous, sometimes
disastrous voyages, across the globe. Two successive transits
of Venus occur every 243 years with an interval of 8 years
between them. The last observed one this century (21st) in
India occurred on June 8, 2004 and its twin is expected to
follow 8 years later on June 6, 2012. The earlier 19t century
pair of transits that occurred in 1874 and 1882, and seen in
India, drew enormous public and scientific interest. The
Madras Observatory, being the premier centre for astronomy
those days, made elaborate arrangements for transit
observations.

Chintamany Ragoonatha Chary (1828-80), who was the
first assistant at the Madras observatory, was a man who
possessed an enormous knowledge of both traditional
sidhanthic astronomy as well as modern astronomy. He
undertook to describe this beautiful celestial event and educate
the public. Observations of the transits of planets (Mercury
and Venus) would not have been possible before the advent of
the telescope. Ragoonatha Chary, with encouragement from N.
R. Pogson, then the Government astronomer at the Madras
Observatory, brought out a pamphlet. Originally written in
Tamil, it described with illustrations the phenomenon of
transits (over the Sun), their circumstances and how they are
observed. Later the pamphlet was brought out in other
languages as well, that included English, Urdu, Kannada and
Telugu. Ragoonatha Chary presented his treatise in a unique
way as a dialogue. The aim was not only to dispel superstition
related to observing such celestial phenomena, but also to
bring out their importance for instance in determining the
distance between the Sun and Earth (by combining
observations from various places). Observations of the transits
of the planets around other stars with large aperture modern
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telescopes (through recording the small reduction in light
intensity of the star when a planet crosses it) is a hot topic in
the study of other solar like systems, origin of planets, and
origin of life.

The Indian Institute of Astrophysics, has inherited this
legacy and possesses copies of the pamphlet in English,
Kannada and Urdu in its archives. It is felt that it would not
only be appropriate to bring out such a historical document for
public awareness and education before the upcoming transit of
Venus on June 6, 2012 (that can be observed in many parts of
the country), but also to highlight what has been achieved
scientifically in the country during the last century with
comparatively modest instruments.

Presently the English and Kannada versions are being
brought out on this occasion which we trust would stimulate
interest both in the observations of the upcoming event as well
as in the wonderful science of Astronomy.

Bangalore S. S. Hasan
April 16, 2012 Director
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