The Active Sun

In This Chapter

¢ Sunspots look dark only because they are surrounded by brighter
stuff

¢ Sunspots are cooler than the surrounding stuff
¢ Sunspots show where the Sun’s magnetic field is strongest
¢ Sunspots vary with a cycle about 11 years long

¢ Many other things on the Sun also vary with the same cycle as the
sunspots

Although you should never stare at the Sun, over thousands of years there
have occasionally been times when there is just the right amount of haze
in the Earth’s atmosphere that the Sun hasn’t appeared too bright.
Sunspots were discovered at such times even before they were first seen
with telescopes in 1610, by Galileo and others.

Anyway, on the surface of the Sun—now studied with special filters or
with electronic cameras—dark spots appear. These spots appear tiny on
the surface, although they are really often larger than Earth. They have
long been known as sunspots, a name applied in the time of Galileo about
400 years ago.




