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	Why Is the Sky Blue?


	Why is the sky blue?

Where does this colour come from?

And if the sky is blue, then why can it appear red, orange, or pink at sunset?

If you look at a rainbow you will see that sunlight is made up of a spectrum of colours – ranging from reds, oranges and yellows at one end, through to greens, blues and purples at the other.

You can also see the same effect when light passes through a glass prism. 

It splits the light according to colours – or to be more specific, according to wavelength. 

Colours are how our eyes and brains perceive light of different wavelengths.

Red has the longest wavelength and so we see it at one end of the spectrum. 
Violet has the shortest wavelength and so it appears at the other end.

Violet = Shortest Wavelength. Red = Longest Wavelength

The light from the Sun travels through space in a straight line.

Light Waves move in straight lines

But as it reaches Earth it begins to get scattered by gas molecules in our atmosphere.

Our atmosphere is mostly made up of nitrogen and oxygen, and their atoms are just the right size to scatter blue light as it comes into contact with them, whereas most of the longer wavelength light can pass straight through. 

This effect is called ‘Rayleigh Scattering’

So when we look at the sky, we are actually seeing the blue light, which is bouncing off gas molecules in the atmosphere.

When the Sun is overhead, it travels through a relatively small amount of 

our atmosphere.

But as the Sun begins to set, the light has to travel through much more of the atmosphere before reaching us. 
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	We eventually reach a point where so much of the shorter wavelength light has been scattered off by gas molecules, that the longer wavelength reds and oranges begin to dominate, and this is the reason we get such a fantastic array of colours at sunset.

So next time you look at the sky, you’ll know that what you’re seeing is all because of gas.
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