
 The Night Sky in February, 2018 

 

At the beginning of this month, the Sun will rise at 07:55 and set at 16:53 GMT. By the end of 

the month it will be rising at 06:58 and setting at 17:47 GMT! We have had several super 

Moons in recent months but, in February there will be no full Moon at all! It will be 97% of full 

on the 1st and the 28th of the month but the next full Moon will be on March 2nd. There will be a 

new Moon on February 15th, so this will be a good time to do some observing. 

 

If you want to look at planets this month then you need to be an early bird! The star chart below 

shows the sky in the southeast and south at 05:15 on the morning of February 28th. You can see 

that Jupiter, Mars and Saturn are visible in a line low down on the horizon. Jupiter can be 

seen in this part of the sky from the beginning of the month, but it won’t be at its brightest. At 

the end of the month it will be about 20° above the horizon (equivalent to the outstretched span 

of your hand) and will be much brighter. You can see that it is in the constellation of Libra and 

just above the claws of the scorpion in Scorpius.  

 

The planet Mars is to the left of Jupiter in the constellation of Ophiuchus. Mars is a long way 

away from us now and so is disappointing to observe, showing only a tiny disc. However, it is 

interesting to compare the colour of Mars with the star Antares in Scorpius. Antares is the 15th 

largest star in the whole of the night sky and is a red supergiant. Its name comes from the 

ancient Greek meaning “equal to” or “rival to” Mars. Mars usually outshines Antares but this 

month they will have a similar apparent brightness. They will also come within 5° of each 

other. If you want to see this encounter, look out at 05:30 on February 12th, low in the south. 

 

Saturn is low on the south eastern horizon in the constellation of Sagittarius as can be seen in 

the star chart below. The best time to see it will be around 05:15 on February 28th. Its northern 

hemisphere will be pointing towards us and its rings will be nicely open. 

 

 
 

If you prefer to do your planet hunting after sunset, then all is not lost. The star chart below 

shows the sky in the west at 18:00 on February 28th. Here you can see the spectacularly bright 



planet Venus which will be in the constellation of Capricorn. It is very close to the circlet 

asterism which is the head of the fish in the constellation of Pisces. The planet Mercury can 

also be seen below Venus. You will need a flat horizon in the west to observe these planets. 

Above and to the right of the circlet you can see the Great Square of Pegasus.  

 

 
 

If you wait a little longer until after Venus and Mercury have set, you will be able to observe the 

Andromeda constellation just above Pegasus and also search for the famous Andromeda 

galaxy. This can be seen in the star chart below which shows the sky in the west at 19:30 on 

February 28th. You can see that the circlet in Pisces has already set and Pegasus is about to set. 

Above the square body of Pegasus is the wedge-shaped Andromeda constellation with the 

Andromeda galaxy (M31) clearly visible together with the Triangulum galaxy (M33) and the 

dwarf elliptical galaxy M110. 

 

 
 



The winter months are always the best time to observe Orion and the constellations and other 

objects around it. The “Sky at Night” magazine this month has an interesting article written by 

Will Gater called “Sparkling Diamonds in the Sky” in which he describes some of the exquisite 

star clusters on show. Remember that these clusters contain stars which were all born together 

out of the same cloud of gas. The stars are gravitationally bound together and are of the same 

colour since they are the same age.  

 

The star chart below shows the sky high in the south at 19:00 on February 15th – the night of the 

new Moon. You can see the constellation of Orion near the bottom of the chart. Above it to the 

left is the constellation of Gemini and to the left of that is Cancer (shaped like an upside down 

“Y”). Immediately above Orion is the constellation of Taurus the Bull and to the left of that is 

the constellation of Auriga. There are several star clusters to be found in this part of the sky. 

They are all Messier objects, so their names begin with “M”. 

 

 M35 is just above Orion in the constellation of Gemini. It can be found easily with a pair of 

10x50 binoculars and is a beautiful sight as shown in the first image below taken by NASA. 

The cluster is relatively near (2,800 light years away) and relatively young (150 million years 

old)! It contains 2,500 stars spread across 30 light years!! 

 

 
 

If you look above M35 in the constellation of Auriga then you can find 3 more clusters – M37, 

M36 and M38. All three can be seen in binoculars under dark skies. You can find out more 

about these clusters by going to “/freestarcharts.com/messier” and selecting the name of the 

cluster from the table given there. The star chart on the right below shows you how to find 

M36. Auriga is thought by many to be the shape of a pentagon with a wiggle in one side below 

Capella which is the brightest star in the constellation. Follow an imaginary line from the star 

Menkalinan at the top left to the star El Nath at the bottom. You will find M36 just to the west 

of the midpoint. You can learn how to find M37 and M38 by looking these up on the 

“freecharts” website. Note that you can also find out about the clusters M44 (the Beehive 

Cluster) and M67 from this website. These can be seen in the constellation of Cancer shown in 

the left of the above star chart. 



   

            
 

 

The “Astronomy Now” magazine this month has a fascinating article by Keith Cooper on the 

“secret story of the Pleiades” the most beautiful star cluster of all (also known as Messier object 

M45). On a clear, dark night you can see M45 with the naked eyes above the constellation of 

Taurus. Some of the individual stars in the Pleiades can be seen with the naked eye under dark 

skies. It is a good eye test to count how many stars you can see. Some people claim to be able 

to see 9 with the naked eye. Many people can only see 7 which helps to explain why the Greeks 

referred to them as the “Seven Sisters”. The Pleaides look stunningly beautiful through 

binoculars, particularly if you have bought the Celestron 15x70 bins I recommended. If you 

have never seen the Pleiades through binoculars, then I suggest you try this month. This star 

cluster looks better through binoculars than it does through a telescope since you can see them 

all together in the same field of view. They are like diamond jewels hanging in the sky! 

 

Below is a beautiful image of the Pleaides cluster with the main stars labelled. The seven sisters 

were the daughters of the nymph Pleione and the god Atlas. These two stars are clearly shown 

on the left of the image below. The seven daughters are Alcyone, Merope, Electra, Maia, 

Asterope, Taygeta and Caleano. Together with their parents, these make up the 9 stars that 

some people can see with the naked eye.  

 

However, if you put a telescope on this region of the sky, you will see that there are many more 

than 9 stars! There are estimated to be over 3,000 stars in the cluster in total. The most accurate 

estimate of distance so far is that the stars are 443 light years away where a light year is 6 

trillion miles (6,000,000,000,000 miles)!  Note that the stars are all blue in colour which means 

they are all hot, young stars and are estimated to be about 115 million years old. M45 is an open 

cluster and so the stars are not tightly bound together and are gradually drifting apart. It is 

thought that in a quarter of a million years from now, they will become absorbed into the 

central disc of stars in our galaxy. 

 



 
 

The Kepler spacecraft studied the Pleiades in detail but sadly didn’t find any planets around any 

of the stars. You can find out more by going to the site “nasa.gov/mission_pages/kepler”. 

 

Now to the Southern hemisphere! 

 



What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere? 

 

The first excitement for you this month is that there will be a total eclipse of the Moon on the 

night of January 31st/February 1st. Observers across Australia and New Zealand can enjoy 

totality for an hour and 16 minutes centred on 0:31 am AEDT in Sydney. The entire eclipse will 

last from10:48 pm to 2:11am AEDT. Hopefully if you have clear skies, you will see the Moon 

turn a coppery red at totality!  

 

The star chart below shows the sky in the West above Sydney at 01:30 on February 1st. There 

you can see the Moon in the constellation of Cancer with the Earth’s shadow across it. You can 

also see that the constellations of Orion and Gemini (upside down!) are about to set in the West. 

Above Orion is the constellation of Lepus the Hare and Orion’s large hunting dog, Canis 

Major with its very bright star Sirius known as the dog star. A lovely sight! 

 

 
 

Jupiter, Mars and Saturn are very well placed for you in the pre-dawn sky by the middle of the 

month. The star chart below shows the sky over Sydney at 05:00 on February 17th. At the top is 

Jupiter in the constellation of Libra. Below this is Mars in the constellation of Ophiuchus but it 

is also very close to Scorpius. You can compare the colour and brightness of Mars with its rival 

star Antares. Near the bottom of the chart you can see Saturn amongst the teeming stars and 

Messier objects in the constellation of Sagittarius. 

 



 
 

The image on the left below shows you what Jupiter will look like at this time. If you have a 

telescope you should be able to see the Great Red Spot and the shadow of the Galilean Moon 

Europa transiting the disc of the planet. The image on the right below shows you Saturn and 

some of its moons at the same time. Lucky people! 

 

              
 

Sadly, you won’t be able to see Venus or Mercury since they are lost in the Sun’s glare.  

 

That’s all for this month. Until next month, happy stargazing! Dark skies! 
 

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


