
 The Night Sky in January, 2018 

 

Welcome to another year! Now we have turned the corner and the nights are drawing out more 

rapidly. On January 1st, the Sun will set at 16:01 but by January 31st it will be setting at 16:50! The 

Earth will be at perihelion on January 3rd when it will be at its closest to the Sun. It seems odd that 

the weather is at its coldest when the Earth is closest to the Sun, but this is because the tilt of the 

Earth’s axis has the biggest effect on the weather and, in winter, it is tilted away from the Sun.  

 

The start of this year is unusual since there will be three consecutive “supermoons”. A supermoon 

occurs when the Moon is particularly close to the Earth in its elliptical orbit. It is a full Moon which 

looks exceptionally large and beautiful. A supermoon occurred on December 3rd but the skies in the 

UK weren’t very clear. However, our friend Clive Manvell had the good fortune to be on a boat in 

the Pacific near the Solomon Islands at the time. He sent us the following image: 

 

 

 

Clive took this image with a Canon EOS 5D Mark IV camera, hand held in the dark on a boat. His 

camera settings were shutter speed 1/1000 sec, f/5.6, ISO 400 and the focal length of the lens was 

400mm. He used a fast shutter speed because of the movement of the boat. You can tell that this 

image was taken in a different part of the world since the Moon’s features are in different positions 

from the way we see them. The seas of Serenity, Tranquillity and Fecundity are at the top in the 

middle. The distinctive ray crater, Tycho, is on the right side whereas for us it is at the bottom. Clive 

cropped the image in Adobe Photoshop Lightroom and I enhanced it a bit in Adobe Photoshop 

Elements. Thank you for sending this in Clive – it is a lovely image.  

 

The image below shows the Moon as we see it. I have obtained this image from Virtual Moon Atlas 

(VMA) which you can download free of charge from https://virtual-moon-atlas.en.softonic.com. You 

can zoom in on the Moon and more features will be labelled. If you only have binoculars, then the 

Moon is a good object for you to observe. You can see detail on the Moon with a pair of 10x50 

binoculars, but it looks fantastic through a pair of 15x70s. VMA helps you to identify the features. 

Note the positions of the major seas and the Tycho crater (marked in red) compared with the image 

taken by Clive. 

 

https://virtual-moon-atlas.en.softonic.com/


 
 

There will be a supermoon on January 2nd. This full Moon is known as the Wolf Moon – a name 

given by the native Americans since it was the time when hungry packs of wolves howled outside 

their camps. The star chart below shows the sky in the south at 23:00 on January 2nd. You can see 

that the Wolf Moon is in the constellation of Gemini with Orion on its right and Cancer on its left. 

 

 
 

This month is special since there will be another full Moon on January 31st. When there are two full 

Moons in a month, the second one is known as a Blue Moon. Note that this only occurs “once in a 

blue moon” which is about every 2 ½ years! However, this doesn’t mean that it will look blue! In 

fact, in some parts of the world, this Moon is going to look a coppery red colour and will be known 

as a Blood Moon. This is because there will be a total eclipse of the Moon on January 31st. 

Unfortunately, this will not be visible from the UK, but it will be visible from parts of the USA, NE 

Europe, Russia, Asia, the Indian Ocean, the Pacific and Australia.  

 

A total lunar eclipse occurs when the Moon is on the opposite side of the Earth from the Sun as 

shown in the diagram below. A lunar eclipse can only occur at a full Moon for this reason. However, 

it doesn’t occur at every full Moon because the orbit of the Moon around the Earth is tilted at an 

angle so that the Sun, the Earth and the Moon are not always in alignment.  

 



 
 

The Moon travels through the Earth's umbra, the dark central portion of its shadow which blocks 

direct sunlight from falling onto the Moon's surface. But the Moon does not turn completely dark 

since part of the sunlight still reaches the lunar surface indirectly, via the Earth's atmosphere. As the 

Sun's rays pass through the atmosphere, some of the colours are filtered out. Red wavelengths are 

least affected by this, so the light reaching the Moon's surface has a reddish hue, causing the fully 

eclipsed Moon to take on a red colour. This is a beautiful effect as can be seen in the image below 

taken by Fred Espenak of NASA. 

 

 

The eclipse will last about 3½ hours and totality will take 77 minutes. The time to see it will be 

between 11:48 and 15:12 GMT. It will be visible shortly after sunset in Asia and Australia, around 

midnight in Hawaii and just before dawn in North America. This is summarised in the diagram 

below. The lighter grey areas are where you will see a partial eclipse. You can see from this that 

there is no eclipse visible in the UK. 

 

On 



 

On January 3rd, the Quadrantid meteor shower will reach its peak but the Wolf Moon will be very 

bright making it difficult to see the meteors this year. The star chart below shows the sky in the 

northeast at 01:00 on January 3rd. The meteors will appear to come from a point in the sky known as 

the radiant. This point is near to a constellation called Quadrans Muralis – hence the name of the 

shower. This constellation is no longer one of the 88 officially recognized constellations, so for us 

the radiant will appear to be below the handle of the Plough and above the constellation of Boötes. 

For this reason, some people prefer to call this shower the Boötids. 

 

 
 

There will be a New Moon on January 24th and so this will be the best time of the month for 

stargazing. The planets are not favourable this month sadly. The pick of the month is Jupiter which 

will be at its best on January 31st at 06:00. The star chart below shows the sky in the south at 06:00 

on January 31st. You can see that Jupiter and Mars are both in the constellation of Libra and Saturn is 

low down in the southeast in Sagitarrius. 

 

 
 

Many Astronomy Societies will be holding family stargazing events on January 10th and there will 

be one on the BBC (bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/stargazing). The Sky at Night magazine suggests that 

you observe the Celestial G at this time. This is a good way of getting to know some of the brightest 

stars in the sky. The G shape can be seen in the diagram below on the right (courtesy of Sky and 

Telescope magazine). It starts with the star Aldebaran in the constellation of Taurus the Bull. It then 



goes up to the bright star Capella in the constellation of Auriga and then down to the stars Castor and 

Pollux in Gemini. After Pollux, the G goes on to the star Procyon in Canis Minor and then on to 

Sirius which is the brightest star in the whole of the night sky. The G is then completed by the star 

Rigel and then Betelgeuse both in the constellation of Orion. Some people see these stars as forming 

a 6-sided pattern (hexagon) as seen on the left of the diagram. This diagram also shows how far 

away these stars are (note that a light year is 6 trillion miles)! So, this month why not try to identify 

all the stars in the Celestial G? 

 

 
 

The star charts below show the sky in the southeast on January 10th at 20:00 where you can find the 

Celestial G. The first chart shows the sky on the horizon where you can see the stars Pollux, 

Procyon, Sirius, Rigel and Betelgeuse. The second chart shows the sky high above the horizon where 

you can see Aldebaran, Capella, Castor and Pollux. Note the Milky Way runs through this region. 

This is a very rich part of the sky and, on a clear night it is rewarding to scan this with binoculars. 

 

 
 

 
 

Now to the Southern hemisphere! 



 

What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere? 

 

The first star chart below shows the sky in the north over Sydney at 23-00 on January 2nd. There you 

can see the Wolf Moon in the constellation of Gemini. You can also see part of the Celestial G 

(upside down), starting with the star Aldebaran in the constellation of Taurus, Capella in Auriga and 

Castor and Pollux in Gemini. The second star chart shows the sky high in the north above Sydney at 

23:00 on January 2nd. Here you can see the rest of the Celestial G with Procyon above the Moon in 

the constellation of Canis Major, and the stars Rigel and Betelgeuse in Orion. 

 

 

 

 
 

The star chart below shows the sky in the east over Sydney at 04:00 on January 31st.  You can see 

that you have the pleasure of observing Jupiter and Mars close together and Saturn below them. 

Mercury will also be on show in the early morning sky all month in the east northeast. 

 

 



 

The “Astronomy Now” magazine includes a two-page spread on the southern hemisphere stars. This 

month, it draws attention to two galaxies in the constellation of Columba the Dove. This 

constellation is highlighted in the star chart below which shows the sky high in the east above 

Sydney at 21-00 on January 1st. You should be able to find this constellation with the naked eye or 

binoculars but if you have a 4 inch telescope or larger, you may be able to find the galaxies. The two 

galaxies are NGC 1808 on the left below and NGC 1792 on the right (note that NGC means they are 

listed in the New General Catalogue). 
 

 
 

NGC 1808 is a barred spiral galaxy (like our own Milky Way) but is also known as a “starburst” or 

“Seyfert” galaxy which means that vigorous star formation is taking place in it. It is 40 million light 

years away. NGC 1792 is an unbarred spiral but is also a starburst galaxy. It is 43 million light years 

away. I will be interested to hear if anyone is able to find them! 
 

                                 
 

 

That’s all for now! Until next month, happy stargazing and dark skies! 

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


