
 The Night Sky in April, 2018 

 

Spring is here at last! After such a long, cold winter I hope your spirits are lifting! Note that from 

now on I will quote all times in BST. You will be pleased to hear that at the beginning of the month 

the Sun will rise at 06:44 and set at 19:45. By the end of the month it will be rising at 05:36 and 

setting at 20:40! There will be a Full Moon on April 30th (only one this month) and a New Moon on 

April 14th. The middle of the month will be the best time for observing. 

 

The planet Mars will be visible in the morning sky and at its best on April 2nd. It has a close 

encounter with Saturn on this date as can be seen in the bottom left of the star chart below. This 

shows the sky in the south over Oxfordshire at 05:00 on April 2nd. Mars and Saturn can be seen in 

the southeast in the constellation of Sagittarius. I wrote about the teapot asterism of Sagittarius in 

my March newsletter and you can see it peeping above the horizon below Mars. To the right of 

Sagittarius, you can see the constellation of Scorpius with its bright red star Antares and to the right 

of that is Jupiter in the constellation of Libra. 

 

 
 

At the beginning of the month Jupiter is a morning object but by the end of the month it will be 

rising at 23:00. Venus will also be a dazzling sight in the west after sunset. The star chart on the left 

below shows Venus in the west at 21:00 on April 30th. Note that in April, the great constellations of 

winter set early in the west and the constellations of spring and summer will start to appear in the 

east. In the first star chart below, the constellations of Orion and Taurus with Auriga above it are 

all setting. The second star chart shows the sky in the southeast at 23:00 on April 30th. You can see 

that Jupiter has risen and has a close encounter with the Moon in the constellation of Libra. 

 

      



April is the month when we have the Lyrid meteor shower. It will reach its peak on the night of 

April 22nd /23rd. Unfortunately, it will not be a spectacular shower with only about 10 meteors per 

hour at the most. The shower is called the Lyrids because all the meteors appear to come from a 

point in the sky called the radiant which is near to the constellation of Lyra. The star chart on the 

left below shows the sky in the east at 2 am on April 23rd. You can see the constellation of Lyra (the 

Lyre) in the middle of the chart at the top. Its bright star Vega is the 5th brightest in the sky and the 

3rd brightest in the northern hemisphere. It is a dazzling sight throughout the summer months. Below 

Lyra and to the left of the chart is the constellation of Cygnus (the Swan) with it bright star Deneb. 

To the right, at the bottom of the chart is the constellation of Aquila (the Eagle) with its bright star 

Altair. These three stars (Vega, Deneb and Altair) form the summer triangle. They are conspicuous 

stars throughout the summer months. Now that spring is here they are rising in the east around 

midnight. They will rise earlier and earlier as the months go by and spring gives way to summer. 

 

         
 

On the other hand, the stars in the winter triangle (Betelgeuse, Sirius and Procyon) are setting earlier 

and earlier in the west. The star chart on the right above shows the sky in the west at 2 am on April 

23rd. On the right you can just see Auriga about to set. Below it Orion, his hunting dogs and Taurus 

have already set. In the middle of the chart you can see the Moon very close to M44 (the famous 

beehive cluster) in the constellation of Cancer. To the right you can see the constellation of Gemini 

(the heavenly twins) with its bright stars Castor and Pollux (the heads of the twins). At the top left 

of the chart is the constellation of Leo (the Lion) with the sickle (or backwards question mark) 

representing the head of the lion. 

 

Spring is the time when deep sky enthusiasts get a good opportunity to look at distant galaxies! 

There are a lot of galaxies to choose from in the constellations of Leo, Virgo, Canes Venatici and 

Coma Berenices. You really need a telescope to track down many of these galaxies but if you have a 

powerful pair of binoculars then it is worth scanning around these regions. They are also good 

regions for photography.  

 

The Astronomy Now magazine has chosen ten of the best galaxies for their deep sky tour this month. 

They have also selected Coma Berenices as their object of the month. This name in Latin means 

“Berenice’s Hair” and refers to Queen Berenice II of Egypt who sacrificed her hair to the gods. But 

this region is known to many astronomers as “the realm of galaxies” since there is a huge grouping 

of thousands of galaxies in this part of the sky. The region is about 20 million light years across and 

is 300 million light years away (where a light year is 6 trillion miles i.e. 6,000,000,000 miles)! The 

cluster is also known as Abell 1656 and nearby in the constellation of Leo is Abell 1367. Together 



they form the Coma Supercluster which is over 300 million light years across. The Abell catalogue 

contains approximately 4,000 galaxy clusters each with at least 30 members! It was compiled by an 

American astronomer George O. Abell in 1958 and extended into the southern hemisphere by Abell, 

Corwin and Olowin in 1987. 

 

The star chart below shows the sky high in the southeast at 23:00 on April 20th (this happens to be 

my birthday but no presents necessary)! I have highlighted the constellation of Coma in the centre of 

the chart and you can see the locks of the Queen’s hair. Immediately below this near the horizon you 

should just be able to see Jupiter rising in the constellation of Libra (not visible in the chart). This 

can help you locate the Coma region which lies between the constellations of Boötes (the Herdsman) 

and Leo (the Lion). Above it is the constellation of Canes Venatici (the Hunting Dogs of the 

Herdsman). These constellations can all be seen in the chart below. 

 

 
 

The star chart below shows this region of the sky early the following morning, at 1 am on April 21st 

where you can see that many of the galaxies are labelled with their Messier numbers. I will be 

interested to hear if any of you can track down any of the galaxies and, even better, image some of 

them! Note that they are mostly elliptical and not spiral galaxies. 

 

 
 

Now to the Southern Hemisphere! 



 

The Southern Hemisphere April, 2018 

 

You have some excellent opportunities for observing planets this month, including the elusive, 

innermost planet Mercury which will put on a great show in the pre-dawn sky in the east from now 

until the end of May. On April 14th and 15th it will be joined by a very thin New Moon. The sky chart 

below shows the sky over Sydney in the east at 06:00 on April 14th. You can see the Moon above 

Mercury. Note that on the 15th it will be just below the Moon at the same time. To the left of Mercury 

in the chart you can see the circlet asterism which is the “head of the fish” in the constellation of 

Pisces. To the left of that you can see the Great Square of Pegasus just rising. To the right of 

Mercury, you can just see the top of the constellation of Cetus which is named after a sea monster in 

Greek mythology. Today it is often called the whale. Above Mercury you can see Neptune in the 

constellation of Aquarius. Mercury will be at its best and at its highest in the sky on April 29th.   

 

 
 

The star chart below shows the sky in the west at 06:00 on April 29th. Here you can see Mars and 

Saturn in the constellation of Sagittarius. They are surrounded by all the wonderful Messier objects 

to be found in that part of the sky. This is a particularly rich region since you are looking straight into 

the centre of our galaxy. Mars can be seen from about midnight onwards at the end of the month and 

Saturn from about 1 am. 

 

 



 

The star chart below shows the sky over Sydney in the northeast at 23:00 on April 15th. In the top 

right of the chart, you can see Jupiter high in the sky in the constellation of Libra. In the centre of 

the chart I have highlighted the constellation of Coma Berenices. You too can observe the “realm of 

galaxies” in this region. Below it you can see the constellation of Canes Venatici just rising. Above 

Coma to the left is the constellation of Leo (the Lion) upside down! The famous Leo triplet of 

galaxies can be seen above it. These are shown in the image below (courtesy of NASA). Together 

they are known as the M66 triplet of galaxies and they are 35 million light years away. The galaxy in 

the top right of the image is M65, the one in the bottom right is M66 and the one on the left is NGC 

3628. For newcomers to this Newsletter, NGC stands for New General Catalogue which is not 

exactly new since it was developed by John Dreyer in 1888! This was developed out of John 

Herschel’s catalogue which was published in 1864. Note that NGC 3628 on the left of the image is 

famous for its dark dust lane in the centre which can be seen very clearly in this image. 

 

 
 

 
 

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

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


