
 The Night Sky in May, 2018 

 

I know that many of you enjoyed the sight of a brilliant Venus during April especially when it was 

very close to a beautiful crescent Moon. Venus will continue to be a dazzling sight in the west after 

sunset throughout May. It will be shining at a magnitude of -3.8 and is the 3rd brightest object in the 

sky after the Sun (magnitude -26.7) and the Moon (magnitude -12.6). At the beginning of the month, 

the Sun will set at 20:40 and at 21:27 by the end of the month. On May 17th, Venus will appear a few 

degrees north of a waxing crescent Moon as can be seen in the star chart below. This shows the sky 

over Oxfordshire at 22:00 on May 17th.  You can see that some of the great winter constellations, 

including Orion, Gemini, Auriga and Perseus are setting in the west.  

 

 
 

The big news for this month is that Jupiter is coming back into our night sky. At the beginning of 

the month it will be low on the south eastern horizon at about 23:00 but it will be looking at its best 

at around 01:00 am on May 9th as shown in the star chart below. Jupiter is low down on the south 

eastern horizon in the constellation of Libra as can be seen in the bottom right of the chart. Just 

below it is the head of the constellation of Scorpius. To the left of this is Ophiuchus and to the left 

of that is the constellation of Aquilla with its bright star Altair. Altair is one of the three stars that 

make up the Summer Triangle. The brightest one of these is Vega which can just be seen in the top 

left of the chart. The third star in the Summer Triangle is Deneb in the constellation of Cygnus the 

Swan which is off to the left of this chart. 

 

 



Jupiter is a superior planet which means that it is further away from the Sun than we are. Thus, its 

orbit around the Sun is on the outside of Earth’s orbit. Jupiter will be at opposition on May 9th which 

means that it is on the opposite side of the Earth from the Sun. This is shown in the diagram below. 

If you assume that the orange dot labelled “Opposition” at the bottom of the chart is Jupiter, then you 

can see that it is on the opposite side of the Earth from the Sun and is in alignment with them. This is 

the time when Jupiter is closest to us and when it will reflect the maximum amount of sunlight back 

towards Earth. It will therefore be at its brightest and biggest. If you look at Jupiter through an 

ordinary pair of 10x50 binoculars, it is possible to see the four Galilean Moons if you have dark 

skies. They can be clearly seen in a pair of 15x70 binoculars, but they are just pinpricks of light. To 

see them at their best you need a telescope. 

 

 
 

Note that when a superior planet is on the opposite side of the Sun from us it is in superior 

conjunction and we can’t see it at all. The planets which are closer to the Sun than us (i.e. Venus and 

Mercury) are known as inferior planets. When they are between us and the Sun and lined up with 

us, they are in inferior conjunction as can be seen in the diagram above. This diagram also shows 

that when an inferior planet is at its most easterly or westerly position in relation to us, these are 

known as maximum easterly elongation and maximum westerly elongation. 

 

Mars and Saturn are still morning objects and the best time to see them is around 03:00 on May 31st 

as shown in the star chart below which shows the sky in the south at this time. You can see a lovely 

alignment of Mars (in Capricorn) and Saturn (in Sagittarius), an almost full Moon and Jupiter (in 

Libra). Mars is low on the horizon, but it is large enough and bright enough to see surface detail 

through a small telescope. Saturn is just above the teapot asterism in Sagittarius and it is a good 

time to look at it through a telescope since the rings are tilted towards us and look magnificent. If 

you prefer late nights to early mornings, then look in the southeast near midnight and you will see 

Saturn very close to a waning Moon. Note that Uranus and Neptune are not visible this month, and 

Mercury is not favourable for observing. 



 

 

This month there will be a New Moon on May 15th and a Full Moon on May 29th, so the middle of 

the month will be the best time for stargazing. There will be a meteor shower in early May – the Eta 

Aquarids. This is known as one of the best showers of the year since it is caused by Earth passing 

through the debris left by Halley’s comet. Remember that meteors in a shower always appear to 

come from the same position in the sky. This position is called the radiant.  The shower is named 

after the nearest constellation to the radiant. The Eta Aquarids are so named because the radiant is 

close to the constellation of Aquarius. The meteor shower will be at its peak at 08:00 GMT on the 

morning of May 6th. Unfortunately, this is not favourable for observers in the UK since the radiant is 

only just rising after the Sun has risen as can be seen in the chart below. This shows the sky in the 

south above Oxfordshire at 08:00 on May 6th. The Sun has risen just off the left of the chart and to 

the right of the chart is a waning gibbous Moon with Mars nearby. Aquarius lies between the 

constellations of Capricorn and Pisces. Its name is the Latin for “water carrier”. This is a region of 

the sky often referred to as the Sea since there are several constellations with names connected with 

water. To the left and above Aquarius is the constellation of Pisces the Fish. Below this is Cetus the 

Whale. To the left of these (but not yet risen and off the left of the chart) is Eridanus the River and 

below Aquarius is Piscis Austrinus the southern fish. 

 

 
 

Aquarius is one of the oldest constellations. It was listed by Ptolemy in his famous astronomy text 

called the Almagest which he published in 150 AD. Amongst many other things, this lists 48 

constellations in the sky and Aquarius is one of these. There is a famous asterism in the 

constellation of Aquarius. It is a Y shaped group of stars called the water jar. Remember that an 



asterism is a distinctive group of stars which do not form a constellation. The most famous asterism 

is the Plough (or Big Dipper) in the constellation of Ursa Major. The water jar is a group of four 

faint stars situated in the top left of Aquarius where the water jar is shown in the chart above. The 

image on the left below shows that this asterism is close to the star Sadalsuud which is the brightest 

star in Aquarius. Its name is Arabic for “the luckiest of all”! Above it is Sadalmelik which is Arabic 

for “the luck of the king”. Both these stars are yellow supergiants which are relatively rare. These are 

stars which have used all the hydrogen in their cores and are on the way to becoming red 

supergiants. Another famous example is Polaris, the Pole star. The image on the right below shows 

the stars of the water jar Y shaped asterism. The only one with a traditional name is Sadachbia 

which is Arabic for “the luck of tents”. The other 3 stars of the asterism are labelled Eta, Zeta and Pi. 

Note that although this meteor shower is not favourable to UK residents, we do have some readers of 

this Newsletter in North America where the timings are more favourable. In New York the radiant 

will be 15 degrees above the horizon by 4 am EDT and 25 degrees by 6am. 

    

                                       
 

Finally, this month I received an email from Jill, one of our readers. She asks “I asked my other half 

how much more he thought planet Earth weighed than it did say 10,000 years ago, taking into 

consideration all the construction, building, manufacturing etc. that mankind has placed upon it. 

After some thought his reply was that everything man has used for these purposes were/are all here 

to start with, so the only extra weight is people. 

This seems a strange thought, but it must be correct, I am just seeking confirmation from you!” 

 

Our response was “This is indeed an interesting thought. Michael and I have discussed it and we 

think your other half is correct. Earth is a dynamic planet of course with meteors coming into the 

atmosphere and tons of dust every day. Also, material leaves the planet from volcanic eruptions etc. 

Some space probes have left the planet as well. Although there a lot more people on Earth, we are 

all mostly water. We think that all of these effects are small compared with the mass of the planet so 

we suspect this hasn't changed much. A major collision would make a big difference such as the 

collision that is supposed to have produced the Moon but that was a long time ago”. 

 

Our son, David, added “People are also not extra mass.  Like almost all life, humans are made from 

matter that was already here: we are what we eat. Plants fix a small amount of mass-energy from 

the sun, but they are still almost entirely made from water and carbon dioxide. Rather than 

considering activity on earth, it is more fruitful to consider what is happening at the boundary 

between the earth and space, and the mass (and energy) exchanges taking place there. My guess was 



that the dominant effect would be loss of atmosphere, but it is a close competition between that and 

infalling cosmic particles, according to Wikipedia: 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth_mass#Variation 

 

The effects are dominated by tiny things in large numbers: cosmic dust entering the atmosphere and 

hydrogen leaving it, with the loss of hydrogen just winning. That is probably not the common 

intuition, making it an interesting thought/question indeed!” 

 

If you find this interesting, you may like to have a look at the Wikipedia article David links. If you 

have any comments or questions, please get in touch. 

 

Now to the Southern Hemisphere! 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Earth_mass#Variation


 

The Southern Hemisphere May, 2018 

 

Most of the planets are good for you this month. Mercury will be giving its best morning show of 

the year. At the beginning of the month, it will be rising in the east just before sunrise. The star chart 

below shows the sky in the east above Sydney at 06:30 on May 17th. Mercury can be seen in the 

centre of the chart with Uranus just above it. This is the region of the sky called the Sea as 

described in the previous section since there are several constellations connected with water in this 

region. To the left of Mercury is Pisces the Fish, to the right of Mercury is Cetus the Whale and to 

the right of that is Eridanus the River. Note that to the left of Pisces is the Great Square of 

Pegasus with the Andromeda constellation just below it. A lovely sight! 

 

 

 

If you look in the east around 21:00 on the same day, you will have the pleasure of seeing Saturn 

rising with the constellation of Sagittarius as can be seen in the star chart below. To the right of this 

you can see the constellation of Pavo the Peacock with its most famous star – the Peacock star. 

This a supergiant blue star which can be seen with the naked eye. It is young and hot with a surface 

temperature of around 12,000 degrees – about twice that of our Sun. It is approximately 183 light 

year away. To the left of Sagittarius is the constellation of Ophiuchus and above it you can just see 

the stinging tail of Scorpius. 

 

 
 

 



If you look higher in the sky above Scorpius, you have the pleasure of seeing a brilliant Jupiter in 

the constellation of Libra. To the right of that you can see the constellation of Centaurus with its 

famous pointer stars Hadar and Rigil Kentaurus. To the right of these is the Southern Cross.  

 

 

 

At the very top of the above chart in the centre you can see M83, the Southern Pinwheel Galaxy. 

M83 means it is the 83rd object listed in the Messier Catalogue developed by the French astronomer 

Charles Messier in the 18th century. The Astronomy Now magazine has run an article on this in the 

current issue, so I decided it would be a good idea to say something about it. M83 is a face-on spiral  

galaxy and is considered to be one of the most beautiful in the entire sky. The good news is that it 

can be seen through binoculars if you have dark skies. A stunning image of it is shown below 

courtesy of the European Southern Observatory in Chile, the Japanese Subaru telescope and the 

Hubble space telescope. It has blue spiral arms with numerous hot, young stars and star clusters. It is 

known as a “starburst” galaxy since stars are currently being born in the spiral arms. It is 55,000 

light years across and 14.7 million light years away. It is a prime target for binoculars, amateur 

telescopes and imagers. If any of you in the southern hemisphere succeed in tracking it down please 

let us know or, better still, send us an image. 

 

 



Venus is a brilliant object for you, visible all month in the northwest immediately after sunset. You 

should be able to see some Eta Aquarid meteors since Aquarius for you is high in the sky as can be 

seen in the star chart below. This shows the sky high in the north above Sydney at 05:00 on May 6th. 

You can see Aquarius with the Y of the water jar (marked in the chart). To the right you can just see 

the circlet which is the head of the fish in Pisces. Above Aquarius is the Moon and to the left of it 

you can see Mars in Capricorn. To the left of that you have Saturn in Sagittarius. Lucky people!! 

 

 

 

 

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

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


