
The Night Sky in August, 2018 

 

An interesting bit of news this month is that 12 new moons have been found in orbit 

around Jupiter! This brings the total number to 79 instead of a mere 67! The new moons 

are shown in the image below courtesy of the Carnegie Institute. They discovered these 

from their observatory in Chile when they were trying to find the new Planet X. Jupiter 

happened to be near their line of sight. The moons vary in diameter from 1 to 3 kms. Nine 

of them are in orbit in the opposite direction to Jupiter’s spin. These are the Retrograde 

group shown in red. Two of them are in orbit in the same direction as Jupiter’s spin. These 

are the Prograde group shown in blue. There is one ‘oddball’ moon shown in green. This is 

in the Prograde group, but its orbit crosses the orbits of moons in the Retrograde group. It 

is expected to be involved in a collision at some point.  

 

 
 

 

But what is Planet X? There is thought to be a very large object way out beyond Neptune 

in the Kuiper belt region. They think it exists because there is something affecting the 

orbits of some of the Kuiper belt objects as shown in the image below. The disc in the 

centre of the image is our solar system. The Kuiper belt object orbits are shown in green. 

By studying these orbits, it has been possible to calculate the orbit and the mass of the 

object causing the disturbance. It is thought to be a planet 20 times the mass of the Earth, 

20 times further away from the Sun than Neptune, 600 times fainter than Pluto and it 

orbits the Sun approximately once every 10,000 to 20,000 years. However, it is very 

difficult to find since it is very faint and there is some uncertainty in its exact position. 

Remember that we only see planets by reflected sunlight and this planet is so far out it will 

reflect very little sunlight to us. 

 



 
 

If they do find it, it is likely to be called Planet 9. However, if Pluto is re-instated as a 

planet then it will probably become Planet 10. An artist’s image of it is shown below. 

 

 

 
 

Now to the sky this month. There will be a Full Moon on August 26th and a New Moon on 

August 11th, so the middle of the month will be the best time for stargazing. The times for 

sunrise and sunset at the beginning and end of the month are shown below. You can see 

that the nights continue to draw in! 

 

August 1st Sunrise 05:26 BST   Sunset 21.06 BST 

August 31st Sunrise 06:17 BST   Sunset 20.02 BST 

 



Several planets will be observable this month as can be seen in the star charts below. The 

first shows the sky over Oxfordshire in the southwest on August 1st at 22:00 BST. You can 

see that Venus is setting in the west soon after sunset. To the left of it is Jupiter in the 

constellation of Libra. This is still a good time to observe it but by the end of the month it 

will be disappearing in the evening twilight. 

 

The second star chart shows the sky in the south at the same date and time.  
 

 

 
 

You can see that Mars is very bright in the south but is very low in the sky for UK 

observers. It is in the constellation of Capricorn and can be seen with the naked eye or 

through binoculars. If you can see it clearly from your location, then it is a good target for 

observation with a telescope. The south pole is currently tilted towards Earth. You may be 

able to see some fine detail but because it is so low, the shimmering of the atmosphere 

may obscure some of this. It is at its best on August 1st at 01:00. Also, in the chart below 

you can see that Saturn is visible in the constellation of Sagittarius. This planet is at its 

best at the beginning of the month around 22:00 BST. 
 

 



In the next star chart, I have zoomed in on Saturn at 22:45 on August 1st. Here you can see 

many of the Messier objects which can be found in this region of the sky. The Sky at 

Night magazine suggests that you look at Saturn with binoculars placing the planet at the 

upper left of your field of view. You should then be able to see the beautiful Lagoon 

nebula (M8) and the Trifid nebula (M20) in the right of your field of view. I will be 

interested to hear if any of you succeed in observing this. 

 

 
 

Uranus is well placed for observation in the constellation of Aries this month. It rises in 

the east at 23:30 BST at the beginning of the month but it will be quite low on the horizon. 

It will be at its highest and best on August 31st at 04:00 BST when it will be 48° above the 

horizon. However, the Moon is close by as you can see in the chart below. You will need 

an 8inch telescope or larger to get a good view of it. Under dark, clear skies it can be seen 

through binoculars or even with the naked eye. At the beginning of the month, Neptune 

will rise in the east in the constellation of Aquarius around 22:00 but it will be quite low 

on the horizon. It will be at its highest point in the south from the middle of the month 

onwards. Under dark skies, you should be able to see it with binoculars. It will be at its 

best on August 31st around 01:30. 

 



 
 

Well, we’re in the silly season again and this is usual the time when you will hear in the 

news that there is going to be a meteor shower! This is the Perseids which occur every 

year at this time when the Earth passes through the dust left by the comet 109P/Swift 

Tuttle. This year we have the great advantage that the Moon will not be in the sky, so we 

should get a good display if the sky remains clear. You can see them between August 9th 

and August 16th, but they peak at 21:00 on the night of August 12th until 09:00 on the 13th. 

The best way to see them is to lie on a sunbed in a dark spot but arrange it so you are 

looking up into the sky at an angle of about 60°. You can see the meteors all over the sky 

but if you trace them back, they all seem to emanate from the same point called the 

radiant. The radiant is just north of the constellation of Perseus close to its boundary with 

Cassiopeia. The star chart below shows the sky in the northeast at 22:00 on August 12th. I 

have highlighted the constellation of Perseus for you. I always think this constellation 

looks like an upside-down chicken wishbone. Above it is the W shape of Cassiopeia and to 

the right is the constellation of Andromeda and the Great Square of Pegasus.  

 

 
 

Now to the Southern Hemisphere! 



What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere? 

 

Mars, Saturn and Jupiter are continuing to be a glorious sight for you as can been in the 

following star chart. This shows the sky high in the south over Sydney at 22:00 on August 

1st. Mars will be a brilliant beacon in the constellation of Capricorn. Saturn can be seen in 

all its glory amongst the wonders of Sagittarius. Jupiter will still look stunning for you but 

is fading for us. Venus will continue to put on a great show just after sunset and even little 

Mercury will be visible in the morning in late August. Lucky people! 

 

 
 

Unfortunately, you won’t be able to see the Perseids since Perseus will only just be rising 

at 4 am on August 13th. 

 

Until next month – happy stargazing and dark skies! 
 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


