
The Night Sky in September, 2018 

  

Hello all! Welcome to the September Newsletter! September is usually recognised by 

astronomers as the beginning of the observing year. Here’s hoping for some warm nights and 

clear, dark skies!  

 

Many of us were disappointed that cloudy skies prevented us from seeing the two big events 

in the sky last month - that is the lunar eclipse and the Perseids. Lunar eclipses are more 

frequent than solar eclipses and the next one is due in January. But unfortunately, it will 

occur in the early hours of the morning and there won’t be a brilliant Mars nearby. Being an 

astronomer in England can be very frustrating at times! But I hope you have enjoyed the 

spectacular sight of Mars at least! It will still be there this month for us to enjoy. 

 

Space probes are providing some interesting news this month. The $1.1 billion Parker Solar 

Probe was launched on August 12th. It is on a seven-year mission to study the Sun. It will 

pass Venus on October 2nd and will arrive within 15 million miles of the Sun (very close!) on 

November 5th. This will be the first of 24 encounters which will probe within 3.8 million 

miles of the Sun’s surface (the photosphere). The spacecraft will experience temperatures of 

1,370°C but the temperature inside will be 30°C! This is thanks to its remarkable heat shield 

which consists of two thin reinforced carbon sheets with carbon foam between them as 

shown in the image below. If you go to the website “earthsky.org/space/heat-shield-parker-

solar-probe” you will see a video clip of the temperatures the probe has to endure. 

 
The probe will travel at speeds up to 430,00 mph and will fly by Venus 7 times as shown in 

the image below. Its main purpose is to study the gaseous area surrounding the Sun (the 

corona). It is a mystery why the corona has temperatures of millions of degrees and yet the 

photosphere’s temperature is only 6,000 degrees. The probe will study the solar wind which 

streams past the Earth at 1 million mph. It is responsible for our space weather and can knock 

out electrical systems, disable satellites and damage DNA. At the end of the mission, the 

probe’s heat shield will stay in the Sun’s corona until the solar system itself dies in a few 

billion years from now.  



 

But what is going to happen in the sky in September? It is usually a good month for observing 

the sky since the nights are drawing in, but it is still quite warm. At the beginning of the 

month, sunset will occur at 20:00 BST and by the end of the month it will be at 18:47 BST. 

There will be a Full Moon on September 25th and a New Moon September 9th. The first half 

of the month will therefore be the best time for observing.  

In this month’s Newsletter I will be including the magnitude of many of the observable 

objects in the sky. The magnitude of an object is its apparent brightness – it is how bright the 

object appears to be to us. Magnitudes are like golfing handicaps. The lower the magnitude, 

the brighter the object is. The brightest planet is Venus with a magnitude of -4.4. By 

comparison, the brightest star Sirius is magnitude -1.4. Under very dark skies, the faintest 

object which can be seen with the naked eye is magnitude +6.5. In most locations it will be 

less than this because of light pollution. I can see up to magnitude +4 with the naked eye from 

my garden. It helps to know what your limiting magnitude is from your usual viewing 

location. You will need binoculars or a telescope to see anything fainter than this 

The star chart below shows the sky in the south over Oxfordshire at 22:00 on September 1st. 

This is the best time to see both Saturn and Mars, but they are quite low on the horizon. Mars 

is still very bright (magnitude -2.1) but will become gradually dimmer as the month 

progresses. Note that it will reach perihelion on September 6th which is when it will be at its 

closest to the Sun. Saturn is not as bright as Mars shining at magnitude +0.4. On September 

17th from about 21:00 until midnight, a waxing gibbous Moon will be very close to Saturn 

with Mars to left of it and Jupiter to the right. A lovely sight! 

To the left of the chart below, you can see the planet Neptune in the constellation of Aquarius. 

It will be at opposition on September 17th which means it will be at its brightest. But, it will 

still only be shining at magnitude +7.8 since it is 2.8 billion miles away! Despite this, it can be 

glimpsed through binoculars under dark skies but a 4inch telescope or larger is needed to see 

its blue colour. A magnification of x200 is needed to see Neptune’s disc and its moon Triton. 



 

Both Jupiter and Venus can be glimpsed low in the southwest just after sunset. Venus is the 

brightest planet in the solar system and will be shining at a magnitude of -4.3 (note that the 

more negative the magnitude, the brighter the object is). By end of the month it will be setting 

five minutes after sunset. Then the best time to see it will be during the day before sunset.  

The starchart below shows the sky in the northeast at 22:00 on September 1st. In the top right 

corner, you can see part of the Great Square of Pegasus with its bright star Alpheratz. This star 

is 97 light year away from us. It is 5 times larger than the Sun and is a bluish star with a 

surface temperature of 9,000° compared with the Sun’s temperature of 6000°. It shines at a 

magnitude of +2.1 so it is brighter than Neptune but nowhere near as bright as Venus. 

To the left of Alpheratz, you can see the wedge-shaped constellation of Andromeda with the 

glorious Andromeda galaxy (M31) above it! To the left of Andromeda is the constellation of 

Perseus and to the left of that is Auriga with its bright star Capella. Capella is an orange star 

with a surface temperature of 5419°. It is 42.2 light years away and has a radius 23 times that 

of our Sun. It shines at a magnitude of +0.06. Why not look at Capella through binoculars and 

compare it to Alpheratz. Can you see the difference in colour and brightness? In the middle 

bottom of the chart below, you can see the Pleiades rising in the northeast. Over to the right is 

the planet Uranus in the constellation of Aries. It shines with magnitude +5.7 and can be seen 

through binoculars. A small telescope will bring out its bluish green colour. 

 



The astronomy magazines are focussing on 2 comets this month since there are no meteor 

showers or other events. A comet is often referred to as a “dirty snowball” since it is a ball of 

ice with grit and dust frozen inside it. The first comet to see this month is 21P/Giacobini-

Zinner. This is a short period comet which orbits the Sun once every 6.5 years. It is believed 

to originate from the Kuiper belt which is out beyond Neptune. But it has come under the 

influence of Jupiter’s gravity and is known as one of the Jupiter Family of Comets. On 

September 10th this year it will be at perihelion which means it will be at its closest to the 

Sun. It will then be 36 million miles away from Earth. It is expected to shine with a 

magnitude between + 4 and +7. If it is magnitude +4 then it will be visible to the naked eye 

under dark skies. The chart below shows the path of 21P from August 1st until October 1st. 

You can see that during August it was passing by the W-shaped constellation of Cassiopeia 

and on September 1st it will be very close to Capella in Auriga. After that, it passes between 

Taurus and Gemini and then on to Monoceros close to Orion. In Auriga it will pass close to 

the Messier objects M36, M37 and M38. This is a great photo opportunity!  

 

 
 

You should be able to see the comet with 10x50 binoculars. Below is an image of it taken by 

NASA. In case you are puzzled, when astronomers say that a planet or comet is “in 

constellation …” then it isn’t true literally. It just appears to be in it from our perspective. 

Objects in our solar system are just millions or, at the most, billions of miles from us. 

Constellations on the other hand are trillions of miles away. A light year is the distance light 

can travel in 1 year and it is 6 trillion miles. Capella in Auriga is 42.2 light years away so 

there is no way that comet 21P can pass close to it! 

 



 
 

The other comet of interest this month is 46P/Wirtanen. This is also one of the Jupiter 

family of comets and orbits the Sun once every 5.4 years. It will be at its closest to the Sun 

on December 16th when it will be 7,220,000 miles from Earth! If you would like to see a 

great video of the comet entering our solar system and passing through it then go to the 

website www.cometwatch.co.uk/comet-46p-wirtanen/. Wirtanen is currently in the 

constellation of Cetus the Whale which can be seen in the bottom right of the chart below. It 

is very faint (mag +11.8) but will gradually brighten throughout September. It won’t be 

visible to the naked eye until November and will be at its best in December. On December 

16th it will be in Taurus and is expected to be magnitude 3.8 and easily seen with the naked 

eye. I will remind you about this in the November and December Newsletters 

 

 
 

Now to the Southern hemisphere!  

  

http://www.cometwatch.co.uk/comet-46p-wirtanen/


 

What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?  

 

The planets are very good for you this month. Mercury will be low in the morning sky; 

Venus will be brilliant in the evening sky; Mars, Jupiter and Saturn will be visible in the 

evening sky; Uranus will be well placed around midnight in the middle of the month; 

Neptune will be at opposition on the 17th and will be visible throughout the night! 

 

The first star chart below shows the sky in the west over Sydney at 21:00 on September 1st. 

There you can see a brilliant Venus shining at magnitude -4.4. It is close to the constellation 

of Virgo. Above it is a bright Jupiter shining at magnitude -1.9. It is interesting to compare 

the relatively brightness of these so that you get a feel for the magnitude of objects. 

 

 
 

Below you can see the sky high in the north at the same time as the above chart. There you 

can see Mars shining brightly at magnitude -2.1. It is brighter than Jupiter even though it is 

much smaller. This is because Mars is still very close to us and it is only just past opposition 

when it was at its brightest. Saturn on the other hand is quite dim shining at a magnitude of 

+0.36. It is still clearly visible to the naked eye. 

 

 



 

The question is will you be able to see the comets 21P/Giacobini-Zinner and 41P/Wirtanen? I 

suspect not, since they are passing through northern hemisphere constellations when they are 

at their brightest. Note that 41P/Wirtanen is currently in the constellation of Cetus the Whale 

which you can see highlighted in the star chart below. This is the sky in the east at 23:00 on 

September 30th. You can see that Cetus is fully risen. Cetus is named after the Greek sea-

monster which was killed by Perseus when he saved Andromeda from the wrath of Poseidon 

the sea god. Cetus is now more often referred to as a whale. It can be found in the “wet” part 

of the sky! By this I mean that the constellations all around it are associated with water. To 

the left of Cetus is Pisces the Fish. You can clearly see the circlet, which is the famous 

asterism marking the head of the fish. Also, in this region is Eridanus the River shown in 

the bottom right. This was later used as a name for the river Po in Italy. Above it (not shown 

on this chart) is the constellation of Aquarius the Water Bearer. 

  

Note that the comet 49P/Wirtanen is currently in Cetus but is quite faint. By the middle of the 

month it will have moved southward. By the beginning of November, it will be in Fornax 

which you can see in the top right of the chart below. During the rest of November, it moves 

north and back into Cetus where it will be naked eye visible at magnitude +5.1. This may be 

a chance for you to see it if you are keen! 

 

 
 

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

  

Valerie Calderbank FRAS  


