
The Night Sky in November, 2018 

 

The Sky at Night magazine this month has an interesting pull out supplement giving the basics 

of astrophotography. I thought that some of you would be interested in a summary of this 

particularly as Christmas is coming! The camera in your smartphone can be used to capture 

images of the brighter objects in the sky such as the Moon, bright planets and sunsets. To get 

good images you do need to mount the phone on a tripod for stability. You can use your 

existing camera tripod and buy an attachment for it to hold the mobile phone securely. One 

option is the XSories Pholder Smartphone Tripod Mount which you can buy from Amazon for 

a mere £8.72. It is shown in the image on the left below. If you don’t have a tripod, then 

another option is the Joby Griptight GorillaPad Stand for £18.64. This is shown in the image on 

the right below. Alternatively, you can buy the sturdier PRO version for £49.95. You will also 

need to get a shutter release cable for your phone to avoid vibration.  

 

                                    
To take an image, you can use the camera on its own or point it through a lens in binoculars, 

telescopes, spotter scopes or microscopes to get more detailed images. This is known as afocal 

photography. But to ensure steadiness you really need to buy a holder for the phone. One 

option is the Bresser Smartphone Universal Adaptor which you can buy from Amazon for 

£32.99.  This is shown in the image below.  

                                            
 

One of the problems with doing any kind of astrophotography is achieving a good focus. When 

you are taking an image of a bright object in the sky it is a good idea to include part of the 

horizon to help focus the camera. Many smartphones these days have a time-lapse facility. This 

allows you track the motion of an object like the Moon across the sky. You take several images 

at regular intervals and then play them back at a faster rate to speed up the passage of time.  



 

There is a limit to the quality of image you can get with a smartphone so if you want to get 

better images you need to use a DSLR (Digital Single Lens Reflex). These can be used in 

manual mode which allows you to set shutter speed, aperture and ISO setting amongst other 

things. You can also set the camera on ‘B’ (Bulb setting) which allows you to do long 

exposures for imaging distant faint objects or for producing star trails. In the northern 

hemisphere stars appear to rotate anti clockwise around the pole star (Polaris). To image the 

resulting star trails, use a wide-angle lens (16-28mm say) attach the camera to a tripod, set the 

ISO to 100 and open the aperture wide (lowest f number – f/2 say). Use the remote shutter 

release and take several exposures from 5 to 30 minutes to see what you get. 

 

The cameras generally recognised as best for astrophotography are those made by Canon and 

Nikon. DSLRs allow you to use interchangeable lenses so that you can zoom out for a wide-

angle image of the Milky Way or a large constellation and you can zoom in on an object for 

more detail of the Moon or a planet say. 

 

The Sky at Night magazine has given useful tips for camera settings for different subjects. To 

image constellations set exposure to 15 to 40 seconds, aperture f/2 or f/2.8 and ISO from 800 to 

1600; for twilight landscapes set exposure to 1 to 10 seconds, aperture f/2.8 to f/5.6 and  ISO 

100; for aurorae set exposure to 3 to 30 seconds, aperture f/2 to f//2.8 and ISO 400; for star 

trails set exposure to 5 to 60 minutes, aperture f/4 to f/11 and  ISO 100. 

  

Let me know if you have found this interesting and I will include more on astrophotography in 

other issues of this Newsletter. 

 

Now to the night sky in November. At the beginning of the month, the Sun will rise at 07:09 

and set at 16:38. By the end of the month it will be rising at 08:03 and setting at 15:55. There 

will be a Full Moon on November 23rd and a New Moon on November 7th, so the beginning 

and middle of the month will be the best time for stargazing.  

 

There will be two meteor showers this month. The first is the Taurids which peak on the night 

of November 12/13th and are active from October 20th until December 10th. The second is the 

Leonids which will be visible from November 6th until the 30th and will peak on the night of 

November 17/18th. Meteors appear all over the sky but if you trace them back across the sky 

then the meteors belonging to the same shower all appear to come from the same point in the 

sky called the radiant. The shower is named after the nearest constellation in the sky to the 

radiant. Thus, the Taurids are named after the constellation of Taurus the Bull and the Leonids 

are named after Leo the Lion. 

 

The Taurids are caused when the Earth passes through the cloud of debris left by comet Encke. 

Comets are often referred to as “dirty snowballs”. As they approach the Sun they start to melt 

and this gives the comet its characteristic tail. Some of the debris frozen into the comet gets left 

behind when the comet moves on in its orbit. In the case of the Taurids, some of the particles of 

this debris are quite large. There are usually only about 5 meteors per hour, but bright fireballs 

may be caused by the larger pieces of debris, so these are worth looking out for. The meteors 

are also relatively slow which means you have a better chance of photographing them. 

Unfortunately, as always, the best time to see the meteors is between midnight and dawn. You 



can find the radiant of the Taurids by locating the constellation of Taurus (to the right and 

above Orion). This is shown in the image below (courtesy of Astronomy Now magazine). 

 

                                  .  
 

The star chart below shows the sky in the east over Oxfordshire at 2am on November 18th. You 

can see that Leo has just risen. I have highlighted this constellation for you. The radiant for the 

Leonids is near the head of the lion which is represented by a group of stars shaped like a 

backwards question mark. This is a famous asterism called the sickle. The Leonids are caused 

by the Earth passing through the debris left by the comet Temple-Tuttle which takes 33 years 

to orbit the Sun once. The shower is famous since it can sometimes produce a storm of 

thousands of meteors per hour. This last happened in 1998 and won’t happen again for about 

another 15 years. An hourly rate of approximately 10-20 meteors is expected this year. If you 

don’t want to be out in the cold in the early hours, then do not despair. You may be lucky and 

see a meteor at other times. 
 

 . 

 

Venus will re-emerge as a brilliant morning object in our skies this month. The best time to see 

it will be at 06:00 on November 30th. The star chart below shows the sky in the southeast at that 

time.  Venus can be seen shining with a magnitude of -4.5 in the constellation of Virgo. At the 

same time, you will be able to see Sirius, the brightest star in whole of the night sky, low in the 



southwest shining at a magnitude of -1.5. In the top left corner of the chart you can see the red 

star Arcturus shining at a magnitude of -0.1. The brightest star in Virgo is Spica with a 

magnitude of +1.0. You may find it interesting to compare the relative brightness of these 

objects. You will see that the lower the magnitude, the brighter the object is. Note that Venus is 

the brightest object of all and will be close to a thin crescent Moon on November 5th and close 

to Spica between November 13th and 15th. A good photo opportunity. 

 

                      .  
 

Those of us who have enjoyed the splendid sight of Mars over the last several months are now 

disappointed that it is beginning to fade. The planets in our solar system are all orbiting round 

the Sun like athletes on a racing track. We are on the inside track of Mars and so we are 

travelling faster and are gradually pulling away from it. However, it can still be seen in the 

evening sky high in the southwest shining at a magnitude of -0.1. It is in the constellation of 

Aquarius.  

 

Uranus is the only other planet favourable to see this month. It can be found in the evening sky 

high in the South in the constellation of Aries. However, it shines at a magnitude of +5.7 so 

you will probably need binoculars to find it. From my viewing location I cannot see objects 

fainter than +4.0 with the naked eye. This is my limiting magnitude. You may find it useful to 

know what your limiting magnitude is from your usual viewing location then you won’t go 

hunting for objects with the naked eye that you can’t possibly see. 

  

 

 

Now to the Southern hemisphere! 



What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere? 

 

At the beginning of the month, you are going to be able to see Mercury and Jupiter low in the 

western sky. The star chart below shows the sky in the west over Sydney at 20:00 on November 

1st. There you can see Jupiter with Mercury above it and above that is the constellation of 

Scorpius. Above and to the right of that is Saturn. In the bottom left you can see the pointer 

stars, alpha and beta Centauri and to the left of those is the southern cross. This chart 

illustrates how helpful it is to view the sky early in the evening. Only the brightest objects are in 

view and you won’t be overwhelmed by a bewildering number of stars. Jupiter has a date with 

the Sun this month and will disappear from your skies. It will re-appear next month as a 

morning object. 

 

              .  
 

If you look at the same sky at 22:00 then you can see that many more stars are visible. Mercury 

and Jupiter have set in the west. Only half of the constellation of Scorpius is visible. To the left 

of that in the south, the pointer stars and the southern cross are about to set. 

       

                   
 

If you look high in the northwest at the same time you can see Mars is very visible in 

Capricorn. To the right of it is Neptune which you may be able to see with binoculars or a 



small telescope. Below that you can see the circlet, which is an asterism representing the head 

of the fish in Pisces. Below that is the Great Square of Pegasus and below that you can see the 

constellation of Andromeda with the Andromeda galaxy about to set. 

 

                     
 

If you want to see Venus than it will be shining brightly in the pre-dawn just before the Sun 

rises. But will you be able to see the Taurids and the Leonids meteor showers? The Taurids 

peak on the night of the 12th/13th. The star chart below shows the sky in the northeast at 23:00 

on November 13th. You can see that Taurus the Bull has risen in the east. The radiant is close 

to the star Aldebaran (the red eye of the bull), so you should be able to see the Taurids. To the 

left of Taurus, you can see the beautiful open cluster of stars – the Pleiades. To the right of 

Taurus, you can see Orion (upside down) with Lepus the Hare above him! Following behind 

him is his dog Canis Major with its bright star Sirius. 

 

                        
 

You may not be able to see the Leonids since the constellation of Leo the Lion is only just 

rising in the east around 3 am on November 18th. 

 

Well that is all until next month. Meanwhile happy stargazing! Dark skies! 

 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS 


