The Night Sky in December, 2018
This month, the distance between Mars and Earth is increasing. This means the red planet is
getting smaller, but it is higher in the sky than it was earlier in the year. The star chart below
shows the sky in the southwest over Oxfordshire at 19:00 on December 7th. You can see that
Mars is high in the constellation of Aquarius. It is also close to Neptune and will help you
locate this planet. Neptune is not very bright, shining at magnitude +7.9 compared with the
magnitude of Mars which is +0.1. Note that the lower the magnitude, the brighter the object is.
You will need a small telescope to see Neptune’s disc.

Further west is the exquisite little constellation of Delphinus the Dolphin which I have
highlighted for you in the above chart. I recommend that you have a look at this. It is a beautiful
sight in a pair of 15x70 binoculars or a small telescope. The image below shows the brightest
stars in this constellation. The stars labelled alpha, beta, gamma and delta form a diamond
shaped asterism called Job’s coffin. An asterism is a pattern of bright stars which do not form
a constellation. The most famous asterism is the Plough which is part of the constellation of
Ursa Major.
The mythology surrounding Delphinus is that the sea god Poseidon wanted to marry Amphitrite
one of the beautiful Nereids who were daughters of Neptune. However, Amphitrite fled to the
Atlas mountains and hid there to protect her virginity. Poseidon sent a dolphin to woo her,
which it did successfully. As a reward, Poseidon set the dolphin in the sky for us to see forever.

To the west of Delphinus, you can see the Dumbbell Nebula – Messier object 27 (M27). This
is shown in the image below (courtesy of NASA and Bill Snyder photography). It is a beautiful
planetary nebula - that is a cloud of gas which is similar to the cloud of gas our Sun will
produce when nuclear fusion reactions in its core cease. M27 is one of the brightest planetary
nebulae in the sky and is a popular object with astrophotographers. It can be seen with
binoculars. Look for it in the constellation of Vulpecula the Fox.

Below Delphinus you can see the constellation of Aquila the Eagle with its bright star Altair.
This is one of the stars in the Summer Triangle and is setting early in the west now that winter
is upon us.
Saturn is very low in the southwest and will be very close to a thin crescent Moon on
December 9th. Venus is a morning object and can be seen shining brightly in the southeast at
06:00 with Mercury rising just below it. Jupiter is returning to our skies as a morning object
this month. The star chart below shows the sky in the southeast at 06:00 on December 31 st. You
can see Jupiter rising below Venus and a waning crescent Moon nearby in Virgo.

Note that to the left of Venus is the 13th constellation of the zodiac – Ophiuchus. If you have
heard my “Myths and Legends of the Stars” talk you will remember that Patrick Moore drew
the stars of this constellation as a spanner since it puts a spanner in the works of the astrologers

who want 12 constellations in the zodiac to fit the months of the year. The image below shows
pages from Patrick’s enjoyable little book “Stars of Destiny” in which he shows this spanner.
On the right he has drawn the petrol pump constellation!

Uranus this month can be seen high in the southwest around 23:00 in the constellation of
Pisces the Fish.
At the beginning of this month, the Sun will rise at 08:03 and set at 15:55 GMT. By the end of
the month it will be rising at 08:26 and will set at 16:00. There will be a Full Moon on
December 22nd and a New Moon on December 7th and so the early part of the month will be the
best time for stargazing.
The Geminid meteor shower occurs this month and will reach peak activity on the night of
December 13th/14th. This a very active shower and a rate of around 50 meteors per hour is
expected. The star chart below shows the sky in the southeast at 22:00 0n December 13th. That
night there will be a waxing crescent Moon which will set around 21:50 so it won’t interfere
with the meteor shower. The most comfortable way to see a shower is to lie in a garden lounger
and look up at the sky at an angle of 60° to the horizon.

The Geminid meteor shower is so called because the meteors all seem to come from a point
near the constellation of Gemini. That is the radiant. To be certain you have seen a Geminid,
you must be able to trace its origin back to this point as shown in the image below. You can see
that the radiant is close to the bright star Castor which marks the head of one of the heavenly
twins. This star looks like just one star to the naked eye, but it is in fact 6 stars gravitationally
bound together. The only other sextuplet in the whole of the sky (including the southern
hemisphere) is Mizar, the second star in along the handle of the Plough.

The other big event this month is the sight of the comet 46P/Wirtanen. This has been in our
skies for a while but in the middle of this month it will be at its closest to the Earth. The best
time to see it will be from December 15th – 18th when it will pass between the Pleiades and the
Hyades. The star chart below shows this region at 22:00 on December 15 th. You can find the
Pleiades and Hyades very easily near the constellation of Taurus the Bull which is just above
and to the right of Orion. There is a great visualisation of the comet’s path on youtube. Click
on the following link if you want to see it – “wwww.cometwatch.co.uk/comet-46p-wirtanen/”.
This video states that the comet will shine at magnitude +3 which is easily seen with the naked
eye. However, recent observations indicate that it is currently magnitude 5.5 which is not
visible to the naked eye from most locations. The only way to find out is to go out and have a
look with binoculars at hand.

Now to the Southern Hemisphere!

What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?
Many of the objects and topics I discuss in the northern hemisphere section of this newsletter
apply to you in the southern hemisphere. It is worth reading both sections. The star chart below
shows the sky in the northwest over Sydney at 22:00 on December 7th. There you can see Mars
with Neptune just above it in the constellation of Aquarius. To the right you can see the
circlet, which is an asterism representing the head of the fish in Pisces. Below this is the Great
Square of Pegasus with the Andromeda constellation to the right of it. There you can see the
famous Andromeda galaxy, M31 and below this is the Little Dumbbell Nebula, M76. This
nebula shines with a magnitude of +10.1 which makes it hard to find except in a telescope. The
image below shows you why it is named the way it is. It looks very similar to the Dumbbell
Nebula I discussed in the first section of this newsletter

Venus is a brilliant morning object for you. The star chart below shows the sky over Sydney at
05:30 on December 8th. You can see that just before sunrise, you have the beautiful sight of
Venus, Mercury and Jupiter rising in the east!

You may be able to see the constellation of Delphinus the Dolphin if you look low on the
western horizon at 21:00 on December 7th. In the chart below, you can see Delphinus
highlighted and to the left of it is Saturn in Sagittarius. You can see Mars in the top right of
the chart in the constellation of Aquarius as it is for us.

If you are prepared to stay up until the early hours you should be able to see the Geminid
meteor shower. The star chart below shows the sky in the north over Sydney at 02:00 on
December 14th. There you can that Gemini is quite high in the sky.

The other big event this month is the comet 46P/Wirtanen. The star chart below shows the sky
in the northeast over Sydney at 22:00 on December 15th. To the right of this image you can see
the constellation of Orion and to the left of it is Taurus the Bull. From December 15th until the
18th, the comet will be in this region between the Pleiades and the Hyades. The Pleiades are
clearly marked on the chart, but you may not know the Hyades. This is the cluster of stars very
close to the giant red star Aldebaran (the red eye of the bull). It is located around the V-shaped
nose of the bull.

If you look in the south earlier in the evening, you will have the pleasure of seeing the southern
cross and the pointer stars rising. The star chart below shows the sky over Sydney at 21:15 on
December 15th. To the left of the chart is the constellation of Carina. Carina is the Latin name
for the keel of a ship. It was formerly part of the larger constellation Argo Navis (the ship
Argo). This has now been split into three, the other two being Puppis (the poop deck) and Vela
(the sail of the ship). Vela can be clearly seen below Carina in the chart below. Close to the top
left you can see Canopus, which is the brightest star in the southern hemisphere.

Sadly, that is all for this month and this year. Until January 2019 – happy stargazing and dark
skies!
Valerie Calderbank FRAS

