
 The Night Sky in May, 2019

May, June and July are not good months for observing since the days are long and the nights are 
short and not very dark. However, the nights are warm and sometimes too hot and muggy to lie in 
bed if you can't sleep. This is a good time to go into the garden, open a reclining chair and browse 
the night sky with a pair of binoculars. The Milky Way can look magnificent at this time of year. You
may also wake before dawn in which case you can look out to see the morning objects in the sky.

On May 1st, the Sun will rise at 05:36 and set at 20:39 BST. By the end of the month it will be rising
at 04:49 and setting at 21:27 BST! There will be a new Moon on May 1st and a full Moon on May 
18th.  This is not a great month for planets! Mercury and Mars are both visible in the morning sky 
but they are low on the horizon. Later in the month they will be visible in the evening sky and 
Mercury will have brightened. The image below shows the sky over Oxfordshire at 21:15 on May 
31st. You can see that Mercury is low on the north western horizon and Mars is to the left of it and 
above it in the constellation of Gemini. Mars is smaller and dimmer than it was last Autumn when it 
was magnificent. Venus is also not favourably placed this month nor are the ice giants Uranus and 
Neptune. However, both Jupiter and Saturn can be seen in the early hours of the morning.

The star chart below shows the sky in the south over Oxfordshire at 03:00 on May 31st. There you 
can see Saturn in the constellation of Sagittarius. It is very close to the dwarf planet Pluto. Saturn 
has a magnitude of +0.8 and Pluto is magnitude +14.3. Note that the larger the magnitude then the 
dimmer the object. Those objects with negative magnitudes are the brightest. From my home 
location I can see objects up to magnitude +4 with the naked eye so I will be able to see Saturn, but I
would need a telescope to see Pluto. Alternatively, if you are into Astrophotography you could try 
imaging the two planets together.



Saturn’s rings are open and tipped towards us and so the northern hemisphere of the planet can be 
seen very clearly. You may also be able to see some of Saturn's moons as shown in the image below. 

You can see from the star chart above that Jupiter is visible in Ophiuchus to the right of Saturn. The 
image below shows the planet as it will look at 03:00 on May 31st. The Great Red Spot is near the 
limb of the planet on the right. You can also see the four Galilean moons. 

There is a region of the sky which is very popular with observers in the Spring and Summer. It is 
known as the “Realm of Galaxies” or the “Coma/Virgo supercluster”. Our Milky Way Galaxy is 
one of about 54 galaxies known as the Local Group. This in turn is part of the Virgo Supercluster. 
You can easily find this region by star hopping from the Plough as shown in the image below. 
Follow the curved arc down from the handle of the Plough as shown by the yellow line. The first 
bright star you will see is Arcturus in the constellation of Boötes. Carry on following the yellow 
line and the next bright star you will see is Spica in the constellation of Virgo. These two stars are 
very conspicuous. Above Virgo, in the direction of Coma Berenices, is the Realm of Galaxies region
marked in the diagram with a red curve. Above it is the constellation of Leo the Lion.



The image below shows that the stars Arcturus, Spica and Regulus in Leo are known as the Spring 
Triangle.

If we focus in more closely near the star Vendemiatrix you will see that there is a group of 11 
objects all with labels beginning with M as can be seen in the image below. These are all Messier 
Objects and can be found in the Messier catalogue.

Many Messier objects are very distant galaxies. They are labelled with an “M” followed by a 
number. In the image below the Messier objects are all galaxies belonging to the Virgo supercluster 
and are labelled M59, 84, 86, 87, 88, 89, 90, 91,98,99 and 100. Some are spiral galaxies, and some 
are elliptical in shape. They are all approximately 55 million light years away where a light year is 
6,000,000,000,000 miles! Their magnitudes are all around +10 and they can be seen in a small 
telescope or a powerful pair of binoculars under dark skies. This region is also superb for 
astrophotography. Why not try to find as many of these distant galaxies as you can? If you would 
like to see a “WOW” image of this region then you can see this below! Of course, if you look around
this region the objects won’t have the colours shown. However, if you image them, then you can 
bring out the colour.

I hope that some of you will try browsing around the Realm of Galaxies and see what you can find! 
If you succeed in capturing any images, then please send them to me so I can include them in my 
next newsletter.



Now to our friends in Dalian, China! 

Dalian is at a latitude of 39° whereas we are at a latitude of 51°in England. This means that you will 
see much further into the southern hemisphere than we can. The latitude of Mallorca is also 39° so 
there they will see a sky very much like your sky in Dalian. But Dalian time is 8 hours ahead of 
GMT so you will see everything before us and before Mallorca. The chart below shows the sky in 
the west over Dalian at 19:25 on May 31st. You can see exactly what we can see at 21:15 our time on
the same day by looking at the first image in the previous section. Mercury is low on the horizon and
will set soon after the Sun. Mars is above Mercury and to the left of it in the constellation of Gemini.

You can also see Saturn and Jupiter, but you have a much better view than we do. The planets are 
higher in the sky than they are for us. Also, since you can see further down into the southern 



hemisphere you can see the constellations of Sagittarius and Scorpius in all their glory. This is a 
marvellous region to explore with binoculars or a telescope.

The star chart below shows the sky in the south over Dalian at 03:00 on May 31st. Apart from Jupiter
and Saturn, there are many constellations to see. In the top right you can see Ophiuchus, the 
Serpent Bearer. In the bottom right you see Libra, to the left of that is Scorpius, and to the left of 
that is Corona Australis – the southern crown.

If you can look at Saturn through a telescope, then the image below is what you will see. Note that 
your view of it is very similar to ours except it is not tilted quite so much towards you.

The image below shows what you will see if you look at Jupiter. Note that the red spot is not visible 
to you at that time, but the moon Io is in transit across the face of the planet and is casting a shadow. 
You can also see the three other Galilean moons.



You are in an ideal position on Earth in many ways since you can see a large region of our northern 
hemisphere and also the southern hemisphere. It is worthwhile reading the other sections of this 
newsletter since a lot of it will be of relevance to you.

Now on to the Southern hemisphere!



The Southern Hemisphere May, 2019

Mercury will only be visible to you in the pre-dawn sky for the first 10 days of the month. It will 
then disappear in the glare of the Sun until it re-appears in the west in the evening twilight at the end 
of the month. The image below shows the sky in the north west over Sydney at 19:00 on May 31st. 
There you can see Mercury and above it is Mars in the constellation of Gemini. To the left is Orion 
and on the horizon is Auriga just setting.

Jupiter will rise at 8pm in the constellation of Ophiuchus at the start of May. By the end of the month
it will rise around 6pm and will be in a great position for observation. Saturn will rise at 10pm at the 
beginning of the month and around 8pm by the end of the month. The star chart below shows the sky
in the east over Sydney at 22:00 on May 31st. There you can see both Jupiter and Sydney amongst 
the glorious sight of the Messier objects in Sagittarius and Scorpius. Lucky you! This is a wonderful 
imaging in opportunity.

At the time shown in the chart, Saturn will look like the image below if you are able to see it through
a telescope. The rings are open so that you can see both the rings and the planet very well. You can 
also see the northern hemisphere of the planet but it is upside down compared with our view of it.



If you look at Jupiter through a telescope at this time the image below is what you will see. 
You can see the red spot and the four Galilean moons! Near Jupiter is a star labelled TYC. This 
means that it is included in theTycho-2 catalogue which lists 2.5 million of the brightest stars.

You will be able to see the Realm of Galaxies much better than we can since it is higher in the sky 
for you. The star chart below shows the sky in the northeast over Sydney at 20:00 on May 20th. In the
bottom right you can see the star Arcturus rising in Boötes. In the top right is the constellation of 
Virgo with its bright star Spica. To the left is the constellation of Leo with its bright star Regulus. 
You can see what we call the Spring Triangle, but you should call it the Autumn Triangle! In the 
middle of the chart you can see the constellation of Coma Berenices and the Realm of Galaxies!

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

Valerie Calderbank FRAS


