
 The Night Sky in January, 2020

Welcome to the 20s! I hope you all had a good Christmas and that you are looking forward to 
another year of interesting astronomical events! We are well past the winter solstice now and 
the nights are drawing out more rapidly. On January 1st, the Sun will rise at 08:26 and set at 
16:01. On January 31st it will rise at 07:58 and set at 16:50! There will be a New Moon on 
January 24th and a Full Moon on January 10th. Note that this Full Moon is known as the Wolf 
Moon to native Americans since it is the time when the wolves howled a lot. 

Some of you may have noticed a bright object in the south-west just after sunset in the last few 
weeks. This is the planet Venus which is coming back to us in all its glory this year. By the end
of the month it will be setting 4 hours after sunset and will also be 15° above the horizon as can
be seen in the image below (courtesy of the Sky At Night magazine). 

The star chart below shows the sky in the south-west at 17:00 on January 31st which is the best 
time to see Venus. If you have a telescope then you will be able to see that Venus is about  73%
illuminated as shown in the image below.



As can be seen in the above star chart, Mercury is low in the south-west and can be seen just 
after sunset. Sadly, Saturn is out of view and we will have to wait until early Spring before we 
can see it again. Mars is small and faint at the moment but can be seen on the south-eastern 
horizon just before dawn. Jupiter is still too close to the Sun to be seen. Uranus and Neptune 
are well placed for observing as can be seen in the star chart below which shows the sky in the 
west at 18:00 on January 20th .  You will almost certainly need binoculars to see these planets 
and a telescope if you want to see their discs. Also in the star chart below, you can see that.  
Venus is close to Neptune. Above it is the constellation of Pisces with the circlet representing 
the head of the fish. Above that is the Great Square of Pegasus and the Andromeda  Galaxy 
can be found in the region above that but just off this chart. Uranus can be seen high up in the 
left of the chart.

                    

The New Year goes off with a bang with the Quadrantids meteor shower which peaks on the 
night of January 3rd/4th . Unfortunately, there will be a first quarter Moon spoiling the show so 
the best time to see the shower is after moonset from 01:10 to 06:30 on the morning of January 
4th. A very high rate of meteors per hour is expected since the zenith hourly rate (ZHR) is 120



meteors per hour. The ZHR is the number of meteors per hour you can expect to see under 
perfect conditions and looking directly overhead (that is at the zenith). But you are likely to see
less than this in practice. 

The star chart below shows the sky in the east at 02:00 on January 4th. The meteors will appear 
to come from a point in the sky known as the radiant. This point is near to a constellation 
called Quadrans Muralis – hence the name of the shower. This constellation is no longer one 
of the 88 officially recognized constellations, so for us the radiant will appear to be below the 
handle of the Plough and above the constellation of Boötes the Hunter. For this reason, some 
people prefer to call this shower the Boötids. I have highlighted Boötes in the chart below. The 
handle of the Plough is off the chart above it.

                              

The diagram below shows the location of the Quadrantids radiant.
   .

Finally there will be a penumbral eclipse of the Moon on January 10th. This is when the Moon
passes through the penumbral shadow of the Earth as shown in the image below (courtesy of 
Fred Espanak of NASA). The best time to see it will be from 19:10 to 21:10.  



Now to the Southern hemisphere!

What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?

Sadly, the Quadrantids meteor shower cannot be seen from southern skies.  But you will be able
to observe Uranus, Neptune and Venus as shown in the chart below. This shows the sky in the 
west over Sydney at 20:30 on January 6th. Also you may be able to see the penumbral eclipse of
the Moon low on the north-eastern horizon.                  

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

Valerie Calderbank FRAS


