
 The Night Sky in April, 2020

Welcome to British Summer Time (BST)! From now on all times will be quoted in BST in this 
newsletter. A tiny, invisible virus may well have brought our advanced civilisation almost to its 
knees, but the Laws of Physics continue to work! The clockwork of the heavens is operating as 
predictably as ever. Since we are in lockdown, this is an ideal time for you to discover more about 
the night sky. If you don't have a telescope then just use your naked eyes to learn how to identify 
some of the major constellations for example. Alternatively, beg, steal or borrow the most powerful 
pair of binoculars you can find! They will be excellent for looking at the Moon. The Sky At Night 
magazine this month has put out a link to a website suggesting what you can do to cope with the 
boredom of lockdown. I have copied this link into my covering email. I will be interested to hear if 
you take up any of their suggestions.

This month, there will be a Full Moon on April 8th and a New Moon on April  23rd so the end of the 
month will be the best time for stargazing. At the beginning of the month the Sun will rise at 06:43 
and set at 19:46. At the end of the month it will rise at 05:35 and set at 20:41. The planet of the 
month is Mars and the best time to see it is around 05:30 on April 1st as shown in the starchart 
below. You can see from this that Mars is in the constellation of Capricorn and to the right of it (i.e. 
to the west) is Saturn.  These planets are low on the horizon, quite small and not very bright (Mars 
is magnitude +0.8 and Saturn +0.6). However this is an excellent chance for you to compare the 
colours of the two planets with binoculars. Mars has a noticeably red tinge whereas Saturn is 
yellowish-white. As the month goes on, Mars will move further to the east. Ultimately it will be at its
best at opposition on October 14th  at 00:18. Something to look forward to. To the right (west) of 
Saturn is Jupiter in the constellation Sagittarius. The best time to see both Jupiter and Saturn is on 
April 30th at 04:00. 

Venus has looked spectacular in the western twilight for many weeks. It will be at its closest to us 
between April 2nd and 5th. It is very bright shining at magnitude -4.3. It will look glorious in the west 
at around 20:30 on April 3rd. This can be seen in the star chart below. Venus is in the constellation of 
Taurus the Bull.  You can see that it is very close to the Pleiades a cluster of hot blue stars formed 
about 100 million years ago. Note that this cluster is 444 light years away and is a beautiful sight in 
binoculars. Since the cluster is very close to Venus in early April then it is also a great photo 
opportunity. To the left of Venus is  the bright orange star Aldebaran which is known as the red eye 



of the bull. In the V shaped nose of the of the bull is a cluster of stars known as the Hyades. This 
cluster is estimated to be 625 million years old and is 153 light years away from Earth. I suggest that
you browse around this region with binoculars.

April is the month when we have the chance to see the Lyrid meteor shower. It will reach its peak  
on the night of April 21st /22nd  The peak zone is expected to extend from 23:40 on April 21st until 
10:40 on April 22nd . But the meteors can be observed between April 14th and April 30th . The shower 
is called the Lyrids because all the meteors appear to come from a point in the sky called the radiant
which is near to the constellation of Lyra. The star chart below shows the sky in the east at 02:00 on 
April 22nd. You can see the constellation of Lyra (the Lyre) in the middle of the chart at the top. Its 
bright star Vega is the 5th brightest in the sky and the 3rd brightest in the northern hemisphere. It is a 
dazzling sight throughout the summer months. Below Lyra and to the left of the chart is the 
constellation of Cygnus (the Swan) with it bright star Deneb. To the right, at the bottom of the chart
is the constellation of Aquila (the Eagle) with its bright star Altair. These three stars (Vega, Deneb 
and Altair) form the summer triangle. They are conspicuous stars throughout the summer months. 



Now to our friends in Dalian, China! 

Although the longitude of Dalian is about 121°E compared with our longitude of 1°E, its latitude is 
not so different. Our latitude in Oxfordshire is approximately 51° whereas that of Dalian is 
approximately 39° which is about the same latitude as Mallorca. It is the latitude which affects what 
you can see in the night sky. At 39° it is possible to see all the stars in the northern hemisphere, but 
more stars in the southern atmosphere than we can. To determine how far into the southern 
hemisphere you can see, calculate your co-latitude by subtracting your latitiude from 90°. In the 
case of Dalian and Mallorca this is 51°. The longitude does not determine what you see but only 
when you see it. Our friends in Dalian and Mallorca see the same night sky but at different times.
The star chart below shows the sky in the south-east over Dalian at 05:30 on April 1st. There you can 
see that you have the pleasure of seeing Mars, Saturn and Jupiter plus the constellations of 
Sagittarius and Scorpius in all their glory.

The star chart below shows your sky in the west at 20:30 on April 3rd. There you can see Venus close
to the Pleiades and the Hyades in the constellation of Taurus as described in the first section of this 
newsletter. You will also be able to see the Lyrids if you look in the east around 02:00 on April 22nd.

Now on to the Southern hemisphere!



The Southern Hemisphere April, 2020

Sydney’s longitude is 151°E and so is much further east than China. Their latitude is approximately 
34°S. This means they can see all the stars in the southern hemisphere and the stars in the northern 
hemisphere as far as their co-latitude which is “90°-34°” that is 36°N. Time in Sydney is 11 hours 
ahead of UTC or 10 hours ahead of British Summer Time (BST). However, in Sydney they do 
correct for Daylight Saving Time and their clocks will go back by 1 hour on April 5th this year. This 
means they will only be 9 hours ahead of BST.

The starchart below shows the sky in the south-east over Sydney at 05:30 on April 1st. There you can
see Jupiter, Mars and Saturn with all the Messier objects in Sagittarius. Above Sagittarius is the 
constellation of  Scorpius which I have highlighted. If you look towards the horizon below Saturn 
you may just be able to catch a glimpse of Mercury.

The starchart below shows the sky in the north-west over Sydney at 20:00 on April 3rd. There you 
can see Venus in the constellation of Taurus and close to the Pleiades.You can also see the Hyades in 
Taurus and above that, Orion can be seen diving down headfirst to the horizon! To the right of Orion 
is the constellation of Gemini, the heavenly twins with the bright stars Castor and Pollux marking 
the heads of the twins.



If you look in the north around 06:00 on April 22nd you may just be able to see the Lyrids. Look 
around the bright star Vega in the constellation of Lyra as shown in the starchart below.

That’s all for now. Until next month, stay safe and try to enjoy the beauty of the night sky. 

Valerie Calderbank FRAS


