
The Night Sky in February, 2021

Welcome everyone! I am sure you all appreciate that the days are getting longer now. On 
February 1st, the Sun will rise at 07:55 and set at 16:53 GMT but by the end of the month it 
will be rising at 06:53 and setting at 17:52 GMT! This is quite a big change and we will soon be
able to enjoy 11 hr days! There will be a Full Moon on February 27th  and a New Moon on 
February 11th so the beginning of the month will be the best time for stargazing. 

Mars has been looking good for several months. It can still be seen in the southern sky but it is 
fading slowly now so it will be at its best at the beginning of the month. The star chart below 
shows the sky in the south at 18:00 on February 1st. There you can clearly see Mars in the 
constellation of Aries. To the left on the edge of the image, you can see Orion appearing and 
above it is the constellation of Taurus the Bull. In the top right of the chart you can see most of
the Great Square of Pegasus and the wedge shaped constellation of Andromeda leading off it.
Below that is the constellation of Pisces the Fish and you can see the head of the fish in the far 
right of the chart. The head of the fish is a famous and distinctive asterism called the circlet. 
An asterism is a distinctive pattern of bright stars which is not in itself a constellation. The most
famous asterism is the Plough which is part of the constellation of Ursa Major, the Great 
Bear. Note that to the right and just below Mars is the planet Uranus also in the constellation 
of Aries. This month is the last chance to see Uranus before it disappears in the evening twilight
and will not be seen in our skies again until the autumn. It can be seen in binoculars but you 
really need a telescope to see the disc. Notice that to the bottom right of the chart is the planet 
Neptune in the constellation of Aquarius. Neptune is low on the horizon and you need a 
telescope to see it clearly. It will also be lost in the evening twilight by the end of the month.

Jupiter and Saturn have been looking magnificent in the night sky for several months. They 
are now to be found in the morning sky in the constellation of Capricorn.  The best time to see 
them is about 20 minutes before sunrise in the southeast at the end of the month. They can be 
seen in the chart below which is the sky in the southeast at 06:30 on February 28th. You can see 
that Saturn aand Jupiter are very low on the horizon with the planet Mercury between them. 



The dwarf planet Pluto is nearby but you definitely need dark skies and a telescope to find this. 
Venus is also poorly positioned low on the horizon in the southeast about 20 minutes before 
sunrise. By the end of the month it will be lost in the morning twilight.

A number of people get pleasure out of seeing a very thin Moon. If this gives you a buzz then 
February is a very good month for it since a thin Moon can be seen between February 12th and 
15th just after sunset. The chart below shows the sky in the southwest at 19:00 on February 15th. 
There you can see a very thin Moon close to the constellation of Pisces the Fish. To the right of 
this is the Great Square of Pegasus and above that is the Andromeda constellation and galaxy. 
Note that the Moon will only be in the sky for about 40 minutes after sunset so you need to be 
quick. You also need a flat horizon in the west.



Before I move on from the planets, note that Mars will have a close encounter with the Pleiades
throughout February. The star chart below shows the sky in the southwest at 20:00 on February 
19th. There you can see a fascinating sky with Orion in the bottom left and Taurus to the right of
it. To the right of Taurus is the Moon with the Pleiades above it to the right and Mars can be 
seen further to the right in Aries. Above them is the constellation of Perseus which looks like a 
chicken wishbone. The Pleiades is a beautiful open cluster of stars and is listed in the Messier 
catalogue as M45. This catalogue was developed by the 18th century French astronomer 
Charles Messier. It contains 109 distant objects which are either remote galaxies, star clusters 
or clouds of gas known as planetary nebulae. M45 is a wonderful photo opportunity. As the 
month goes by Mars will move closer to it and there will no Moon in the way. Note also that 
you can capture the Hyades in Taurus as well. This is an open cluster of stars around the V-
shaped nose of the bull!

Meteor Showers 

There are no significant meteor showers in February or March.

Astronomy for Dummies

I will continue to respond to Andy Robertson's question which is “I (and maybe others) would 
be interested to know how such huge distances can be measured...and to what accuracy? How 
long have we been able to make such estimates?”.  

I have already described how distances to the Moon or planets in our Solar System can be 
measured by using radar or laser beams. However if we want to measure the distances to  
objects outside our solar system, other methods must be used as shown in the image below.



The method of parallax can be used to determine the distances to objects many thousands of 
light years away. I described this in my last Newsletter.  However, if we want to measure the 
distances to objects millions or even billions of light years away we need to use other methods. 
Remember that a light year is the distance that light can travel in a year. Since it travels at 
186,000 miles per second a light year is a long way – 6 trillion miles in fact which is 
6,000,000,000,000 miles!

One method of finding  the distance to such remote objects is to use a standard candle which 
is an object of known brightness. When we look at the brightness of distant stars  we are 
looking only at their apparent brightness that is how bright they appear to be to us. If we went
very close up to them then they would be very much brighter as no doubt you can appreciate! 
That would be their absolute brightness -  that is how bright they actually are. If we can find 
both the absolute and apparent brightnesses of a distant object then it is possible to calculate the
distance to that object. To give you an example of this from everyday life, consider the 
brightness of car headlights. When the car is in your drive you can see the actual brightness of 
your headlights. However if you are out on the road and a car is coming towards you, you can 
automatically guess how far away it is by the brightness of its headlights. So you are using the 
headlights as a standard candle.

To measure the distance to distant stars, there are number of standard candles which can be 
used. The first is cepheid variables. A cepheid variable is a star which pulsates regularly often 
because it is old and becoming unstable. The first pulsating star of this type was found in the 
constellation of Cepheus hence the name cepheids These stars pulsate regularly changing their 
diameter and brightness periodically and their period of pulsation can range from several days 
to several months.

I described the constellation of Cepheus in my October 2020 Newsletter. It is shown here in the 
star chart below. It is a circumpolar constellation which means it is close to the north pole star 
Polaris and is in the sky all night and all the year round. You can find it to the right of the 
bright W-shaped constellation of Cassiopeia and it looks like the gable end of a house. Note that
the bright stars in any constellation are labelled with Greek letters. The brightest is alpha (α), 
the second brightest is beta (β) and so on. The first Cepheid variable star ever found was delta 
(δ) Cephei and is shown in the bottom left of the constellation. The pole star, Polaris is also a 



cepheid variable which for some time pulsated with a period of  4 days when the brightness 
decreased by about 10%. However recent measurements show that this change in brightness is 
decreasing so one day Polaris may stop pulsating.

The person generally recognised to be the one who first discovered the relationship between the 
period of pulsation of cepheids and the brightness of these stars was Henrietta Swan Leavitt an 
American astronomer. She made this discovery in 1912 whilst working at the Harvard 
Observatory in the USA. She realised that by measuring the period of pulsation of a star it is 
possible to calculate its absolute brightness. By observing it from Earth you can measure its 
relative brightness hence it can be used as a standard candle to determine distance! Astronomers
usually measure the brightness of objects as magnitudes. The definition of magnitude is 
difficult for non mathematicians to understand but it can be thought of as brightness. For those 
who don't mind a bit of mathematics, the magnitude scale is a logarithmic scale and a 
magnitude 1 star is approximately 2.5 times brighter than a magnitude 2 star. Note that the 
lower the magnitude, the brighter the star.

Next month I will describe another standard candle whch can be used to measure the distances 
to objects much further away and that is a Type Ia Supernova!

Images of the Month

Roland Gooday popped outside and took an image of the Moon recently. Here it is for you to 
enjoy. Roland took this image with his Celestron EdgeHD 8inch telescope plus a 0.7 Reducer 
(f=1422mm) + his Nikon D800 camera set at ISO800 with an exposure of 1/800sec. The 
resulting image is 10 of 100 shots stacked in “Autostakkert”. This allowed him to get a bit more
detail and to up the colour saturation without introducing too much visible noise. If you have 
any questions about this then do write in and let me know.



You may be interested in trying to identify some of the features on the Moon and below is a 
excellent labelled image to help you do this. Thanks once again Roland for sending this image.



Constellation of the Month

I have now finished describing the circumpolar constellations plus Perseus and I hope that some
of you at least have been able to identify these. This month I am focussing on the constellation 
of Andromeda. The star chart below shows you that Andromeda is to the right (west) of 
Perseus. Above them both is the W-shaped constellation of Cassiopeia. According to Greek 
legend Cassiopeia was the Queen of Ethiopia and the mother of Andromeda. Perseus found 
Andromeda chained to a rock when he was on his way home from cutting off the head of the 
Gorgon Medusa. He saved Andromeda from being eaten by the sea monster and later married 
her. You can see below that these constellations are close together in the sky. They are easy to 
find since Cassiopeia is circumpolar and close to Polaris.

The star chart below shows the region of Andromeda in more detail. This region contains one 
famous galaxy, many faint galaxies, a selection of nice double stars, a couple of bright open 
clusters, a few variable stars and a beautiful planetary nebula. The deep sky object that 
dominates the constellation is M31, the spectacular Andromeda galaxy. It is the largest 
member of our Local Group of galaxies. At 2.5 million light-years, it's the most distant object in
the night sky that is easily visible with the naked eye. You can find M31 from the star 
Alpheratz which is part of the Great Square of Pegasus on the right of the image. Despite this, 
Alpheratz is in the Andromeda constellation and is known as α Andromedae since it is the 
brightest star in that constellation. From this star follow the line of stars to the left  (east) of it 
until you reach β Andromedae known as Mirach. From this draw a line upwards to μ 
Andromedae and then carry on this line until you reach M31. To the right and below this you 
can find M110 and  M32 (both dwarf elliptical galaxies). Try scanning around this region with 
binoculars or a small telescope and see what else you can spot. Happy hunting!

https://freestarcharts.com/light-year
https://freestarcharts.com/planetary-nebula
https://freestarcharts.com/open-cluster
https://freestarcharts.com/open-cluster


GoSpaceWatch

Michael Bryce is now advertising his next GoSpaceWatch Zoom presentations as shown 
below.Tickets are £3 pp and can be purchased from the website shown. 

Wednesday 3rd February at 7:30 pm
Naomi Rowe-Gurney (Phd Student at the University of Leicester)
“Solar System Science and the James Webb Space Telescope”
Details and Tickets https://planetarysciencejwst.eventbrite.co.uk

Wednesday 17th February at 7:30 pm
Howard L.G Parkin BSc. BEd. FRAS: “Dark Skies Tourism”. How the Isle of Man has embraced the 
Dark Skies Tourism Industry.
Details and Tickets: https://dstiom.eventbrite.co.uk 

What's up in Dalian, China?

As I have said before, since you are in the northern hemisphere, all of the things I have 
described in the previous section apply to you. The star chart below shows the sky in the 
southwest over Dalian at 19:00 on February 17th. There you have the lovely sight of Orion to 
the left of the image with Taurus and the Pleidaes to the right (west) of it. Below this you can 
see Mars, Uranus and a thin crescent Moon. To the right of the image is the Andromeda 
constellation. You can enjoy browsing around this region as described in the previous section.

https://gospacewatch.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e4fe95b928dc0b0aeb59c2274&id=108d747c7f&e=80c1da9a0e
https://gospacewatch.us19.list-manage.com/track/click?u=e4fe95b928dc0b0aeb59c2274&id=6da4ed609a&e=80c1da9a0e


What's Up in the Southern Hemisphere?

The star chart below shows the sky in the northwest over Sydney at 20:00 on February 18th 
2021. There you can see you also have the Moon, Mars and Uranus close together in Aries 
with the Pleiades to the right of these. Above these you can see Orion taking a nose dive ready 
to set! To the right of this is the constellation of Gemini the Heavenly Twins also about to set.

The star chart below shows the sky in the south at the same time as above, that is 20:00 on Feb-
ruary 18th. There you can se the Southern Cross, Crux with the bright pointer stars α and β 
Centauri in the constellation of Centaurus. Between Centaurus and the pole you can see the 
constellations of Musea, Chamaeleon, Apus, Pavo and Tucana. The closest constellation to 
the south pole is Octans but there is no bright star to mark the position of the pole.

Finally, Saturn, Jupiter, Mercury and Venus can be seen low on the eastern horizon around 
05:00 on February 15th.



That’s all for this month. Until next month, happy stargazing! Dark skies!

Valerie Calderbank FRAS


