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Sky Notes - May 2008

At the beginning of the month the sun continues its journey through the constellation of Aries, until
the 13™ at 23h00, when it crosses the border into Taurus. In the northern parts of the UK, twilight
begins to persist all night, and there are no truly dark nights until the end of July. From now on,
look out for noctilucent clouds, which are thought to be produced as a result of meteors passing
through the upper atmosphere. These thin high clouds of ice crystals still catch the light of the sun,
which even at midnight is not far below the northern horizon. Their appearance is as silvery blue
veils low in the northern sky, which may be seen an hour before and after midnight.

The Moon

The moon is at perigee, the point of nearest approach to earth, in the early morning of the 6", and
apogee, at which time it is as far away from the earth as it can be, takes place at lunchtime on the
20", MaNew Bloon is on the 5" at 12h18, in the constellation of Aries. The moon passes 4°
north of the sun at the time. First Quarter is at 03h47 on the 12™. When at 19h00 it may be seen
over 40° above the southern horizon. By 23h00 it may be seen as it begins to set towards the west
beneath Saturn and Regulus — Saturn being the brighter of the two - a very pretty configuration if
the sky is clear. Full Moon is at 02h11 on the 20". Late on the previous evening it may be seen
approaching the south with the constellation of Scorpius to the east. Shortly after midnight it
culminates at an altitude of 10°. Last Quarter at 02h56 on the 28" takes place in the constellation
of Aquarius, rising just after 01h00.

From the 6" to the 11™ of the month, earthshine may be seen in the night hemisphere of the
crescent moon, when twilight fades sufficiently for this phenomenon to be seen.

Planets

Mercury is at its greatest elongation east of the sun on the 14™ at 04h when the angular distance
is 22°; this is the best evening apparition of the planet in 2008, and should be looked for in the
WNW sky as civil twilight fades. At elongation, it sets a little over two hours after the sun. A very
good opportunity to observe Mercury takes place during the evening of the 6™ when at 20h30 the
delightful spectacle of the thin waxing crescent moon may be seen 2° to the right of the planet and
at the same altitude of10° above the horizon. The view through binoculars will be particularly fine,
and for those who have never seen this elusive innermost planet, this evening is a good
opportunity, weather permitting!! By the last week in May Mercury starts moving in to the sun again
towards its inferior conjunction early next month. Lost in the bright dawn twilight, Venus is not
visible at all during May. The direct motion of Mars takes it through the constellation of Cancer as
the month progresses, and its brightness continues to decrease, so that by the end of the month it
is only as bright as Castor in Gemini. During the evenings of the 22" and 23", Mars is very close
to the beehive open cluster of stars, M44, and this will prove an interesting spectacle in binoculars.
The cluster itself is 500 light years and contains around 50 stars. Look towards the west between
22h and 23h for the best view. On May 10", just after noon, there is an occultation of Mars by the
broad crescent moon. As this takes place during daylight, it can only be observed through a
telescope. However, when the sky darkens at around 20h45, Mars may be seen just less than 4°
to the west of the crescent moon. By the end of the month, Mars sets at around 0h30.



The period of availability for the observation of Jupiter continues to increase during May. At the
beginning of the month it is rising at around 01h; midmonth it rises at midnight, and at the end of
May it rises just before 23h. With the exception of the moon it is now the brightest object visible at
night.

Sat u rretrégsade motion towards Regulus ends on the 3" after which it begins to move direct
again in the constellation of Leo. On the night of the 12", the waxing gibbous moon passes a little
over 2° south of the ringed planet. By the end of May it sets by 01h.

Both Uranus and Neptune are theoretically morning stars, but are both difficult to see due to the
bright twilight.

If you look at the sky before dawn on the 5™ you may see an increase in the number of shooting
stars visible. Earth is crossing the path of Ha
famous ‘dirty snowball ' ; h i -Aquaridhneeteary Asehe maont isndew p h e r e
early the next day, there will be no interference other than from the summer twilight.

Constellations visible in the south around midnight, mid-month, are as follows: Libra, Scorpius,
Serpens Caput (the serpent’s head) and Corona Bor

All times are GMT 1 Agth.s one finger width at a

MAY 01 -23h UT Moon position given
MAY 15 -22h e for late evening

MAY 31 -21h Ly i, N number = DATE

MAY NIGHT SKY
2008




