
WHAT’S UP – MARCH 2015 
These pages are intended to help you find your way around the sky this month 

 

The chart above shows the night sky as it appears on 15
th
 March at 9 o’clock in the evening Greenwich Mean 

Time (GMT).  As the Earth orbits the Sun and we look out into space each night the stars will appear to have 
moved across the sky by a small amount.  Every month Earth moves one twelfth of its circuit around the Sun, 
this amounts to 30 degrees each month.  There are about 30 days in each month so each night the stars 
appear to move about 1 degree.  The sky will therefore appear the same as shown on the chart above at 10 
o’clock GMT at the beginning of the month and at 8 o’clock GMT at the end of the month.  The stars also 
appear to move 15º (360º divided by 24) each hour from east to west, due to the Earth rotating once every 24 
hours. 
The centre of the chart will be the position in the sky directly overhead, called the Zenith.  First we need to find 
some familiar objects so we can get our bearings.  The Pole Star Polaris can be easily found by first finding 

the familiar shape of the Great Bear ‘Ursa Major’ that is also sometimes called the Plough or even the Big 
Dipper by the Americans.  Ursa Major is visible throughout the year from Britain and is always quite easy to 
find.  This month it is just east of overhead.  Look for the distinctive saucepan shape, four stars forming the 
bowl and three stars forming the handle.  Follow an imaginary line, up from the two stars in the bowl furthest 
from the handle.  These will point the way to Polaris which will be to the north of overhead at about 50º above 
the northern horizon.  Polaris is the only moderately bright star in a fairly empty patch of sky.  When you have 
found Polaris turn completely around and you will be facing south.  To use this chart, position yourself looking 
south and hold the chart above your eyes. 

Planets observable in the night sky: Jupiter, Uranus, Mars and Venus.  Saturn can be seen in the early 
morning. 



PARTIAL SOLAR ECLIPSE 20
th
 MARCH 

 

Chart showing the path and extent of the Moon’s shadow. 

On the morning of the 20
th
 March there will be a Solar Eclipse that can be seen throughout the British Isles.  

The eclipse will not be total from anywhere in Britain but will still be seen as a partial eclipse. 

The Path of Totality (where the Sun will be completely covered by the Moon will be to the north of the British 
Isles and just south of Iceland.  In the Shetland Islands 97% of the Sun will be covered by the Moon.  Other 
places in the country will see the coverage shown below: 

 Lerwick 97% 

 Edinburgh 94% 

 Newcastle 91% 

 York 90% 

 Birmingham 88% 

 London 84% 

The timetable for the eclipse from Newbury is: 

08:25 First sign of the Moon in front of the Sun 

09:31 Maximum coverage of the Sun (84%) 

10:41 Last sign of the Moon in front of the Sun 

From London and the Newbury area the eclipse will begin at 08:25 when the Moon will be seen on the edge of 
the Sun.  Maximum eclipse will occur at 09:31 and we in Newbury will see (clouds permitting) 84% of the Sun 
obscured by the Moon.  The Moon will finally clear the Sun at 10:41 when the eclipse will be over. 

   

The Eclipse at 08:30 The Eclipse at 09:30 The Eclipse at 10:30 

 

Do not look directly at the Sun and do not use binoculars or a telescope to view the eclipse - 
eye damage will result. 



EXPLORING THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH 

GUIDE TO THE NIGHT SKY - MARCH 2015 

 

The night sky looking south on 15th March 

The chart above shows the night sky looking south at about 21:00 on 15
th
 March.  West is to the right and east 

to the left.  The curved line across the sky is the ecliptic.  This is the imaginary line along which the Sun, Moon 
and planets appear to move across the sky.  The constellations through which the ecliptic passes are known 
as the constellations of the ‘Zodiac’. 

The beautiful winter constellation of Orion (the Hunter) has now moved to the south western sky.  It can still be 

seen in the southern sky as soon it is dark at around 19:00.  Orion is still well placed in the evenings this 

month as it moves into the south western sky.  The most distinctive feature of Orion is the three stars that 

represent his belt.  From his belt there is a line of stars that denote his sword hanging from his belt.  Within the 

sword is the beautiful Orion Nebula M42 which was featured in the December issue of this magazine. 

Two stars represent Orion’s two hunting dogs.  They are Sirius in Canis Major and Procyon in Canis Minor.  
Sirius can be found by following the line of Orion’s belt down and to the east (left).  Sirius is always low and 
close to the horizon where there is a lot of turbulence in the air.  This causes Sirius to twinkle very noticeably.  
Sirius is a double star but its companion was larger and consumed its Hydrogen fuel much quicker.  After it 
had used up most of its fuel it developed into a Red Giant and eventually became a White Dwarf (see page 7).  
It is well worth a look at using a pair of binoculars or a telescope. 

Taurus (the Bull) is in now the south west during the early evening.  Located at the centre of Taurus is the 
bright red giant star Aldebaran which is surrounded by the dispersed stars of the large Open Cluster ‘the 
Hyades’.  Taurus can be seen at the top right of the chart above.  In the north west of Taurus is the beautiful 
Open Custer Messier 45 (M45) also known as the Pleiades or (the Seven Sisters). 

Joined to Taurus at the star Elnath is the constellation of Auriga with its beautiful bright white star Capella.  
Capella will be directly overhead later in the evening and looks stunning through binoculars or a small 
telescope.  Auriga is host to three lovely ‘Messier’ open clusters, M36, M37 and M38 

To the east (left) of Taurus is the constellation of Gemini (the Twins) with its lovely open cluster M35 located 
just off the end of the upper line of stars.  Gemini is followed along the ecliptic by the constellation of Cancer.  
Cancer is quite indistinct but is worth tracking down with binoculars to find the lovely open cluster M44 which is 
also known as Praesepe or the Beehive Cluster.  The giant ‘king of the planets’ Jupiter is located in Cancer 
just inside the border with Leo. 



Just coming into prominence now is the distinctive shape of Leo (the Lion) looking rather like the crouching 
Sphinx in Egypt.  Leo hosts four of the brightest galaxies in our sky only the Great Spiral Galaxy (M42) is 
brighter.  The galaxies M65, M66, M95 and M96 can be seen using a moderately sized telescope, located 
below Leo. 

THE CONSTELLATION OF ORION 

 

The Constellation of Orion 

Orion is one of the easiest constellations to recognise and dominates the southern sky at this time of the year.  

There are many depictions of Orion shown on many different star charts.  Some old pictures of Orion are very 

beautifully drawn in fact some are so beautiful that the artists even moved the positions of some of the stars so 

they would fit the image they had drawn. 

Orion the Hunter appears in the winter sky, with his club held over his head and his shield (sometimes shown 

as a lion’s skin) held out in front of him. 

The most obvious feature is the line of three stars, called Alnitak, Alnilam and Mintaka that make up Orion’s 
belt.  From his belt we can see two bright stars called Saiph and Rigel below.  These define the bottom of his 
‘skirt like’ tunic.  Above the belt are two stars Betelgeuse and Bellatrix that denote the position of his shoulders.  
Above and between his shoulders is a little group of stars that mark out the head.  From his right shoulder 
(Bellatrix) he holds out a shield.  From his left shoulder (Betelgeuse) a club is held above his head.  It almost 
looks as if Orion is fending off the charge of the great bull Taurus who is located above and to the west (right) of 
Orion. 

To the south east of Orion is the bright star Sirius, Orion’s Large Hunting Dog in the constellation of Canis 
Major.  It is the brightest and closest star to be seen from the UK at just 8.6 light years from us.  To Orion’s left 
(east) of Betelgeuse a bright star in a rather large empty area of sky can be seen.  This is Procyon in Canis 
Minor, Orion’s Small Hunting Dog. 

Down from Orion’s very distinctive belt there is a line of stars, ending at the star Nair al Saif that looks very 
much like a sword attached to his belt.  Here can be found the main interest in Orion, M42 the Great Orion 
Nebula. 

Orion was the main feature in the December issue of this article which can be accessed at the top of this page.  
Orion is a very good place to start exploring the night sky at this time of the year. 



THE CONSTELLATIONS OF CANIS MAJOR and CANIS MINOR 

 

The constellations of Canis Major and Canis Minor 

Orion’s two hunting dogs are easy to find once Orion has been located.   If an imaginary line is traced down 
from the belt for about six belt length towards the south eastern horizon, a bright twinkling star will be seen.  
This is Sirius, Orion’s Large Hunting Dog in the constellation of Canis Major.  It is the brightest and closest star 
to be seen from the UK at just 8.6 light years from us.  To Orion’s left (east) of Betelgeuse a bright star in a 
rather large empty area of sky can be seen.  This is Procyon in Canis Minor, Orion’s Small Hunting Dog. 

Sirius is the brightest star system in the earth's night sky with an apparent magnitude of −1.46.  What the 
naked eye perceives as a single star is actually a binary star system, consisting of a white main-sequence 
star, termed Sirius A and a faint white dwarf companion called Sirius B.  The distance separating Sirius A from 
its companion varies between 8.2 and 31.5 Astronomical Units (AU is the Earth / Sun distance 145 million 
km.). 

Sirius appears bright because of its intrinsic luminosity and its proximity to Earth.  At a distance of just 8.6 light 
years, the Sirius system is one of the Sun's nearest neighbours.  Sirius is gradually moving closer to the Solar 
System so it will slightly increase in brightness over the next 60,000 years.  After that time it will begin to move 
away from us but it will continue to be the brightest star in the Earth's sky for the next 210,000 years. 

Sirius A is about twice as massive as the Sun, is about 1.8 times the diameter and is 25 times more luminous.  
The system is between 200 and 300 million years old and was originally composed of two bright bluish stars.  
The more massive of these, Sirius B, consumed its fuel resources and became a red giant before shedding its 
outer layers and collapsing into its current state as a white dwarf around 120 million years ago. 

By an incredible coincidence Procyon, the Small Hunting Dog is a very similar type of star to Sirius ‘A’ and 
also has a white dwarf companion. 



ABOUT WHITE DWARFS 

A White Dwarf is a Star with a mass up to 1.4 times the mass of our Sun and is approaching the very end of its 
‘life’ as a shining star.  Stars like our Sun end their days in a rather gentle way compared with larger stars that 
explode as a Supernova.  Smaller stars fuse Hydrogen atoms into Helium atoms and then as they grow older 
are just able to begin to fuse these Helium atoms into Carbon atoms.  The additional fusion (of the Helium) 
produces an increase in the total energy generated in the centre of the star.  This additional energy pushing 
outwards causes the star to overcome the inward gravitational force and inflate to become a Red Giant. 

 

Our Sun as it is now compared to how big it will be as a Red Giant 

A star like our Sun will grow to a diameter that will reach somewhere between Earth and Mars.  As it reaches 
its maximum diameter it will begin to lose some of its outer layers and atmosphere which will form a halo 
around the giant star.  This halo will develop into what is known as a Planetary Nebula.  This is nothing to do 
with planets but did appear to resemble a planet to astronomers using early telescopes.  A planetary nebula is 
like a bubble of gas expanding as it moves away from the star.  M57 the Ring Nebula in the constellation of 
Lyra is a good example of a Planetary Nebula. 

Eventually the fuel supply of Hydrogen and Helium will run out and nuclear fusion will stop.  As the star will 
now have no internal energy source there is no outward resistance to the force of gravity pulling the atoms of 
the star towards its centre.  The Red Giant begins to collapse and shrink until eventually it is reduced to a 
sphere about the size of Earth.  The force of gravity will compress its mass and it will become very dense with 
a cubic centimeter weighing thousands of tonnes. 

 

The comparative size of a white dwarf compared to Earth 

The White dwarf will be white hot but does not produce heat so it will cool down over a few hundred million 
years to become the dead cinder of a star called a Black Dwarf. 



THE CONSTELLATION OF AURIGA 

 

The constellation of Auriga 

Auriga is easy to find to the north east of Taurus.  It actually shares the star Elnath with Taurus.  Auriga’s 
brightest star is Capella and is almost overhead during the mid-winter months.  Capella is the brightest star in 
the constellation Auriga.  It is the forth brightest star to be seen in the northern hemisphere (from the UK) after 
Sirius, Arcturus and Vega. 

There are three beautiful Messier ‘Open Star Clusters’ in the constellation Auriga.  They are called M36, M37 
and M38.  Strangely they appear to be in a straight line with a forth cluster M35 a short distance away in the 
same line just over the border in Gemini. 

  

Messier 36 (M36) in Auriga Messier 37 (M37) in Auriga 

  

Messier 38 (M38) in Auriga Messier 35 (M35) in Gemini 



 

THE CONSTELLATION OF TAURUS 

 

The constellation of Taurus 

Taurus (The Bull) is quite prominent rising over the eastern horizon soon after it is dark.  Taurus is located to 
the north of the very prominent constellation of Orion.  It sits on the Ecliptic so it is one of the constellations of 
the Zodiac. 

Taurus is easy to find because of its brightest star Aldebaran that is located right in the centre of the 
constellation.  There are actually two impressive ‘naked eye’ Open Clusters in Taurus these are the Pleiades 
and the Hyades.  The Pleiades open cluster is much younger than the Hyades and consequently the stars are 
still close together.   

 

The Hyades and Pleiades Open Clusters 



Aldebaran is not actually a member of the Hyades cluster because it is located about half way between us and 
the Hyades.  Aldebaran is a star similar to our Sun but much more advanced.  It is reaching the end of it life 
and has developed into a Red Giant.  Aldebaran is sometimes referred to as the ‘Eye of the Bull’ because it is 
bright and reddish in colour.  The redness is due to Aldebaran being a ‘Red Giant’ star.  As its Hydrogen fuel 
ran out the star expanded to about 30 times the diameter of our Sun.  It will eventually completely run out of 
fuel and collapse to form a white dwarf.  The outer layers will drift off into space to form a beautiful ring shaped 
Planetary Nebula and the star will collapse to become a ‘White Dwarf’ star about the size of Earth.  Aldebaran 
is located in the middle of a very large but dispersed ‘open cluster’ of stars known as the Hyades.  It is close to 
us so appears as a physically large object in the sky but is quite old so its stars have drifted apart. 

The Pleiades is a Messier object and is the 45
th
 entry in Charles Messier’s famous catalogue.  It therefore has 

the designation M45 but is often called the Seven Sisters. This is because the seven brightest stars can be 
seen as a group of stars with the naked eye.  The Seven Sisters are about 400 light years away from us and 
are estimated to be less than 100 million years old.  The cluster contains about 1000 stars with many being 
very hot ‘B’ Type blue stars.  The Pleiades looks best when viewed through binoculars as it is too big to fit into 
the field of view of most telescopes. 

 

Messier 45 The Pleiades (Seven Sisters) open cluster 

There are the remains of a star in Taurus that ‘died’ about 7500 years ago in a very violent way.  It was a 
much larger star than our Sun and exploded as a ‘Supernova’ when it ‘died’.  The explosion was seen and 
recorded by Chinese astronomers in the year 1054 after the light had travelled for 6500 years to reach Earth.  
It was so bright it could be seen in daylight for a few weeks.  It can still be seen as a faint fuzzy patch of light 
known as M1 or the Crab Nebula. 

 

M1 the Crab Nebula (supernova remnant) in Taurus 



The Crab Nebula can be seen using a 100mm telescope on a good clear night in a dark sky location.  It will 
obviously look better when using a larger telescope but it is best seen in photographic images.  To find where 
M1 is located, see the chart above. 

 

THE CONSTELLATION OF GEMINI 

 

The constellation of Gemini 

Gemini is easy to find because of its two brightest stars which are close together and similar in appearance.  

The two brightest stars are called Pollux (β) and Castor (α) and are known as the Gemini Twins.  The twins 

originated in a Greek myth which told that they had one mother but two fathers.  Castor was the mortal son of 

King Tyndareus but Pollux was the immortal son of the God Zeus who had disguised himself as Cygnus the 

swan. 

Gemini is located on the ecliptic and therefore is one of the constellations of the Zodiac.  This means it sits on 
the imaginary line along which the Sun, Moon and the planets appear to travel across the sky.  It is flanked on 
the ecliptic by Taurus to the west and Cancer to the east.  To the south west is Orion and to the north is Auriga 
with its very bright white star Capella directly overhead at this time of the year. 

Although Castor has been given the Greek letter designation α (alpha) which is normally given to the brightest 
star in a constellation, it is not actually the brightest.  Pollux is in fact brighter at magnitude +1.59 compared to 
the +1.9 of Castor.  However Castor is a double star with a fainter companion that has a magnitude of +2.9 
and is separated by 6 arc-seconds.  The two stars, known as Castor A and Castor B, orbit their common 
centre of gravity every 467 years.  The pair can be separated in a 75mm aperture telescope on a good clear 
night.  A line of stars runs south west from Castor to the star Tejat Posterior and Propus Tejat Prior.  The line 
from Pollux takes a diversion south through kappa (κ) then south west through Wasat and on to Alhena and 
Alzirr. 

The recognised shape of Gemini is in the form of a rough rectangle with Pollux and Castor at the eastern short 
side. 

There is one Messier object in Gemini which is one of the most beautiful open clusters.  M35 is quite bright 
and can be seen using binoculars on a clear night but a small telescope is required to see it as a cluster of 
stars.  When a medium size telescope is used a beautiful string of stars running through the centre of the 
cluster can be seen.  See the image of M35 under Auriga above.  There are another three beautiful Messier 
‘Open Star Clusters’ just over the border in the constellation Auriga.  They are called M36, M37 and M38 and 
appear to be in a straight line with a M35 and are at a similar distance from us.  See charts and images for 
Auriga above. 

 

 



THE CONSTELLATION OF CANCER 

 

To the east (left) of Gemini is the constellation of Cancer (the Crab).  See the Gemini chart above.  Cancer is 
quite indistinct but is worth tracking down with binoculars to find the lovely open cluster M44 which is also 
known as Praesepe or the Beehive Cluster. This is a mature and widely dispersed open cluster that is too 
large to fit into the field of view of most telescopes which makes it best seen using binoculars.  In a light 
polluted sky the faint stars that make up the upside down ‘Y’ shape of the recognised figure of Cancer is rather 
difficult to see.  This can also make it difficult to locate M44 but a pair of binoculars will help and show the 
Beehive Cluster at its best. 

 

Messier 44 (M44) Praesepe (the Beehive Cluster) 



THE SOLAR SYSTEM THIS MONTH 
 

MERCURY has moved from greatest western elongation on 24
th
 February back closer to the Sun.  It is now 

starting to move back towards the Sun and Superior conjunction on 4
th
 April so will not be visible this month. 

VVEENNUUSS is rising higher above the south western horizon in the evening sky over the next few months.  As 
Venus moves further out from the Sun it is moving closer to us and will appear larger.  However as it gradually 
gets larger it will become crescent shaped.  Venus will not reach its greatest eastern elongation (and its 
thinnest crescent) until 6

th
 June when it will be at its greatest apparent distance from the Sun.  It appears high 

above the south western horizon but is still deceptively low and will be obscured by nearby buildings and 
trees. 

 

Venus, Mars and Uranus on 15
th
 March 

MARS rises in the south east at about 07:00 which is in daylight and will set over the western horizon at 
around 20:00.  It will just about be visible low in the south west in the constellation of Pisces.  Mars is a long 
way from Earth at the moment so will look very small at just 4.3 arc-seconds in diameter.  It will just be visible 
above the south western horizon after the Sun sets at 18:00.  It will be very difficult to see in the twilight sky 
but its proximity to Venus may help finding it.  It is also quite close to Uranus but both will be very difficult to 
find in the bright sky.  See the Venus chart above. 

JUPITER is located in Cancer and will be well above the south eastern horizon as the sky darkens.  This 
means it will be well positioned by about 19:00, certainly by the end of the month.  It will be visible all night 
and sets in the east at 06:00 at the beginning of March and 05:00 at the end.  The cloud belts and zones can 
be seen using a small telescope. 

The four biggest and brightest moons (Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto) are known as the Galilean moons 
after Galileo Galilei who first reported seeing them.  They can easily be seen using a modest telescope 
(90mm aperture) or even a good pair of binoculars.  The two inner moons Io and Europa appear to move quite 
quickly especially when they are positioned close to the planet.  They can be seen to have moved in periods 
of about 10 to 15 minutes. 

 

Jupiter and Io with its eclipse shadow on Jupiter imaged by Steve Harris in 2012 



For those who are lucky enough to have a larger telescope a closer study of the features in Jupiter’s cloud 
system can be achieved.  The darker bands on the clouds are known as ‘Belts’ and the lighter ones known as 
‘Zones’.  The belts are numbered 9 to 16 in the diagram below and the most prominent (North and South 
Temperate Belts) 12 and 14 can be seen using a small telescope.  A larger telescope is required to make out 
the details of the other less prominent belts. 

 
The cloud markings on Jupiter 

The Belts and zones are regions of higher and lower atmospheric pressure.  The lighter coloured ‘Zones’ are 
regions of rising gas caused by convection of heat from the core of Jupiter.  The darker ‘Belts’ are regions of 
falling gas and are approximately 20 kilometres lower in altitude than the zones.  In the regions where the 
belts and zones meet, huge storms are created as the belts and zones move at different speeds and 
directions.  A larger telescope will allow some of detail of the storm patterns to be seen.  For those who are 
lucky enough to have a larger telescope a closer study of the features in Jupiter’s cloud system can be 
achieved.  The darker bands on the clouds are known as ‘Belts’ and the lighter ones known as ‘Zones’.  The 
belts are numbered 9 to 16 in the diagram above and the most prominent (North and South Equatorial Belts) 
12 and 14 can be seen using a small telescope.  A larger telescope is required to make out the details of the 
other less prominent belts. 

The most famous feature in the cloud system is the ‘Great Red Spot’ (GRS).  This huge storm has been raging 
for at least 350 years.  We know this because it was recorded by astronomers in 1664 using some of the 
earliest telescopes.  The GRS does change colour and shape but it is always there.  Its colour may fade from 
its pink to nearly white when it may almost disappear.  The colour is thought to be caused by Phosphorus 
welling up from deep in Jupiter’s atmosphere. 

The GRS is not the only storm feature to be seen.  There are white spots and even mini red spots.  These 
tend to be transient and last from just a few days or weeks but others may persist for up to fifty years.  Spots 
can combine with other spots as they move along the boundaries between the belts and zones.  Some larger 
spots have even been swallowed up by the GRS.  Over the last couple of years there was a lot of turbulence 
around the GRS with eddies running along the South Tropical Zone and around the GRS. 

 

The four biggest and brightest moons (Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto) are known as the Galilean moons 
after Galileo Galilei who first reported seeing them.  They can easily be seen using a modest telescope 
(90mm aperture) or even a good pair of binoculars.  The two inner moons Io and Europa appear to move quite 
quickly especially when they are positioned close to the planet.  They can be seen to have moved in periods 
of about 10 to 15 minutes. 

Io is the closest of the large moons to Jupiter.  Its orbit is 421,000 km from Jupiter and takes just 1.77 

Earth days to circle the planet.  Io is 3,630 km in diameter which is a little larger than our Moon (3,476 
km). 

Europa is a little smaller than Io and our Moon at 3,138 km in diameter.  It orbits Jupiter every 3.55 
Earth days on an orbit of 670,900 km. 

Ganymede is the largest moon in our Solar System with a diameter of 5,262 km.  It orbits Jupiter at 
1,070,000 km from the planet and takes 7.16 days. 
Callisto is 4,800 km in diameter and takes 16.69 days to orbit Jupiter a distance of 1,880,000 km 

The four Galilean moons (Io, Europa, Ganymede and Callisto) can easily be seen using a modest telescope 
(90mm aperture).  The two inner moons called Io and Europa appear to move quite quickly especially when 
they are positioned close to the planet.  They can be seen to have moved in periods of about 10 to 15 



minutes.  The position and motion of the Moons can be monitored recorded using sketches.  If an accurate 
clock is used the time that the moons disappear behind or reappear from behind Jupiter can be compared to 
the time predicted using a computer planetarium application. 

Jupiter is now appearing ‘side on’ as we look at it from Earth.  This means we see the orbits of the moons in a 
flat plane which is almost aligned to the equator of Jupiter.  As a consequence the moons pass in front or 
behind Jupiter on every orbit and not above or below as they do most of the time.  This makes observing 
Jupiter very interesting.  We can watch the moons approach the planet to disappear and then watch them 
reappear an hour or two later.  We can also see their shadows as they pass in front and project their shadow 
on to the planet. 

When we see the orbits of the moons edge on, as we can now, Mutual Events of Jupiter’s moons (eclipses, 
occultations and transits) can be followed.  An eclipse occurs when one moon casts its shadow on to another 
moon.  Occultations occur when one moon passes behind another moon and is hidden from view.  A Transit 
is one moon passing in front of another.  More details to help observing these events are given below: 

With the help of a computer planetarium application the events happening around Jupiter can be predicted 
and followed using a telescope.  There are computer planetarium applications such as ‘Stellarium’ that can be 
downloaded free from the internet.  These applications can be used to predict what is going to happen around 
Jupiter during any clear night before observing is started. 

Some interesting phenomenons to look for on the surface of Jupiter are: 

Eclipses these occur when a moon casts its shadow on to Jupiter.  It is the easiest of the phenomenon to see 

because the eclipse shadow looks like a black full stop on the planet.  The eclipse shadows may be small so 
they are best seen when Jupiter is well above the horizon and a high magnification is being used.  The seeing 
conditions of the sky can also be important.  If there is a lot of air turbulence then the planet will appear to 
‘shimmer’ and make the image blurred. 

Transits are when a moon passes in front of Jupiter.  The moon is actually very difficult to see while it is in 
front of the planet and is lost in the glare from the surface.  However transits are still very interesting to follow.  
A planetarium application will predict the time that the transit will start and finish.  With the aid of an accurate 
clock the transit can be followed and the moon can be watched as it approaches the limb of Jupiter.  The time 
when the moon makes contact with the edge of the planet can be recorded and compared with the prediction 
from the planetarium application.  Similarly the emergence of the moon from the other side of the planet can 
be timed and compared to the prediction. 

Occultations occur when a moon passes behind the planet and can be predicted then followed and timed in 

a similar way to the eclipses and transits. 

Mutual Events occur when the moons Eclipse, Transit or Occult another moon.  These events are much rarer 

and only occur when the planet is seen ‘edge on’ to us.  That is when we are looking at the planet directly on 
to its equator, as we are now.  These events can also be predicted and followed using a planetarium 
application. 

 

Jupiter located just inside Cancer on the border with Leo 



 

SATURN rises at about midnight and sets at about 09:00.  As the Sun begins to brighten the sky Saturn will 
be visible quite low in the south.  Saturn can be seen in the south east to south for two or three hours before 
dawn.   

 

Saturn in the south at 05:30 as the sky begins to brighten 

It is possible for the early riser to get out before breakfast for a quick look before the sky begins to brighten.  
Some observations of the beautiful ringed planet can now be made with the ring system nearly wide open. 

 
Saturn imaged last time its rings were wide open 

 
URANUS rises in the east in the constellation of Pisces at about 06:50 and will be observable in the south 

east as soon as it is dark and until it sets at around 20:00.  Uranus will require a medium sized telescope to 
see it as a 3.4 arc-second blue disc, a 150mm reflector or a 100mm refractor will be needed.  See the Venus 
chart above. 

NEPTUNE is in conjunction with the Sun and will not be visible this month. 



THE MOON PHASES IN FEBRUARY 2015 

 

Full Moon will be on 3rd March 

Last Quarter will be on 13th March 

The thin crescent of the new Moon may be spotted in the west on the evening of the 21st March 

First Quarter will be on 27th March. 

 

 

THE SUN 

The Sun rises at 06:40 at the beginning of the month and at 05:50 by the end of the month.  It will rise at 
about 06:00 on the morning 20

th
 March and be well placed in the south east for the start of the Solar Eclipse 

at 08:30. 

Sunspots and other activity on the Sun can be followed live and day to day by visiting the SOHO website at: 
http://www.nascom.nasa.gov/ . 

 

A special solar filter must be fitted to a telescope to view the Sun or alternatively the image can be 
projected on to a screen. 

 

DO NOT LOOK DIRECTLY AT THE SUN AS IT WILL CAUSE BLINDNESS 

http://www.nascom.nasa.gov/

