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I hope you tried your hand at naming the constellations on the map in the previous installment. I’ve included the answers below. More
importantly, I hope you had a chance to go outside and try to find them in the sky. It has taken me decades to learn to spot these.
Learning the night sky takes time, and I strongly believe that it can bring us closer to the universe around us. Remember, it’s dark for
fully 50% of our lives. Why turn off our interaction with our surroundings just because it’s dark out? In the next couple of articles, as we
continue around the sky, we’ll re-acquaint ourselves with some old friends from past installments. 

In the south now at nightfall, hanging low in the south is
a crawly creature – Scorpius (the Scorpion).  You’ll 
need to have a very clear southern horizon to see all of
the scorpion’s tail (the star named Shaula marks the 
stinger at the end), but the claws and head should be 
visible in most areas. Find it? There’s a bright red star
in Scorpius named Antares. It marks the heart of the 
Scorpion. It is a red giant star. Can you see any color
in it? Antares means something close to “like Mars” in
Greek. Since Antares appears reddish, it was named
as a comparison to Mars’ color. Antares has been 
referred to as the “heart of the scorpion” and as just “the
middle of the three stars in the body”. Either works to 
help us form an image of this well-known arachnid in
our own minds. Drawings of the scorpion against the 
background of stars now usually show the claws as
marked by the northern and southern stars of the three
to the west of Antares. Prior to the 1st century BCE, the 
claws extended much further west and were marked by
the stars we now know as the constellation Libra. Above Scorpio, is the constellation Ophiuchus (OFF-ee-YOO-kus) the Serpent-
bearer. The stars of Ophiuchus form a large, roughly pentagon-shaped group that should be easy for you to find. Ophiuchus is an 
interesting constellation. The constellation’s boundaries straddle the ecliptic. Because of that, it is sometimes considered as the 13th

constellation of the Zodiac. As the Sun, Moon, and planets travel along the Ecliptic they move through Ophiuchus after leaving
Scorpius and before they enter Sagittarius. In fact, the Sun spends more time in Ophiuchus each year (about 18 days) than it does in 
Scorpius (about 7 days). To the east (to the left as we view them now) of Scorpius and Ophiuchus is the large constellation of
Sagittarius, the Archer. This is no ordinary archer though. This archer is a centaur. A centaur has the body and legs of a horse but
with the upper torso of a human. While the full set of stars marking the archer span a large section of sky, there is a subset of stars that
form a familiar and different shape – a teapot. The eight stars that form The Teapot are easy to spot. Try it. Last in our group of stars

for this time is the constellation Corona Australis, the Southern Crown. This
set of stars are dim (4th magnitude at best) and can be hard to pick out along 
our southern horizon.

Have you noticed the really bright object in the West just after sunset? 
That’s Venus and it will be with us in this area of the sky through the end of
the year. In the east and southeast now, Jupiter and Saturn are getting 
higher in the sky and more suited to viewing with binoculars and telescopes.
They will also be with us through the rest of 2021. For those of you that
make the early mornings your time to view our dark skies, our winter (yikes!)
friend Orion is just up in the east before dawn. When the skies are lit by our
closest star, there is still viewing to be done (with appropriate safeguards!) 
The Sun has entered a new sunspot cycle and there has been increasing 
activity. I’ll write more about that next time.

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and 
comments you have. This is What’s Up? installment #50.

 Barry

Hi.  Welcome back to Eastern Standard Time.  It gets dark nice and early now so that we can get outside and enjoy our night skies and 
still get a good night’s sleep.  I know that the previous installment’s constellation quiz not only had a lot of constellations to be named, 
but many were the smaller and more obscure constellations in our sky.  I hope you tried to fill in the names anyway and that you were 
able to identify at least the more familiar ones.  The answer key is at the bottom of the page.  Now comes a mea culpa.  The course of 
events (both in life and in the motions of the Earth and Moon) caused me to miss giving you proper notice of the partial lunar eclipse 
that occurred in the early morning hours of November 19th.  I hope that you heard about it from another source and, if the morning was 
clear, you had a chance to observe it.  I’ll try to have a report on it in the next article. 

The lineup of planets in our sky right now is another good opportunity to contemplate the concept of the ecliptic.  You may or may not 
remember that the ecliptic is an imaginary line in the sky that marks the path that the Sun appears to follow among the stars over the 
course of a year.  We know that the Sun is not what’s moving, that it is really the Earth moving in its orbit around the Sun.  The stars 
that the Sun appears to pass in front of during the year have been grouped into the twelve constellations that we call the Zodiac.  Right 
now, the Sun appears to be among the stars of Libra just on the verge of crossing into Scorpius as shown in the diagram.  The planets 
also appear to follow the ecliptic as we (and they) orbit the Sun.  When you go outside after sunset, draw an imaginary line in the sky 
connecting Venus, Saturn, and Jupiter (and the Moon if it is visible on that day).  This line marks the ecliptic in the sky. 

Speaking of the zodiac, in our journey through the constellations, Sagittarius was the last zodiacal constellation we talked about.  This 
time, let’s look at Aquarius and Pisces.  Aquarius, the Water Bearer, covers a lot of area in the sky and is composed mostly of dim stars 
with the exceptions of third-magnitude Sadalmelik and Sadalsuud.  Sa’d means ‘luck’ in Arabic.  Roughly translated, these star names 
are “the lucky stars of the king” and “the luckiest of the lucky”, respectively.1  The outline of Aquarius is that of a young man pouring 
water from a jar.  The most popular story is that this water bearer is 
Ganymede, the son of King Tros (who gave the city of Troy its name.)  
This set of stars is also home to three of the lunar mansions of 
Chinese star groupings.  They are Nu (girl), Xu (emptiness), and Wei 
(rooftop).  Moving east from Aquarius, we come to Pisces, the Fish.  

In one story passed 
down to us, while 
Aphrodite and her son 
Eros were hiding in the 
reeds on the banks of 
the Euphrates River 
(hiding from a hundred-
headed dragon sent by 
Gaia), two fish swam 
up and carried them to 
safety on their backs.  In another version, Aphrodite and Eros became the two fishes.  In 
either case, these fishes are commemorated in our sky today as the constellation Pisces.  
The star pattern contains the easily recognizable Circlet of Pisces, a loop of stars 
marking the head of the westernmost fish.  The tails of the two fishes are connected 
tail-to-tail by a chain of stars.   

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and comments.  
This is What’s Up? installment #54. 
1 Ridpath, I. (2018). Star tales. Cambridge, The Lutterworth Press. My go-to source for constellation tales. 


