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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

Happy Holidays!  A quick review of What’s Up? articles in 2022 shows that we added twelve constellations to our night sky knowledge.  
We have four more to cover and we’ll see them in 2023.  We’ve also been tracking the changing positions of the planets as they and we 
orbit the Sun.  This brings up one of the explanations that is sometimes given for the Christmas Star.  However, we know that they are 
not stars and their appearance in the sky aren’t sudden and unexpected events.  Then, people who watched the sky as we’ve done all 
year, would have seen the planets slowly moving through the sky would have known just where they would be and when. 

The Sun reached its lowest 
declination in our skies on the 
afternoon of December 21st – 
the Winter Solstice.  From here 
until June 21st, 2023, our nights 
get shorter and the daylight time 
longer.  A dozen or so hearty 
souls came to the Plympton 
Public Library on the 1st to join 
me and South Shore 
Astronomical Society members 
Michael Collver and Brendan 
Smith to view the 1st Quarter 
Moon, Jupiter, and Saturn.  The 
clouds came and went, but when 
clear, the views were 
spectacular.  I’ll try to keep you 
posted on similar events in 2023. 

Planet Roundup:   All of the planets are visible in our night sky just after sunset.  The map above shows the lineup.  To see Mercury 
and Venus, you’ll have to be at a site with clear western horizon.  If you wait an hour past that, then it’ll be darker and seeing the other 
five planets that are in the sky will be easier.  As always, you’ll need binoculars or a telescope to find Uranus and Neptune.  Don’t 
forget, we can see the eighth planet 24/7/365!  As to the Moon, the 1Q Moon is on December 29th, the Full Moon is on January 6th, the 
3Q Moon is on the 14th, and the Moon will be New on the 21st. 

As we have done the in the past, here is a little puzzle for you to while away some time at the end-of-year. After each clue is the 
number of the What’s Up? installment where the answer can be found.  Hopefully, you can get comfy and take some time to reflect. 
Astronomically speaking, it’s been a great year. 

You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and comments.  This is What’s Up? installment #64. 

Happy (almost) Spring!  The Sun arrives at the intersection of the Ecliptic and the Celestial Equator just a bit before 5:30 p.m. on the 20th.  At 
that moment, we say that Spring has begun.  Also known as the Vernal Equinox (from Latin: vernus “of spring”, aequus “equal”, and nox 
“night”), we think of an equinox as a time when we have equal lengths of daylight and nighttime.  That would indeed be true if a) we marked 
sunrise and sunset as the moments that the center of the Sun crossed the horizon and b) the Earth had no atmosphere.  Because neither of these 
are true, the day that we have equal amounts of light and darkness, the equilux (“equal light”), occurs a few days before the equinox.  How many 
days before depends on our latitude.  This year, our day of the equilux occurs on the 17th.  Since we consider sunrise to be when the edge of the 
solar disk first peeks above the eastern horizon and sunset to be when the edge of the disk sinks below the western horizon, the sunrise-to-sunset 
interval is a couple of minutes longer than it would be if we measured it from when the center of the disk crosses each horizon.  The second 
factor is our atmosphere.  The layer of air above the Earth’s surface refracts (bends) the Sun’s light so the we can actually see the edge of the 
Sun when it is a bit below the horizon.  Together, these two effects result in us having a few extra minutes of sunlight on the day of the equinox. 
 

This year’s equilux happens also to be St. Patrick’s Day so let’s 
talk a bit about astronomy in Ireland.  Around 3200 B.C.E., 
Newgrange was constructed. 250 feet across and about 40 feet 
high.  The structure appears to have been both a tomb and a 
monument.  Each year for days on either side of the Winter 
Solstice, light from the rising Sun enters an opening above the 
entrance opening and illuminates an internal passage and a 
recess in the western side.  We’ve yet to go to Newgrange, but 
Carolyn and I have visited a similar site on the island of Orkney 
in Scotland. Smaller (90 feet across and 35 feet high) and about 
300 years younger, Maeshowe was aligned so that the setting 
Sun around the Winter Solstice illuminates a passage inside the 
structure and reaches to the eastern wall inside.  Modern Ireland 
is rich with astronomical resources.  Should you be visiting 
next week between the 20th and 26th, you can attend some of 
the 100 events planned for the inaugural Irish Astronomy 
Week.  With events spanning the length and breadth of the 
Emerald Isle, you’re sure to be close to one of them.  One event 
of particular interest to me is a talk presented by the Galway 

Astronomy Club by Dr. Ziri Younsi of the University of London.  You can join me in hearing the talk on Zoom 
(https://us06web.zoom.us/j/82182534189?pwd=WmVDQll2RmF4Z2NHS3Q4dWwrYTVBZz09).  Dr. Younsi is a member of the Event 
Horizon Telescope (EHT) collaboration.  This world-wide group of astronomers is the first to successfully image a black hole.  The publication 
of this work in 2019 was nothing short of amazing.  Encompassing six scientific papers, the background, methods, and instrumentation used by 
the teams were painstakingly documented.  Closer to home, you can hear a bit about this amazing accomplishment on Saturday, March 25th at 
the Plympton Public Library.  The library will host Carolyn DeCristofano, author of the nationally acclaimed A Black Hole Is NOT A Hole, 
which was expanded in 2021 to include a chapter devoted to the EHT’s imaging project. Her presentation features audience interactions and 
readings from the book, which is targeted for 5th-8th grade readers—and appealing to anyone curious about the science behind black holes.  After 
the presentation, this and other books by Carolyn will be available for purchase, and she will be happy to sign books for you. 
 
Planet Roundup: Jupiter is now below the western horizon when it gets dark outside and Mercury, though technically in our evening sky is too 
close to the Sun for us to view easily.  We’ll see Mercury make its evening appearance in the first half of April.  Venus is still with us and 
dazzling at -4 magnitude.  On the 30th, Uranus can be found 1-¼ degrees to the left and below Venus.  Mars is in the south-southwest 25 degrees 
above the horizon and by the 26th it will have left Taurus and begun its trek through the stars of Gemini.  From the 28th through the 31st, Mars 
will be within 1-½ degrees above the beautiful open star cluster known as M35 or Messier 35.  Covering an area about the size of a full Moon, 
it is comprised of several hundred stars.  At a distance from us of 2,800 light years, Newgrange was already well over two thousand years old 
when the light we see now left the cluster. M35 lies just to the northwest of the left foot of Castor – one of the two Gemini twin brothers. Saturn 
and Neptune are in the morning sky but too close to the Sun to be viewed.  Both Saturn and Mercury rise just before the Sun at dawn and are 
still too close to the Sun to observe. The next New Moon occurs on the 21st, the 1Q is on the 28th, the Full Moon is on April 6th and the 3Q will 
be on the 13th.  Note on that Full Moon: the moment of the full phase occurs is just after midnight on the 5th. 
 
You can reach me at astroblog@comcast.net with any questions and comments.  This is What’s Up? installment #68. 

Barry 


