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THE NIGHT SKY THIS MONTH 

by Bob Dryden 

 

Mercury:  Greatest elongation is reached on 14th January 

(when Mercury will be 19° from the Sun) and Mercury will be 

shining at -0.7 magnitude so it will be quite easy to see in the 

evening sky. However, after the 14th the little planet quickly 

drops back into the bright twilight, fades fast, and will be gone 

by about the 25th January. 
 

Before that happens though, there will be a spectacular 

meeting of Mercury and Venus. As this session begins, they 

will be close together in the sky and will both fit in the same 

telescopic field of view which will be interesting to see. The 

two planets will be within 5° of one another until 21st January. 

On that day, the thin crescent Moon joins the two planets in the 

evening twilight sky making the scene even more delightful. 

Mercury reaches Inferior Conjunction on 30th January and 

reappears in the morning sky around the end of the first week 

of February. By the 9th February the planet rises nearly an 

hour before the Sun and is 8° high at sunrise, although it is 

relatively faint at +1.0 magnitude. 
 

Venus:  Shining at a very bright -3.9 magnitude, Venus is 

visible in the south west in Capricornus, moving into Aquarius 

on 25th January. Its solar elongation increases from 19° to 26° 

by mid-February although the phase remains close to 0.9% 

throughout this session. The result of this is that by February 

Venus is almost 20° high at sunset and does not set until just 

over 2 hours after the Sun so you will not have any trouble 

seeing the planet. As already mentioned above, Venus starts 

this session very close to Mercury. 
 

Mars:  Mars continues to shine low in the south west 

throughout this session. Currently in Aquarius, it is 

approximately 23°/25° above the horizon at sunset, and takes 

about 3 hours to set after the Sun. At +1.2 magnitude, Mars is 

not overly bright but is a naked eye object. In a telescope 

however, the view will be pretty awful because of the low 

altitude and small apparent disc (just 4.5"). 
 

On the evening of 22nd January the crescent Moon will be 

between Venus and Mars. 
 

Jupiter:  Jupiter starts this session in Leo, and moves into 

Cancer on 4th February. It is very bright at -2.5 magnitude so 

you will have no trouble seeing it. The planet is nicely placed 

now, rising approximately 19.00 UT in mid-January, and 

culminating at 02.00 UT. Opposition occurs on 6th 

February so the planet rises as the Sun sets and reaches the 

south around midnight. 
 

On 3rd February the Full Moon will be about 10° to the 

west of Jupiter. 
 

Saturn:  At +0.5 magnitude, Saturn is easily bright 

enough to see with the naked eye, but remains rather low 

in Libra. It rises at 04.30 UT (which is nearly 4 hours 

before the Sun) and is 19° high by sunrise. It moves into 

Scorpius on 17th January as it continues to move slowly 

southward. By mid-February Saturn appears above the 

horizon around 02.30 UT and actually culminates at an 

altitude of 20° half an hour before sunrise.  The rings are 

wide open at an angle of 24.5° so they will be easy to see 

in a small telescope although at the low altitude, the seeing 

will probably be rather poor. 
 

On the morning of 16th January the waning crescent 

Moon will be close to the planet. 
 

Uranus & Neptune: As the Sun sets in mid-January the 

planet Uranus is already 40° high in the constellation of 

Pisces. It culminates about 18.00 UT and sets at 

approximately 23.00 UT. Shining at +5.7 magnitude, as 

long as you look for it in the earlier part of the evening, 

just a pair of simple binoculars will reveal the planet (but 

it will still look like a 'star' in binoculars).  By mid-

February Uranus is setting by 21.00 UT so we are coming 

towards the end of this apparition. 
 

The other of the outer planets, Neptune, is much further 

west and is already nearing the end of this apparition by 

mid-January. Setting around four hours after the Sun, 

Neptune is just 25° high in the south west at sunset in 

January. By mid-February the planet is a miserable 10° 

above the horizon at sunset and follows the Sun down 

after just an hour. Neptune is a fainter +7.8 magnitude and 

at such low altitudes, you will probably need a small 

telescope just to find it. 
 

Occultations:  There are two lunar occultations of 

reasonably bright stars this session although one will be 

extremely hard to see.  The difficult one occurs on 22nd 

January at 19.18 UT. The +4.2 magnitude star, theta 

Aquarius will disappear behind the dark limb of the Moon 

with the Moon being just 3° above the western horizon, 

just 10 minutes or so before it sets. So, obviously, you will 

need a very unobstructed western horizon to stand any 

chance of seeing this one. 
 

On 1st February the +3.6 magnitude star, lambda Gemini, 

will be covered by the near Full Moon at 18.23 UT. At 

19.31 UT the star will reappear from behind the bright 

lunar limb. The Moon will be 30° to 35° high in the east 

during the event so it will be much easier to see this 

occultation (but you will need a small telescope to see the 

star because the Moon will be very bright). 
 



Asteroids:  3 Juno reaches its brightest magnitude for this 

apparition in the last week of January when it will be +8.2. By 

mid-February it will have faded slightly to +8.3 magnitude. 

Juno can be found crossing the constellation of Hydra 

(approaching Cancer). 
 

6 Hebe is in Taurus, and fades from +9.1 magnitude in January 

to +9.8 magnitude in mid February so this is your last chance 

to see it this time around. 
 

7 Iris is in the deep south of Leo (just above Crater) and starts 

this session at +9.8 magnitude, reaching +9.3 magnitude in 

February (it will be at its brightest in March). 
 

8 Flora is also in Leo, but much further north, close to Regulus 

and moving across the Sickle asterism. Flora starts at +9.7 

magnitude and brightens to +9.1 by February. 
 

Comets: There is a nice little comet on view at the moment in 

the evening sky. Comet C/2014 Q2 Lovejoy has surprised us 

by being brighter than expected as it crosses the evening sky in 

the east. At the moment, it is in Taurus at a predicted 

magnitude of around +5.0. However, the predictions have been 

wrong so far as the comet is doing its own thing as regards 

brightness - it might be much brighter (or even much fainter), 

you will just have to go out and look. 
 

The comet crosses into Aries on the 16th January, Triangulum 

on 24th, and into Andromeda on the 27th. So it is nicely placed 

for evening viewing. The Moon does not rise until after 

midnight, so there is no reason why you should not see the 

comet although you might need binoculars unless your sky is 

very dark. Lovejoy should be fading however (to +6.3 

magnitude by mid-February according to the predictions), so 

make the most of any observing opportunities. 

 

Editors note.  

Comet Lovejoy reached naked eye brightness in the 

first part of Jan and can be seen easily as a fuzz ball 

with no tail in the evening sky. It does have a tail 

seen in images but it is an ion tail. Not dust tail has 

formed. Make the most of it as it will be 8000 years 

before it is back. Below image by Chris Pickford 

 

 

 

MOON PHASES: 

 
 

 

 

LAST MONTH’S TALK 
 

by Gwyneth Hueter 

 

December’s talk 2014: ‘Realm of the giants – 

New views of the solar system’ 

Dr Leigh Fletcher (Oxford University) is a planetary 

scientist and a fellow of the Royal Society.  He trained in 

meteorology and atmospheric physics. 

He enthused on how much our knowledge of planetary 

science has increased in the last twenty years, not just with 

the discovery of over 2000 extrasolar planets. 

Voyagers 1 and 2 (we still get signals from these, and their 

distance is now 124 and 104 AU, respectively) provided 

excellent images 35 years ago.  Voyager 1’s Jupiter image 

with the Great Red Spot from March 1979 shows amazing 

detail. 

In summary, what we see in gas giants are ammonia ice 

clouds condensing, and deeper into Jupiter’s atmosphere 

we find various chlorides and oxides of calcium and 

aluminium then as silicates and iron condensing into 

ceramic clouds and rain and finally some kind of hot 

metallic core which includes oxides of titanium and 

vanadium at about 2000 kelvin.   

The equatorial bands in Jupiter and Saturn have 

convection currents like our Hadley cells on Earth, 

moving up from the surface out towards the poles and 

cooling.  The east to west zonal jets keep higher latitudes 

visibly distinct, but the atmosphere is so dynamic that 

there are storms and vortices everywhere.  A dark storm 

spot was seen on Neptune by Voyager 2 but had gone by 

1994.  Observations have shown that these vortices 

become more circular as they become more unstable then 

they break up.  The Great Red Spot is becoming more 

circular, so are we due to see its demise?  We are also yet 

to see Jupiter’s poles properly, but there are presumably 



huge vortices there.  The vortices at Saturn’s poles have a 

hexagonal appearance. 

Saturn and its moons are being monitored by Cassini, and Dr 

Fletcher hopes the Cassini mission can be extended to 2017, 

which means it will have covered half a Saturnian year.  It is 

northern springtime on Saturn at the moment; the northern 

hemisphere had a blue tinge during its winter, caused by the 

cooling of the methane clouds as they become more dense and 

scatter more light at the surface.  Now the southern hemisphere 

is beginning to go blue and the northern hemisphere becomes 

more yellow as we see deeper in. 

Cassini has seen Enceladus, which is the same size as the UK, 

giving off material that feeds Saturn’s E ring.  If Cassini 

survives until 2017, it will be crashed onto Saturn once it runs 

out of fuel.  He says 16/9/17.  How exact is that?  Hopefully it 

will happen after teatime.... 

Juno is another spacecraft which is due to start orbiting Jupiter 

in July 2016.  It is a Nasa mission spending a year at Jupiter 

and it aims to find out more about Jupiter’s core and magnetic 

field.  It hopes to arrive on the 5th (just after teatime?).  

Amateur astronomers will be able to view the data and can 

process it using winJUPOS, which is free software you can 

download to tidy up your own planetary images. 

Juice is a European Space Agency’s JUpiter’s ICy moon 

Explorer which is hoped will observe Jupiter’s largest moons 

at close hand as well as Jupiter’s surface, but its launch is not 

due until 2022 and it will arrive until ten years later.  Europa is 

the moon that will be most interesting, with its suspected deep 

ocean under its 6km thick crust.  Juice will be able to see 10km 

down into the surface, so what will it see?  In 2013 Hubble 

detected 200km high plumes over Europa’s south pole. 

Future exploration of Uranus and Neptune, who he calls the ice 

giants, is yet to be organised, but the planning and the journey 

time would mean we are looking to get to Uranus by 2050!  

Fortunately we do have better technology to reprocess the 28 

year old Voyager 2 data and we can see more turbulence and 

banding on the surface.  Neptune has an active atmosphere 

because a lot of energy is coming from the interior – its core is 

contracting and heating. 

 

Jupiter: image by Ian Smith 

FURTHER DISCUSSION 
 

Why not take a look at our website? It’s at: 

www.abingdonastro.org.uk . 
 

If you are not already on our internet mailing list, then 

why not log on to Yahoo Groups. The list is called 

'abingdonas'. Members use the list to alert each other 

about celestial events and to chat about amateur 

astronomy. The list is quite active, with several 

messages most weeks. To read through previous 

messages click on: 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
 

To join the abingdonas list, please go to 

http://www.yahoogroups.com . You can also 

unsubscribe from the list here. 
 

To post messages to the list, please send them to 

abingdonas@yahoogroups.com . Please note that you 

will need to sign up with a Yahoo ID if you do not 

already have one. You can do this on the above page. 
 

Further information about the mailing list can be found 

on the abingdonas webpage at : 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/abingdonas/ . 
 

Further discussion on astronomy and many other topics 

takes place at the Spread Eagle pub in Northcourt Road 

after the main meetings. You are most welcome to join 

us. 

 

 

ASTROCALENDARS 
 

    The popular AstroCalendars form the FAS are now 

available at £1.50. from the treasurer. These cover the 

night sky and events for the next year and are a good 

guide to what is happening in the night sky   

 
 

DATES FOR YOUR DIARY 
 

26th January 8pm Beginners’ Meeting in the 

Perry Room. 

 
 

Observing evening FCN 19th-21st Jan at 

Frilford Heath 

 

The editor of “SpaceWatch” is Owen Brazell, who 

would very much appreciate your stories & 

contributions. In particular whilst many fine images 

are being posted on the discussion group it would be 

nice to have some in the SpaceWatch. Please send any 

news, observations, photos, etc. to:  
 

Mail: Owen Brazell, 15 Spinage Close, Faringdon, 

Oxfordshire Sn7 7BW 

E-mail: owen@online.rednet.co.uk 
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STAR CHART 

The night sky at 10 pm (GMT) on Sunday 18th January 2015 

 

 

 


