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The Sky This Month - Dec 2012 to Jan 2013

Blake delivered The Sky This Month presentation at the 12 Dec 2012 Recreational
Astronomy Night meeting at the Ontario Science Centre. The handout provided included
a calendar for portions of Dec 2012 and Jan 2013 along with a star chart for locating a
comet. The presentation notes have been reproduced here. You may view or download
and print the calendar PDF file  (389 KB).

 

preamble

We note the return of the "Winter Football" as we mourn the loss of the H-word sport.

This large hexagon of bright stars, like the Summer Triangle, heralds the beginning of
the season. Hopefully, we'll get some breaks in the grey skies to take in Jupiter, catch
some meteors, spot a nearby asteroid, spot a fast-moving comet, and other enjoy the
long, dark nights.
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nearby Sun

The Sun will be at perihelion on Jan 2. This is when the Earth is, as it travels in its
slightly elliptical orbit, closer to the Sun. In fact, we're 5 million km closer than in July.
Sure doesn't feel like it though, does it. 

At the time of writing (Dec 12), the Sun is in the constellation Ophiuchus, the only
constellation not part of the traditional zodiac. On Dec 17, it enters Sagittarius, the
Archer.

Our star remains active with sun spots and outbursts. We might enjoy some aurora
borealis this winter. Keep an eye on http://spaceweather.com for more information on the
Sun.

 

Earth's moon

Below is a brief summary of the Moon over the month:

13 - new phase; won't dim Geminid meteors; near Mars
18 - near Neptune
20 - 1st quarter; near Uranus
21 - view or image the Lunar Straight Wall
24 - enters Taurus; near Pleiades
25 - near Jupiter, Ceres, Vesta!
28 - full phase; will interfere with Quadrantid meteors
4 - 3rd quarter
6 - near Saturn 

Often in the colder months, people spot sundogs and arcs and halos around the Sun.
These are created by ice crystals in high thin clouds. These same conditions can also
make halos around the Moon although they are often much fainter. Have the camera and
tripod ready!

See the wonderful Moon halo photo by Rafeal Schmall on APOD . 

 

the system

Mercury and Venus are early morning targets. If you up early, before dawn, look to the
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east. Mercury was at its greatest separation (or elongation) from the Sun a couple of
weeks ago and as such is "falling" back into the Sun. Still, if you have good sightlines to
the east, you might catch it.

Saturn is also, technically, a morning object, but it rises many hours before the inner
planets. If you up very late one evening, say to 1:00 AM or 2:00 AM, you should be able
to catch the ringed planet.

Mars and Neptune are in the opposite direction, visible after sunset, in the west. Mars
however is quite low and is moving away from us so would likely appear as a mushy
orange dot.

Jupiter and Uranus however are high up in the evening sky, with Jupiter stealing the
show. Enjoy the Great Red Spot and the continuing dance of the moons. There are a
couple of chances to see moon shadows on the surface of the gas giant.

See the http://fourmilab.ch web site for more planet information or to generate a
top-down view of the solar system.

 

Great Bear comet

There are a number of comets visible in small telescopes but the brightest right now has
to be C/2012 K5 (LINEAR). In fact, you might be able to tag it in binoculars, at magnitude
9 or 10.

At the time of writing (Dec 12), the comet is in the tail of Ursa Major. In the early part of
the evening, that part of the constellation is low, near the horizon. So it is best to view it
very late at night or in the early morning. Later in December, as the comet moves
through the head and snout of the Great Bear, it should be even easier to spot. That
said, the Moon will be bright...

In January, it will climb even higher in the sky, as it aims toward Auriga. It will be moving
quickly during this time.

Many use the web site http://observing.skyhound.com to monitor comets. This is the
manufacturer of the SkyTools software, by the way.

Phil Chow provided a finder chart handout from SkyTools 3 Professional. A PDF
version  (121 KB) is available for downloading and printing.

 

duck!

Watch your head! Asteroid 4179 Toutatis has returned. Every 4 years it gets close, very
close, to the Earth. Don't worry. Even though the asteroid is 4.5 km long and about 1 to 2
km thick (that's the size of a large mountain) it is not going to hit us and end the world as
we know it. It will pass us with a 7 million km margin. That's 18 times the distance of the
Moon.

What's very neat about this asteroid is that being so close and somewhat large, it should
be possible to track it in a small telescope. And watch it move! Like viewing Jupiter's
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moons, or an eclipse, or a fast-moving comet, these observations remind us that the
heavens are dynamic!

Sky and Telescope has some excellent notes and charts for viewing the asteroid .

The time is nigh! On Dec 12, the asteroid is in Pisces. But over the following nights, it
will rapidly travel through the head of Cetus, and beyond. Catch the magnitude 10 rock
while you can.

 

Jovian show

Jupiter is the main attraction for the next few weeks. It is well-placed is the night sky. You
don't have to stay up late to see it. And it always offers interesting views.

In general, it crosses the meridian each night around 8:00 PM. The meridian is an
imaginary line between the south and north compass points. It's best to view objects
near the meridian; it means you're looking through less atmosphere. And, in theory, less
pollution, smog, cloud, and turbulence. Same logic applies for the imagers too.

On Dec 12, Jupiter will be near Aldebaran. This makes for a pleasing naked eye view.
But also a pretty conjunction for photographers shooting wide field.

Around the Christmas break, the gibbous Moon will join Jupiter. On the 24th, it enters
Taurus and passed under the Pleiades. On the 25, our neighbour will be very near the
gas giant. And on the next night, Jupiter will be between two bright asteroids, Vesta and
Ceres. More wide field photos ops!

There are two opportunities to see double shadows on Jupiter: Dec 27 and Jan 3. You'll
need high magnification to pick off the inky black dots on the planet. Like Manuel
Guerrero did, recently.

If you use planetarium software that simulates the position of the Great Red Spot (GRS)
on Jupiter, you might want to adjust the longitude value to 188, to make it match what
you see real-time.

 

meteor month (or months)!

Every knows about the Perseid meteor shower in August. But did you know that
December and January are actually better times to view meteors? The Geminids and
Quadrantids have higher rates of meteors than the Perseids. Perhaps its the snow, cold,
and terrible grey skies that discourage people from even trying...

shower dates peak Moon per hour

Geminids Dec 4 - 17 Dec 13 new 120

Ursids Dec 17 - 26 Dec 22 1/4 10 (50?)
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Quadrantids Dec 28 - Jan 12 Jan 4 3/4 120

The Ursids, by the way, seem to emanate from Ursa Minor. The Quadrantids emanate
from an old constellation no longer used; look in the direction of Boötes.

While you might see a couple of extra bright meteors in the city limits, it is best to view
meteors in dark skies, without stray moon light, and after midnight.

See http://www.imo.net for more meteor facts and details.

 

humans in space

Go Canada! Chris Hadfield is orbit-bound. He will, on a Soyuz rocket, travel to the
International Space Station on Dec 19, for a 5 month tour. A short time after that, our
Canadian Space Agency astronaut will take command of the ISS. This will mark the first
time a Canadian serves as commander of our low-orbit outpost. Yes!

Happily, for the balance of December, the ISS will be visible for Ontario citizens as it flys
overhead in the early evening. Dec 13 should be one of the brighter passes, at
magnitude -3.3.

Use the http://heavens-above.com web site to accurately predict sighting times.

Space X caught headlines recently as the first commercial provider for cargo delivery
and return and human transport to and from space. Orbital Sciences should become the
second such company. They were to test their Antares rocket this week but may be
delayed, in part, due to Hurricane Sandy.

 

targets abound

Everyone thinks of the Orion and Taurus constellations this time of year. But it is
interesting to note that some of the well-placed constellations right now are Aries, Cetus,
Eridanus, Fornax, Perseus, Triangulum, and Cassiopeia. Do you know your bright stars
and deep sky objects in these constellations? No? Well, put on your boots and woolies
and get out there!

Easy:

the wonderful Great Orion Nebula
Trapezium stellar nursery stars A through D
"37 Cluster" aka NGC 2169

Tough:
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Crab Nebula aka Messier 1
tight Trapezium stars E and F
faint Messier 77

 Challenge:

NGC 604

 

recap

Happy perihelion. Enjoy the Jupiter show, three meteor shows, the long dark nights, and
keep warm.

Avoid cabin fever. Have an early dinner. And observe every chance you get!

Be seeing you. We wish you dark skies. Happy holidays. Drive safe!

Blake Nancarrow
astronomy at computer hyphen ease dot com

And lastly...

 

the end

DON'T PANIC.
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