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The Sky This Month - May 2013

Blake delivered his The Sky This Month presentation at the 8 May 2013 Recreational
Astronomy Night meeting at the Ontario Science Centre.

The handout provided included a calendar for portions of May (and a bit of June) 2013
along two finder charts (see below). The notes have been reproduced here. You may
view or download and print the calendar PDF  file (555 KB).

 
reactor

The Sun has been putting on a good show lately. Many enjoyed the solar observing on 4
May 2013: some at the session at the Ontario Science Centre and some at the E.C. Carr
Astronomical Observatory. Large prominences, filaments, sunspots, and plages were
seen.
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Copyright Nicole Mortillaro. Used with permission.

The Sun is in Aries at the time of writing; it will move into Taurus on 14 May.

Mars is near the Sun. Which means we can't see it. And NASA is affected to. For fear of
signals, beamed from Earth to the red planet, getting garbled NASA has "parked" the
Curiousity rover. They will not resume communications until free and clear.

A bit of trivia for your consideration: a photon produced as the result of fusion takes 50
million to 17000 years to reach the surface of the Sun. Of course, then it is a mere 8
minutes until it arrives to Earth, and falls in your eyeball.

 

morning harbingers

There continues to be a lot of talk of comets. And how great this year will be. Certainly
many enjoyed telescopic, binocular, and naked eye views of Pan-STARRS a short while
back. But, the jury's still out on what may happen with ISON. In the meantime, you have
a couple of very late night or early morning comets you might enjoy. Both should be
visible in binoculars. In fact, the first one is our recent visitor, now in a different part of the
sky.

Comet C/2011 L4 (Pan-STARRS) begins month in Cepheus. It is magnitude 7.4 in
brightness but is expected to fade rapidly. It will move into Draco by month's end.
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Copyright Gerald Rhemann. Used with permission.

Comet C/2012 F6 (Lemmon) begins month in Pisces, at magnitude 6.2. It too should fade
rapidly as it moves into Andromeda and scoots past Alpheratz, the lucida or bright star of
Andromeda.

See the attached finder charts, produced with the SkyTools planning software.

Pan-STARRS chart , PDF (56 KB)

Lemmon chart , PDF (52 KB)

 

rings and bands

Jupiter is on its way out. This month represents your last best chance to view the king of
the planets. Jupiter is especially interesting when something is going on with the four
bright Galilean moons or when the Great Red Spot is visible. Seeing the moons cross
the surface of the planet, or emerge from the disc, cast shadows onto the cloud tops, or
seeing the GRS drift slowly across the stripped surface, reminds us how dynamic this
planet is. See the calendar for evenings of multiple events.
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Copyright Jim Chung. Used with permission.

The "star" of the show this month however has to be Saturn. Technically, the ringed
planet is moving away from us. It was opposite the Sun from the Earth on 28 April. But it
is still relatively close. When at 9 astronomical units, or AU, the distance of the Earth to
the Sun, versus 11, much detail can be seen or photographed. Saturn is very well placed
in evening. It rises around 7:30 PM in early May; 5:30 PM in June.

For a challenge target, try to spot the tiny moons Mimas or Hyperion. It is best to see
them when they are widely separated from the planet itself, otherwise they may be lost in
the glare. You might use astronomy or planetarium software or a web site to predict
when these moons are at greatest elongation.

The rings are still at a high tilt angle, around 18 degrees. That creates a very three
dimensional effect. But at the same time, does not obscure the entire disc of the planet.
You can still see the north and south polar regions.

 

gather 'round Venus

Again, we cannot see Mars this month. And Uranus and Neptune remain elusive. But
Mercury and Venus will put on a good show, along with the Moon.

Look for a very young, very thin Moon near Venus and Jupiter on 10 May. The Moon,
less than 1 day from the New Moon phase, will lie almost directly below Venus at dusk.
Venus will be around -3 magnitude, easy to spot. The Moon will be tricky. Use Venus as
your marker. Binoculars should help. Spotting this hours-old Moon might smash your
life-time record!

The next night, the Moon will have climbed higher in the sky of course, and will be
almost exactly between Venus and Jupiter, the two brightest planets from Earth.
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Both nights might be very good photographic opportunities.

Later in the month, the Moon will be long gone but Mercury will join in. Mercury, the inner
planet, moves fast. So on 17 May, it should be just above the horizon. But each night it
will rise rapidly. Closing in on Venus. Meanwhile, Venus, also truckin' along, will be
climbing toward Jupiter. This culminates near 25 through 27 May when Mercury, Venus,
and Jupiter form a tight cluster. They will get as close as 2 or 3 degrees to one another.
This will make for a rare and fantastic view in binoculars. This will be the best
conjunction, in fact, for year.

Try photographing the unusual conjunction. Any type of camera on a tripod should work.

Mercury continues to toward greatest separation from Sun next month. Venus and
Jupiter will become telescopic on 28 May.

 

cornucopia near Coma

Our observing chair Stuart McNair often refers to May as galaxy month.

It's a good time of year to chase down Messier objects in Virgo, Leo, and Coma
Berenices. These constellations are well placed in May evenings with many targets
crossing the meridian, the imaginary line overhead from north to south, around midnight.
There are dozens of large and small galaxies in this area. Don't forgot to check gamma
Virginis aka Porrima. For the last 10 years the stars in this binary system have been too
close to split. Now, they are 2 seconds of arc apart.
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Low on the southern horizon are more difficult objectives, like Messier 83 in Hydra. The
constellation Corvus is well placed too. It harbours the Antenna galaxy and the nice
double star Algorab.

Some more extreme challenges lie in Centaurus and Lupus, constellations normally very
difficult for Canadians to see.

Image from Stellarium.

Turning north, Canes Venatici is directly overhead around midnight. It hosts the attractive
double star Cor Caroli. Messier 3 and 106, also Messier 51 aka the Whirlpool, with
companion galaxy are nearby.

Scorpius and Aquila can be seen rising out of the east in the late late evening. It is
interesting to observe the Milky Way rising this time of year. It is essentially parallel to the
horizon—an unusual orientation

 

so long and thanks for all the data

It is with sad heart, we report the end of the Herschel Space Telescopes mission. The
very large, 3.5 metre telescope at one of the Lagrange points, made by the European
Space Agency, has run out of helium. The gas was required to chill the telescope's
components, a critical requirement for the sensitive infrared instruments.
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Image from the European Space Agency.

Launched in May 2009, it was to operate for 3.5 years. In fact, they coaxed an extra 6
months out of the apparatus. It made 35000 observations over 25000 operational hours.
Among many important discoveries, it captured this mysterious image of the Andromeda
galaxy.

 

all aboard

The Virgin space plane went supersonic recently, firing its onboard engine for the first
time. Just last week it was announced that former shuttle pilot Sturckow will fly for Virgin.
Get your tickets now!

Image from the Virgin Galactic.

Orbital Sciences, buoyed by their recent success, is busy planning their second Antares
mission. Originally slotted this summer, it was just announced they will slip to August or
September.

Space X, the first US commercial provider, is busy too. They will be sending more
supplies to the International Space Station. And gradually working up to human
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passenger certification.

Aboard the ISS, Colonel Chris Hadfield is wrapping up his tour of duty. The first
Canadian commander will be returning to Earth on or around May 13.

Sadly, the ISS will not fly-over Ontario again until 17 May, and then in the mornings.
Later in May, it will phase back into evening passes.

 

stop complaining

Stop grumbling about the weather. We will surely be seeing more blue squares in the
Clear Sky Chart in the days ahead.

C/2012 F6 (Lemmon), morning, in Pisces
C/2011 L4 (Pan-STARRS), morning, in Cepheus
last call for Jupiter
Saturn all night long
young Moon near Venus and Jupiter on 10-11 May
great conjunction Mercury, Venus, Jupiter 25-27 May
Canes Venatici, Coma Berenices, Corvus, Virgo, Leo
watch Hadfield land on 13 May

 

oh, yes, one last item

Happy Birthday David Dunlap Observatory!

Image by James Salmon from the Toronto Public Library.

78 years young on 31 May 2013.

Be seeing you DDO.

 

conclusion

Contact Blake for errors, omissions, questions.

Blake Nancarrow
astronomy at computer-ease dot com
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