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The General Weather Pattern 

The weather in December is likely to be rain and drizzle.  Westerly storms and heavy rain can persist.  On the 

other-hand it can be very cold, but usually not for very long; a prelude to the freezing winter temperatures to come. 

Should you need to have a detailed weather forecast for observing in the Usk area (Other locations can be found 

too), log on to https://www.meteoblue.com/en/weather/forecast/seeing/usk_united-kingdom_2635052  
 

From Earth 

Orion culminates at midnight during the middle of the month and can be observed all night.  The Winter Solstice 

occurs at just about 04:21 in the morning of the 22nd, and this is therefore the shortest day in terms of daylight.  

Sunrises and sunsets vary by no more than seven minutes throughout the month.  In the beginning of January, the 

Sun nudges its way, ever so slightly, towards more northerly celestial latitudes, and day encroaches on night. 

 

It is often observed that the winter stars from the UK appear to be much brighter in the winter than the summer; a 

shimmering frosty winter’s night is a joy to hold.  There is a good reason for it.  In the summer at night we find 

ourselves looking towards the centre of the galaxy in Sagittarius, some 28,000 light years away. So we see a sky 

packed with stars and the Milky Way.  In the winter we are looking in the opposite direction and out along the 

“Orion Spur” part of a spiral arm of the galaxy.  This is our neighbourhood and many of the stars are relatively 

close so look bright, there are also far fewer stars in that direction so they stand out.  A few showpiece 

constellations such as Orion, Taurus and Gemini really emphasise this effect. 

 

Artificial Satellites or Probes 

If you are interested in observing the International Space Station or other spacecraft, carefully log on to 

http://www.heavens-above.com to acquire up-to-date information for your observing site. 
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UT (Universal Time) or GMT is used this month.   

The General Weather Pattern 

The weather in December is likely to be rain and drizzle.  Westerly storms and heavy rain can persist.  On the 

other-hand it can be very cold, but usually not for very long; a prelude to the freezing winter temperatures to come. 

Should you need to have a detailed weather forecast for observing in the Usk area (Other locations can be found 

too), log on to https://www.meteoblue.com/en/weather/forecast/seeing/usk_united-kingdom_2635052 
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Sun 

The Sun moves over from Ophiuchus on the 18th and remains in Sagittarius for the rest of the month.  The Sun is 

no higher than 15º above the horizon at this time of year and is seen through much more atmosphere at noon than 

at any other time of the year.  All other things being equal, this is not the best time of year for solar observing from 

the UK.  Forgive me for constantly reminding you that sunlight is so very harmful to our eyes, a safe method of 

observing should be used, even with such a low Sun.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can receive aurora alerts automatically from the web.  Search AuroraWatch for an app suitable for you.   

 

Moon 

The First Quarter is on 4th at about 07:00 in the constellation of Aquarius.  
The Full Moon is on 12th at about 05:15 in the constellation of Taurus. 

The Last Quarter is on 19th at about 05:00 in the constellation of Virgo. 

The New Moon is on 26th at about 05:15 in the constellation of Sagittarius. 

 

The Moon is at perigee (nearest Earth) on the 18th in the constellation of Leo and at apogee (most distant from 

Earth) on the 5th in the constellation of Aquarius. 

The annular solar eclipse on the morning of the 26th November is not visible in the UK.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 
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The Planets 

 Mercury has just passed greatest western elongation in early December, when it is best observed.  It can be 

seen for around an hour and a half before the Sun makes it too dangerous to observe at that time.  For the rest of 

the month it converges on the Sun and rapidly becomes unobservable.  As always, be aware of the rising Sun. 

 Venus sets in the south-west in the morning twilight 1½ hours after the Sun when it can be seen preceding 

Saturn; they set together on the 11th, Venus sidles slowly eastwards as it moves towards greatest eastern elongation 

in March 2020. 

 The Earth (on an inner orbit) is chasing after Mars (on an outer orbit) around the Sun.  Consequently during 

December and for the next five months, Mars seams to maintain its location at sunset.  It rises steeply around 

04:50, and fades into the morning twilight about an hour later, at an altitude of not much more than 10°.  A thin 

waning crescent Moon lies adjacent to Mars on the morning of the 23rd. 

We will be losing Jupiter in the evening twilight by early December.  To start the month Jupiter sets less than 

an hour after the Sun sets and is in conjunction with the Sun on the 27th.  If we are lucky we might be able to 

observe Jupiter, Venus and Saturn in the evening twilight very early in the month. 

Saturn is low in the south-western twilight as the Sun sets and moves rapidly towards conjunction in mid-

January.  We have to wait until next year for next observing season to begin.  

Uranus is visible throughout the evenings of December and is well placed to observe, the best time to view it is 

early December.  At a magnitude of 5.72 it may well be seen with binoculars.  A decent quality small telescope 

might show a green/blue (cyan) hue, but since Uranus usually has few features, little else may be seen even with a 

larger amateur instrument, as demonstrated by Nick Busby in November 2016 and again in 2017.  Uranus can be 

found culminating at around 20:15 in the constellation of Pisces at RA 2h 3m 38s, Declination 12º 01' 11", in the 

middle of the month. 

© D J Thomas 2018 

The Winter Solstice 

 

Even though the Winter Solstice is the 

shortest day of the year, it does not have 

the latest sunrise or the earliest sunset of 

the year.  In keeping with the equation of 

time the earliest sunset is around the 12th 

December in South Wales, and the latest 

sunrise is around the 30th this year. 
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Neptune is also visible in the early evening during December and is well placed to observe.  In the middle of 

the month at around 17:30, it can be found culminating in the constellation of Aquarius at RA 23h 10m 11s, 

Declination -6º 27' 47".  It has a magnitude of 7.9 and may be found using a quality 150cmm telescope with a 

decent magnification.  Neptune is best observed in early December. 

 

Meteors 

The Geminids, one of the most hauntingly beautiful displays of celestial fireworks, are associated with the minor 

planet Phaethon and can usually be seen from the 8th to 17th December with a ZHR ~ 50 to 120.  It is generally the 

most splendid shower of the year, and can be rich in fireballs, though most are slow meteors.   

It is best observed on the morning and evening of the 14th; its maximum is expected to be in the early afternoon.  

Also with the recent full Moon rising in late twilight this year, this is an unfavourable event. 

The Ursids are associated with Comet 1926 IV P/Tuttle, and can be seen from the 17th to 25th December.  This 

shower is quite weak with a ZHR ~ 10 expected this year, but in some years occasional surges ~ 50.  This year the 

maximum is around the 23rd from a radiant near Kochab in Ursa Minor, and is very favourable.  

 

Constellation Culminations from Usk 

A celestial body or region of the sky is said to culminate when it crosses an observer’s meridian (an imaginary line 

drawn overhead and through both poles).  All other things being equal objects are usually best observed in this 

position as the light from them travels through the least amount of atmosphere. 

Constellation Convenient Culminations Midnight Culminations Observability 

Pisces  19:00 Mid-December  Mid-October  Whole 

Sculptor  19:00 Mid-December Mid-October  Unfavourable - partially hidden 

Andromeda 19:00 Late December Mid-October  Nearly at zenith 

Cassiopeia 19:00 Late December Mid-October  Whole - upper culmination –zenith 

 

Taurus 

(Pronounced TOR-us) 

In Welsh 

y Tarw nm. literally ‘the Bull’. 

 

Astronomy 

Some authorities say that the constellation of the Bull was depicted in caves by humans tens of thousands of years 

ago to the extent that even the Pleiades were shown.  What is certain is that Taurus the Bull, with the Scorpion and 

the Lion, was portrayed over 6000 years ago in the Euphrates Valley, in ancient Mesopotamia as one of the 

constellations found in the zodiac; the band of stars through which the Sun, Moon and planets pass. 

The vee-shaped face of the bull is a very clear asterism and finding it should be no 

problem.  It is due south at nine in the evening in mid-January.  You can also follow 

the line of the belt of Orion towards the north-west and locate it just before reaching 

the Pleiades.  The asterism is known as the Hyades.  Viewing it with even modest 

binoculars will reveal its true nature, a wonderful open cluster; the nearest to us.  

Careful examination will show many easy double stars.  In fact it is so packed with 

stars the “V” shape is lost with even very low magnification.  The brightest star in 

Taurus; the red giant star Aldebaran, is prominent in the vee and is described as the 

right eye of the bull, even though its name means the ‘follower’ of the Pleiades in 

medieval Arabic.  As an open cluster many of these stars have similar distances and 

are moving with similar proper motions through space. 

The Pleiades are another example of an open cluster and is worthy of some 

attention with binoculars, if you have no telescope.  Although they are also 

known as the Seven Sisters and M45 (Messier 45), there are more than 1000 

stars in this cluster which lies around 440 light-years away.  The oldest of 

them may be about 150 million years old and the slight haze that you see 

around the stars is a gas and dust cloud through which they are moving.  The 

light from the nearest stars which shines away from us is reflected back 

towards us off this cloud which then glows producing a spectacle known as a 

reflection nebula.  This reflection nebula is very easy to photograph if you 

have the kit and is a popular target, but it can also been seen in modest 

telescopes on good clear nights.  The brighter stars appear to have a faint mist around them; many will mistake it 

for an eyepiece that needs cleaning.  Compare the view with other bright stars away from the Pleiades and you 

should see the mistiness disappear (if it doesn’t your eyepiece does need a clean!) 

The ecliptic (the path of the Sun) passes between these clusters; within 5° or so of both, and the Moon and 

sometimes the planets can present a lovely photo-opportunity.  A lunar occultation can be particularly satisfying to 

observe, and is quite common. 

At the end of the right horn of the Bull, in the east 

of Taurus is M1 (Messier 1) (O).  It was here in 

1054 that Chinese astronomers saw a new star, a 

stella nova.  Its remnant, known as the Crab 

Nebula, is very hard to see even with big 

binoculars unless the transparency is exceptional, 

it has a low surface brightness and being a 
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supernova remnant nebula (e.g. UHC or OIII) filters do not enhance it.  Try searching for it with a 100mm (4”) 

telescope which should readily show it using low power.  Find Elnath at the end of the horn and M1 is just above 

and to the west.  It has a magnitude of 8.40.  At its core lies a neutron star spinning at 30 times per second, 

spraying out radiation like a lighthouse; a pulsar.  This is the first supernova remnant to be identified with its 

historic supernova explosion.  

North-west of Aldeberan, next to the Bull’s left eye, Ain, is 

a variable star called T Tauri (O) which is the prototype of a 

class of pre-main-sequence stars.  Near T Tauri is NGC 

1555, a reflection nebula known as Hind's Nebula or Hind's 

Variable Nebula is illuminated by T Tauri, and thus also 

varies in brightness. 

T Tauri (O), only a million 

years old, is about 460 light 

years away and its apparent 

magnitude varies 

unpredictably from about 9.3 

to 14. 

T Tauri stars are powered by 

gravitational collapse until 

around 100 million years 

old, just prior to main 

sequence burning. 

It is in this locality of Taurus and into Auriga to the north 

that we find one of the closest regions of active star formations. 

 

Greek Myths 

As you may recall Zeus was not shy of women, but he did have to resort to subterfuge at times to fulfil his needs.  

According to Greek mythology Zeus disguised himself as a 

bull to further pursue Europa, the princess of Phoenicia.  He 

mingled with a herd near her and soon attracted her attention 

for he was the most handsome of creatures.   

His hide was pure white like virgin snow, and his muscular 

neck held his head high with horns like burnished metal.  

She was taken with his gentle nature and was tempted to ride 

into the sea on his back.  It was only when they reached 

Crete that Zeus made known his identity.  One of their 

offspring was said to be king Minos of Crete who created the 

palace at Knossos where the bull games were enacted. 

Some say the image of the constellation of Taurus shows no 

rear-end because the bull is immersed in water. 

Others say the Pleiades appear to be flies on the back of the 

Bull. 

 

 

The Pleiades 

 (Pronounced ply’ uh deez) The Seven Sisters 

In Welsh - y Saith Seren Siriol. 

literally ‘The Seven Bright Stars’, or ‘The Seven Cheerful Stars’. 

 

Follow the line of the famous Orion's Belt north-westerly 

through the vee-shaped asterism in Taurus, to find the 

Pleiades nebula, a magnificent open cluster. 
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The name Pleiades has multiple roots.  One derivation is from the Greek πλεῖν plein, meaning 'to sail’, since the 

heliacal rising of the Pleiades in May marked the beginning of the ancient navigation season.  However, the Greek 

pleios, or ‘many’, would also appear to have a strong and logical influence on the naming of this asterism, or star 

group.  Nine of the most visible stars have a Greek name after seven ancient Greek mythical sisters and their 

parents.  Today, the Pleiades are designated M45 in the Messier catalogue. 

Although only six stars are readily visible to the 

naked eye, they comprise part of a relatively young, 

open cluster of something like a 1000 stars situated at 

about 440 light-years distance from us; one of the 

closest to us.  25% of the cluster consists of brown 

dwarfs; objects not massive enough for nuclear fusion 

reactions to take place.  Very few brown dwarfs are 

likely to be born as stars as we think of them.  

Dominating the Pleiades are hot, blue and extremely 

luminous stars some of which may be up to 100 

million years old and stellar radiation pressure should 

have dissipated the original gas and dust.  If these 

stars were human beings, they would be middle aged.   

However, long exposure photography shows large 

bright areas of nebulosity surrounding the brightest 

stars, revealing a dust cloud through which the cluster 

is moving; towards southern Orion.  Strong radiation from these young stars repels the dust particles; large 

particles less than small, generating stratification and filaments.  The clouds behind the stars reflect the cluster’s 

starlight producing this beautiful blue refection nebula, popular with amateur astronomers. 

At the end of the age of the dinosaurs, the Pleiades would have looked something like the Orion Nebula does to us 

today.  It is estimated that this cluster will endure for maybe 250 million years, before it dissipates under the 

influence of interstellar interactions.  

 

Myths and Legends 

Greek 

Irrevocably attached to the legend of the great 

hunter are the seven daughters of Atlas and 

Pleione; Sterope, Merope, Electra, Maia, Taygeta, 

Celaeno, and Alcyone.  The parents Atlas and 

Pleione are themselves not Pleiades, but are stars 

included in the constellation named in honour of 

their daughters.  Orion pursued them with 

intentions less than honourable for seven years 

until, out of exasperation, Zeus turned them into 

doves and set them in the sky to save them from 

the great hunter.  So their name may also derive 

from πελειάδες peleiades, meaning ‘flock of 

doves’.  According to legend, Orion’s position in 

the heavens is not co-incidental, having been 

arranged so that he may pursue the beautiful star 

cluster forever without hope of catching them. 

However, an alternative legend has it that the seven sisters were so distressed by the death of the Hyades, their 

half-sisters (who were also fathered by Atlas) that they all killed themselves and were placed in the heavens by 

sympathetic gods. 

Yet another variation on the story, however, suggests that Zeus, far from being saviour of the seven sisters, was 

actually guilty of the same intentions as Orion towards Taygete, one of the seven.  Before her escape to the 

heavens with her sisters, she was turned into a deer to escape her erstwhile suitor, one explanation why only six of 

the 'seven sisters' are readily visible to the naked eye. 

In another myth, Orion lost his life to the Scorpion Scorpius, and was placed in the heavens.  To give the hunter 

some sport in his permanent abode the gods thoughtfully provided him with Taurus the bull to fight, and Canis 

Major and Minor, his loyal hunting dogs for company.  The Pleiades are sometimes said to be the flies on the back 

of the bull. 

 

Japanese 

In Japan this part of the sky is known as Subaru.  This make of car has the Pleiades on its badge! 

 

North American 

Some North American Indians used the Pleiades as an eyesight test; those who could see more than six stars were 

used as scouts and lookouts.  If they could not clearly see these stars, they were given other tasks according to their 

skills.  The Blackfoot tribe see lost children forced to search for food and who found succour amongst the stars.  

The Pleiades are home to the star spirits for the Cherokee. 

 

The Inuit regard them as hunters with their dogs pursuing the (Great) bear into the sky. 


