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Earth (E) 

Astronomical twilight still lasts for some time, but astronomical darkness will begin in the late evening rather than the early 

morning. 

 

The northern noctilucent cloud season, high in the Earth’s atmosphere, draws to a close at the end of July or the beginning of 

the August. 

 

The Milky Way 

Throughout August, in the hours of darkness, the Milky Way arcs overhead, within 30° of the zenith. 

 

Sun 

The Sun begins the month in the constellation of Cancer and enters Leo during the afternoon of the 10th of August.  If solar 

observing interests you then you will be pleased to find the Sun becoming more active and interesting.  A good place to 

check out the solar activity “today” is this NASA website https://sdo.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/. 

 

The General Weather Pattern 

August has a similar range of temperature as July, just a smidgen cooler and it often follows on from that of the previous 

month.  Northerly winds may bring cool, dry and clear nights.  Westerly winds combined with a depression usually bring in 

dull, wet weather, whilst warm anticyclones usually result in heavy thunderstorms, with up to 30% more rain.  Precipitation 

increases month on month until December. 

 

Get a detailed weather forecast for observing in the Usk area, (there locations are available) from 

https://www.meteoblue.com/en/weather/forecast/seeing/usk_united-kingdom_2635052 

The Night Sky 

(August 2021) 

BST (Universal Time plus one hour) is used this month. 
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23:00 at beginning of the month. 

22:00 in middle of month. 

21:00 at end of month 

https://sdo.gsfc.nasa.gov/data/
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Don’t forget to use approved methods to observe the Sun.  You may also like to notify other society members if you observe 

sunspot activity.   

 

Moon  
The New Moon is on 8th at about 13:50 in the constellation of Cancer. 

The First Quarter is on 15th at about 15:20 in the constellations of Libra. 

The Full Moon is on 22nd at about 12:00 in the constellation of Aquarius.  

The Last Quarter is on 30th at about 07:15 in the constellation of Taurus. 

The Moon has its first apogee on the 2nd, is at perigee (nearest Earth) on the 17st and it is at its second apogee on the 30th. 

 

The Planets (From the Greek ἀστὴρ πλανήτης (astēr planētēs), meaning wandering stars) 

During August, Mercury, Mars and Venus are, theoretically, evening objects but are too low to be observed safely. 

 

Throughout August, Jupiter and Saturn can be observed for most of the hours of darkness.  While Neptune and Uranus 

follow in a procession from the east along the ecliptic and across the southern sky, even Ceres can be found tagging along 

about 30ʹ south of c2 Aqr on the 12th. 

 

Mercury (Me) is at superior conjunction with the Sun on the 1st August, after which it is easily lost in the evening twilight. 

 

Venus (V) is an evening object throughout this month, appearing in the dusk twilight, but only momentarily. 

 

Mars (Ma) and the Sun close in on one another in the month of August as Mars approaches conjunction in October, and is 

not well placed to observe. 

 

Jupiter (J) first appears in the evening twilight on the east-south-eastern horizon about 20° behind Saturn.  Jupiter can be 

observed from then until around 04:00 at the beginning of August; later in the month it appears at about 20:00 and sets at 

around 04:30.  It travels from Aquarius into Capricornus on the night of the 18/19th where, on the 20th it comes to opposition.   

 

Saturn (S) can be found in the constellation of Capricornus throughout August, and is at opposition on the 2nd.  By the end 

of the month Saturn culminates two hours earlier (23:00) at just over 19°, and will be most conveniently placed for casual 

observers.  Observers may well be fortunate to observe the ‘opposition effect’, the modern term for the brightening of the 

ring system at opposition; the term ‘Seeliger effect’ is no longer used by experts and professionals.  Seeliger’s explanation 

for the phenomenon was erroneous.  

 

Uranus (U) is best observed in the early mornings at the end of the month; it just becomes visible in the east from around 

23:00 on.  At this time it can be found in the constellation of Aries at RA 2h 49m 41s, Declination 15º 51' 43", at a 

magnitude of 5.73.  It rises around 21:30 at the end of the month and is becoming more convenient to observe as it moves 

towards opposition in early November.  Uranus is at stationary point on the 20th, and starts its retrograde motion. 

 

Neptune (N) arises at the end of the evening twilight nearly an hour and a half before Uranus.  At the end of the month as it 

approaches opposition, which is on the 14th September, it can be found culminating in the constellation of Aquarius at RA 

23h 33m 6s, Declination -4º 10' 35" at around 01:45.  It only has a magnitude of 7.82 and needs a 150mm or greater 

telescope with decent magnification to even get a glimpse.  Neptune and Uranus will be better placed later in the year. 

 

Meteors 

The Delta Aquarids can be seen from about 15th July to 15th August, but are not noted for their brightness.  There are two 

radiants to this shower.  The southern stream, radiating from near the star Skat in Aquarius, has a maximum around about 

31st July, and is the stronger of the two, with a ZHR about 20 and a medium atmospheric entry velocity.  However a near-last 

quarter Moon on the Pisces/Cetus border renders observations unfavourable. 

 

The Perseids can best be seen between 9th and 14th August although the occasional Perseid may be spotted from the end of 

July and later into August.  Normally peaking with a ZHR of about 80, this year the maximum will be around 19:00 in 

twilight on the 12th.  That evening a waxing crescent Moon sets just after 22:00 and the following morning offers to display a 

favourable event.  The Perseid meteor shower is one of the most consistent performers, the meteors it produces are among 

the brightest of all meteor showers, some with persistent trails.  The Perseids are associated with Comet P/Swift-Tuttle, and 

its radiant is in the north of Perseus. 

 

Constellation Culminations from Usk 

The observability of constellations at this time can be found in the article called ‘Culminations of Constellations’. 

 

Lyra (pronounced LYE-ruh) The “Lyre” 

In Welsh 

1) Telyn nf. literally ‘Lyre’ or ‘Harp’. 

2) Telyn Arthur. literally ‘Arthur’s Lyre’ or ‘Arther’s Harp’. 

3) Telyn Idris. literally ‘Idris’s Lyre’ or ‘Idris’s Harp’. 

It is also known as King ‘David’s Lyre’ or ‘Harp’, and ‘The Welsh Harp’. 
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Astronomy 
This constellation is not one of the brightest, but can be easily found by 

searching out α Lyrae, that is Vega, the brightest of the three stars that comprise 

the 'summer triangle'. 

 

Fourteen thousand years ago Vega was the pole star but lost its pre-eminent 

position due to precession; the 26000 year wobble of the Earth’s polar axis 

which describes a cone in space.  It will of course become the pole star again, 

around about 13700 CE.  The brilliance of Vega is partly due to its close 

proximity to us; only 27 light years, it was this brilliance that made it an obvious 

choice as the first star to be photographed (in 1850 at the Harvard Observatory, 

using the daguerreotype process).  Also, it was only the third star to have its 

parallax measured, in 1840 at the Russian 

National Observatory. 

 

As Vega rotates once every 12½ hours, it has 

a large equatorial bulge. 

 

Consequently gravity is greater at the poles than at the equator, and the surface 

temperatures are 10000°K and 7500°K respectively. 

 

Just to the east of Vega you can find ε (Epsilon) Lyrae.  It is just visible by eye but easily visible in binoculars or a 

finderscope when it is seen as an obvious double star.  Higher magnification reveals each component of the pair is itself a 

double star – hence its moniker the “double double”.  In the summer when the group is almost overhead in the evening is the 

best time to look as the closer components are only about 2.5” apart and poor seeing may make it difficult to separate them.  

Observers sometimes use ε Lyrae to judge the quality of their optics.  In fact the system 

has up to 7 components but the other three are not visible through a telescope.  Such 

double double systems are not stable in the long term and one or more stars is likely to be 

ejected from the system.  The system is about 162 ly away.  

 

Sheliak, as β Lyrae is also known, is a variable star of the R Lyrae type with a period of 

about 46 days.  In fact Sheliak was the first of its type to be discovered.  There are a 

number of stars around it that can be used to compare its luminosity and help you follow 

its cycle. 

 

M57 the Ring Nebula lies about 45 minutes of arc to the east of Sheliak at a distance of 

over 45,000 light-years.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lyra also contains a nice although distant 

(32,900 ly away) globular cluster, known 

as Messier 56 or NGC 6779. 

 

 

 

Messier 56 or NGC 6779 is visible although difficult to find in binoculars but can be 

resolved into stars with a telescope of aperture of 200mm or more. The properties of 

this cluster suggest that it may have been acquired during the merger of a dwarf galaxy.  

Like other globular clusters it is very old and is estimated to have formed some 13.7 

billion years ago.  Also as with other globular clusters the metal content of the stars is 

remarkably low at only 1/10 of that found in our Sun, showing that the recycling of 

stellar material has hardly occurred as it has in the galaxy at large. 

 

 

 

 

 

M57 taken with the Hubble Space Telescope 

 

M57 in a low-power amateur telescope 

 

M56 taken with the Hubble Space Telescope 
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Sagitarius (pronounced SAJ-ih-TARE-ee-us) - The “Archer” 

In Welsh 

Y Saethydd (nm), literally ‘the Archer’, the transliterated IAU name in Welsh 

 

Astronomy 

Sagittarius is a zodiac constellation which is best observed at 21:00 throughout August.  In the middle of the month from 

here in South Wales, the horizon runs through the south-eastern section of Sagittarius and quite a bit of it is lost in the murk 

of our atmosphere.  You will need a clear horizon, like that at the seaside and with some good seeing you may find its 

dominant feature, the prominent asterism we call ‘the Teapot’. 

 

There is considerable evidence that a very compact and bright object 

called Sagittarius A* (at position o) corresponds to the centre of the 

Milky Way galaxy where a supermassive black hole holds sway.  It 

lies at around 26 000 light-years distance with a mass four million 

times that of the Sun.  Sagittarius A*’s official location is RA 17h 

45m 40.04s, Dec −29° 00′ 28.1″.   

 

The ‘Zone of Avoidance’, where interstellar gas and dust blocks 

visible light from the galactic core, also runs either side of the core 

and along the galactic plane.  Consequently we can only detect the 

centre with sophisticated techniques.  However there is a positive 

outcome to this and that is that Sagittarius is a starry region with 

many nebulae and star clusters.  There are a total of 15 Messier 

objects to be found its borders, more than in any other constellation. 

 

Nebulae 

 

To introduce you to the delights of this part of the sky, start with an 

easy binocular object, M8 the Lagoon Nebula (o).  It can just be 

seen with the naked eye and good seeing, but with binoculars you 

might detect the core within the well-defined oval nebula.  You will 

need a telescope and astrophotography to distinguish colouration. 

 

 

 

M20, the Trifid Nebula (o) which can be seen in both pictures is a favourite with amateurs.  

Trifid translates as ‘divided into three lobes’ and even a small telescope will produce 

lovely astro-photographs illustrating them.  It is an example of a star forming region inside 

which stars are developing in a huge interstellar gas and dust cloud.  From Earth we see an 

open cluster and three different types of nebulae.  The red region is an emission nebula, 

whilst the three lobes are partitioned by dark nebulosity, and the blue region is reflected 

light; a reflection nebula.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lagoon Nebula and Trifid Nebula by Amateur Astronomer  

Alex Weinstein 

Copyright Hewholooks  

Own work, CC BY-SA 3.0,  
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M17, the Omega Nebula (o) is an H II star-

forming region found 9°north of Kaus 

Borealis (in the tea-pot lid), and is regarded as 

one of the most luminous and massive regions 

of its type in the Milky Way galaxy.  It is 

another popular object amongst amateurs, 

which can be observed with binoculars.   

 

Drawn and described as resembling a capitol 

letter Omega by Sir John Herschel, in 1833, it 

has acquired additional names since then. 

 

It shines due to radiation emitted from young stars in an open cluster embedded in the 

cloud; at only one million years old, one of the youngest known clusters. 

 

 

Open clusters 

 

Over a thousand open clusters are known to exist in the Milky Way, with untold others undiscovered.  The stars in each huge 

molecular cloud form at about the same time and being lightly united by gravity, they travel together though space until 

perturbations disperse them.  A couple of thousand stars can be found in an open cluster within the disc of a galaxy.  

Obviously those in our Galaxy can be observed whilst those in other galaxies are beyond amateur equipment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M23 (o) is an open cluster which can be observed with a good pair of binoculars, is a splendid sight in a small telescope.  It 

is positioned 4° north-north-west of M20 the Trifid Nebular.  It is Located near enough to the ecliptic so that it occasionally 

gets eclipsed by the Moon.  It is estimated to be 330 million years old and is situated at a distance of 2050 light-years. 

 

Another open cluster, M25 (o) is also positioned similarly near enough to the ecliptic about 9° to the east of M23 so that it 

too experiences a lunar eclipse sometimes.  It is approximately 68 million years old and 2000 light-years away from us, but 

this may also be observed with a good pair of binoculars. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One last open cluster to tempt you, M21 (o) is 40ʹ north-east of the Trifid (M20), but not 

otherwise correlated.   It is not quite visible to the naked eye; its magnitude is 6.5, but even 

with small binoculars it is easy to find under good seeing conditions.  This cluster is less 

than 7 million years old and is around 4ooo light-years distant. 

 

 

 

 

 

Captured in narrowband by 

amateur astronomer Chuck Ayoub 

M23 

M25 

M21 
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Globular Clusters 

 

A globular cluster is an assembly of gravitationally tightly-bound stars; hundreds of thousands of them.  The resultant natural 

shape is a sphere with a core containing a high concentration of stars.  Since globular clusters orbit in a halo around their 

host galaxy’s core, it is no surprise that most of those we can observe are associated with the Milky Way galaxy. 

 

M54 (o) distinguishes itself by being the first globular cluster to be discovered outside the 

Milky Way.  It is however very low in our sky; culminating less than 8° above the horizon 

at best, and although an easy object to find with good seeing, it is difficult to resolve any 

stars.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

M22 (o) on the other hand, is one of the brightest of globular clusters we can see anywhere 

in the sky.  However, it lies just south of the ecliptic and at this time, when M22 is best 

observed, the ecliptic is low too; consequently it is not seen at its best when viewed from 

Wales.  M22 is one of the nearest of globular clusters at 10,600 light-years and so you 

might like to try to resolve some stars if you have access to a 200mm telescope. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I would encourage you to peruse Sagittarius at least with binoculars and make your own discoveries; there are far more 

delights to be seen than I could describe in such a small space. 

 

Interestingly Nunki (σ Sgr) in the handle of the ‘Teapot’, and the second brightest star in the constellation is thought to hold 

the record for the oldest name for a star; it is the celestial equivalent of the sacred city of Eridu in Babylonia. 

 

M54 

M22 


