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23:00 hours BST early in the month
22:00 hours BST in the middle of the month
21:00 hours BST at the end of the month

April

 
 
The General Weather Pattern 
Surprisingly rainfall is not particularly high in April, but of course heavy rain does occur, often with hail and 

thunder. Expect it to be cloudy.  Temperatures usually rise steadily, but nights can still be chilly. 

 

 From Earth 
As the Earth moves from the vernal equinox the days are still opening out most rapidly.  The Moon no longer 

raises high in the night sky as it does in the winter, but takes its place at lower latitudes for the summer.  The Sun 

of course does the converse. 

 

Sun 
The Sun is becoming better placed for observing as it climbs to higher latitudes, and, it is worth reminding 

members that sunlight contains radiation across the spectrum that is harmful to our eyes and that the projection 

method should be used.  Unfortunately, solar cycle 24 continues to abate towards solar minimum predicted to be 

around 2019/20.  Many days of an unblemished solar disc have been recorded this year but if you should happen to 

find sunspot activity other members would be interested, so let us know. 

 

Moon 
First Quarter is on 3rd at about 18:40 in the constellation of Gemini. 

Full Moon is on 11th at about 06:10 in the constellation of Virgo. 

Last Quarter is on 19th at about 09:20 in the constellation of Sagittarius. 

New Moon is on 26th at about 12:15 in the constellation of Aries. 

The Moon is at perigee (nearest Earth) on the 27th and at apogee (most distant from Earth) on the 15th. 

 

The Night Sky 

(April 2017) 

BST (Universal Time plus one hour) is used this month. 
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At this time of year the first quarter Moon is well placed, high in the south-western sky at night-fall.  The light 

from it travels through less atmosphere to reach our telescopes than when it is low down, and even hand-held 

binoculars will find many impressive selenological features to observe at the terminator. 

 

The Planets 

 Mercury presents itself most favourably in the very last days of the March and the first days of April, when it 

sets at a steep angle about two hours after the Sun.  It is best observed between mid-March and mid-April; on the 

1st of April it is at greatest eastern elongation.  By the 20th Mercury will be at inferior conjunction and at the end 

of the month, will rise in the blaze of the morning twilight about 20 minutes before the Sun. 

 Venus is an unfavourable object this month as it moves away from inferior conjunction in March at a shallow 

angle.  It doesn’t rise much higher than 10° in the dawn twilight throughout April.   

 Mars is over the other side of the solar system and slowly closing in on the Sun; it is at conjunction in July.  

This month its magnitude drops from 1.47 to 1.60 so is best observed early.  It can be found a little north of a line 

between the Hyades and the Pleiades. 

Jupiter at opposition on the seventh of the month in the constellation of Virgo is visible throughout each clear 

night this month.  There is much to see in a decent telescope.  The Galilean Moons with their accompanying 

phenomenon are often to be observed.  There are transits, shadow transits, occultations and eclipses to behold.  If 

you have good seeing you may well make out the North and the South Equatorial Belts and the Great Red Spot is 

visible at times, of course. 

 Saturn rises around 2:30 at the start of the month and culminates about 16° above the southern horizon just 

before dawn.  Dedicated observers will be pleased with the open ring system, but for less enthusiastic and casual 

observers Saturn continues to become more convenient over the next few months as it moves towards opposition 

on 15th June.  By the end of April Saturn rises at about 00:30.   

Saturn takes about 29.5 years to orbit the Sun, and right now, the arc of the ecliptic through which Saturn is 

orbiting is very low as seen from the latitude of the UK here on Earth, consequently, Saturn is poorly placed and 

even at its best is low in the night sky during summer.  In the next few years it begins its journey to more northerly 

latitudes when, eventually, it will appear high in the winter sky by around 2030. 

 Uranus is at conjunction on the 14th and is unobservable this month. 

 Neptune rises in the glare of the Sun and is unobservable this month. 

 

Galaxies 
Our Galaxy rotates in a plane identified by us as the Milky Way, and naturally, the galactic poles lie at 90º to the 

Milky Way.  The north galactic pole is found in the constellation of Coma Berenices and its position is defined as 
right ascension 12h 49m, declination +27.4°.  There is a corresponding south galactic pole in the southern 

constellation of Sculptor. 

 

Take a look along the plane of the Milky Way and you can observe stars, clusters of stars and dust within it and 

our view beyond is obscured somewhat, and is known as the ‘Zone of Avoidance’.  However, when we look out 

through the poles of the Galaxy, the view into inter-galactic space is much clearer.  
It is not surprising that we can more easily observe distant galaxies and clusters of galaxies in these regions.  The 

‘Season for Galaxies’ runs from February through to early July, when, amongst the constellations of Coma 

Berenices, Virgo and behind Leo there is much to see.  For this region, the most convenient time of night on the 

meridian is in late April.  

 

Meteors 
The first half of April gives us an opportunity to find meteors in Virgo.  The Virginids, with an average fall rate of 

about 1 or 2 per hour, are not easy to spot.  They are slow but bright meteors, emanating from near Spica with its 

maximum around the 11th and 12th.   
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The maximum of the Lyrids meteor shower occurs in the early morning of April 21st / 22nd, with a usual ZHR of 

about 10 – 15 during the two day peak.  The radiant is on the border of Lyra and Hercules.  The shower, associated 

with Comet Thatcher, has been getting less active over the past 200 years.  These meteoroids hit the Earth’s 

atmosphere at around 49 km/s, so some bright, fast meteors can be seen.  Very occasionally the rates can be as 

high as 200, so it may be worth a look.  The Moon is out of the way this year. 

 

Culmination of Constellations 
Culmination, the highest point an astronomical target like a constellation can reach in the sky, occurs on the north - 

south line at your observing position; the local meridian.  All things being equal, this is the best time to observe the 

constellations.  Northern circumpolar constellations, those that circle around the north celestial pole, will cross the 

meridian above and below the pole, it is the upper culmination that is best. 

 

Constellation Convenient Culminations Midnight Culminations Observability 
Hydra  22:00 Early April  Late February Northern stars visible - partially hidden 

Antilia  22:00 Mid-April  Late February  Unfavourable and partially hidden 

Sextans  22:00 Mid-April  Late February  Whole 

Leo Minor 22:00 Mid-April  Late February  Whole 

Leo  22:00 Mid-April  Early March  Whole 

Crater  23:00 Mid-April  Mid-March  Whole 

 

Leo (pronounced lee’ owe) 

In Welsh 
Y Llew nm. literally ‘the Lion’. 

 

Astronomy 
Leo, the spring and the twelfth largest constellation, has a distinct outline that looks something like the animal it is 

supposed to represent, the lion.  Finding it should be no problem during the spring in the northern hemisphere.  At 

ten in the evening in mid-April you will find the Great Bear, Ursa Major, immediately above you at the zenith.  

Follow the ‘pointers’ due south (in the opposite direction to the pole star) to find Leo.  It culminates around 55° 

elevation at about this time.  
Leo has within it the well-known asterism the 

‘Sickle’, which comprises the most luminous 

stars in the face, mane and chest of the lion’s 

image. 

 

At the end of the handle of the sickle is the 

prominent and brilliant star, Regulus, lying 

within half a degree of the ecliptic at some 85 

light-years distance.  In this position it is 

occulted occasionally by the Moon.  It is a 

blue-white star of spectral type B7, radiating about 130 times as much light as the Sun and 

seen from Earth at magnitude 1.35.  Regulus has an orange K1 companion which has the 

same proper motion suggesting they formed in the same cloud.  They appear as a wide 

double, and, with a magnitude of 7.7 the companion is easy to separate with a small telescope.  The companion is 

itself a close double but this is more difficult to separate because of the glare from Regulus and the low magnitude 

of the star. 

 

Denebola the A3 type star at the end of Leo’s tail is about 39 light years away, and, in these times, shines with a 

magnitude of 2.14.  However, up until about 400 years ago, Denebola was recorded as a first magnitude star.  The 

reason for this is still something of a mystery.  Were observations inaccurate, or has Denebola diminished in 

luminosity?  Since A3 stars do not usually behave this way, the former seems most likely.  Amateur astronomers 

sometimes observe Denebola in the hope that they may detect changes that will shine light on this apparent 

anomaly. 
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There are a number of galaxies to be found in Leo; five of them are Messier galaxies with magnitudes between 9 

and 10 in the region between Denebolla and Regulus.  M105 is an elliptical galaxy, and close to it is another pair 

of spiral galaxies M95 and M96.  The pair of spirals M65 and M66 can be just seen using decent binoculars in 

good seeing conditions.  In a 200mm telescope, NGC 3628 makes up a trio, the Leo Triplet.   

 

If you are interested in observing galaxies then behind Leo, that is to the east of Denebola, lies the Virgo Cluster, 

which at around 55 million light years distance is the nearest galactic cluster to our own Local Group.  The 

Supercluster of galaxies to which we belong is centred on the Virgo Cluster. 

The Leonid meteor shower can be seen emanating over the eastern horizon at about 11:00 pm from the 15th to 20th 

November.  Its maximum is on the 17th.  With a ZHR ~ 15, the Leonids can provide very fast, magnificent 

displays, with persistent trains from its radiant around the neck of Leo.  The rates are variable, but generally good.  

The Leonid meteor shower is not one of the best, but it does produce a spectacular meteor storm every 32/33 years 

when the Earth passes through its meteor swarm.  Many thousands of meteors per hour can be seen for a short 

period of time, shooting across the sky. The next such storm is expected in the early 2030s.  The Leonids are 

associated with Comet P/Tempel-Tuttle.  

Leo is a very ancient constellation; there is archaeological evidence of its existence six thousand years ago.  It was 

the eighth sign of the Babylonian zodiac, and known to them as ‘the Great Lion’, and Regulus was ‘the Star of the 

King’.  In their time, this region of sky presented a strong connection with the Sun; the summer solstice was 

located within it.  

 

Greek Myth 
According to Greek and Roman legends, Heracles (Latin Hercules) was obliged, as penance, to serve King 

Eurystheus of Mycenae for some twelve years and was given twelve tasks referred to as the Labours of Hercules.  

The first labour involved that progeny of monsters, the Nemæan lion, reared by Hera.  The lion’s skin was resistant 

to all known weapons so Hercules, who had phenomenal strength, strangled the creature to death.  The 

impenetrable pelt he removed with the lion’s own claws and made into armour and its head he wore as a helmet.  

Amongst other legends, Leo is commonly said to be that Nemæan lion.  Other authors refer to Leo simply as the 

King of Beasts. 

There are a number of stars in Leo which have Arabic names making reference to its feline origins.  The highest 

star in the head is Rasalas from Ra’s al-Asad meaning ‘Head of the lion’.  Forward of the face is Alterf, At-Taraf, 

which means the ‘Glance’ (of the lion).  In the mane of the Greek constellation is Algieba translated into 

‘Forehead’ (of the lion) from Arabic Al Jabhah.  Regulus, Qalb al-Asad, is the ‘Heart of the Lion’, and we must 

not forget Denebola, Dhanab al-Asad meaning ‘Tail of the Lion’. 

 

 

M95
M96

M105

M65

M66


