
Popular Astronomy 45www.popastro.comMay–June 2023

Sky Diary

M
ercury starts this period both at inferior

conjunction, between the Earth and the Sun, and

at a point in its orbit when it moves below the plane of

the ecliptic; as a result Mercury moves rapidly into the

morning sky but at very low elevations when observed

from the UK. Greatest western (morning) elongation

from the Sun is on 29 May but, even then, Mercury rises

only shortly ahead of the Sun so will be hard to spot.

Jupiter is nearby so for a few days around that date look

for Jupiter at 03:30 UT, shining at magnitude −2.1 and

noticeable above the eastern horizon perhaps 10 degrees

north of due east, then look 10 degrees farther north of

Jupiter to capture Mercury just above the horizon. At

magnitude +1.34 it will be hard to spot but, once found,

can be followed into daylight.

In June Mercury brightens rapidly, reaching –0.7 by

mid-month, but it is still found at low altitudes; look for

it perhaps 6 degrees up at 03:45 at the end of the first

week of June, after which it will be increasingly hard

to see.

While Mercury is a disappointing morning object,

Venus is a spectacular and improving evening one, first

appearing due west, more than 30 degrees up, very

shortly after sunset. In early May it shows a waning

gibbous phase, 66 per cent illuminated and 23

arcseconds from pole to pole and it brightens steadily

from −4.1 to −4.4 in this period. Over two months its

apparent size grows to 33.4 arcseconds while the

illuminated phase falls to 32 per cent. In theory

dichotomy, the point at which the planet shows a 50 per

cent illuminated phase, should occur on 4 June when

Venus reaches its greatest eastern (evening) elongation

from the Sun. In practice it is very hard to be sure when

dichotomy occurs, either visually or photographically,

but most observers agree it occurs a few days early for

evening apparitions, and a few days late for morning

apparitions of Venus; something known as the Schröter

Effect.

This discrepancy is probably caused by dispersion of

light in the thick Venusian atmosphere with light

bleeding past the poles giving small horn extensions

suggesting a crescent shape when there should not be

one, and/or a problem with discerning the exact position

of the terminator as it fades from bright to dark. In any

case the effect is real and worth observing. 

Early on, Mars is still visible in the evening at useful

elevations but its apparent size falls below 5 arcseconds

in mid-May making observation of surface detail

difficult. Look for it appearing below Castor and Pollux

in the heart of Gemini, nearly due west as evening

twilight falls and around 40 degrees up in early May. As

the period progresses Mars will appear lower each

evening, still due west but moving towards Cancer. The

Moon sits just above Mars on 24 May and Mars passes

through the Beehive cluster (M44) from 1 to 3 June.

Jupiter is initially hard to glimpse in early May and

this is even harder the farther north you observe from.

It rises only shortly before the Sun, a little north of due

east, and great care will be needed if you wish to follow

and observe it in daylight. In early June Jupiter rises 90

minutes before the Sun and at magnitude −2.2 should be

obvious to the eye, if at very low altitudes, for around an

hour. In late June look for Jupiter from around 01:00

and follow it as it rises some 25 degrees by sunrise.

Saturn rises before Jupiter but will still be seen at low

level. Rise times are around 03:00 in early May, 01:00

mid-period and 23:05 late in June but even then Saturn

gains little more than 25 degrees of elevation in the

south-east by sunrise. The ring system will be at its

most closed position of the year in June, tilted just 7

degrees towards Earth.

Uranus is at solar conjunction in early May and will

not be readily visible from the UK until the very end of

June; better to wait until later in the year. The same is

true of Neptune which does rise just before midnight in

late June, below the head of Cetus the Whale, but which

gains little elevation before being lost to brightening

skies.

Alan Clitherow

Planets

Variable star notes
Eclipsing variables: Unfortunately, during the bright

months of May and June, there are no eclipses of either

RZ Cassiopeiae or Algol that are well placed for

observation from the UK. 

Long-period variables: Despite the short, bright

nights of midsummer, it is still possible to observe a few

long-period variables. T Cephei is slowly rising to

maximum in October, but will still be very faint. 

However, Mira, Chi Cygni and R Trianguli are all due to

reach maximum during May–June time. However, both 

Mira and R Trianguli will only be visible in the early

morning sky. R Leonis, R Serpentis and R Ursae Majoris

will be fading from a spring-time maximum. Both S

Ursae Majoris and T Ursae Majoris are predicted to

reach minimum over the course of June and July, so will

only be visible to those with large telescopes. 

Matthew Barrett
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Occultation notes

Having checked and double-checked, there is only

one occultation of a bright astronomical object for

the period of May and June 2023 and even then it is

only visible from Scotland and parts of Northumberland

as a grazing event. The astronomical object in question

is Jupiter and it takes place in broad daylight on

Wednesday 17 May. Normally we don’t cover daytime

events but this one will be of particular interest to

people in the southern Scottish counties and

Northumberland because of its unusual nature.

The graze path for this event starts on the Ayrshire

coast at 13:50 UT between Chapeldonan and Girvan. It

travels through the Galway Forest Park, then across the

country to the north of both Jedburgh and Wooler, and

finally out to the Northumberland coast between

Bamburgh and Seahouses at 13:56. As Jupiter is a large

body the graze path is quite wide so Ayr and Berwick-

upon-Tweed will just see a graze whereas Aberdeen and 

Glasgow will see an occultation:

Aberdeen: DB 13:40, RD 14:08 Glasgow: DB 13:44, RD

14:02 (All times are UT)

The rest of the UK will see an appulse – a close

approach of Jupiter to the limb of the Moon.

Jupiter skirts the southern cusp of the 6 per cent

illuminated waning crescent Moon, two days before new,

as it is setting in the south-west, so you will probably

need a GoTo instrument to locate the Moon and Jupiter.

As ever with a daylight event the position of the Sun in

relation to the Moon must be considered and care must

be taken to avoid any stray sunlight entering your

optical equipment.

Mell Jeffery

Meteor notes

The Eta Aquariids (ETA) is the only major shower in

May or June. The radiant rises just before dawn,

and the shower peaks in the early morning of 6 May.

The full Moon on the opposite side of the sky will badly

interfere with observations. However, there’s a

possibility of enhanced activity this year due to a 

resonance, so do observe if possible. 

All other showers during May and June are daytime

showers so you’ll need a radio receiver to detect them.

There are details of how to build one on our website. 

Mark McIntyre
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A summary of the main sky events, May to June 2023. All times Universal Time (UT)

Last quarter              New                          First quarter          Full

12 May, 14:28              19 May,15:53       Ma   27 May, 15:22           05 May, 17:34

10 Jun, 19:31              18 Jun, 04:37             26 Jun, 07:50            04 Jun,  03:42
Moon phases

Apsides

Occultations
Reappearance

Disappearance

Dark limb

Bright limb

The position angle (PA) of the
occultations given below is 

measured anticlockwise from the
north-point of the Moon’s disc (use
the Moon’s north pole as a guide).

Date              Apsis        Dist (km)    Size

11 May,  05h Perigee      369,343        32′ 21″ 

26 May,  02h Apogee      404,509        29′ 32″

Date              Apsis        Dist (km)    Size

06 Jun, 23h   Perigee      364,861        32′ 45″

22 Jun, 19h   Apogee      405,385        29′ 29″
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This is the only lunar occultation of stars and planets brighter than mag +6 for this period that are observable with small telescopes in a sky

dark enough to be seen without difficulty. Abbreviations: Mag: Visual magnitude. Phase: (R)eappearance, (D)isappearance or (G)raze at (D)ark

or (B)right lunar limb. Alt: Altitude. The Moon’s height. Az: The angular position along the horizon measured clockwise from true north (through

E, S, W back to N). PA: Position Angle, measured anticlockwise from the direction of the celestial North Pole. For data specific to your own

locality or details of fainter occultations, contact Occultation Section Director Mell Jeffery (address on p46).

London Edinburgh

Date Star name/planet PL Mag Time UT Alt Az PA Time UT Alt Az PA

17 May Jupiter Graze −1.9 Appulse 2h 55m 24 280 41

► The occultation of Jupiter on 17 May 2023

▼ The track of the occultation of Jupiter on 17 May 2023.

Jupiter


