
SKYNOTES for May 2016 

 
An easily printable version to encourage active observing among members of the Nottingham AS 

 
All times given below are in British Summer Time (BST) 

 
PHASES OF THE MOON 
 

Phase Date and time Moonrise Moonset 
New Moon 8:30pm on May 6th  5:35am 8:05pm 

First Quarter 6:02pm on the 13th   11:55am 1:50am 
Full Moon 10:14pm on the 21st  8:20pm 5:15am 

Last Quarter 1:12pm on the 29th   1:35am 12:25pm 
 
This month the Moon is closest to the Earth on the 6th, and furthest on the 18th. 
 
TRANSIT OF MERCURY, Monday May 9th 
 

The planet Mercury will pass in front of the Sun from 12:12pm to 7:42pm on May 9th, so the full 
duration of the transit will be visible from the British Isles. The transit will begin as the disk of 
Mercury appears to touch the limb of the Sun (first contact), and the whole planet will have moved 
on to the face of the Sun by 12:16pm. Thereafter Mercury will slowly cross the solar disk until it 
begins to exit (third contact) at 7:39pm.  
Unlike transits of Venus, where the planet can easily be seen with the unaided eye through eclipse 
viewers, a telescope will be required to see the tiny disk of Mercury, only 12 arcseconds across. Do 
not attempt to look at the Sun directly through a telescope unless it is equipped with a full-
aperture filter specifically designed for solar viewing. The safest way to watch the transit is to 
project the image of the Sun on to a piece of white card held behind the eyepiece. And, if you wish, 
you can take a photograph of the projected image. 
This is a notable phenomenon that we should be able to observe. Surely even the British weather 
won’t cloud out all seven-and-a-half hours of the event!(?) 
 
THE PLANETS 
 
Mercury is unobservable this month, unless you count the silhouette that we hope to see on May 
9th. 
 
Venus also is unobservable, as it passes through superior conjunction on May 6th. 
 
Mars, moving in a retrograde direction (westwards) in Scorpio, reaches opposition to the Sun on 
May 22nd, so this is the best month of 2016 to observe it. On that date Mars will be at the same 
brightness as Jupiter (magnitude –2.1) but very noticeably redder – it will be interesting to compare 
the colours of these two planets when they are equally bright. Unfortunately, as stated in recent 
editions of the Journal, Mars will be very low in our sky, being more than 21 degrees south of the 
equator. So although the planetary disk will be over 18 arcseconds across, our view of surface 
features will be noticeably degraded by our own atmosphere. After opposition Mars fades quickly, 
dimming by a whole magnitude in less than two months. 
 
Jupiter, in the constellation of Leo, continues to be the best planet to observe in the evenings, 
beginning May at magnitude –2.3, and therefore being the first “star” to appear after sunset.  
 
For those who enjoy watching the movements of the four brightest satellites, a list of shadow 
transits (the easiest phenomena to observe) visible in the evenings this month is given below. Look 
out for a dark spot crossing Jupiter’s disk. 
 
 
 



 

May  
 1st  
3rd  
10th  
17th  
23rd  
24th  

Shadow transit of   
Io     begins 22:13  

Europa   21:06 to 23:51 
Europa    begins 23:43 

Io     ends 22:45 
Callisto   begins 22:22 

Io       begins 22:26 
  
Saturn, nearly at opposition to the Sun, continues its retrograde motion in the constellation of 
Ophiuchus throughout May. As is the case with Mars, we observers in northern latitudes can only 
regard with envy those in the southern hemisphere, for whom both these planets will be riding high 
in the sky this month! However, back in the UK, if you are in a place with a low southern skyline, it 
will be nice to take a look at the triangle of “stars” formed by Mars, Saturn and Antares – and watch 
how the triangle changes shape from week to week.  
 
Uranus and Neptune are both morning objects, not easy to observe this month. 
 
METEORS 
 
Some weak meteor activity may be observed from southern showers in May: the Scorpiids peaking 
on May 13th, and a few Ophiuchids putting in an appearance late in the month. 


