The summer night sky

The sun’s apparent motion through the constellations, reflecting the earth’s annual orbit round the sun, means that each night we see a slightly different night sky.  Most of us can recognize just a few constellations, so this gradual change through the year is not very obvious.  To the north it is always easy to pick out the Plough, or Great Bear, and the W of Cassiopeia, because they never dip below the horizon.  The night sky appears to rotate about the Pole Star, which remains always in a fixed direction as viewed from the ground.  The stars near the Pole Star, which never set, are called the circumpolar stars.  At Southwold’s  latitude of 52 degrees,  the Pole Star is always 52 degrees above the horizon and stars within 52 degrees of it are circumpolar.  Constellations more than this distance from the Pole Star are visible at night in part of the year and invisible at other parts.  Stars  too far to the south, with celestial latitude below –38 degrees, are never visible from Southwold.

On the equator the motion of the sky looks very different.  The night sky seems to roll over from east to west.  The (North) Pole Star is on the horizon and there are no  circumpolar stars.  It happens that there are no bright stars near the South Celestial Pole and this must have been a headache for the ancient Polynesian and Chinese navigators of the southern oceans.

The most striking sight in the night sky in July and August is the Milky Way, which streams across the whole sky.  When Galileo first turned his telescope on it he realized at once that the milky appearance was due to thousands of fainter unresolved stars, packed too close together to be seen individually by the human eye.  The Milky Way is caused by our edge-on view of the disk of stars that make up our Galaxy.  The radius of this disk is about 50,000 light years and the solar system is located about half-way out.  The stars in this disk orbit around the centre in roughly circular motion.

As you trace along the Milky Way you should easily be able to find the dramatic dark patch of the Coal Sack, caused by a dark cloud of gas and dust in our line of sight.  In clouds like this new stars are being formed.

Directly overhead in the late evening you will see the bright blue star Vega, the brightest star of the constellation of the Lyre.  You should also be able to find two other bright stars, Deneb and Altair, which with Vega make up the ‘summer triangle’.  The Chinese call Altair and Vega the Herd-boy and the Weaving-Girl.  The story is that they are separated by the Celestial River of the Milky Way.  Once a year the gods take pity on them and they are allowed to meet when a bridge of birds temporarily spans the River of Stars. 

