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When to use this chart
The chart accurately matches the sky on the 
dates and times shown for Sydney, Australia. 
The sky is different at other times as the stars 
crossing it set four minutes earlier each night. 

This month, a trip to the 
constellation Eridanus. Nearly 

overhead in the late evening is a handy 
marker to this mostly faint constellation: 
a naked-eye double-double star. Dark 
skies are preferable to see these 
fourth-magnitude stars made up of two 
pairs, each 1° apart: Upsilon (υ1 and υ2) and, 
5° away, υ4 and Delta (δ) Eridani. They’re  
a binocular treat, with υ4 being blue-
white, while the other three are yellow. 

From υ4 move 1.5° northwest to a true 
gem: galaxy NGC 1532 (RA 4h 12.1m, 

dec. –32° 53’). This 10th-magnitude 
edge-on spiral shows a 4 x 0.5-arcminute 
mottled halo that brightens to a 
prominent core. Adjoining NGC 1532 is a 
faint, 1-arcminute near-circular haze, its 
companion galaxy NGC 1531. Only its halo 
is visible, with little brightening towards 
the centre. Look for a distinctive seventh-
magnitude star, just 0.2° to the northeast.

DEEP–SKY OBJECTS

Saturn sets around midnight mid-​
month in the western evening sky, 

with Neptune close behind – about 4° apart 
and both visible in the same binocular field. 
Jupiter rises at twilight’s end and transits in 
the early morning. The gas giants have 

favourable lunar conjunctions in December: 
Jupiter lies 5° southeast of the gibbous 
Moon on the 7th; Saturn lies 7° southwest 
of the first quarter Moon on the 27th. 
Uranus transits mid-evening, while Mercury 
is deep in the eastern dawn glow. 
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Chart key

1 Dec 00:00 AEDT (30 Nov, 13:00 UT)
15 Dec 23:00 AEDT (12:00 UT) 
31 Dec 22:00 AEDT (11:00 UT)

DECEMBER HIGHLIGHTS
As comet 24P/Schaumasse nears  
its January perihelion, it approaches 

maximum brightness (eighth magnitude) 
in late December in Coma Berenices, on 
the Virgo border. It rises in the early hours 
alongside the new Moon on the 20th. In 
December’s final week, it crosses the Virgo 
Cluster, forming striking conjunctions with 
several of its brightest members, such as 
Markarian’s Chain, and passing within 1.5° 
of M98 (25th), M99 (26th), M100 (27th), M88 
(29th) and M91 (30th).

STARS AND CONSTELLATIONS
December’s evening skies are quite 
barren, but two first-magnitude stars 

stand out. Fomalhaut (Alpha (α) Piscis 
Austrini), the 18th-brightest star, has the 
luminosity of 15 Suns, but its proximity 
(only 25 lightyears away) is the reason for 
its prominence. Achernar (Alpha (α) 
Eridani), the ninth-brightest star, lies 144 
lightyears distant, but is six times more 
massive and over 2,400 times brighter 
than the Sun! Its rapid rotation – only 2.2 
days – causes extreme flattening.

With Glenn Dawes

Catch comet 24P playing tag with Virgo’s galaxies, 
then swing to a double-double in Eridanus


