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Lyrids Pulse in April
A sprinkle of late-night meteors arrives mid-month.

O ne of my favorite signs of spring 
where I live is the sound of water 

dripping from the roof while I’m out 
with the telescope. When night tem-
peratures stay above freezing, the snow 
remaining on the roof continues to melt 
into the evening, making a pleasant 
drip-drip-drip as the stars come out.

Along with water droplets, birdsong, 
and the year’s first leaves, spring also 
brings the ever-reliable Lyrid meteor 
shower. Although associated with Vega, 
the brightest star in the constellation 
Lyra, the celestial Lyre, the display’s 
meteors actually hail from across the 
border in Hercules — a reminder of a 
time when constellation boundaries 
were more fluid than they are today. 
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Earth enters the Lyrid stream — the 
dusty spawn of Comet Thatcher 
(C/1861 G1) — around April 14th and 
exits at month’s end. The shower is 
at its best during the early morning 
hours of the 22nd, when the radiant 
approaches the zenith. That’s also close 
to the time of maximum, which is pre-
dicted to occur around 9:30 a.m. EDT. 

Lyrid rates vary from an all-time 
maximum of 90 meteors per hour, to 
the more typical 15 to 20 per hour. 
Although the Northern Hemisphere is 
favored, southern observers can also 
enjoy the display though at reduced 
rates due to the radiant’s lower alti-
tude. Fortunately, the Moon won’t be 
a serious problem this year. It rises as 

a 36%-illuminated waning crescent at 
around 3:30 a.m. local daylight time, 
roughly an hour before the start of 
morning astronomical twilight for 
observers at mid-northern latitudes. 

Lyrid viewing is easy. Simply dress 
warmly and set up a reclining chair 
where you’re least troubled by neighbor-
hood lights — the direction you face 
doesn’t matter since the meteors can 
flash anywhere in the sky. You can start 

p Yuri Beletsky captured this composite image
of the 2017 Lyrid meteor shower from Chile’s
Atacama Desert. Multiple Lyrids point back to
the radiant southwest of the bright star Vega
(below center), while the foreground is domi-
nated by the dome of the 1.3-meter Optical
Gravitational Lensing Experiment Telescope,
located at Las Campanas Observatory.
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Article courtesy of SKY & TELESCOPE

https://skyandtelescope.org/
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as early as 9:30 p.m. on the evening of 
the 21st, but you’ll have more success 
when the radiant stands higher later 
that night and into the predawn hours 
of the 22nd. You’ll undoubtedly see an 
occasional sporadic (random) meteor, 
but Lyrids stand apart because their 
paths can be traced back to Vega. 

Need more incentive? Let’s add a 
couple of planets to the deal. Stay up to 
dawn and welcome Venus and Saturn, 
low in the southeastern sky and less than 
5° apart.  If you have a telescope, you 
can be among the first to glimpse the 
south face of Saturn’s razor-thin rings 
tipped just 1.6°. The last time anyone got 
a gander at this side of the rings from 
Earth was back in 2009, after that year’s 
ring-plane crossing.***
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High and Low Moons
LIKE ALL OF US, the Moon has its 
highs and lows. Every month it reaches 
a northern extreme in easternmost 
Taurus and dips farthest south in Sagit-
tarius. Over the past year you may have 
noticed that those extremes have been, 
well, more extreme than usual.

The Moon doesn’t strictly follow 
the path defined by the plane of Earth’s 
orbit, the ecliptic. Because it circles our 
planet at an angle tipped by 5.1°, the 
Moon can appear significantly above 
and below the ecliptic. During an event
known as a major lunar standstill, that 
5.1° tilt adds to the ecliptic’s 23.4° incli-
nation. When that occurs, the Moon
reaches declinations significantly north 
of the summer solstice point in east-
ernmost Taurus and south of the winter 
solstice location in Sagittarius. Major 
standstills happen every 18.6 years. The 
current one began in 2024 and con-
tinues through most of 2025; the next 
major standstill takes place in 2042.

When the tilt of the Moon’s orbit is 
opposite to that of the ecliptic, 5.1° is 
instead subtracted from the high-low 
solstice points, and the Moon’s declina-
tion range reaches a monthly limit of 
18.3° north and south. Such a “minor 

lunar standstill” happens in 2034.
The Moon’s orbit intersects the 

ecliptic at two points called nodes. The 
Sun’s gravity perturbs the Earth-Moon
system, causing the nodes to migrate 
westward (clockwise when viewed from
above Earth’s North Pole) every 18.6
years. During a major lunar stand-
still, the ascending node — where the 
Moon crosses the ecliptic from south 
to north — is near the celestial equator
in Pisces. Two weeks later, the Moon
reaches its highest point above the 
ecliptic. Then it loops south, crosses 
the descending node and dips to its 
lowest point below the ecliptic.

Not only does a major standstill 
dramatically affect the Moon’s altitude, 
it also impacts its rising and setting 
points. The Sun’s declination — its 
distance north or south of the celestial 
equator — has an annual range of about 
47°, from 23.4° north to 23.4° south. 
By comparison, the Moon’s monthly 
range is currently closer to 58°, causing 
its location along the horizon to shift 
noticeably north or south at successive 
moonrises and moonsets.

On the night of April 3rd, the thick 
lunar crescent tops out at the Taurus–

Auriga border with a declination of 
some +28.5°. Then, on the morning of 
April 18th, it scrapes bottom at about 
−29.5° in Sagittarius.

Enjoy the roller coaster ride!

p The full Moon aligned with the Sistine Axis 
in Rome at dawn on December 15, 2024. With 
a declination of +27.3° at the time, it was the 
northernmost full Moon until December 2042. 
The Sistine Axis sits at the center of a late 
16th-century urban planning project. Italian 
astronomers Gianluca Masi and Giangiacomo 
Gandolfi are researching whether the alignment 
may have been intentional, with the purpose of 
creating an urban canyon to frame the Moon at 
its northernmost setting point.




