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Moon 
Occults the 
Pleiades at 
Midnight
WE’RE STILL IN the thick of
Pleiades occultation season, 
with another cluster cov-
erup on tap for August 7th. 
Early that morning, the 
36%-illuminated lunar cres-
cent blots out several of the 
brighter Pleiads in the cluster’s
western half from about mid-
night to 1:30 a.m. local time. 
The events are only visible
in the eastern half of North 
America, with the Moon 
low in the northeastern sky.
Farther west, observers see a 
lovely Moon-cluster conjunc-
tion, but no occultations.

Observers in the northeast-
ern U.S. have the best view. 
From Boston, the cosmic hide-
and-seek begins at 12:27 a.m. 
when the Moon’s bright limb 
covers the stars one by one. 
They start flashing back into 
view at 1:15 a.m. In the Central 
Time Zone, occultations are 
already underway at moonrise 
and may be difficult to see. 
Instead, watch for the stars as 
they reappear at the dark limb. 
To determine your own local 
times for these events, simulate 
them with an app like Stellar-
ium Mobile (free) or Sky Safari. 
Or use an online planetarium 
like Stellarium on the Web at 
stellarium-web.org. Set the 
time for when the Pleiades rise; 
then zoom in on the cluster 
and step forward in time, not-
ing when each star disappears 
and reappears.

Good Things 
Come in Pairs
JUST TWO WEEKS after the solar 
eclipse, the Moon takes its turn in the 
shadow. Eclipses always come in pairs, 
with a lunar eclipse occurring two 
weeks before or after a solar eclipse. 
This happens because the Moon is still 
close enough to the Sun-Earth orbital 
plane to cross into Earth’s shadow.

On the night of August 27–28, the full 
Sturgeon Moon undergoes a deep partial 
eclipse. There’s more than one shadow at 
play during a lunar eclipse. The semi-dark 
outer shadow, the penumbra, becomes 
obvious some 30 minutes before the 
partial phase begins and disappears after 
it ends. Look for a smudgy gray cast on 
the Moon’s limb.

At mid-eclipse, Earth’s dark inner 
shadow, the umbra, will cover 96.2% of 
the Moon. Only the north polar region 
escapes umbral darkness. Like a turtle’s 
head it pokes out beyond the shadow’s 
edge into the gray outer penumbra. The 
reddened Moon fringed in white eerily 
resembles the planet Mars with its 
north polar cap. 

The eclipse is widely visible across the 
Americas, Europe, Africa, and the east-
ern Pacific. Greatest eclipse, when the 
Moon nestles deepest within the umbra, 
occurs at 12:13 a.m. (August 28th) 
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Eastern Time. For many U.S. observers 
the lunar pageant gets underway dur-
ing convenient evening viewing hours. 
That, and pleasant August tempera-
tures, should encourage lots of people to 
step outside and watch the show. 

Sunlight streaming around Earth’s 
circumference is first reddened and 
then refracted into the umbra by the 
atmosphere, painting the shadowed 
Moon in shades of burnt orange, red, 
and copper. The hue varies from eclipse 
to eclipse depending on the state of the 
atmosphere. Clouds, dust, volcanic ash, 
and water droplets all affect the par-
ticular shade of red. In binoculars and 
small telescopes, you may notice that 
the umbra’s fuzzy border has a turquoise 
color. Ozone in the upper stratosphere 
absorbs red light, allowing only the bluer 
colors to pass.

Seeing the Moon transform from a 
glaring white disk into a ruddy ball sus-
pended in a star-studded sky never gets 
old, no matter how many lunar eclipses 
you’ve experienced.

p PHASES OF THE LUNAR ECLIPSE On
August 27–28 the Sturgeon Moon dives deeply
enough into Earth’s shadow to undergo a
near-total eclipse. The partial phase lasts more
than 3 hours, with a maximum obscuration of
96.2% − dark enough to conduct a search for
meteorite impact flashes through a telescope
with a low-light video camera. The eclipse is
visible across more than half the Earth. Penum-
bral shading will be obvious up to half an hour
before and after partial eclipse.
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