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Celestial Calendar

Young Moon
and a Jovian 
Farewell
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YOUNG LUNAR CRESCENTS are best 
seen in the Northern Hemisphere at 
dusk from February through April. 
That’s when the ecliptic, the Sun’s 
annual path around the sky, intersects 
the western horizon at a steep angle
after sunset. Since the Moon sticks 

close to this path as it orbits Earth, 
the ecliptic’s near-vertical orientation 
vaults the Moon straight up into the 
sky soon after new Moon at that time. 
July isn’t the best month to catch a 
super-thin crescent because the angle is 
less, which lowers the Moon’s altitude 
and visibility.

But when timing and location 
dovetail, good viewing opportunities 
are possible even in off months. Such 
is the situation on July 14th, when 
observers in the southern U.S. will 
have a shot at spotting an exception-
ally young crescent. Lunar perigee 
occurs the day before and works to our 
advantage. Not only will the Moon be a

Pluto in 2026 
IN RECENT YEARS, Pluto has 
exchanged the dense star fields of 
Sagittarius for the wide-open spaces 
of western Capricornus. For visual 
observers that’s a good thing — a less 
crowded field makes targets easier to 
find. Every little bit will help when 
Pluto reaches opposition on July 27th 
at magnitude 14.5. Although the 
ecliptic bends northward in the region 
of Capricornus, Pluto’s 17° orbital tilt 

pu Pluto (left) is a kaleidoscope of color in this high-resolution image captured by NASA’s New 
Horizons spacecraft on July 14, 2015. It combines blue, red, and infrared photos taken by the 
Ralph/Multispectral Visual Imaging Camera. Each hue identifies distinct landforms and composi-
tions that illuminate the dwarf planet’s complicated geological and climatological history that 
scientists are just beginning to understand. In the constellation chart (above), the larger Pluto 
chart at right is marked as a black rectangle, as are the charts for Juno and Flora, asteroids 
currently in the same region of the sky.

little brighter and larger than normal, 
but it distances itself from the Sun 
more quickly. Its location 1.5° north 
of the ecliptic provides an additional 
boost in altitude.

That evening, it will be a tad more 
than 15 hours old from the Central 
Time Zone and 17-plus hours old for 
observers on the West Coast. From New 
Orleans the Moon will be 15.3 hours 
old shortly after sunset, 16.2 hours 
from Dallas, 17.0 hours from Albuquer-
que, and 17.8 hours from Los Angeles. 
While the crescent will be even younger 
from the East Coast, it will likely be 
hidden in the solar glare. 

Assuming the sky in the sunset 
direction is clear and haze-free, here’s

will carry it southward until 2030. 
Stuck in the sky’s basement and fading, 
it will only become more difficult to 
view from the Northern Hemisphere. 
Pluto reaches its greatest distance 
south of the ecliptic in the late 2080s 
before heading back north towards the 
plane of the solar system. At the same 
time, Pluto’s light is fading as it heads 
toward aphelion in 2113. But an 8-inch 
under rural skies should still catch it, 
as will a smart telescope in the city. 
Happy hunting!
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Article courtesy of SKY & TELESCOPE

On the next page, there is a continuation of the larger chart (above on the right).

https://skyandtelescope.org/
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a checklist to prepare for your skinny 
Moon adventure.
•	 Find a site with an unobstructed 

view to the west-northwest; arrive 
shortly before sunset. The crescent 
will lie a short distance to the left of 
the sundown point, about 2.5° to 3° 
high 20 minutes after sunset. 

•	 Bring binoculars that you’ve focused 
in advance on a celestial object. If 
they’re not prefocused at infinity, the 
Moon will be blurry and impossible 
to see. Clouds are essentially infi-
nitely distant, so if there are some 
around, focus on them.

•	 Set up a tripod-mounted camera, 
also pre-focused at infinity, to take 
multiple images of the Moon’s loca-

tion. You might capture the event 
photographically even if you struggle 
to see it. A successful photo will also 
aid in knowing exactly where to look.

•	 Starting about 15 minutes after sun-
set, place the horizon near the bottom
of your binocular field of view and
make slow sweeps from the bright
glow that marks the Sun’s location 
below the horizon to about 10° to its 
left (south). Be alert to anything that 
catches your eye. The Moon will be a 
pale, tenuous arc of light. 

•	 If you sight the crescent, note its 
location relative to a nearby or dis-
tant landmark, and then lower the 
binoculars to see if you can spot it 
without optical aid. 

•	 Bonus! Jupiter, at magnitude –1.8, 
will shine just 2.3° to the left (south-
east) of the Moon from New Orleans 
and 1.3° from Los Angeles. Will you
see the gas giant’s last gasp before its 
July 29th solar conjunction? 

For context, Contributing Editor Steven 
James O’Meara holds the record for the 
youngest Moon sighted with the naked 
eye — a 15-hour, 32-minute crescent 
in May 1990. Mohsen G. Mirsaeed of 
Tehran, Iran, holds the record for the 
youngest Moon observed with optical 
aid. He used 40×150 binoculars to spy 
an 11-hour, 40-minute sliver on Sep-
tember 7, 2002. Observing the newborn 
Moon will be challenging. Please let us 
know if you succeed!




