
 

Mars—closest, biggest, and brightest in a
decade
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On May 20th, 21st, and 22nd, the bright Moon steps past the triangle of Mars,
Antares, and Saturn in the southeastern evening sky. Credit: Sky & Telescope
diagram.
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Look low in the southeast at nightfall, and an unusually bright, fire-
yellow "star" will be staring back at you. It's the planet Mars, closer to
Earth now than it has been since November 2005.

Mars is exactly its closest on May 30th, 47.2 million miles from Earth.
But it remains within 48 million miles of us from now through June
12th. So it will stay essentially this close and bright through the rest of
May and the first two weeks of June.

"Just look southeast after the end of twilight, and you can't miss it," says
Alan MacRobert, a senior editor of Sky & Telescope magazine. "Mars
looks almost scary now, compared to how it normally looks in the sky."

Mars comes to opposition, appearing directly opposite the Sun as seen
from Earth, on the night of May 21st, right as the full Moon shines close
to it. Opposition and closest approach are offset by several days due to
the ellipticity of Mars's orbit.

This is not the nearest that the Red Planet ever comes to us. On August
27, 2003, the centers of Earth and Mars were only 34,646,418 miles
apart, putting the planet closer than it had been in several thousand years.
And Mars will pass nearly that close again in July 2018.

Amateur astronomers have been waiting years for Mars to come this
close. This planet normally appears tiny even in the best telescopes. Even
now its surface markings, clouds, and polar caps can be rather subtle and
fleeting in a telescope's eyepiece. However, "Amateur astronomers have
perfected ways to take incredibly fine images of the planets through
their telescopes," says Sky & Telescope senior editor J. Kelly Beatty.
"These pictures show much more than you can see by eye through the
same scope."
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Mars, Saturn, and Antares

There's more going on in the vicinity of Mars. Joining it to form a
triangle of points in the sky are the planet Saturn and the red supergiant
star Antares, as shown in the illustrations below. And on Friday through
Sunday May 20-22, the full Moon joins the crowd.

  
 

  

By June 3rd, the triangle of Mars, Antares, and Saturn lengthens as Mars moves
toward the upper right. Although the title says June 3, the scene is essentially the
same from about June 1 through 5; use it any of those days. Credit: Sky &
Telescope diagram
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To find Antares, says MacRobert, "look below Mars by about the width
of your fist at arm's length. If Antares is still too low, wait a while and
everything will rise higher. Antares is fainter but it also has a fiery
color." In fact its name, bestowed by the ancient Greeks, means "anti-
Mars" or rival of Mars—because they compete for colorfulness.

Left of Antares, by less than a fist-width, you'll find Saturn. It's a little
brighter and pale yellow-white.

Notice that Mars and Saturn glow steadily, while Antares twinkles.
That's because stars, unlike planets, appear from Earth as extremely tiny
points, too small to resolve even with a telescope. That means their light
is easily distorted by the tiny temperature ripples that constantly course
through Earth's atmosphere. Most twinkling arises within just a few
miles of your eye.

Scattered around the area are lesser stars of the constellation Scorpius.
Mars passes especially close to one of them, Delta Scorpii, from May
18th through 21st.

Despite its brilliance, Mars is not quite the brightest planet now in the
evening sky. That's Jupiter, shining white high in the southwest. Jupiter
is currently 10 times farther from us than Mars is, and it's also farther
from the illuminating Sun. But it makes up for this greater distance with
sheer size: Jupiter is 20 times larger in diameter than Mars.
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