
I’m Dr Lucie Green. For the past eight years, I’ve been working at the Mullard 
Space Science Laboratory in Surrey. There, we have access to some 
extraordinarily powerful telescopes capable of looking for life on Mars or at 
how distant galaxies form. 

But you don’t really need a telescope to appreciate the wonders of the night 
sky. Over the next few minutes, I’m going to tell you about some of the most 
amazing stars and planets that can be spotted from the UK during the first 
three months of 2013. And all of these can be seen with the naked eye.

If you get a clear evening during January or February, this is your chance to 
catch one of the sky’s most magnificent constellations in all its glory. Orion is 
a collection of seven quite bright stars. By identifying it, you’ll be joining a 
tradition that stretches back thousands of years. People from ancient 
civilisations all round the world told stories about this constellation. In fact, 
the term Orion that we use today comes from the name of a huge hunter in 
Greek mythology. 

To find Orion, face towards the southern part of the sky. You should be able 
to spot three stars of similar brightness that appear to sit in a straight line. 
Together, these stars form what’s known as Orion’s Belt. 

Below and to the right of the Belt is a bright star that appears to be a bluey-
white colour. This star is called Rigel and is a blue supergiant. It appears blue 
to us because it’s very, very hot. It’s tens of thousands of times more 
luminous than our own Sun, though that’s difficult to appreciate of course 
because it’s so far away.
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If you imagine a line drawn from Rigel through the centre of Orion’s Belt and 
on for the same distance again, you’ll arrive at another prominent star. This 
one is more orange in colour, which shows us that it’s cooler than Rigel. It’s 
known as Betelgeuse and is enormous – about 15 times bigger than Rigel. 
This is a class of star known as a red supergiant.

Like other stars in this class, Betelgeuse is coming towards the end of its life 
when it will become what we call a supernova. This occurs when a star has 
used up all of its fuel. First it collapses and then it explodes violently. When 
this happens to Betelgeuse it will be an incredibly exciting event and it is 
expected to happen soon. When I say soon though, I’m talking as an 
astronomer. It could be tomorrow or it could be in a million years’ time. And 
it’s even possible that the explosion has already happened, but we’ve not yet 
seen it. This is because Betelgeuse is so far away that it takes at least 600 
years for the light from this star to reach the Earth.

The Greeks thought that Betelgeuse formed the shoulder or armpit of Orion. 
His other one, which is over to the right, is marked by the slightly dimmer star 
Bellatrix. And the star in the lower left corner is called Saiph, the dimmest of 
the seven main stars that form Orion.

If you look very carefully between Saiph and Orion’s Belt, you’ll see a misty 
line of faint stars. Because these appear to be dangling down from the Belt, 
these stars are often known as Orion’s Sword. When I look at Orion 
altogether, I think that it looks rather like a giant egg timer. 

As well as being important in its own right, this constellation can be used to 
help locate some other amazing sights in the night sky. And the early part of 
2013 has some particularly exciting treats in store.



One of the other great constellations that looks its best in the skies above 
Britain during the winter months is the collection of stars known as Taurus 
the Bull. Some people say that this bull is glaring at Orion with a bloodshot 
eye! The eye is, in fact, a bright, orange-coloured star called Aldebaran. You’ll 
find this by continuing the line from Orion’s Belt upwards and to the right. 

Immediately to the right of the bull’s eye is a v-shaped cluster of stars that  
are said to form his face and nose. Together, these stars are known as  
the Hyades. 

And if you extend the line from Orion’s Belt through Aldebaran and keep 
going, bending down slightly as you go, you’ll eventually reach another bright 
star cluster, often known as the Seven Sisters. But some of the girls in this 
family of stars were obviously hiding when they were named. If you pick a 
very clear evening and look carefully, you’ll probably be able to count rather 
more than seven stars in this cluster.

But stars aren’t the only objects to look out for in the night sky. During the 
start of 2013, the region around the Seven Sisters and the Hyades clusters is 
playing host to Jupiter, the biggest planet in our Solar System.

You should be able to find Jupiter quite easily as it’s far brighter than the 
stars that appear to be around it. However, unlike stars, Jupiter and the other 
planets do not actually emit light themselves - instead, they reflect light from 
the Sun.



The word planet comes from a Greek word meaning to wander. The brighter 
planets in our Solar System can appear to wander quite a bit. If you look out 
for Jupiter on different nights throughout the period of January through to 
March, you should see how its position slowly changes relative to the Seven 
Sisters and Hyades. It does actually appear to be wandering between them.

Like the Earth, Jupiter is in orbit around the Sun. The wandering that we 
notice, is in fact Jupiter moving relative to the Earth. This movement is 
noticeable with the naked eye because Jupiter is, relatively speaking, very 
close to us. By close, I mean anything from 400 to 600 million miles!

The stars and constellations of winter are quite spectacular and because the 
nights are so long, you don’t have to stay up too late to see them. But 
appreciating all that the skies have to offer can involve standing around 
outside for a long time, so wrap up warmly.

Next time, I’ll be letting you know what to look out for in the sky during April, 
May and June. 

I do hope you can join me then. In the meantime, keep an eye on  
bbc.co.uk/stargazing

Goodbye.   


