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Hello. This is Dr Lucie Green. I’m an astronomer with the Mullard Space 
Science Laboratory.
 
In this BBC Stargazing LIVE audio guide, I’m going to let you know about 
some of the treats that the night skies have to offer during October, 
November and December 2013.

Stars in the autumn are not always as dramatic as those in the summer. But 
the fact that it gets dark earlier is a big bonus. It gives us more time to enjoy 
looking at the constellations and the objects they contain.

Over the next few minutes, I’m going to let you know how to check whether 
light pollution is spoiling your astronomical viewing and I’ll show you how  
to find the most distant thing in the Universe that can be seen with the  
naked eye.

A real landmark of the autumn sky in the northern hemisphere is a striking 
pattern, or asterism, of four stars of similar brightness. Together, these four 
stars form the Great Square of Pegasus, which is part of a constellation that 
was identified by the Greeks nearly 2,000 years ago. Pegasus was a winged 
horse in Greek mythology. 

To locate the Great Square, first use a compass to look towards the north. 

Low down is the familiar pattern of stars known as the Plough or  
the Saucepan. 
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Locate the two stars in the pan, furthest from the handle, and extend the line 
they make, up until you come to a lonely mid-brightness star. This is called 
Polaris and it sits just over half-way up the sky. 

If you go back to the star in the bottom right hand side of the Saucepan and 
draw an imaginary line from it, through Polaris, and keep going for twice the 
distance again, this will put you in the middle of the four stars that make up 
the Great Square.

One of the reasons that the square is so interesting is that it provides a very 
useful way of testing the clarity of the sky – basically, how dark and 
transparent it is. This influences how much you can see. Look inside the 
square and see how many stars you can pick out. If you can’t see any, then 
your sky is probably quite light polluted. Between two and ten stars and 
you’re doing well. Anything over ten and you’re observing from a very dark 
site indeed, which means that you’ll be able to see some very distant objects.

And if it’s a distant object you’re after, then nothing beats the  
Andromeda Galaxy.

The Andromeda Galaxy is a vast collection of stars, way beyond our own 
Milky Way Galaxy. It’s thought to be about two and a half million light years 
away. A light year is the distance that light travels in one year. Even though 
light moves incredibly fast – at 186,000 miles a second – it still takes light 
leaving the Andromeda Galaxy two and a half million years to reach us. 



To find the galaxy, go to the Great Square of Pegasus and draw an imaginary 
line between the top right star in the square and the top left star. Then, 
continue this line left about the same distance, bending up slightly as you go. 
This will bring you to a star of similar brightness. 

Next, head up at right angles, a short distance, passing over two faint stars. 
Slightly above and to the right of the second of these faint stars is an 
elongated fuzzy patch, which is the Andromeda Galaxy. 

That’s almost all we have time for in this audio guide, except to say that – at 
the time I’m recording it – there’s a lot of speculation about whether 
November 2013 will bring a particularly bright comet within view of the Earth. 
A comet has a nucleus made from dust, ice and frozen gases, often 
described as being like a dirty snowball. 

If the nucleus passes close to the Sun, some of this material is released and 
we see the head of the comet and one or two tails. 

In the past, people feared comets because they thought they were bad 
omens, but I for one hope to have the chance to see the comet this 
November. If it performs well, it may be one of the most spectacular comets 
visible to the naked eye for many years.

That’s all for now I’m afraid, but make sure you check out the website for 
more information about what our night skies have to offer:  
bbc.co.uk/stargazing

Goodbye.


