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The annular eclipse May 10, 1994, was visible in
Canada and the United States. Pictured here east
of Douglas, Arizona, this was a series of multiple
exposures taken every 10 minutes. (Alan Dyer)
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WHILE WE CAN’T KNOW FOR CERTAIN

WHAT’S IN STORE FOR US ON Earth in

2021, the skies feature many excellent
events to enjoy as they operate with
their customary clockwork regularity.
The Moon and bright planets bob and
weave along the ecliptic and align for
some lovely conjunctions throughout

the year. The August Perseid meteor
shower promises its usually reliable
display as the Moon stays out of the
way. Perhaps more uncertainly, sunspot cycle 25 slowly gets underway
with the promise of more activity in
the solar chromosphere. And there
are four eclipses on tap for 2021,

three of which — two lunar and
one solar — are at least partly visible
from Canada. While it’s always hard
to narrow down a year’s worth of
celestial events to a short list, here’s
our selection of ten of the best celestial
events for 2021.
By Brian Ventrudo

DATE:
January 10, 2021
TYPE:
Conjunction

VIEW:
Naked eye,
binoculars
EVENT #1:

Jupiter, Saturn and Mercury gather after sunset
Begin 2021 with a worthy observational challenge: try
to spot Mercury, Jupiter and Saturn gathered in a tight
triangle less than three degrees wide. The three planets are plenty bright, but they’re all low in the sky after
sunset and just 13 degrees from the Sun. You’ll need
binoculars and a clear view of the southwestern horizon. Jupiter and Saturn, just past a spectacular close

conjunction in December 2020, are on their way to
conjunction with the Sun later this month, but still
shine at magnitude -1.9 and +0.6, respectively. Mercury
shines at magnitude -0.9 today and continues to move
slightly higher above the horizon on its way to greatest
eastern elongation on January 24. The wafer-thin Moon
sits to the left of the three planets on January 14. →

Content is copyright protected and provided for personal use only - not for reproduction or retransmission.
For reprints please contact the Publisher.

SKYNEWS JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2021

Charts by Allendria Brunjes (Stellarium)

TIME:
Evening
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DATE:
March 7-8, 2021

TYPE:
Conjunction

TIME:
All night

VIEW:
Naked eye,
binoculars

TIME:
Evening

VIEW:
Naked eye,
binoculars

EVENT #2:

Mars adorns
Taurus
During its namesake month of
March, Mars makes a leisurely trip
through the prominent constellation
Taurus, well above the western horizon. On the nights of March 7 and
March 8, the Red Planet lies between
the Hyades and Pleiades star clusters, a little closer to the latter. Long
past its 2020 opposition, Mars has
faded to a still respectable first magnitude, roughly the same brightness
and of similar colour to Aldebaran,
the brightest star in Taurus. The
waxing crescent Moon joins the
show on March 18. As March comes
to a close, Mars moves up the “horns”
of the celestial bull and lies halfway
between the stars Aldebaran and
Elnath (beta Tauri).

DATE:
May 13, 2021

TYPE:
Conjunction

EVENT #3:
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Moon and
Mercury meet
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The speedy planet Mercury emerges
from the Sun’s glare into the evening
sky in May for its best apparition this
year for Canadian observers. A slender
crescent Moon helps mark the position
of zero-magnitude Mercury on May 13
when it lies about three degrees to the
left of the planet in the northwestern
sky. The pair lie tangled in the long horns
of the constellation Taurus and well
below the bright stars Castor, Pollux and
Capella. Venus lies less than 10 degrees
below and to the right of Mercury, but it’s
a challenging sight in the bright twilight.
Mercury rises a little more until May 17
when it reaches greatest eastern elongation, and then it heads back toward the
horizon during the rest of the month.
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DATE:
May 26, 2021

TYPE:
Total lunar eclipse

TIME:
Early morning

VIEW:
Naked eye, binoculars

Pictured here after maximum, the total lunar eclipse January 31,
2018, was visible from Athabasca, Alberta. (Allendria Brunjes)

EVENT #4:

The last week of May brings a total lunar eclipse to observers
in western Canada, the first total lunar eclipse since January
2019. The eclipse arrives as the Moon reaches perigee, its
closest point to Earth in its orbit, making this also the largest full Moon of the year (get ready for media reports of the
Super Blood Moon).
Observers in British Columbia, much of southwestern
Alberta and the extreme southwestern tip of Saskatchewan
are lucky enough to see the eclipse begin and reach totality
before moonset. Observers at points eastward see the Moon
enter the Earth’s penumbra at the start of the eclipse, but the
Moon sets before the full eclipse gets underway. No part of

the eclipse is visible from Newfoundland, northern Quebec
or most of the Maritimes, but observers there can still enjoy
the oversized Full Flower Moon as spring weather (hopefully) makes for pleasant stargazing.
This is an early-morning event, one that promises superb
opportunities for photographers. From Calgary, the eclipse
gets underway at 2:47 a.m. Mountain Daylight Time, with the
total eclipse running from 5:11 a.m. to 5:25 a.m. The Moon
will lie low over the southwestern horizon at totality, ideal for
capturing dramatic images before moonset at 5:42 a.m. From
Vancouver, totality runs from 4:11 a.m. through 4:25 a.m.
Pacific Daylight Time, while moonset occurs at 5:26 a.m. →
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A Western lunar eclipse
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DATE:
June 10, 2021

TYPE:
Annular solar eclipse

VIEW:
Naked eye, binoculars
(with solar filter)

TIME:
Morning
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EVENT #5:
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A ‘ring of fire’ eclipse
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Two weeks after the lunar eclipse of May 26, the Moon —
just 2.3 days past apogee — passes in front of the face
of the Sun, yielding a spectacular annular solar eclipse.
The event is visible from northwestern Ontario and much
of James Bay and from parts of Hudson Bay, Baffin Island
(including Iqaluit), the Canadian high arctic, northwestern Greenland and northeastern Siberia. It’s also the
only such eclipse during the 21st century to pass over
the North Pole. Observers in Ontario, Quebec and the
eastern provinces, as well as much of Europe, will see
a partial solar eclipse during this event.
The annular solar eclipse begins at 9:55 Universal Time
(5:55 a.m. Eastern Daylight Time) along the north shore
of Lake Superior and Lake Nipigon when the Sun rises

NB

An image of the annular eclipse May 10, 1994, showing
“reverse” Bailey’s Beads — lunar mountains just touching
Sun’s limb — taken from east of Douglas, Arizona (Alan Dyer)

as the annular eclipse is in progress. Here, along the
central line of the eclipse, annularity lasts about 3
minutes and 37 seconds. A view of the northeastern
horizon is essential. The eclipse races over northwestern
Ontario and the towns of Armstrong, Pickle Lake
and Attawapiskat before moving northeast across northwestern Quebec. In Iqaluit, peak eclipse occurs at 6:06:27
a.m. Eastern Daylight Time and lasts 3 minutes and 5
seconds, with the Sun 18 degrees above the horizon.
With the Sun low over the northeastern horizon
during this eclipse, imaging opportunities abound.
Don’t forget: a safe solar filter is a must for both visual
observers and astrophotographers during all phases
of this annular eclipse.
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DATE:
July 11-13, 2021

TYPE:
Conjunction

TIME:
Dusk

VIEW:
Naked eye, binoculars

TYPE:
Meteor shower

TIME:
All night

VIEW:
Naked eye

EVENT #6:

The Moon meets
Mars and Venus
It’s a perfect celestial meetup
for a summer evening as the
slender crescent Moon, Mars
and Venus lie along a line about
7 degrees long in the northwestern sky after sunset on July
11. A pair of binoculars helps
pull them out of the bright evening twilight. The Moon moves
westward over the next two
nights away from the planets
and toward Regulus. On July
13, Venus moves closer to Mars
and lies just half a degree to
its north. Venus should be an
easy sight in clear twilit sky, but
much fainter Mars may be more
challenging.

DATE:
August 11-13, 2021

EVENT #7:

The reliable and usually dazzling
Perseid meteor shower arrives to promising skies this year. With a new Moon
on August 8, the shower coincides with
a slender waxing crescent Moon that
gets out of the way well before midnight. Predictions put the peak at
19:00 Universal Time (3 p.m. Eastern
Daylight Time) on August 12, so that
night and the early morning of August
13 likely offer the times to look for
meteors. However, it’s also well worth
looking the night before. The best
show usually happens after midnight
as the Earth turns into the source of
the meteors, a stream of debris left
by Comet 109P/Swift–Tuttle. In dark
sky, some 40-60 meteors per hour are
common during the Perseids. →
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A good year
for the Perseids
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DATE:
November 3, 2021

TYPE:
Occultation

TIME:
Daytime

VIEW:
Telescope

EVENT #8:

Moon occults Mercury
by daylight
At magnitude -1 today, Mercury appears bright but
low in the east-southeastern sky before sunrise, just
to the left of the bright star Spica. About three degrees
above the pair lies an extremely slender crescent
Moon, just one day from new. With less than three per
cent of its face illuminated, the Moon will be a very
difficult object to see even with optical aid.
But the real action happens later today as the Moon
occults Mercury at approximately 19:00 Universal
Time (3 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time) for observers in
central and eastern Canada. The Moon itself will be
out of reach visually, even with a telescope, but
Mercury will appear to “wink out” behind the unseen
eastern limb of the Moon when observed by telescope,
then reappear approximately an hour later from the
western limb. The precise time and duration of the
occultation depends on location. Careful attention to
telescope safety is a must: the planet and Moon lie just
15 degrees west of the Sun during this daytime event.
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Just four days later, on the evening of November 7, the
waxing crescent Moon lies about 4 degrees from brilliant Venus in the southwestern sky as the Sun sets.
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DATE:
November 18-19, 2021

TYPE:
Lunar eclipse

TIME:
Night to early morning

VIEW:
Naked eye, binoculars

EVENT #9:

A nearly total
lunar eclipse
All of Canada enjoys a partial lunar
eclipse during the night and morning of
November 18-19. Don’t let the term “partial” discourage you: at mid-eclipse, about
97 per cent of the Moon lies in the Earth’s
shadow. This promises to be excellent
viewing, especially since the Moon lies
in a photogenic part of the sky near the
Pleiades and Hyades star clusters.
The eclipse runs from 6:02 to 12:03
Universal Time on November 19 (11:02
p.m. to 5:03 a.m. Mountain Standard
Time on November 18-19). Maximum
eclipse occurs at 2:03 a.m. MST. Most of
the country can see the entire eclipse,
except for the far eastern regions where
the Moon sets after maximum eclipse but
before it fully exits the Earth’s shadow.
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DATE:
December 28-29, 2021

TYPE:
Conjunction

TIME:
Evening

VIEW:
Naked eye, binoculars
EVENT #10:

Close encounter of
Mercury and Venus
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The year ends with a relatively close
conjunction of the two inner planets,
Mercury and Venus, low in the southwestern sky after sunset. Observers
with a clear view down to the horizon will see these two blazing-hot
worlds fit nicely in a binocular field
of view. Jupiter and Saturn, both well
past opposition for 2021, appear to
the upper left. Mercury shines at
magnitude -0.7 in the twilight glow,
while Venus shines some thirty times
brighter at magnitude -4.4. Over the
next ten days, Mercury gets a little
higher as Venus drops quickly toward
the horizon on its way to inferior conjunction on January 9, 2022. •
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