
H O L I D A Y  F U N  I N  T H E  S U N

omething about moonlight 
speaks to us. When the moon is full 
on a cloudless night, the world around 
us becomes saturated in its soft glow, 
creating a brightly lit playground that 
beckons us to explore. If we heed its 
enchanting call, we may let it light 
the way for a relaxing stroll through 
a garden full of flowers in bloom or 
along the beach, accompanied by 
the sound of the waves. We can also 
choose to find a comfortable place to 
take a seat and just enjoy a moment of 
soaking in its soft radiance.

A playful side of the moon emerges 
on other nights when the orb seems 
to play peek-a-boo amongst the 
clouds during its movement through 
the skies. Its flickering light creates 
a vibrant symphony of light and 
shadow that dances across surfaces, 
captivating our interest. When the 
wind blows in unison, it adds to the 
music and magic of the night.

WRITTEN IN THE SKIES
It’s no wonder that this captivating 
celestial phenomenon has inspired art-
ists in all fields of endeavor since time 
immemorial. In works by Shakespeare, 
Kahlil Gibran, E.E. Cummings, William 
Butler Yeats, and countless others, 
the moon is a powerful symbol, 
used to represent widely contrasting 
ideas. Shakespeare’s Juliet called it 
“inconstant” because its position shifts 
in the sky, yet writers like Tessa Emily 
Hall also cite it as a reminder of all 
that is never-changing since it remains 
a stable presence in the firmament. 
Author Tahereh Mafi described how 
the lunar orb is capable of embodying 
both concepts simultaneously, saying, 
“It’s always there, watching, steadfast, 
knowing us in our light and dark 
moments, changing forever just as we 
do. Every day it’s a different version
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of itself. Sometimes weak and wan, sometimes strong and 
full of light. The moon understands what it means to be 
human.”
 
CANVASSING THE HEAVENS 
Since the Renaissance, painters have been drawn toward 
capturing the interplay of light and shadow, especially in 
evening and nighttime settings. Perhaps one of the best- 
known examples is Vincent van Gogh’s “Starry Night,” a 
painting acknowledged by most historians as his magnum 
opus. In it, the artist depicted the view of the night skies 
from the window of a room he stayed in while at Saint-
Rémy-de-Provence, demonstrating his fascination with the 
nocturnal world, a recurrent theme in van Gogh’s work. 
Another notable artist who was inspired by the moon was 
American-born and British-based James Whistler, who 
enjoyed creating paintings that he termed “moonlights” or 
nocturnes, including nighttime scenes of the Thames River.
 
ISN’T IT ROMANTIC?
Finding musical inspiration for a magical moonlit interlude 
is easy, no matter what genre you prefer. Classical com-
positions abound, such as Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata 
or Debussy’s Au Clair de Lune, a title that translates to 
“by the light of the moon.” If you like the standards, 
you can’t go wrong with Blue Moon, By the Light of the 

Silvery Moon, Fly Me to the Moon, Moonglow, Moonlight 
Serenade, or Moon River, since many of these have been 
covered by various artists, making it fun to find a new 
favorite. For some good-time rock ‘n’ roll, put on Pink 
Floyd’s Dark Side of the Moon album or songs like Creedence 
Clearwater Revival’s Bad Moon Rising. Softer options include 
Nick Drake’s Pink Moon, King Harvest’s Dancing in the 
Moonlight, Joni Mitchell’s Moon at the Window, R.E.M.’s Man 
on the Moon, Cat Stevens’ Moonshadow, Van Morrison’s 
Moondance, and Neil Young’s Harvest Moon. These popular 
tunes are just a sample of all the songs available and will get 
your moon-inspired playlist started.
 
PHASES OF THE MOON
When we are moon-watching, it’s worth noting that we never 
see it in its entirety. At any given time, the sun lights half of 
the moon’s surface, leaving the remainder in darkness, just 
as it does with the Earth. Depending upon where the moon 
is in its orbit around the planet, eight different phases are 
observable, and according to NASA, these distinct stages 
are the result of the angle this lunar object makes with the 
sun as viewed from our planet.
 
During the new moon phase, the moon is lined up between 
the Earth and the sun, and, due to its position, the side of 
the moon facing us is not illuminated by the sun. 

 
Therefore, when the new moon is present, we cannot see 
it in the night skies at all: without the added solar light, the 
moon is too dim to be visible. A notable exception to this 
rule, however, is when an eclipse occurs during this stage, 
which is caused by the lunar and solar spheres coming into 
perfect alignment as viewed from our position on earth.

 
s the moon moves eastward on its trajectory, taking it 
farther away from the sun in the sky, more of the sunlit 

portion of the moon’s surface can be seen. Just a 
few days after the new moon, a thin crescent can be 

observed in the western evening sky and this small sliver is 
said to wax, or appear to become larger, each subsequent 
night. When half of the lunar surface is brightened, it is 
referred to as the first quarter moon, since the moon has, 
at this point, accomplished 25 percent of its cyclical journey.
 
Moving along, the moon continues to wax. During the next 
sequence, the moon is said to have entered its gibbous 
phase, since the disc is lit up over more than half, but not 
yet the entire, surface. Over the next few nights, that visible 
semi-circle becomes larger until eventually, the familiar 
circular face of the moon makes itself known. Since the 

whole sunlit surface can be seen, this phase is called the 
full moon. Emerging just after sunset and staying out until 
sunrise, the moon seems to be celebrating that, at this 
point, it has completed half of its travels.
 
As the moon enters the remaining half of its expedition, 
each night, the portion of its surface that is visible lessens, 
or wanes. During this period, the moon transitions from a 
gibbous waning to its second quarter-moon stage, marking 
the moon’s entry into the final quarter of its travels. 
Interestingly, while it is in this second quarter phase, the 
opposite side of the lunar surface that was visible during the 
first-quarter moon is illuminated, resulting in a mirror image. 
The next stage is the waning crescent phase, which to the 
imaginative eye, may appear to resemble the Cheshire Cat’s 
smile, beaming down on the earth below. When the moon 
segues back to its new phase, the lunar cycle begins again.
 
APOGEE AND PERIGEE
Although NASA reports that the average distance between 
the earth and the moon is 237,700 miles, a precise measure 
is dependent upon where the moon is in its orbit at a given
time. When the moon reaches its apogee stage, it has 
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traveled its greatest distance away from the planet. Since 
its perigee stage occurs when it comes nearest to the earth, 
this is when the moon appears at its largest size.

hese stages have observable impacts on the Earth’s 
tides. At apogee, the gravitational pull of the moon 
is reduced and this, combined with other factors 
affecting the tides, can result in lower tides or less 

variation between the low and high tide levels. Since 
the moon is closer to the Earth during its perigee, it has 
significantly greater gravitational pull, causing higher tides 
or greater variation between the high and low tide levels.

BLUE MOON
While we are learning about the moon, it’s a good time to 
explore what a ‘blue moon’ denotes. Although there are 
times when the moon, regardless of phase, may appear to 
the casual observer to be unusually bluish—a rare occurrence 
that can be the result of significant smoke or dust particles 
in the atmosphere—this term does not generally refer to 
the color of that celestial object. Instead, two commonly 
held definitions are in use today. First, it refers to a Seasonal 
Blue Moon or an extra full moon occurring within a season 
of the year, so instead of the three full moons that a season 
typically has, it would have four. Second, a Calendrical Blue 

Moon is understood to be the second full moon that takes 
place during a calendar month. Since the lunar cycle, or the 
time from one new moon to the next new moon, is about 
29.5 days and most months have 30 or 31 days, a second 
full moon occurs when the month begins with a full moon.

While the phrase “once in a blue moon” implies that this 
lunar event doesn’t happen all the time, the odds aren’t 
as slim as one might think for this kind of moon to appear. 
According to Space.com, a Seasonal Blue Moon occurs 
on average about once every 2.7 years, while the Farmer’s 
Almanac reports that the calendrical type happens about 
once every 30 months.
 
Why are we so fascinated by the moon? Perhaps it is its 
ever-changing, yet predictable appearance, or maybe we 
are intrigued by its very essence. Author Deng Ming Dao 
wrote, “The moon…keeps to its course, but by its very 
nature, it gently influences. What other body could pull an 
entire ocean from shore to shore? The moon is faithful to 
its nature and its power is never diminished.” Whatever the 
reason, when we watch the night skies, we get a sense of 
that unmistakable, gentle force at work, lighting our world 
with its incandescent, celestial glow. 
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Whether you’re a casual observer, seasoned expert, or anywhere 
in between, there’s something special about gazing upward to 
view the constellations, meteor showers, eclipses, and other 
astronomical events occurring in the night sky throughout the year. 
In this article, we present this month’s skywatching highlights, 
as detailed on SeaSky.org, to give you a few opportunities to 
appreciate these celestial displays for yourselves or to share these 
sights with some of the special people in your life.

Soon after the month begins, sky watchers will be able to catch 
the Quadrantids Meteor Shower, which runs annually from Jan. 1 
to 5 and radiates from the constellation Bootes, as it peaks on the 
night of Jan. 3 and into the morning of Jan. 4. This year, the nearly 
full moon will block out most of the fainter meteors from this 
above-average meteor shower, but a patient observer may still be 
able to glimpse a few good ones. The best viewing conditions will 
be from a dark location after midnight.

Less than a week later, the night skies will be illuminated by 
January’s full moon, which is most popularly known as the Full 
Wolf Moon because more wolves could be heard at this time 
of the year, as they generally are known to be howling more 
during winter months. Marking its place as the midpoint of the 
winter season, the Assiniboine people called it the Center Moon. 

Looking Skyward: January’s Astronomical Highlights
Among the native peoples of this continent, most names—such 
as Cold and Frost Exploding Moon (both Cree), Freeze Up Moon 
(Algonquin), and Severe and Hard Moon (both Dakota)—refer 
to the cold temperatures of January. Other terms for it include 
Canada Goose Moon (Tlingit), Great Moon (Cree), Greetings 
Moon (Western Abenaki), and Spirit Moon (Ojibwe), as well as 
the Old Moon and the Moon After Yule.

The Moon enters its New Moon phase on Jan. 21, meaning that it 
is located on the same side of the Earth as the Sun and therefore 
it will not be visible in the night sky. This is good news for sky 
watchers because, with no moonlight to interfere, it’s the best 
time of the month to observe faint objects such as galaxies and 
star clusters that are otherwise hard to see.

When the month draws toward its close, the planet Mercury 
reaches its greatest western elongation of 25 degrees from the sun 
on Jan. 30. This offers the best time to view Mercury since it will 
be at its highest point above the horizon in the morning sky. If you 
want to see it for yourself, look for the planet low in the eastern 
sky just before sunrise.

As the new year begins, we encourage you to look skyward, to 
appreciate the celestial sights, and to create wonderful memories!
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