
Planisphere 
The first thing a new amateur astronomer needs to get and learn to use is a planisphere (Star Finder or Star 
Wheel). Print the accompanying pieces and follow the instructions for construction. It will help you find the 
stars and constellations at any time during the year from our latitude. Notice how the night sky changes each 
hour, day and month as the stars continually rise in the East and set in the West; how the sky at midnight on 
January 1st is the same as November 17 at 3 AM and February 15 at 9 PM. Orion the Hunter, an easily recog-
nizable winter constellation that actually looks like its’ mythical namesake, can be seen high in the South sooner 
and sooner after sunset. While the Earth revolves once around the Sun each year, we get new views of the sky 
each night. Orion is opposite the Sun on January 1st, but in line with the Sun on July 1 and so is not visible, 
unless we have a total solar eclipse.  
Use the planisphere to plan your night of observing. You won’t find M13, the compact globular cluster in Her-
cules, at 8 PM on January 1st, but you will easily find M45, the spectacular open cluster in Taurus. Set your 
planisphere for the correct date and time using your red flashlight so your eyes stay dark adapted. Stand facing 
South; from Robert Moses that means facing the ocean. Hold it overhead with North pointing North. You will 
see that East, from where the stars appear to rise due to the rotation of the Earth, points to your left, and West to 
your right. Remember to readjust the date/time configuration throughout your observing session. 
While you were moving the planisphere chart, did you notice that some stars were always visible? Spin the 
chart and watch the stars of Cepheus, Cassiopeia and the Big and Little Dippers. They are called circumpolar: 
stars that circle the North pole star, Polaris, the end star in the handle of the Little Dipper asterism, but don’t set. 
Therefore, you could observe any clear night of the year to see the galaxies M81 and 82 in the constellation of 
Ursa Major, the big bear, of which the Big Dipper asterism is a part. An asterism is an easily recognizable shape 
that is not one of the established 88 constellations. 
Did you observe that Polaris, the star to which the Earth’s North Pole points, is not directly overhead? It is also 
not the brightest star in the sky: both common misconceptions. The only place to see this is on the frozen Arctic 
Ocean at 90 degrees North latitude. Here on Long Island, at about 40 degrees North latitude, Polaris is 40 de-
grees, 4 fists held at arm’s length, above the horizon. For those in Albuquerque at 35 degrees North latitude, 
Polaris is the same number of degrees, 3 1/2 fists, above their horizon.  Along the Equator, 0 degrees latitude, 
Polaris would skirt the horizon.  Below the Equator, it isn’t visible at all. 
The sky or Celestial Sphere is divided by imaginary vertical and horizontal lines called Right Ascension (RA), 
broken into 24 equal units called hours, and Declination (Dec), broken into 360 equal units called degrees, 
much the same way as our Earthly globe had been divided into Longitude and Latitude. One of the accompany-
ing charts shows these lines. So, if someone tells you to look at 6h15m RA and -60 Dec you will be treated to a 
spectacular sight, the Orion Nebula, the birth place of stars. 

Don’t just look at things, see them. 
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Anchorage� +60� Kansas City�� +18�

Atlanta� +38� Los Angeles�� -7�

Bismarck� +43� Memphis� 0�

Boise� +45� Miami� +21�

Boston� -16� Minneapolis� +13�

Buffalo� +15� New Orleans�� 0�

Chicago� -10� New York�� -4�

Cincinnati� +38� Philadelphia� +1�

Cleveland� +27� Pittsburgh� +20�

Dallas� +27� Richmond� +10�

Denver� 0�
Rochester, 
N.Y.�� +10�

Detroit� +32� St. Louis�� +1�

Durham� +16� Salt Lake City�� +28�

El Paso�� +6� San Francisco�� +10�

Helena� +28� Santa Fe�� +4�

Honolulu� +31� Seattle� +10�

Houston� +21� Tucson� +24�

Indianapolis� +44� Tulsa� +24�

Jacksonville� +27�
Washington, 
D.C.�� +8�
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