As far as we know, Earth is the only planet to harbor life and as the famed astronomer
and cosmologist Carl Sagan famously said “The cosmos is within us. We’re made of star
stuﬀ. We are a way for the cosmos
to know itself.” The water that
fuels our bodies is partly made of
hydrogen, the same “star stuﬀ”
that fuels the sun. The iron in our
blood is the same element that
makes up most of Mars and gives
it its characteristic red color. In fact,
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the same amino acids that may have given rise to the first signs of life have been found on
comets and meteorites!
To say space is big is an extreme understatement. Of all the stars, planets, asteroids,
comets, etc. seen in all of human existence, they only accounts for roughly 4% of the entire
universe! While 4% seems a measly amount, it should be celebrated that we’ve seen that
much. It’s one thing to see pictures of planets and distant galaxies, but observing them in
person, through a telescope is a truly life changing experience.
The Earth is a ball of rock circling a bigger ball of fire, which circles a spiral made up of
hundreds of billions other balls of fire and rock. The Earth’s tilt is what makes North America
experience winter, while South America experiences summer and vice versa. This
phenomenon means the night sky is constantly changing and we have the opportunity to
view diﬀerent planets and cosmic events at diﬀerent times of the year.
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December brings quite a few exciting things to see including:

• Geminids Meteor Shower
- One of the more spectacular meteor showers, the Geminids shower
will last from the 4th-16th but will reach it’s peak on Wednesday the
13th at nightfall into early Thursday morning

• Northern Winter Solstice
- On December 22nd at 10:20pm, the sun will reach its southern most
point bringing with it the shortest day of the year

• Ursids Meteor Shower Peak
- The Ursids meteor shower will occur from the 17th-23rd, but will peak
early in the morning on the 22nd

• Mercury
- Mercury will be visible around 7am until the end of the month, where it
will be too close to the sun to see

• Venus
- Venus will be visible all month and on the 10th-11th will be 2 degrees
to the lower left of Saturn

• Mars
- Mars will be visible in the early morning all month, but appear dim
• Jupiter
- Jupiter will be visible as nightfall begins in the southwest until the
middle of the month

• Saturn
- Saturn will be visible as night at it’s brightest up until the middle of the
month, where it will begin to look dimmer and dimmer

• Uranus
- Uranus will be visible all month and will be up from dusk until midnight
• Neptune
- Neptune will be visible in high quality telescopes later and later into
the night as December progresses

In an eﬀort to help others experience the cosmos through a telescope, Blue Hole
partners with Texas State University’s astronomy club and the Wimberley Valley Dark Sky
Committee to host star parties once in the spring and once in the fall. The Texas State
Astronomy Club seeks to
educate the public on the
wonders of the universe
through outreach and
opening the observatory,
which houses a 16 inch
telescope, on top floor of
the Supple Science building
located on the Texas State
campus.
The observatory is generally open every Wednesday from 7-9pm weather permitting.
The Wimberley Valley Dark Sky Committee formed in May 2016 in an eﬀort to earn the
International Dark-Sky Association (IDA) designation of International Dark Sky Community. In
June of 2018, the group submitted their application and the city of Wimberley oﬃcially
became the third Texas city to earn the International Dark Sky Community designation. IDA
looks to preserve the night sky and keeping light pollution to a minimum so individuals and
organizations like the Texas State Astronomy Club can advocate for the wonders of the
universe.
Aside from anthropocentric interest, wildlife depends on dark skies. Trees and other
plants change with the weather and day length. A large chunk of Texas mammals such as
bats, raccoons, and bobcats have adapted to low light environments. This is probably due to
daytime temperatures typically being warmer.

Along with this nightly emergence, some animals have developed a specialized eyesight that
works better with little light. A special tissue found in the eye of most nocturnal animals
called a tapetum lucidum acts as a mirror and reflects light back to the retina, thus rendering
even the smallest amount of light useful. This tissue is
what gives animals “eye glow” in pictures and when a
flashlight shines in their eyes. The tapetum lucidum is
lacking in most diurnal animals such as humans,
squirrels, and pigs. A portion of animals rely on the
darkness to sneak up on prey, while others come out to
avoid predators. Light also aﬀects amphibians, a group
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that is already in severe danger. Studies have shown that
light can shorten larval toad development and even prevent them from laying eggs in the first
place.
The night sky is often overlooked by those that don’t realize the beauty and scale of
the sky above. Stars aren’t just glimmering specs in the sky, but unfathomably powerful balls
of fire and gas and sometimes completely diﬀerent worlds. We owe everything to the cosmos
because the cosmos make up everything we know. There could be life elsewhere in the
endless void, or Earth may have been a freak accident at the right place at the right time. If
we find life elsewhere, it’ll more than likely be made of the same stuﬀ we’re made of; star
stuﬀ!
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