
I recently came across the term supermoon recently, which was new for me, and tried to 

understand it. Am sharing the information that I gathered. 

Supermoon 

The moon’s monthly orbit around the Earth is not exactly circular, but is somewhat elliptical.  The 

moon’s closest point to the earth is called the perigee and the farthest point is called the apogee. 

When the new or full moon coincides with the perigee, a relatively newer term, supermoon, has 

been coined for the moon.  Earlier, terms such as perigee full moon, or perigee new moon were 

used to refer to such phases when they appeared at perigee positions. 

During 2015, we are supposed to see or have seen six supermoons.  We have seen these on 

January 20, February 18, and March 20 and August 29; the fifth supermoon was seen on 

September 28, and the last one will be seen on October 27. 

In fact a supermoon lunar eclipse was seen on September 28, which was 14% bigger in the sky, 

and was also 30% brighter that the minimum size seen when it is at its farthest point from the 

Earth.  As the Earth’s shadow falls over the moon, the latter takes on a reddish hue, and for this 

it is also referred to as ‘blood moon’. 

Only the portion of the moon illuminated by the Sun is visible to us on Earth, from the full moon 

to almost no moon at all, or the new moon.  The different phases of the moon during the month 

may be categorized into 8 lunar phases, which are determined by the relative position of the Sun, 

Earth and the moon and are depicted in the Figure below.   

 



Phase 1 is the new moon, when the moon is between the Earth and the Sun. 

Phase 2 is the waxing crescent moon when the sunlit part of the moon is increasing. 

Phase 3 is the first quarter moon, when the moon is at 90o angle with respect to the Earth. 

Phase 4 is the waxing gibbous moon, when the sunlit part of the moon is still increasing, and is 

greater than half. 

Phase 5 is the full moon, when we see the full illuminated moon, but is on opposite side of the 

Earth than the Sun. 

After the full moon, the sunlit part of the moon is decreasing, and so is called waning gibbous or 

Phase 6. 

Phase 7 is the last quarter moon. 

Phase 8 is the waning crescent moon, when the sunlit part of the moon is still decreasing. 

These are the different shapes of the moon. 

We always see the same side of the moon. The moon completes its orbit around the Earth in 28 

days, which is almost the same time that it takes to spin on its own axis once. If it were not 

spinning on its axis, then we would see the different part of the moon, as it rotates around the 

Earth.  That is, the rotation and spin of the moon are almost in sync. Refer to the figure below to 

understand this. In fact it was the Soviet satellite launched in 1959 that first sent pictures of the 

far side of the moon to the Earth. 

 



If during the new moon phase, the Earth, moon and the Sun get aligned in the same line, the 

moon blocks the Sun, either partially, when a partial solar eclipse takes place, or come in the 

middle of the Sun, when an annular solar eclipse takes place. During the full moon phase, when 

the Earth comes in between the moon and the Sun, a lunar eclipse takes place. 

At the new moon phase, the Sun and the moon are on the same side of the earth, and the 

gravitational pull of both these bodies on the Earth gets reinforced, and results in tides that are 

higher than average.  These are referred to as spring tides.  Tides that have lower height are 

called neap tides. 

The supermoons however do not produce super effects in terms of tides.  We did not see any on 

September 28. 

Some pictures of the blood supermoon have appeared on social media.  You might want to check 

them out.  For starters you could check them out at the following link: 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/11895052/Supermoon-lunar-eclipse-2015-Amazing-

pictures-of-once-in-a-generation-event-live.html 
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