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Why the Moon Has Phases
Seen from far above the North Pole: the sun always lights half of the moon. As the moon 
travels around Earth, we see more or less of that lit half.

sunlight

waning crescent
A thin sliver, lit on 
the left.

new moon
The moon is 
between Earth and 
the sun. Its lit side 
faces away, so we 
see no moon.

waxing crescent
A thin sliver, lit on 
the right.

waning gibbous
More than half is lit, 
and it shrinks each 
night.

full moon
Earth is between 
the sun and the 
moon. We see the 
whole lit side.

waxing gibbous
More than half is lit, 
and it grows each 
night.

third quarter
The left half is lit. 
Also called last 
quarter.

first quarter
The right half is lit. 
The moon is a 
quarter of the way 
around.

Drawn as the moon looks from the Northern Hemisphere (the United States). South of the equator it 
looks flipped.
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