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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 

Summer is fast approaching.  With it comes later sunsets, afternoon showers and 

mosquitos (and meteor showers).  Get your observing in now! 
 

I would like to thank John Sefick for the donation of the CPC-1100.  We have it out at 
the CNCP and will have it out at the meeting. 

 
The CRP Star Party was again hampered by clouds.  I had the CPC-1100 out and several 

others came out. 
 

Astronomy Day daytime was good, but we had little activity in the evening.  Jupiter and 
the moon were very nice.  The sun daytime was spectacular.  Look for Tony’s pictures of 

the eruptive prominence.  It lasted just for a short while and was quite nice.  There were 
several other nice prominences too. 

 
We have several events during the summer and early fall that I have put on the 

calendar.   
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We have a request to come out to a STEM afternoon at the Sanibel School on May 28th 

from 5pm to 7pm.  If this is something you are interested in, let me know, I cannot 
make those times.  Possible solar observing, but primarily handouts and talking with the 

6-8th graders. 
 

June 4th meeting coordination will be handled by Bruce Dissette, as it is my birthday and 
daughter’s graduation. 

 
 

Brian 
 

 
In the Sky this Month 

Moon: May – Full, 3rd; Last Quarter, 11th; New, 18th; 1st Quarter, 25th. 
 

The Planets: Excellent planetary views this month. 

Mars will be barely visible below the Pleiades early in the month about 45 minutes after 
sunset. 

Mercury will appear at its highest above the horizon during the first third of the month 
and shine at -0.4 magnitude in the west soon after dusk. Look for it a few degrees left of 

the Pleiades. 
Venus continues to dominate the western sky during dusk. It will continue to climb 

higher in the sky and reach a -4.4 magnitude later this month. The sunlit portion of its 
disc will shrink to half lit during the month as its orbit closes with earth. 

Jupiter will begin dimming from magnitude -2.1 to -1.9 during the month. It’s drifting 
away from the Beehive Star Cluster, M44, towards the eastern edge of Cancer the Crab.  

Saturn will be visible all night during the month. It will shine at magnitude 0.0, the 
brightest it’s been for 8 years. This is due to the ring tilt near a maximum of 24o from 

edgewise. 
 

Eta Aqariid Meteors – The Aquariid meteors will peak before dawn May 6 during a 

gibbous moon. This will make observing a bit challenging. 
  

International Space Station: The ISS is not going to be visible in the evening until 
May 30 & 31.  These should be good views, weather permitting, generally between 9 

and 10 pm EDT.  Check website for specific viewing times. 
http://www.heavens-above.com/ 

 
 

 
 

 

  

http://www.heavens-above.com/
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Photos 
Solar Prominences Astronomy Day 

Pictures by Tony Heiner  Scopes were Chuck Pavlick’s Solar Scope, Gary McFall’s Solar Scope and the club’s PST.  The 
camera was a Nikon D3200 used afocally hand held.   
The lower right prominence popped up quickly and disappeared just as quickly.  It was quite explosive and in the last 
image you can see pieces appear to leave the sun.  The sun had a lot of features that day, on the top left was a nice 
hedgerow prominence that was visible on to the face of the sun and lasted for several days.   

   
4/25/2015  1:55 pm 4/25/2015  2:05 pm 

   
4/25/2015  2:09 pm 4/25/2015  2:16 pm 

  4/25/2015  2:21 pm  
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Future Events  
 

Star Party and Event Schedule  

Thursday 

May 7th  

Monthly Meeting – 

Program: Dr. David 
Hanson, James & 

Barbara Moore 
Planetarium, 

Florida 
Southwestern State 

College will speak 
on the History of 

Astronomy 

Calusa Nature 

Center & 
Planetarium  

7:30 

pm 

Brian Risley 

May 16th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

Thursday 

June 4th  

Monthly Meeting  Calusa Nature 

Center & 
Planetarium  

7:30 

pm 

Bruce Dissette 

June 13th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

July 18th  Cape Coral Parks 
And Rec Discover 

Parks Day  

CC Yacht Club 10-1 Brian Risley  

July 18th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

August 15th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

Sept. 12th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

Sept. 19th  International 
Observe the Moon 

Night/Astronomy 
Day  

TBD  Brian Risley  

October 10th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

October 18th  Ding Darling Days Sanibel  10-4 Brian Risley  

November 14th   Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

December 12th  Star Party   Dusk  Bruce Dissette  

  

  

Date Event     Location     Time  Info/Contact  
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Minutes of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society – April 2, 2015 

The regular monthly meeting of the Southwest Florida Astronomical Society was called 
to order at 7:32 pm by president Brian Risley in the Calusa Nature Center Planetarium.   

There were 38 people present. 
 

The program was presented before the business meeting.  Jack Berninger presented a 

program on extraterrestrial life, what form it might take, and the possibilities of 
communication with it. 
 

The business meeting started at 8:10 pm.  Two visitors were present. 
 

Brian Risley reported that a CPC 1100 telescope had been donated to the club by John 

Sefick. 
 

Past events listed on the printed agenda were reviewed. 
 

On April 25 a National Astronomy Day program will be held at the planetarium.   
 

Bruce Dissette will be doing solar and evening observing. 
 

Vice President Bruce Dissette remarked that the newsletter is excellent. 

Thanks were expressed to Chuck Pavlick for contributing astrophotos. 
 

A correction was pointed out regarding the March minutes.  The places where Tom 

Segur is listed as making and seconding a motion should be Tom Woosnan.  Bruce 
Dissette made a motion, seconded by John MacLean, to approve the March 5 minutes as 

contained in the newsletter and corrected.  The motion carried on a voice vote. 
 

Treasurer Tony Heiner reported a March balance of $2549.75.  Dick Gala made a 

motion, seconded by Bruce Dissette, to accept the report.  The motion carried on a voice 
vote. 
 

Chuck Pavlick reported good viewing at Fakahatchee.  Anyone interested in going on 
Friday or Saturday nights can send an e-mail to him. 
 

Librarian Maria Berni reported more new books are available.  Heather Preston said 

planetarium volunteers could check books in or out for members. 
 

Website coordinator Bill Francis reported Becky Brooks has the club Facebook page up 

and it has 60 likes.  Bill is working on connecting the Facebook page to the regular page. 
 

We are seeking a program coordinator.  The May program is pending. 
 

Astronomical League Coordinator Carol Stewart will be turning in the updated roster 
April 15. 
 

The business meeting was adjourned at 9:04 pm. 
 

submitted by Don Palmer, secretary 
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Hubble Telescope’s Silver Anniversary 

By: Kelly Beatty  

It's been 25 years since the Space Shuttle Discovery lofted the Hubble Space Telescope into orbit. Yet 

astronomers were not unanimous in their enthusiasm for the project, as this debate from 1990 recalls. 

 

With a mass of 11 tons and 43 feet (13.2 m) long, the Hubble Space Telescope has been peering into the depths 

of the universe since 1990. Here's its seen in February 1997, during the second of five Space Shuttle servicing 

missions.   NASA 

We sometimes forget how many astronomical discoveries were made before the advent of the Hubble Space 

Telescope, which left Earth on this date 25 years ago. Likewise, few now recall that the mission ended up 

costing some $2 billion just to get it to the launch pad, seven years behind schedule and roughly 100% over 

budget. And then there was the epic fail resulting from its misshapen primary mirror, now a distant memory 

thanks to the installation of corrective optics by visiting astronauts in late 1993. 

As the Space Shuttle Discovery and its crew of five rocketed skyward from Florida on April 24, 1990, we all 

had high hopes that this go-for-broke spacecraft would become "astronomy's discovery machine." Today, few 

would argue that the Hubble's observations, which continue unabated thanks to five servicing missions by 

astronaut crews and sustained funding that's nearing $10 billion all told, have revolutionized astronomy. 

Understandably, NASA and the European Space Agency (which shared in HST's development) have much to 

celebrate. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/kelly-beatty-2/
http://people.tamu.edu/~v-buenger/658/Hubble.pdf
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/hubble/servicing/index.html
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/hubble/servicing/index.html
http://grin.hq.nasa.gov/IMAGES/LARGE/GPN-2000-001064.jpg
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The colorful nebula Gum 29, 20,000 light-years away in the constellation Carina, is the host for a giant cluster 

of 3,000 young stars named Westerlund 2. Here's an animation of an imaginary flight through Westerlund 2. 

NASA / ESA / Hubble Heritage Team / A. Nota / Westerlund 2 Science Team 

Yesterday a dazzling cosmic portrait by HST's Wide Field Camera 3 was unveiled by John Grunsfeld, who now 

serves as associate administrator of NASA's Science Mission Directorate but is better known as the astronomer-

astronaut who lovingly repaired and upgraded HST on the servicing missions in 1999, 2002, and 2009. Lots of 

Hubble highlights appear on the websites of NASA and ESA. In fact, there's even a website devoted to Hubble's 

silver anniversary. 

With all that HST has accomplished, it's worth noting that astronomers were not unanimous in their approval of 

the project during its long, tortured development. Reproduced below are a pair of Focal Points, written by 

renowned astronomers of that era, that ran opposite each other in Sky & Telescope's April 1990 issue. These 

essays offer a window into the soaring hopes and some of the concerns they had — that we all had — at the 

dawn of the Hubble era. Enjoy! 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5MwOCgzQ6M
http://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/hubble/main/index.html
http://www.esa.int/spaceinimages/Images/2015/04/Hubble_25_without_title
http://hubble25th.org/
http://hubble25th.org/
http://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/thumbnails/image/15-066.png
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Is the Space Telescope a Mistake? No! 

 

Liftoff! The Space Shuttle Discovery soars skyward on April 24, 1990. Squeezed in its cargo bay is a precious 

payload: the Hubble Space Telescope.  NASA 

Some people have suggested that the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) is a mistake. They say that a different 

approach would have served the astronomical community much better. We disagree. HST will be a powerful, 

though admittedly costly, new tool for astronomers. Of course, this presupposes that HST works as designed — 

as we'll learn during the year ahead. If it does, we anticipate that it will make major discoveries and spur 

important advances in astronomy. 

In 1959 one of us (A.B.M.) initiated the Space Division at Kitt Peak National Observatory. At the time NASA 

planned to launch four small Orbiting Astronomical Observatories. Ultimately, two of these OAO spacecraft 

failed during or soon after launch. However, OAO 2 (launched in 1968) and Copernicus (in 1972) flew very 

successful missions. 

The division's goal was to look beyond these pioneering craft to the day when astronomers would regularly use 

large telescopes in space. Since then we have watched NASA's Space Telescope project from a distance, 

sometimes happy with its progress, sometimes not. 

By the end of the 1960s it had become clear that an orbiting telescope with an aperture of 2 to 3 meters was 

technically feasible and scientifically desirable as a follow-on to the OAOs. Little did we dream that so many 

years would elapse between the start of the Large Space Telescope project (as it was then called) and the launch 

of HST. On our bookshelf we have two thick technical reports that show the telescope with essentially the same 

appearance HST has today - they are dated 1970 and 1972! 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/b4/Liftoff_STS-31.jpghttp:/
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At the time, the project had an estimated cost of about $400 million, approximately what the four OAOs 

together had cost. If anyone had realized that the true price tag would be closer to $2 billion, HST might never 

have been born. 

In retrospect this cost escalation was inevitable, for four reasons. First, NASA added many advanced 

capabilities to the observatory. Second, the optical system had to be better than any developed for use on the 

ground yet lightweight enough to be launched into space. Third, there was considerable over-optimism 

regarding the technical challenges involved in making such a complex spacecraft highly reliable. And finally, 

HST was tied to the Space Shuttle, leading to a costly three-year delay in the wake of the Challenger disaster. 

Despite all that, there are signs that our high expectations for HST are justified. For example, the Space 

Telescope Science Institute (STScI) is in place with an excellent staff designed both to support the operation of 

HST and to see that it yields the maximum benefit to the entire astronomical community. Indeed, the institute's 

efforts have already borne fruit — STScI recently published a star catalogue listing nearly 19 million objects, 

the most comprehensive such collection ever produced (S&T: December 1989, page 583). 

Even marrying HST to the shuttle has its silver lining. Astronauts can revitalize HST every five years or so, 

amortizing the nation's large investment over perhaps two decades. Already new instruments to be carried aloft 

for installation into HST are being built. They will provide new capabilities for the mission's second five years. 

HST's long lifetime may prove to be very important, allowing time for new discoveries to influence the 

observatory's ultimate capabilities. 

 

Astronauts John Grunsfeld (left) and Richard Linnehan work to replace the Hubble Space Telescope's power 

control unit during a March 6th space walk. One of the orbiting observatory's new solar-cell arrays, installed 

earlier in the week, looms at right. 

A good indicator of the scientific importance of HST is the intense competition by astronomers to place objects 

of their special interest in the observing schedule (S&T: February, 1989, page 153). During the first year of 

general, or "guest," observations, HST will far from satisfy the demand for observing time. Yet, many more 

astronomers will be able to use the data after one year of proprietary ownership by the original observers. 

Some astronomers say that the $2 billion cost to put one HST in orbit could have been better spent building 

several 8-meter telescopes on high mountains. In the mid-1950s, when an advisory committee presented its 

decision to build Kitt Peak National Observatory, a parallel argument was heard: it would drain off money from 

university astronomy. Instead Kitt Peak, along with the National Radio Astronomy Observatory, led the way to 

increasing the National Science Foundation's budget for astronomy, thereby benefiting many university 

observatories. We have faith that HST will similarly pave the way for a new generation of ground-based 

telescopes to follow up its discoveries. 
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Already astronomers are dreaming of the next generation of space telescopes and the quantum leap in 

capabilities they will bring. Whether or not these come about within the next two decades, HST itself will keep 

astronomers pushing back the frontiers of astronomy. — ADEN B. MEINEL and MARJORIE P. MEINEL 

Aden Meinel was the first director of Kitt Peak National Observatory. The Meinels later retired from the 

University of Arizona and the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. Marjorie died in 2008, Aden in 2011. 

 

Is the Space Telescope a Mistake? Yes, but . . . 

In my answer to this question, "but" means that the Hubble Space Telescope (HST) will be a magnificent 

instrument. It also means that Lyman Spitzer, Jr., who began promoting the idea of orbiting telescopes in 1946 

and who has been the guiding spirit of space-based astronomy for 44 years, deserves the gratitude and 

admiration all astronomers feel for him. In 1946 Spitzer wrote of a 3-meter Large Space Telescope (LST): "The 

chief contribution of such a radically new and more powerful instrument would be, not to supplement our 

present ideas of the universe we live in, but rather to uncover new phenomena not yet imagined, and perhaps to 

modify profoundly our basic concepts of space and time." We all share Spitzer's hope that HST will fulfill this 

promise. 

"Yes" means that I remember other words of Lyman Spitzer, words that HST's promoters have forgotten or 

disregarded: "To provide for a leisurely orbit and thus for relatively constant conditions, such an observatory 

should preferably be at some distance away from the Earth, probably as far as telemetering techniques and 

celestial mechanics might allow." In 1968 he added, "Quite apart from the engineering desirability of launching 

smaller space telescopes before building the large instrument, the astronomical requirement for a continuing 

series of smaller space telescopes should be an overriding consideration in setting the pace of the LST effort."· 

 

The Hubble Space Telescope produced these visible-light (left) and near-infrared composite images of these 

fingers of gas in the Eagle Nebula, also known as the Pillars of Creation. The visible image is color-coded for 

chemical composition: blue is doubly ionized oxygen, green is ionized hydrogen, and reddish orange is ionized 

sulfur. The infrared image cuts through much of the gas and reveals stars inside. 

NASA / ESA / Hubble Heritage Team (STScI / AURA) 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/eagle_nebula_hubble_visible_infrared_600px.jpg
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The advantages of a high orbit have been abundantly confirmed by the International Ultraviolet Explorer (lUE), 

a small space telescope that has been used by more than a thousand observers since it was launched in 1978. 

IUE sits in a geosynchronous orbit, in constant line-of-sight communication with observers at control centers in 

Maryland and Spain. As seen from IUE, the Earth obscures only 2 percent of the sky. These advantages were 

denied HST by the decision to place it in a low-altitude orbit, where Earth blocks roughly half the sky at any 

time. The difficulties of programming observations from low orbit will limit HST's efficiency to a maximum of 

about 35 percent, comparable to that of a ground-based telescope, even though it won't have to contend with 

daylight and clouds. 

 

The scientific output of IUE has also demonstrated the wisdom of Spitzer's call for a continuing series of 

smaller telescopes as pacesetters for HST. IUE can observe objects typically only down to magnitude 16 and 

with an angular resolution of 3 arc seconds. In spite of these severe limitations, the satellite has poured out an 

immense quantity of information about all kinds of celestial objects, from planets to supernovae. 

HST will be able to observe objects some 10 magnitudes fainter than IUE with an angular resolution at least 30 

times sharper — a great leap forward indeed! Unfortunately, its mirror's collecting area is only 30 times that of 

IUE, so that the photons from a 26th-magnitude object are collected by HST 300 times slower than those from a 

16th-magnitude object are by IUE. Thus, to utilize HST at the limit of its capabilities will be very time-

consuming. There are many exciting objects in the sky, and most of them are faint. HST will never have enough 

time. No single telescope, whether in orbit or on the ground, can provide the world's astronomers with the 

observing time they need to explore the richness of the universe. 

 
Hubble's view of a large dark feature on Jupiter, bigger than Earth, was created by the impact of fragment "G" 

from Comet Shoemaker-Levy 9 on July 18, 1994.  H. Hammel / MIT / /NASA 

 

So "yes" does not mean it was a mistake to build the Hubble Space Telescope at all. "Yes" means it was a 

mistake to sell HST to Congress and to the public as the space telescope for the rest of the 20th century. It was a 

mistake to push HST ahead of more modest space telescopes that could have been flying earlier. If we had even 

one imaging telescope in the I-meter class, looking at the sky with 0.l-arc-second resolution, many of the 

discoveries that HST will make might have been made 10 years sooner. If we had flown a series of I-meter 

instruments, operating like IUE and paving the way for HST, we would be able to use the precious observing 

time of HST much more effectively. 

 

But we should not waste time now grieving over our past mistakes. Let us be grateful for what we have, and 

make the best of it.   — FREEMAN J. DYSON 

 

Dyson, now 91, was a scientist at Princeton's Institute for Advanced Study until his retirement in 1994. He 

authored several popular books, including Disturbing the Universe (1979), Infinite in All Directions (1988), 

and A Many-Colored Glass: Reflections on the Place of Life in the Universe (2007). 

 
- See more at: http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/hubble-space-telescope-silver-anniversary-
04242015/?et_mid=745202&rid=246752253#sthash.8CU9d6DQ.dpuf 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Comet_SL9_HST_fragG_f.jpg
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Hubble Investigates Ghosts of Quasars Past 

By: Monica Young 

A galaxy-size blob of gas discovered eight years ago by a Dutch schoolteacher has galvanized the study of the 

spectral remains of once-bright quasars. 

 

Hanny's Voorwerp, seen here in green south of spiral galaxy IC 2497, was a deep blue in the Galaxy Zoo image 

that van Arkel saw. The exact hue depends on image processing, but the color is unique. Nearly 200 Galaxy 

Zoo volunteers found 19 more of these so-called Voorwerpjes.    NASA / ESA / W. Keel  

In 2007, a fuzzy blue blob earned a Dutch schoolteacher worldwide fame. As she sifted through image after 

image in the citizen-science project Galaxy Zoo, Hanny van Arkel spotted a smudge just south of the galaxy IC 

2497. She had already clicked on to the next image, having classified the galaxy as an anti-clockwise spiral, 

when she thought to herself, “Wait, what was that?” 

The smudge she discovered turned out to be a galaxy-size reservoir of gas 16,000 light-years across. Intense 

radiation had stripped its oxygen atoms of their outer electrons, imbuing the gas with its distinctive hue (deep 

blue in the original image that Hanny saw, bright green in the image to the right due to a different image 

processing). 

The neighboring galaxy isn’t bright enough to have stripped the electrons — at least not in the present day. 

What van Arkel had spotted was the echo of a recent past, when the supermassive black hole at IC 2497’s 

center had powered a potent beacon of light, called a quasar. 

Roughly 30,000 years ago, the quasar’s intense radiation had traveled from the galaxy’s core to the nearby 

cloud to blast the electrons off the cloud’s atoms. Sometime between then and now, the quasar faded away, 

leaving a normal-looking spiral galaxy with a dormant black hole at its center. The echo of light in the glowing 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/monica-young-2/
http://daily.zooniverse.org/2013/09/24/hannys-voorwerp/
http://daily.zooniverse.org/2013/09/24/hannys-voorwerp/
http://zoo1.galaxyzoo.org/Tutorial.aspx
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/shining-new-light-on-hannys-voorwerp/
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/HannysVoorwerp_400px.jpg
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cloud remains because the stripped electrons take a long time to find a new home in the sparse intergalactic 

environment. 

Soon known as Hanny’s Voorwerp (Dutch for “Hanny’s Object”), the find galvanized a follow-up search for 

more so-called Voorwerpjes. Bill Keel (University of Alabama) led the charge of nearly 200 Galaxy Zoo 

volunteers as they hunted through Hubble Space Telescope images, searching for blobs with that distinctive 

color and offset by more than 33,000 light-years from the nearest galaxy. 

Out of almost a million galaxy images, only 19 made the cut. Of these, eight clouds were echoing light from 

quasars that had faded from their former glory. These ghosts may share the untold story of how and why 

quasars turn off. 

 

These eight light echoes jumped out of Galaxy Zoo data thanks to the distinctive green hue of the ionized gas, 

offset from the nearest galaxy by a minimum of 33,000 light-years.  NASA / ESA / W. Keel  

Light Echoes of a Messy Past 

To learn that story, Keel’s team first needed to understand where these glowing clouds come from. The authors 

found that the (mostly elliptical) host galaxies of all eight faded quasars show signs of recent or ongoing 

mergers. Some exhibit tidal tails left over from a cannibalized galaxy; others contain dusty disks warped by 

galactic encounters. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/HubbleQuasarGhosts_600px.jpg


14 

 

 

Hubble found green wisps of ionized gas extending out to 160,000 light-years around galaxy NGC 5972. 

NASA / ESA / W. Keel  

The lit-up reservoirs outside the galaxies are probably the gaseous remains of these mergers. For one thing, the 

glowing gas clouds are roughly in the same spot as the tidal debris from the collisions. For another, spectra 

show that the gas clouds are rotating, motion that’s likely leftover from the now-cannibalized galaxy. 

Surprisingly, none of these mergers appears to have triggered much, if any, star formation, despite large 

reservoirs of gas. In the original Hanny’s Voorwerp, a galaxy-scale wind from the spiral IC 2497 generated new 

stars in the nearest part of the glowing gas cloud — a scenario in keeping with general ideas of galaxy 

evolution. So Keel and his colleagues expected to find similar star formation triggered in these galaxy/cloud 

pairs. 

But instead they found that galaxy-scale outflows, such as supernova-driven winds or winds/jets from the 

central black hole, don’t seem to play a large role in any of these objects. And there aren’t many stars forming 

near the tidal debris or in the host galaxies themselves. 

Did the once-bright quasars quench any existing star formation, as the authors speculate? Or could we be 

witnessing these mergers early on, before activity has had a chance to ignite? "It is absolutely possible that . . . 

either star formation, AGN activity, or both will be triggered later on, after the gas settles more," says Freeke 

van de Voort (University of California, Berkeley). 

But, she cautions, it could be that a gas-rich spiral galaxy merging into a gas-poor elliptical simply doesn't 

trigger star formation. Ultimately, simulations would help clarify the nature of these mergers. 

In the meantime, Keel is working on assembling another sample of faded quasars, this time in non-interacting 

galaxies, to help understand the mechanics of turning off quasar radiation without the complicating influence of 

mergers. Coauthor Christopher Lintott (Oxford University) also plans to turn attention from the host galaxies to 

the history of the faded quasars themselves, studying how and why the beacons faded. 
 

Reference: 
William Keel et al. "HST Imaging of Fading AGN Candidates I: Host-Galaxy Properties and Origin of the 

Extended Gas," accepted for publication in Astronomical Journal. 

http://arxiv.org/abs/1408.5159
http://arxiv.org/abs/1408.5159
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/QuasarGhost_NGC5972_480px.jpg
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Nova Sagittarii Still Unpredictable 

By: Alan MacRobert   

The brightest nova since 2013 has, since March 15th, erupted, peaked, dimmed, repeaked, dimmed, and re-

recovered. It's visible in binoculars before dawn, a bit higher in the southeast every morning. What more is 

in store? 

 

Nova Sagittarii 2015 No. 2 on the morning of March 21st, when it first peaked in brightness.  Bob King 

UPDATE APRIL 21: More than a month after its outburst, the nova in the Sagittarius Teapot continues to fluctuate 
between about magnitude 4.5 and 6; it's currently about 5.3. Are the dips in brightness dust-absorption events — is 
the bright object hiding itself in smoke? See the AAVSO's up-to-date preliminary light curve. 

WILL IT SHINE EVEN BRIGHTER THIS SUMMER? The nova's continued brightness suggests that this is a "slow nova" 
and may have bigger things yet to come. George Gliba remarks in the comments below, "I have seen 20 galactic novae 
since 1967. That was the year I observed the slow nova HR Delphini. I saw another slow nova in 1995, V723 Cas. Nova 
Sagittarii 2015 No. 2 looks like it may be a slow nova also. That would mean its peak may not come until July and it 
may get as bright as 3rd magnitude, if it behaves like HR Del and V723 Cas. It may possibly be a naked-eye object in a 
dark sky all summer." 

[Original text, posted March 23rd:] 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/author/alan-macrobert-2/
http://www.aavso.org/lcg/plot?auid=000-BLP-536&starname=PNV+J18365700-2855420&start=2457096.5&stop=2457146.5&obscode=&obscode_symbol=2&obstotals=no&calendar=calendar&forcetics=&grid=on&visual=on&r=on&fainterthan=on&bband=on&v=on&unvalidated=on&pointsize=1&width=800&height=450&mag1=&mag2=&mean=&vmean=
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Nova-Sgr-No-2_March21-2015_King.jpg
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If you're a slug-a-bed waiting for a comfortable morning to get up before dawn to catch the nova that popped up 

in Sagittarius on March 15th, your window of opportunity is closing. 

In just the last day, Nova Sagittarii 2015 No. 2 unexpectedly dropped a magnitude to about mag. 5.4 from its 

peak brightness of about 4.3. 

Do you think of Sagittarius just as a summer constellation? In late March it glitters low in the southeast right 

before the start of dawn for the world's mid-northern latitudes. Farther south it's higher before dawn, but even in 

Canada's heavily populated latitudes, earlybirds will find it in view from any spot with a view low to the 

southeast. 

And it's getting a little higher every morning. To find when morning astronomical twilight begins at your 

location, you can use our online almanac. (If you're on daylight time like most of North America, be sure to 

check the Daylight-Saving Time box.) 

 

The nova is almost on the midline of the Sagittarius Teapot. The horizon here is drawn for just before the 

beginning of morning astronomical twilight in early April for a viewer near 40° north latitude. The nova is 

about 15° above this horizon; by April 10th it will be about 20° up at that time seen from this latitude. Stars are 

plotted to magnitude 6.5. For more detailed charts with comparison-star magnitudes, see the bottom of this 

page.  Sky & Telescope diagram 

How a Nova Works 

This "new" star is definitely one for your logbook. It's the brightest nova in Sagittarius since at least 1898, and 

the brightest anywhere in the sky since Nova Centauri 2013 peaked in mid-December of that year at magnitude 

3.3. 

http://www.aavso.org/lcg/plot?auid=000-BLP-536&starname=PNV+J18365700-2855420&start=2457096.5&stop=2457116.5&obscode=&obscode_symbol=2&obstotals=no&calendar=calendar&forcetics=&grid=on&visual=on&r=on&fainterthan=on&bband=on&v=on&unvalidated=on&pointsize=1&width=800&height=450&mag1=&mag2=&mean=&vmean=
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/observing-tools/almanac/welcome.htm
http://www.aavso.org/n-sgr-2015-no2-000-blp-536
http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Nova_Sgr_2015_full.jpg
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Classical novae are not all alike. Their underlying mechanism is the same: a white-dwarf star collects gas, 

mostly hydrogen, from a close companion star that's overflowing its gravitational boundary and spilling a 

stream to the white dwarf, like a trickle of water overflowing a tilted bucket. (In a close binary star, the gravity-

and-momentum environment is not intuitive.) As the fresh hydrogen builds up on the white dwarf's surface, the 

bottom of this layer becomes compressed ever more intensely by the dwarf's powerful gravity. Eventually the 

layer's bottom becomes dense and hot enough to ignite in a runaway hydrogen-fusion reaction, which quickly 

spreads around the whole star — the layer becomes an H-bomb in the form of a thin shell. 

The hot blast of material expands outward and remains opaque for a while, looking from the outside as if the 

whole star is swelling enormously. The brightness typically jumps by 10 magnitudes. Yet the shell contains 

only about 1/10,000 of a solar mass. In the following days or weeks the ever-widening shell cools, thins, and 

becomes transparent, fading and allowing the original star system in its middle to shine through. The white 

dwarf eventually settles down to its previous state, the gas stream from its companion resumes, and the cycle 

begins anew — building toward the next explosion in anything from a few years to tens of thousands of years. 

The more massive the dwarf and the stronger its gravity, the faster the explosions usually repeat. 

In a supernova, by contrast, an entire star explodes completely and for good. 

Classical novae may all work alike, but their light curves often behave differently. Clearly, other things 

influence the course of events. Sudden brightness drops like the one happening now are unusual. It could halt or 

even reverse at any time. 

About 10 novae in the Milky Way are discovered each year, out of the 40 that are estimated to take place 

throughout the galaxy. 

Here's the nova's up-to-date preliminary light curve from the American Association of Variable Star Observers 

(AAVSO), filled in as members' observations arrive. Here is the AAVSO's list of recent observations. 

The nova's yellow color in the eyepiece seems to be deepening. Here's a color image of its spectrum taken 

March 17th, by Jerome Jooste in South Africa using a Star Analyser spectrograph on an 8-inch reflector. Note 

the wide, bright emission lines. They're flanked on their short-wavelength ends by blueshifted dark absorption 

lines: the classic P Cygni profile of an object with a thick, fast-expanding cooler shell or wind. 

Below are comparison-star charts from the AAVSO, for estimating the nova's brightness. Stars' visual 

magnitudes are given to the nearest tenth with the decimal points omitted. The nova is at declination –28° 55′ 

40″, right ascension 18
h
 36

m
 56.8

s 
(2000.0). 

http://www.aavso.org/lcg/plot?auid=000-BLP-536&starname=PNV+J18365700-2855420&start=2457096.5&stop=2457116.5&obscode=&obscode_symbol=2&obstotals=no&calendar=calendar&forcetics=&grid=on&visual=on&r=on&fainterthan=on&bband=on&v=on&unvalidated=on&pointsize=1&width=800&height=450&mag1=&mag2=&mean=&vmean=
http://www.aavso.org/apps/webobs/results/?star=PNV+J18365700-2855420&num_results=100
https://groups.yahoo.com/neo/groups/staranalyser/conversations/messages/3679
http://www.daviddarling.info/encyclopedia/P/P_Cygni_profile.html
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The cross at center is Nova Sagittarii 2015 No. 2. Magnitudes of comparison stars are given to the nearest tenth 

with the decimal points omitted. The frame is 15° wide, two or three times the width of a typical binocular's 

field of view. Courtesy AAVSO. 

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Nova-SGR-2015-No2_compstar-chart.gif
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And here's a deeper, magnified comparison-star chart, 3° wide, for when the nova fades further. 

- See more at: http://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/observing-news/nova-sagittarii-catch-it-while-you-
still-can/?et_mid=740883&rid=246752253#sthash.xbmEkAav.dpuf 

 

 

  

http://www.skyandtelescope.com/wp-content/uploads/Nova-SGR-2015-No2_compstar-deeper.gif
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