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A MESSAGE FROM THE PRESIDENT 
 

We are still dealing with Covid-19 and social distancing rules even as things slowly return to 

‘normal’.  The Calusa Nature Center is trying to open, but it still may be a little while before 
they do.  Carol Stewart and others are looking forward to doing shows again to the public 

with the new projector.  We may be able to have a meeting again in July. 
 

With social distancing rules, a star party could be difficult.  (Also, weather this time of year 
can be very iffy.)  With those things in mind, we are cancelling at least the June events. 
 

If you received a notice about dues, please respond to it.  We have to finalize our 
membership list for 2020 to the Astronomical League. 
 

Brian 
 

 
Star Party Schedule 2020 
 

Sea Hawk Park – [CANCELLED 6/20], 7/18, 8/22, 9/12, 10/10, 11/7 
 

We have scheduled some of the Seahawk Park nights to coincide with the moon being a 
crescent to 1st quarter stage to allow for lunar observing. 
 

Caloosahatchee Regional Park –9/19, 10/17, 11/14, 12/12 
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Ideas for Using Outreach Funds 
SWFAS would like to hear from members for any suggestions for applying outreach funds. 

 

Members’ Recommended Reading & News Links 
 

Members are encouraged to submit to the editor links to recommended articles 

and books that might be of interest to Club members. 
 

Each Weekly Newsletter of S&T has a 60-second news section. The general link for 
S&T Astronomy News is  https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/ . 
 

Sky and Telescope has a new free introductory E-book “Stargazing: Getting Started” if 
you sign up with your email.  https://skyandtelescope.com  

 

“Details of SpaceX's Starlink "VisorSat" Revealed”, by Monica Young, S&T Weekly, May 8, 2020.  
Abstract:  SpaceX has revealed new details on its plans to darken the Starlink satellites. 

 
“Jupiter Has Trapped a Comet in a Bizarre Orbit”, by Jeff Hecht, S&T Weekly, May 28, 2020.  

Abstract:  Astronomers have discovered a comet trapped in a weird orbit near Jupiter. 
 

“Astronomers Witness the Birth of Planets”, by Monica Young, S&T Weekly, May 21, 2020.  
Abstract:  Two new sets of observations show astronomers what planet formation looks like. 
 

“Stellar Archeology”, by Monica Young, Sky & Telescope, pages 58-64, June, 2020. 
Abstract:  Astronomers are illuminating the universe’s early days by studying chemical patterns 

in the oldest stars. 
 

Feature article, “Catch a Moving Comet”, by Gerald Rhemann, Sky & Telescope, pages 36-40, 
July, 2020.  Abstract:  Photographing these icy visitors often requires a special approach. 
 

For NASA-JPL News see  https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/ . 
 

“Alabama High School Student Names NASA's Mars Helicopter”, JPL-NASA Weekly, April 29, 

2020.  Abstract:  Vaneeza Rupani, a junior at Tuscaloosa County High School in Northport, 
Alabama, came up with the name Ingenuity for NASA's Mars Helicopter … and the motivation behind 

it during NASA's "Name the Rover" essay contest. 
 

For Astronomy Magazine & News, see https://www.astronomy.com/news 
 

Astronomy magazine has a free PDF download of “The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Planets”, 
published September 19, 2019. 
 

“Hubble captures breakup of Comet ATLAS”, by Hailey Rose McLaughlin, Astronomy Weekly,  
May 1, 2020. 

 
Feature article, “Inside the Infrared Universe:  Warm and not so Fuzzy”, by Richard Talcott, 

Astronomy Magazine, June 2020, pages 18-27.  Abstract:  The Spitzer Space Telescope ceased 
operations in January, but not before giving scientists keen insight into star birth, exoplanets, 

and the shape of our galaxy. 
 

 
 

https://www.skyandtelescope.com/astronomy-news/%20.
https://skyandtelescope.com/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/
https://www.astronomy.com/news
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In the Sky for June 
Rise & set times of planets are in local time for Ft. Myers, FL ,(26.6°N, 81.9°W). 

(http://www.heavens-above.com). 
 

Local sunrise on the 1st is at 6:34 a.m. (65°E), and sunset is at 8:16 pm 295°W) 

Local sunrise on the 31st is at 6:37 a.m. (63°E), and sunset is at 8:24 pm (296°W) 

(https://www.timeanddate.com)  
 

Information is from above as well as Sky & Telescope and Astronomy Magazine and SkyMania.com 
 

Moon:  Perigee – 3rd; Full – 5th; Last Quarter – 13th; Apogee – 15th ; New – 21st ; 1st Quarter 
–28th.  For rise & set times, etc., see web sites above, among others. 
 

Mercury (evening twilight, West in Gemini), is seen during the first half of June at 
magnitude +0.4, and an 8” disk a little more than 1/3 lit.  On the 1st, it sets at 10 p.m. just 
1¾ hours after the Sun, which sets at 8:16 p.m.  Mercury fades to magnitude 1.3 by the 
12th and dims out of view without visual aid a few days later.  Its greatest eastern 
elongation from the Sun is 24° on June 4, and its inferior conjunction is on July 1st. 
 

Venus (dawn, East-Northeast, in Taurus) passes above the Sun by about 1 solar radius 
late in the first week of June.  It starts the month setting about 1¾ hours after sunset 
(10:01 p.m.), and is a standout at magnitude -3.7.  It ends the month setting at 5:44 

p.m.  Rise times for the 1st & 31st, respectively, are 8:11 a.m. and 4:34 a.m.  Near the 
end of June it brightens back to -4.7, presenting a 44” disk at 18% illumination. 
 

Mars (early morning, Southeast, in Aquarius) rises at 2:05 a.m. at the beginning of 
June, and at 1:06 a.m. by the end.  It sets at 1:27 p.m. on the 1st and 12:56 p.m. on the 
30th, making for a good all-night party this month.  Mars moves to Pisces before month’s 
end, and it increases in brightness from 0.0 to -0.5 by the 30th, and grows from 9.33” to 
11.44” for the month. 
 

Jupiter (late evening, South- Southwest, in Sagittarius), is still close to Saturn this month, 
rising on the 1st at 11:22 p.m., followed in less than 20 minutes by Saturn, and rising on 
the 30th at 9:18 p.m just ahead of Saturn 9:40 p.m.  The corresponding setting times on 
the 1st are 11:22 p.m. and 11:40 p.m., and 7:48 a.m. and 8:17 a.m. on the 30th.  Its 
brightness decreases slightly from -2.4 to -2.2.  Jupiter is slowly retrograding, appearing 
to move westward. 
 

Saturn (late evening, South- Southwest, in Capricornus), rises and sets with Jupiter as 
given above, the two being within 5° of each other.  Its brightness decreases from +0.4 to 
+0.2 for the month.  Saturn is also in retrograde this month.  It will move into Sagittarius by 
July 3.  By the end of June, Jupiter and Saturn will become separated by about 6°. 
 

Uranus:  At the beginning of June, it rises at a few degrees altitude and 76° elevation at 
4:42 a.m., and sets at 5:37 p.m., at Az, El pf 8.1°, 282 °.  At the end of June, it rises 
before 3 a.m. at magnitude +5.9, and sets just before 4 p.m. 
 
Neptune:  At the beginning of June, it rises at 2:23 a.m. and sets at 2:02 p.m.  At mid-
month, it is about 1.6° northwest of Mars, with the Moon a few degrees east of Mars.  At 
the end of June, it rises a ½ hour after midnight at magnitude +7.9 and sets just after 
noon.  
 

International Space Station: The ISS is visible on June 1-11 between about 9-11 p.m. with 
brightness between-1.2 to -3.7 and 4-6 a.m. during the last week of June, with a brightness of 

http://www.heavens-above.com/
https://www.timeanddate.com/
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-1.1 to -3.8.  See this link for specific times and routes for the ISS: http://www.heavens-

above.com 
 

 Hubble Space Telescope: will be visible on June 1-4 around 9-11 p.m. with a brightness 
between 2.2-3.0, on the 19th & 20th close to 5:30 a.m. at magnitude 2.8-3.1, and from the 
21st through the 30th between 3:40 – 6 a.m. at magnitudes from0.9 to 3.3.  See this link 
for specific times and routes for the HST:  http://www.heavens-above.com 
 

Comets and Asteroids:  See this link for specific times and routes for brightest 
observable comets and asteroids:  http://www.heavens-above.com.  Links to finder charts 
are also available. 

 

Brightest of currently observable comets is SWAN, on May 29 at magnitude 6.3, 24° from 

the Sun, Alt, Az = 8.4°, 317°NW.  However, this comet changed abruptly.  See article on 
in this Newsletter, from S&T Weekly, by Bob King, May 22, 2020, “Comet SWAN's Final 

Song”.  Abstract:  Despite early expectations Comet SWAN appears to be fizzling, 
providing yet another opportunity to appreciate what makes these objects so unique  

Contrast this sharply with S&T Weekly article a couple of weeks earlier, “Comet SWAN 
Expected to Put on a Splendid Show”, by Bob King, May 6, 2020.  Abstract:  Comet SWAN 

is expected to grace northern skies in the days to come. 
 

A similar disappointment was comet Atlas, alas, whose breakup was seen by Hubble.  See 
“Hubble captures Breakup of Comet ATLAS”, in Astronomy Magazine, by Hailey Rose 

McLaughlin, published May 1, 2020. 
 

Brightest currently observable asteroids include Vesta, Ceres, and Iris at brightness levels 
of 8.3, 9.0, and 9.7, respectively.  See article in JPL Weekly, May 1, 2020, “Asteroid 1998 
OR2 to Safely Fly Past Earth This Week”.  Abstract:  The large near-Earth object is well 

known to astronomers and will get no closer than 3.9 million miles to our planet. 
 
 

  

file:///C:/Users/brisley/AppData/Local/Temp/:%20%20http:/www.heavens-above.com
file:///C:/Users/brisley/AppData/Local/Temp/:%20%20http:/www.heavens-above.com
http://www.heavens-above.com/
http://www.heavens-above.com/
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Southwest Florida Astronomical Society, Inc.   Event Schedule for 2020 

This is tentative based on Covid-19 conditions 
 

Date                          Event                               Location                            Time/Note 

June 4th, 2020 Monthly Meeting 
CANCELLED 

Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

June 20th, 2020 Monthly Star Party 
CANCELLED 

Seahawk Park Dusk  

July 2nd, 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

July 18th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Dusk  

Aug 6th, 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

Aug 22nd, 2020 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Dusk  

Sept 3rd , 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 

Planetarium 
7:30pm 

Sep 12th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Dusk  

Sep 19th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk  

Oct 1st, 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

Oct 10th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Dusk  

Oct 17th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk  

Nov 5th, 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

Nov 7th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Seahawk Park Dusk  

Nov 14th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk  

Dec 3rd, 2020 Monthly Meeting Calusa Nature Ctr Planetarium 7:30pm 

Dec 12th, 2020 Monthly Star Party Caloosahatchee Regional Park Dusk  

 

All observing events are Weather Permitting. 

If it is cloudy or a chance of rain, we may not setup at all.  

There may be no way to provide advance notice of cancellation.  
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Events may be cancelled several hours before scheduled time based on observed 
conditions and forecasts at that time and weather may change. 

 

Monthly Star Parties: These are held at either Seahawk Park in Cape Coral or at Caloosahatchee Regional 

Park (CRP) off SR78 7 miles east of SR31. Other than park fees noted, these are free and open to the 

public. Those wanting to learn how to use equipment can bring it to the monthly star parties or the monthly 

meetings. We are always glad to help people learn how to use their telescopes. It is also a great way to 

learn about different telescopes and try some out before making a purchase. 
 

Seahawk Park is in North Cape Coral off Wilmington Blvd. (Nelson Rd or Chiquita Blvd are the nearest 

cross streets.) There is a brown sign in the center median at the entrance to the park. (GPS may not get 

you to the park, as some of the local roads have been closed.) You will make a big J hook before getting to 

the parking area. Seahawk Park is managed by the Cape Coral R/Seahawks Club for Radio Controlled Planes 

and they have priority. They are usually done by sunset but may be there before sunrise. Park in the lot 

and transport your equipment to the concrete staging area before the runway. This park is handicap 

capable as there is level concrete leading from parking to the staging area. 
 

CRP has a gate that closes at dusk, you can check the county’s website for current gate closing times and 

the status of the park’s Northside entrance as that is where we observe from. (They may close the area if 

there are issues with the trails.) There is a parking fee of $1/hr or $5/day at CRP. Park in the main 

Northside parking lot. We sometimes setup down the dirt road that goes to the east. That area is grassy 

and may not be level, so one should walk on the dirt road as much as possible and watch their step. 
 

Big Cypress: The Big Cypress Welcome Center is located off US41 3 miles east of SR29 about 25 miles east 

of Naples. Big Cypress has earned a Dark Sky Park designation. They hold observing events down the road 

that extends south of the Welcome Center during the winter months. This is a real dark sky site. Their 

observing events are free.  The site is open all the time and is a fee free area.  They ask that you keep the 

road clear. 
 

Solar Events: We have daytime solar events where one can safely look at the Sun. Things such as 

sunspots and prominences may be visible. These are free unless tied to another event that may have an 

entrance fee. There are seasonal monthly events held at different parks around Charlotte County as well as 

at other major public events in SW FLA. 
 

Rotary Park Star Party: This is a free public star party held at Rotary Park at the south end of Pelican 
Blvd in South Cape Coral. Park to the west of the main building and walk to where we are setup to the 
east of the main building. 

 

Moore Observatory, FSW Punta Gorda Campus: The campus is located off Airport Rd just east of I-75. 

Go to the right around the lake and park. The observatory is located down the path along the lake. Besides 

the telescope in the observatory, additional scopes may be setup around the observatory. This is a free 

event. 
 

Star Party Etiquette: Bright white flashlights are not welcome. We use red flashlights to preserve our 

night vision. At the parks, please use just your parking lights if possible. As there may be cords and tripod 

legs that are hard to see in the dark, we ask that all children be well behaved and cautious around the 

telescopes. If you need help in moving around in the dark, just ask. Someone will be happy to guide you 

with a red light. If you have a telescope and need help with it, just ask. Someone will be glad to show you 

how to use it. 
 

Golden Rules to Telescope Observing: Move your eye to the telescope, don’t try to move the 

telescope to your eye! Ladders/chairs are there for your support, the telescopes do not provide support 

and should not be touched.   
 

Website:  www.theeyepiece.org   Check us out on Facebook, too. 

  

http://www.theeyepiece.org/


 

7 
 

Members’ Photos 
 

By John Maclean 
Solar Prominences during May 2020 

 

 
 

Whirlpool Galaxy (unguided <30, light pollution at residence) 
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By Phil Jansen                                 Big Cypress Preserve 
 

M20 Trifid Nebula  

 
 

M8  Lagoon Nebula  
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NASA's Perseverance Rover Will Look at Mars Through These 'Eyes' 
JPL-News Weekly, May 1, 2020 

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news 
 

See the source online for videos and links. 
 

A pair of zoomable cameras will help scientists and rover drivers with high-resolution color images 

 

 
 

 

.  
 

 
 

 
 

 

A close-up of the head of Perseverance Rover's remote sensing mast. The mast head 

contains the SuperCam instrument (its lens is in the large circular opening). In the gray 

boxes beneath mast head are the two Mastcam-Z imagers. On the exterior sides of 

those imagers are the rover's two navigation cameras. Image Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech 

This image presents a selection of the 23 cameras on NASA's Perseverance Rover. 

Many are improved versions of the cameras on the Curiosity rover, with a few new 
additions as well. Image Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech 

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news
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When it launches this summer, NASA's Perseverance rover will have the most advanced pair 
of "eyes" ever sent to the Red Planet's surface: Its Mastcam-Z instrument packs a next-gen 

zoom capability that will help the mission make 3D imagery more easily. Rover operators, 
who carefully plan out each driving route and each movement of a rover's robotic arm, view 

these stereo images through 3D goggles to see the contours of the landscape.  

Located on Perseverance's "head," Mastcam-Z (the Z stands for "zoom") is a more 
advanced version of Mastcam, which NASA's Curiosity Mars rover has relied on to produce 
gorgeous panoramas of the Martian landscape. But it does more than that, and so will 

Mastcam-Z: Along with producing images that enable the public to follow the rover's daily 
discoveries, the cameras provide key data to help engineers navigate and scientists choose 

interesting rocks to study. The difference is that Curiosity's Mastcam can't zoom. 

Zoom With a View 

Curiosity's Mastcam was initially designed to be zoomable, but that proved difficult to 

achieve at the time in such a small instrument (Curiosity launched in 2011). 

"The original plan was for Curiosity to have a zoom camera that could go out to an extreme 
wide angle like a spaghetti western view," said Jim Bell of Arizona State University, 

Mastcam-Z's principal investigator and Mastcam's deputy principal investigator. "It would 

have been an amazing panoramic perspective but proved really hard to build at the time." 

Instead, Curiosity's Mastcam has one telephoto lens and one wide-angle lens. Images are 
taken through each and can be combined to produce stereo views. But the wide-angle lens 

takes in far more of the landscape in a single shot than the telescopic one; it requires up to 
nine telescopic images to match.  

Perseverance's Mastcam-Z simplifies matters, zooming both lenses until they match and 
can be used to make a single 3D image. This is both easier and requires sending fewer 

images - and less data - to Earth. 

Eyes of a Scientist 

Besides providing a stereo view to help drivers choose the safest path, Mastcam-Z will help 

geologists choose scientific targets and better understand the landscape that rock samples 
are found in: Did they fall from a neighboring cliffside? Are they from an ancient stream?  

Mastcam-Z will provide "superhuman vision," viewing the landscape in a variety of colors 

(wavelengths of light), including some that can't be detected by the human eye. Scanning 
the terrain in the ultraviolet or infrared, for example, could reveal metal meteorites dotting 

the surface or color variations indicating compositions that warrant more detailed analysis 
by other instruments. 

Mastcam-Z isn't a spectrometer, which is to say, an instrument that uses light to do 
detailed scientific analysis. "But it can provide mineral clues that other instruments will 

follow up on," Bell said. 

https://mars.nasa.gov/mars2020/spacecraft/instruments/mastcam-z/
https://youtu.be/X2UaFuJsqxk
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The camera system can also observe the Sun and sky, watching for transits of Mars' moons 
across the Sun and measuring how dust storms and cloud formations change over the 

seasons. 

Mars for the People 

Bell's first experience with Mars pictures was as an 11-year-old, watching images on the 

nightly TV news sent back by the Viking landers in 1976. He was later involved in the Mars 
Pathfinder mission and went on to lead the Pancam systems on the Spirit and Opportunity 

rovers, which inspired a new generation of Mars fanatics, including future scientists and 
engineers. 

The vistas that Perseverance will send back from its landing site, Jezero Crater, will be just 
as significant for those who work on the mission and everyone who's following along. 

That's why there are plans to share Mastcam-Z images and mosaics made by the amateur 

community on a public website. "It's important that the public have a sense of ownership," 
Bell said. "The Mastcam-Z images belong to all of us." 

Perseverance is a robotic scientist weighing about 2,260 pounds (1,025 kilograms). The 
rover's astrobiology mission will search for signs of past microbial life. It will characterize 

the planet's climate and geology, collect samples for future return to Earth, and pave the 
way for human exploration of the Red Planet. No matter what day Perseverance launches 

during its July 17-Aug. 5 launch period, it will land at Mars' Jezero Crater on Feb. 18, 2021. 

The Mars 2020 Perseverance rover mission is part of a larger program that includes 
missions to the Moon as a way to prepare for human exploration of the Red Planet. Charged 

with returning astronauts to the Moon by 2024, NASA will establish a sustained human 

presence on and around the Moon by 2028 through NASA's Artemis lunar exploration plans. 

For more information about the Perseverance rover: 

https://mars.nasa.gov/mars2020/ 

https://www.nasa.gov/perseverance 

News Media Contact 
 

Andrew Good 
Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Pasadena, Calif. 

818-393-2433 
andrew.c.good@jpl.nasa.gov 

 
Alana Johnson 

NASA Headquarters, Washington 
202-358-1501 

alana.r.johnson@nasa.gov 
 

2020-089   

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/news/news.php?feature=7366
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/missions/viking-1/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/missions/viking-2/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/missions/mars-pathfinder-sojourner-rover/
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/missions/mars-pathfinder-sojourner-rover/
https://mars.nasa.gov/mer/mission/instruments/pancam/
https://mars.nasa.gov/news/8549/nasas-mars-2020-will-hunt-for-microscopic-fossils/
https://www.nasa.gov/specials/artemis/
https://mars.nasa.gov/mars2020/
https://www.nasa.gov/perseverance
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Comet SWAN's Final Song 
Sky & Telescope, by: Bob King, May 22, 2020 

 

Despite early expectations Comet SWAN appears to be fizzling, providing yet another 
opportunity to appreciate what makes these objects so unique. 

Comet SWAN (C/2020 F8) makes an appearance at the start of dawn north of Duluth, Minn. on May 

19. The photo conveys the comet's small apparent size and blue-green color easily visible in a 

telescope at the time. The trees are motion-blurred because a tracking mount was used to follow 

the stars. Details: 200mm telephoto at f/2.8, ISO 400, 50-second exposure.  Bob King 

Like you, I waited patiently for Comet SWAN (C/2020 F8). Watched it brighten and develop 
a beautiful gas tail in April and early May, excited that it was on track to become an easy 

naked-eye object by mid-May. Southern Hemisphere observers recorded a steady increase 
in brightness through April, including an outburst at month's end that boosted its magnitude 

to 5.2. Observers with dark skies reported seeing the comet without optical aid. Even the 
May 2nd electronic telegram from the International Astronomical Union (IAU) predicted a 

peak magnitude of 2.8 for SWAN around May 21st. The world was poised with anticipation. 

https://skyandtelescope.org/astronomy-news/comet-swan-expected-to-put-on-a-splendid-show/
https://skyandtelescope.org/wp-content/uploads/SWAN-comet-C-2020-F8-May-19-2020-S2.jpg
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This light curve of Comet SWAN from the Comet Observation Database (COBS) shows SWAN's 

rapid increase in brightness in late April followed by stagnation and then a downturn in recent 

days.   COBS Comet Observation Database / CC BY-NA-SA 4.0 

Then it all came to a screeching halt. The comet's brightness stalled and then reversed itself 
just days before its transition from southern to northern skies. The visual feast we'd 

expected became a modest morsel instead. SWAN may still have an outburst in the cards, 
but what I saw at dawn on May 19 — my first swing at the comet — didn't give cause for 

optimism.  

Through 10×50 binoculars it was a small, fuzzy patch of light glowing wanly at magnitude 

6.2. While I couldn't detect a tail in the glass, it was obvious in short time-exposure photos. 
Needless to say, I couldn't see the comet with the naked eye. Through my 15-inch (38-cm), 

the head shined a beautiful Mediterranean blue with a delicate, broad tail streaming to the 
west.  

https://www.cobs.si/
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Comet SWAN has lost its oomph! On May 21 at 3:27 CDT very little condensation was evident in the 

coma.  Bob King 

Clear skies prevailed again on May 21st. I set the alarm half-hoping SWAN would turn 
around, but when I trained the binoculars on it for the second time I quickly discovered it 

had faded by another half magnitude. Standing only 7° high at twilight's start it appeared 
quite faint in binoculars but a 10-inch scope showed a 10′ wide coma and faint tail. The 

core, which appeared condensed on May 19, looked diluted and washed out, resembling the 
post-breakup appearance of Comet ATLAS (C/2019 Y4). 

https://skyandtelescope.org/astronomy-news/comet-atlas-will-it-become-a-naked-eye-object/
https://skyandtelescope.org/wp-content/uploads/SWAN-Comet-May-21-2020-Crop.jpg
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Map showing the comet's position at 10:15 p.m. CDT every other night from May 22 to June 3. 

Stars plotted to magnitude 7.5. Click for a large version.  

Stellarium 

As you read this, SWAN is transitioning from the morning to the evening sky, making it 

easier for many more of us to keep an eye on it. The comet will stand just 5–10° high 
above the north-northwestern horizon at the end of evening twilight when it's best visible, 

so be sure to find a spot with a wide-open view in that direction. While it may prove difficult 
or impossible to see in ordinary binoculars, a telescope will still provide a good view.  

https://skyandtelescope.org/wp-content/uploads/SWAN-new-May-map_v2.jpg


 

16 
 

Comet SWAN travels from Perseus to Auriga in the next two weeks. This photo, taken from Duluth, 

Minn. at 47° N, gives you an idea of its low path across the northern sky.  

Bob King  

It's always possible that a cache of fresh ice could lead to another outburst or the nucleus 

could fragment as it approaches perihelion on May 27th, but don't count on it. Just the 
same, I encourage you to have a look if only to see what all the fuss is about. If clouds or 

an obstructed horizon make this impossible, our friend Gianluca Masi will feature live views 
of the comet on his Virtual Telescope site on May 27th starting at 19:00 UT (3 p.m. EDT). 

Before the current fading episode, SWAN was expected to slowly dim during the final week 

of May while en route toward the bright star Capella — a most helpful sky guide.  

Fizzle and Fade 

So why did the comet stall and fade? SWAN is a newcomer to the inner solar system, 

having arrived after a multi-million year journey from the Oort Cloud. Nascent ices of 
nitrogen, carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide in its nucleus rapidly vaporized on approach 

to the Sun, causing the comet to brighten rapidly and leading us to think the trend would 
continue. Once those ices were used up, the light curve flattened.  

https://www.virtualtelescope.eu/2020/05/22/glory-and-beauty-of-comet-c-2020-f8-swan-live-online-observation-27-may-2020/
https://solarsystem.nasa.gov/solar-system/oort-cloud/in-depth/
https://skyandtelescope.org/wp-content/uploads/SWAN-photo-map_anno-S2.jpg
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While that's the most likely explanation, it's also possible the nucleus underwent 
fragmentation. Claudio Martinez of the Fundación AZARA de Historia Natural in Argentina, 

along with Argentine amateur Victor Buso, took close-ups of the comet's core on May 8th 
that appear to show a double nucleus. They're still waiting for their results to be confirmed.  

Over the years I've learned not to complain about comets even when they "underperform." 
They are what they are — volatile, unpredictable, fragile — and refreshingly innocent of 

expectations. 

 

  

An apparent double nucleus in Comet SWAN photographed on 
May 8 with a 40-cm f/4.5 reflecting telescope. Victor Buso 

https://infobservador.blogspot.com/
https://skyandtelescope.org/wp-content/uploads/SWAN-Claudio-and-Victor.jpg
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This article is distributed by NASA Night Sky Network 
 
The Night Sky Network program supports astronomy clubs across the USA dedicated to 
astronomy outreach. Visit nightsky.jpl.nasa.org to find local clubs, events, and more! 
 

 
 
 

Summer Triangle Corner: Vega 
David Prosper and Vivian White 

 
If you live in the Northern Hemisphere and look up during June evenings, you’ll see the 

brilliant star Vega shining overhead. Did you know that Vega is one of the most studied 
stars in our skies? As one of the brightest summer stars, Vega has fascinated astronomers 

for thousands of years. 

 
Vega is the brightest star in the small Greek constellation of Lyra, the harp. It’s also one of 

the three points of the large “Summer Triangle” asterism, making Vega one of the easiest 
stars to find for novice stargazers. Ancient humans from 14,000 years ago likely knew Vega 

for another reason: it was the Earth’s northern pole star! Compare Vega’s current position 
with that of the current north star, Polaris, and you can see how much the direction of 

Earth’s axis changes over thousands of years. This slow movement of axial rotation is called 
precession, and in 12,000 years Vega will return to the northern pole star position.Bright 

Vega has been observed closely since the beginning of modern astronomy and even helped 
to set the standard for the current magnitude scale used to categorize the brightness of 

stars. Polaris and Vega have something else in common, besides being once and future pole 
stars: their brightness varies over time, making them variable stars. Variable stars’ light 

can change for many different reasons. Dust, smaller stars, or even planets may block the 
light we see from the star. Or the star itself might be unstable with active sunspots, 

expansions, or eruptions changing its brightness. Most stars are so far away that we only 

record the change in light, and can’t see their surface.  
 

NASA’s TESS satellite has ultra-sensitive light sensors primed to look for the tiny dimming 
of starlight caused by transits of extrasolar planets.Their sensitivity also allowed TESS to 

observe much smaller pulsations in a certain type of variable star’s light than previously 
observed. These observations of Delta Scuti variable stars will help astronomers model 

their complex interiors and make sense of their distinct, seemingly chaotic, pulsations. This 
is a major contribution towards the field of astroseismology: the study of stellar interiors via 

observations of how sound waves “sing” as they travel through stars. The findings may help 
settle the debate over what kind of variable star Vega is. Find more details on this research, 

including a sonification demo that lets you “hear” the heartbeat of one of these stars, at: 
bit.ly/DeltaScutiTESS 

 
Interested in learning more about variable stars? Want to observe their changing 

brightness? Check out the website for the American Association of Variable Star Observers 

(AAVSO) at aavso.org. You can also find the latest news about Vega and other fascinating 
stars at nasa.gov. 
 

https://nightsky.jpl.nasa.org/
https://bit.ly/DeltaScutiTESS
https://www.aavso.org/
https://www.nasa.gov/
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Vega possesses two debris fields, similar to our own solar system’s asteroid and Kuiper belts. 

Astronomers continue to hunt for planets orbiting Vega, but as of May 2020 none have been 

confirmed. More info: bit.ly/VegaSystem  Credit: NASA/JPL-Caltech 
 

 

Can you spot Vega? You may need to look straight up to find it, especially if observing after 
midnight. 

 

  

https://bit.ly/VegaSystem
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