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Why Name a Marathon for Messier?

Glenn Holliday
Rappahannock Astronomy Club
March 17 2018




Charles Messier, Comet Runner

Late 1700s gentleman scientist (1730-1817).

In this era, most science was done by those
rich enough to do it as a hobby.

Most gentlemen were scientist hobbyists.
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Renaissance-era astronomers had established comets were
more distant than the Moon.

Halley had established they had orbits like planets.

There were many more comets than planets.

So comets were like planets in some ways, but very different
from in other ways.

They were the great mystery of the century: What made comets
differ from planets?



Charles Messier, Comet Fiend

Messier's first serious professional effort in astronomy was
looking for the predicted return of Halley’'s Comet.

He is credited with discovering 13 comets.

Some sources describe Messier as the first serious comet
hunter, but he had competitors.

He became so intensely competitive that when, at the death of
his wife, a friend consoled him on his loss, Messier replied “Ah!
While | was nursing her, somebody else has discovered a
comet that | missed!”



A Bit of Comet Behavior and Misbehavior

Most comets originate from a § "
huge cloud of icy chunks left Ty

over from the formation of our JPEEsEE e
Solar System.

Solar System planetary orbits

| The Qort Cloud |
(comprising many |
billions of comets)

When a comet's orbit brings it close to the Sun, it moves
relatively quickly, becomes brighter, and shows a tail.

Messier detected comets by watching them move against the
background stars night to night.



The Problem With Watching a Comet Move

Credit: Deep Sky Watch

In a telescope like Messier There are a lot of other objects in
had, a comet looks like this. the sky that look like this.

Credit: Deep Sky Watch

They are completely outside our Solar System, so we call them
Deep Space Objects.

(When we are trying to find a difficult one at a star party, we call
them faint fuzzies.)

Since they are not orbiting the Sun, they do not appear to move
from one night to the next.

Messier would observe one of these for many nights before
concluding it was not moving and was not a comet.



Listing the Unwanted Objects

Messier began to record the locations of these non-comets so
he could recognize quickly when he was looking at one, not
waste time on it, and get back to his search for comets.
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Les pofitions font rapportées ci-conire,

Détails des Nébuleufes & des amas d'T toles.

INébuleufe au deffus de la corne méridionale du Taureau ,
ne contient aucune éroile; ceff une lumicre blanchefire,
alongée en forme de {a lumiére d'une bougie, décou-
verte en oblervant la Comete de 1758, Voyez [a Carte
de cette Comete, Mém. Acad. année 1759, page 1 88;
obfervée par le Dodteur Bévis vers 173 1. Elle efl rap-
portce fur I'Aeias eclefte anglois.

Wébuleufe fans étoile dans fa téte du Verfeau, e centre
en cft brillant, & la lumiere qui Penvironne el ronde;
elle reflemble & la belle Nébulenfe qui fe trouve entre
fa tée & larc du Sagittaire , elle e voit trés-bien avec
une funette de deux picds, placée fur le paralléle de a
du Verteau, M. Meflier a rapporié cette nébuleufe fur
fa Carte de la route de la Cométe obicrvée en 15750
Nim, Acad, année 1760, page #64. M. Maraldi
avoit vu cette fichuleule en 1746, en obfervant la
Comite qui parut cette annce,

Nébuleufe découverte entre le Bouvier & un des Chiens

de Chaffe d'Hévélius, elle ne contient aucune éroile,

fe centre en eft brillant & fa lumictre fe perd infenfi-
blement, elle eft ronde ; par un heau ciel on peut la
voir avec une lunette d'un pied : elle fera rapportée

de I' Avadémie de la méme année. Revue le 29 Mars 1781,
toujours tres-belle.

Amas d'¢oiles tréspetites; avec une foible Tunette on le
voit fous fa forme d'tine nébuleufe; cet amas d'éroiles
elt placc pres d'Antards & fur lon parallele. Obfervé
par M. de la Caille, & rapporté dans fon Catalogue.
Revu le 30 Janvier & le 22 Mars 1781,

Belle Néhuleufe découverte entre la Balance & le Serpent,
pres de 'éiaile du Serpent, de fixieme grandeur, fa cin-
quiéme fuivant le Catalogue de Flamfided : elle ne
contient aucune croile; clie eft ronde , & on la vait
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fur la Carte de fa Cométe oblervée en 1779, Memoives |
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Are Messier’s Discoveries Still Important?

The state-of-the art telescope that Messier used in the 1770s
was roughly the same quality as telescopes that amateurs use
today.

So the objects that Messier discovered with his telescope make
wonderful targets, opportunities to learn, and sometimes
challenges for modern hobbyist astronomers.

The size of Messier's catalog (110 objects) make it an
accomplishment to observe all of them.
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The Messier objects are scattered all across the northern sky.



Seeing Through the Year

The objects we can see at night changes month to month, as
the Earth orbits around the Sun.

Purely by chance, for a few weeks in mid March to early April,
all of the Messier objects are visible in one night.



Seeing Through the Night
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Purely by chance, for a few weeks in mid March to early April, each
of the Messier objects is somewhere in the sky, sometime during
the night.
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