The Spring Sky

by Dr. Whitney Shane, MIRA’s Charles Hitchcock Adams Fellow

Fixed Stars

The intrinsically brightest objects in the sky are the
quasars. This is a popularization of the original and more
descriptive name, quasi-stellar objects. They were so called
because, although they looked like stars, their spectra showed
that they were very distant objects and therefore much too
bright to be any kind of star. These objects are not found in
our part of the universe, and they appear to be associated with
the early stages in the formation of large galaxies, a process
that took place when the universe was only a few billion years
old. We believe that in this stage the
surrounding matter was falling into the new
galaxies at a rapid rate. Collisions of large
gas clouds, and even some stars, caused
loss of orbital energy, so that a large mass
collected in the gravitational center and a
black hole formed. The further accretion of
mass by this black hole released huge
amounts of gravitational energy, causing
the object to radiate very strongly, outshin-
ing all other light sources in the universe.

Itis not clear how long any particular
quasar could last in this active state, but the
statistics of quasars, as now observed,
places an upper limit of about a billion
years, and it may well have been much less.
The process will end when the available
fuel is exhausted. Those stars orbiting near
the black hole can be captured, as can those
orbiting at a greater distance but in very
eccentric orbits. We refer, rather obscurely, to stars in such
orbits as being in the “loss cone,” because of all the stars in a
given location, only those with velocities within a very re-
stricted range will be subject to capture, and thus to loss. Once
captured, these stars will no longer be available as fuel, and the
quasar will fade into obscurity.

This is not the end of the story, because the black hole
continues to exist. In many galaxies, including the Milky Way
and our nearest large neighbor, Messier 31, we find evidence
for such a central black hole. As long as it is not being fed,
such a black hole will not radiate and thus not be directly
observable. However, its gravitational field will influence the
distribution and motion of nearby stars. When we observe

M87 imaged with the MIRA 36-inch
telescope. This 30-second exposure shows
only the bright inner regions of the
galaxy; on a longer exposure, the galaxy
image would be much larger and the jet
invisible.

stars with high velocities orbiting the centers of galaxies, as we
do in the cases mentioned above, as well as many others, we
must conclude that there is a very massive object in the center.
Although we have no direct proof that this object is a black
hole, it seems by far the most plausible explanation. We
sometimes refer to objects of this sort as “dead quasars”, and
we now have every reason to believe that these are common,
even in the nearby galaxies.

A dead quasar may, however, not remain dead. If a star,
somewhere in the galaxy, should be diverted into the loss cone,
for example by a close encounter with
another star, then the quasar could return to
life briefly, as it gobbles up the material of
this unfortunate star. Sometimes this will
happen quietly, as the star plunges straight
into the black hole. But sometimes the star
will be disrupted by tidal forces and the
resulting gas stream will be absorbed by the
black hole, causing it to temporarily
brighten. Such an event might occur in a
dead quasar once in a few thousand years,
making the monitoring of nearby large
galaxies worthwhile.

If a galaxy harboring a dead quasar
should absorb a nearby small galaxy, as
we believe happens from time to time,
particularly in clusters of galaxies, then
matters become even more interesting.
The entry of the new material will disturb
many stellar orbits, and the loss cone will
very likely be replenished so that the black hole will be once
again fed and the dead quasar will come back to life. This
may well be the case in Messier 87, one of the brightest
galaxies in the Virgo cluster. This galaxy may have become
the giant elliptical that it is by capturing neighboring small
galaxies. Such an event may have happened quite recently,
causing the central black hole to become active. The galaxy
has quite a bright nucleus, but the activity does not stop
there. The nucleus shows a bright jet of material, apparently
moving with relativistic velocity, as well as a fainter counter
jet. Although the bright material is confined to the center
of the galaxy, the jet extends far beyond the optical limits
of the galaxy as seen in radio radiation. This originates
from the relativistic material encountering intergalactic gas,



causing it to decelerate and emit synchrotron radiation.
Although jets of one sort or another are often found
associated with quasars, their origin is not well understood.
The rotation axis of the central region no doubt plays an
important part in determining the direction.

Although far less bright than the distant quasars,
Messier 87 shows signs of the kind of activity that must
have been common in the exciting early stages of the
universe. Observers with modest sized telescopes can easily
observe Messier 87 in the spring sky. It is close to the
center of the Virgo cluster and about 10 degrees east of the
white second magnitude star Denebola (Beta Leonis). The
visual observer will see no sign of the jet, which is small

and faint compared to the galaxy itself, but he may be
assured that it is really there.

Planets

Mercury will be very low in the morning sky in late
April and early May, but it remains difficult for northern
observers. It reappears in the evening sky late in June. On
June 27 it will be very close to Venus (0.06 degrees separa-
tion), but the closest approach will occur in the morning
hours.

Venus will become visible in the northwest evening sky
during May, but it will remain very low in the twilight sky
during the remainder of the quarter.

Mars will be low in the southeastern morning sky
during the whole quarter, with visibility improving only
modestly as the quarter comes to an end. It will be 1.2
degrees south of Neptune on April 12 and the same
distance south of Uranus on May 14, perhaps making it
somewhat easier to find these elusive objects. A lunar
occultation of Mars on May 31 will not be visible from our
region.

Jupiter is at opposition on April 3 and moves into the
evening sky as the quarter progresses. There will be three
occultations of Jupiter by the Moon during the quarter,
none of them visible from our part of the world. Those
wishing to observe an occultation may be interested in the
lunar occultation of Antares on the night of May 23.

Saturn is well placed for observation in the evening sky

at the beginning of the quarter, but moves westward and is
lost in the twilight by early June.

Meteor Showers

Two of the spring meteor showers, the Lyrids, on April
22, and the Pi-Puppids, on April 23, will be spoiled by a
nearly full moon. However, the most prominent shower, the
Eta-Aquarids, will be largely free from moonlight. This

shower, which is associated with Comet Halley, may be

observed between the middle of April and the end of May.
The main peak is expected on May 5, but secondary peaks
at variable times are often observed. The shower is observ-

able during the morning hours and best observed from
southerly latitudes.

Comets

Comet 2440 Q2 (Machholz) remains the brightest
comet currently visible, and it should be well placed for
observation from the northern hemisphere.

A new comet, LINEAR (2005 Al) is brightening
rapidly, but until June it will be observable only from the
southern hemisphere. LINEAR(2003 T4) is also currently
best seen from the southern hemisphere.

LINEAR (2003 K4) will still be visible in the evening
sky at the beginning of April before disappearing into the
twilight.

Periodic comet 78P Gehrels will be visible in the
evening sky until May.

Another periodic comet, 9P Temple is attracting much
attention because of the Deep Impact project planned for

July 4. Currently the comet is rather fainter than was
expected.

Eclipses

There will be two eclipses in April. The first one is of
an unusual type, a so-called hybrid eclipse, where over part
of the path of the central eclipse there will be totality and
over another part it will be seen as an annular eclipse. This
will happen when the apparent sizes of the sun and moon
are nearly equal. As the path approaches the sub-solar
point, the moon will appear a little larger, and there will be
a brief total eclipse. Where the path is far from the sub-
solar point the moon will appear a bit smaller and will not
quite cover the solar disk, resulting in an annular eclipse.
This eclipse will take place on April 8, but even the partial
phase will be visible only from the very southernmost part
of California. The path of totality extends over the Pacific
Ocean and finally reaches landfall in Panama.

The second eclipse is a penumbral lunar eclipse, where
the moon passes close enough to the shadow of the earth
that a part of the sunlight is obscured. This will not be a
spectacular event, the moon showing only modest dimming
and some coloration. A small part of the moon does not
even pass through the penumbra and will remain fully
illuminated during the whole eclipse. The eclipse will be
visible from our area on the early morning of April 24 and
will end shortly before moonset.



