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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 I was nursing her, somebody else has discovered a
comet that I missed!”

A Bit of Comet Behavior and Misbehavior
Most comets originate from a
huge cloud of icy chunks left
over from the formation of our
Solar System.
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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
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In a telescope like Messier
had, a comet looks like this.
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There are a lot of other objects in
the sky that look like this.

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.

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.

Why a Marathon?

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

If the Sun never shone, we
would see all the stars rise in
the east and move across the
sky each night.
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.

Seeing Through the Night
The key to seeing all the
Messier objects in one
marathon night is to target
them in the right order.
Start at sunset with objects
that are about to set in the
West.
Work your way East,
ending before sunrise with
objects that rose just before
the Sun.
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