Astronomy Laboratory Manual - Hartnell College

AST 1L

Lab Module 14


Classification of Messier Objects 
Hartnell Planetarium, color pencils, flashlight with red filter, computer 
Objectives
Develop a classification scheme for galaxies and compare it to Hubble’s Tuning Fork Diagram.  Use the Planetarium to identify and describe the properties of different Messier Objects.    
Background
In the 1700s, one of the ways astronomers distinguished themselves was by discovering comets.  Eighteenth century astronomers would scan the sky with their telescopes looking for faint, fuzzy objects.  Unfortunately for them, there are several fuzzy-looking objects in the sky that are not comets- we know this because, unlike comets, these objects do not move from night to night with respect to the stars in the sky.  

From 1758 to 1782, a French astronomer named Charles Messier compiled a catalog of these diffuse-looking objects, called nebulae, so that they would no longer be mistaken for comets.  Messier catalogued 110 total nebulae.  Most of these objects are still known by their Messier numbers.  

By making detailed observations of celestial objects and classifying them into different groups, astronomers can concentrate on the object’s similarities and differences.  They can then make further observations and develop theoretical models that pinpoint why the objects are similar or different.  A star’s color may indicate its temperature; the shape of a galaxy may indicate that new stars are forming inside it.  These are the types of properties that astronomers like to observe, catalog and compare.  In this lab, you will classify the objects that you see in the Planetarium and in the laboratory.   
Part I. Distinguishing between different Messier Objects

Here the instructor will display the different Messier objects and galaxies on the screen.

Step 1:  Using the worksheets provided, label the different Messier objects and Galaxies.  Use coloring pencils to color in the different Messier and Galaxies by comparing to the colors seen on the screen.

Step 2: Describe visually what the Messier object or galaxy looks like.  Your instructor will assign an object to you and check your work for that object.  Please be prepared to share with the class your description of that object.   

Step 3: In the space provided in the worksheet, record the description that each of the groups present for each of the Messier objects and galaxies.
Part II. Planetarium
For this part, you will need to go to the planetarium.  Images of Messier objects will be projected onto the planetarium dome.  

Step 1:  Working with your group members, classify the images of the Messier objects. 
· If it is a star cluster, write down whether it is a globular cluster or open cluster.  

· If it is a galaxy, describe what kind of galaxy it is.
Step 2: Sketch the object in the following boxes provided.  Also, describe what the object
looks like in the space provided and record the name of the constellation that it is in.

Step 3: After everyone has finished classifying the objects, the images will be shown in
the planetarium again.  The instructor will tell you the correct class of object that you are
observing.  In the space provided, write down the correct name.  Do not erase your own
 attempt to classify the object!

Part III. Conclusion

In your conclusion, include:
· What was Messier originally looking for before he discovered the Messier objects?

· How many Messier objects are there?

· List the main types of Messier objects and describe some of their properties.   
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