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Some ancient Chinese astronomy 

We  spent  some  time  discussing  the  ancient  Chinese  sky, 
pointing  out  the  regions  of  sky  represented  by  the  White 
Tiger,  the  Green  Dragon,  Red  Bird,   Black  Turtle.  The 
northern circumpolar are home to courtly Three Enclosures, 
focussing on the Emperor (represented by the star Kochab) in 
the  Forbidden  Purple  Palace.    We  pointed  out  Vega, 
representing  the  Weaving  Girl  and  Altair,  the  Cowherd, 
separated by the river of the Milky Way.  One day each year 
they  are  reunited  by  the  creation  of  a  bridge  by  magpies, 
celebrated by the festival of Quxi, 

We looked up into Cygnus, home of Xi Zhong, the inventor 
of  the  chariot  during  the  Xia  Dynasty  -  a  long  time  ago. 
Cygnus is also home to Alberio, a showpiece double star of 
blue and gold, some 400 light years away. This looked great 
through our telescopes.

From here it was time to leave our galaxy and we turned the 
telescope to the Andromeda Galaxy, M31. Over 2 million light 
years away, this is one of our closest galactic neighbours. So 
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A Fine Moon 

We began the session by looking 
at a bright half moon, perfect for 
seeing the craters and mountains 
as the Sun casts a good shadow to 
bring  these  features  out.  We 
looked  particularly  for  impact 
craters.  We  also  tracked  down 
The  Sea  of  Tranqui l ity  and 
pointed out  the  spot  where  the 
Apollo 11 mission landed in July 
1969.  The  Bay  of  Rainbows, 
where the Chinese Chang’e rover 
is currently exploring was sadly in 
the shade - another time perhaps.

A setting Mars 

In the west, Mars was bright and 
very  red.  Low in  the  sky,  there 
was  a  lot  of  atmosphere  to  see 
through, but we could clearly see 
the disk and the occasional hint 
of  a  surface  feature.  Mars  is 
presently 222 million km away.

The Great Debate 

We discussed the “Great Debate” 
between  Harlow  Shapley  and 
weber  Curtis  in  1920  -  is  the 
universe  comprised  of  just  our 
galaxy,  our  are  there  lots  of 
galaxies? It was the discovery of a 
Cepheid  Variable  star  in  the 
Andromeda  Galaxy  that  helped 
to  solve  this  question.  Cepheid 
Var iab le  s ta r s  change  in 
brightness  very  regularly,  and 
from  this,  with  some  crafty 
equations,  you  can  determine 
their distance.

ASTRONOMY ON THE DOWNS
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we were looking back in time -  the galaxy as it  was over 2 
million years ago. 

From here  we  returned  to  our  own  galaxy  to  observe  the 
Pleiades, a group of young stars, very blue, gradually drifting 
away from each other  and making their  own way into our 
galaxy. In ancient China, this beautiful cluster represented the 
Hairy Mane of the White Dragon.

Our final target was a planetary nebula, we chose M57 in Lyra, 
also known as the ring nebula. This is a star in its dying days, 
the gas has been cast off,  creating the ring,  leaving a small 
white dwarf star, in the centre, about the size of the Earth. It 
lies about 1400 light years away. In a couple of billion years it 
will  have cooled even more and will  become a black dwarf. 
This is quite a subtle object, appearing as a planet like disc 
(hence  the  term “planetary  nebula”),  best  seen  with  some 
averted vision. This is a good skill to learn as an astronomer 
involving looking to one side of the object or using peripheral 
vision and the more sensitive rods in the eye.  

Navigation 

We learnt to find the Pole Star, both by using the Plough and 
by the constellation of Auriga

The Equipment 

We were using a Celestron C8 Schmit Cassegrain telescope 
and  a  Celestron  Ploss l  30mm  eyepiece ,  g iv ing  us 
magnification  of  67x.  In  astronomy,  when  observing  “deep 
sky” objects, you need the highest possible aperture, (in our 
case 8 inches) and low magnification.

We also used a 4.5 inch Newtonian reflector with a Celestron 
Omni Plossl 32mm eyepiece giving a magnification of 20x. 

The binoculars were Celestron 10 x 50 mm.

Thank you…… 

Many  thanks  to  everybody  for  attending,  we  hope  you 
enjoyed it and will join us on future events. We wish you a 
very happy Christmas and New Year, from the Team at The 
Travelling  History  Company  (John  and  George).  Keep  in 
touch with us through Facebook, Linked In and our website.
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Nasa image of M31, our view 
maybe wasn’t quite this good, 
nevertheless, we had a good 
view. 

Dunhuang Star Map  

The  anc ient  Chinese  sky  i s 
fascinating,  as  the  constellations 
and  asterisms  reflect  social  order 
and the everyday on Earth, ranging 
f rom  the  Emperor  and  h i s 
entourage through to peasants and  
everybody building and objects.

One of the earliest known maps of 
the skies is the Dunhuang Star map, 
dating to the Tang Dynasty (around 
705  AD ) .  For  us,  the  Chinese 
constellations are archaeology in the 
sky!

The polar region -  realm of the 
Emperor 

http://www.ianridpath.com 

The  White  Tiger,  Green  Dragon 
and  “Dipper”  are  represented  in  a 
Neolithic  tomb  at   Xishuipo  in 
Henan province.  This is over 6000 
years ago - amazing.
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