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Look Up in the Sky - It's a Bird
Theresa Summer

Bird constellations abound in the night sky, including Cygnus, the majestic swan. Easy to find with its dazzling
stars, it is one of the few constellations that look like its namesake and it is full of treasures. Visible in the Northern
Hemisphere all summer long, there’s so much to see and even some things that can’t be seen. To locate Cygnus,
start with the brightest star, Deneb, also the northeastern most and dimmest star of the Summer Triangle. The
Summer Triangle is made up of three bright stars from three different constellations — read more about it in the
September 2022 issue of Night Sky Notes. “Deneb" is an Arabic word meaning the tail. Then travel into the triangle
until you see the star Albireo, sometimes called the “beak star” in the center of the summer triangle. Stretching out
perpendicular from this line are two stars that mark the crossbar, or the wings, and there are also faint stars that

extend the swan’s wings.

From light-polluted skies, you may only see the brightest stars, sometimes called the Northern Cross. In a darker
sky, the line of stars marking the neck of the swan travels along the band of the Milky Way. A pair of binoculars will
resolve many stars along that path, including a sparkling open cluster of stars designated Messier 29, found just
south of the swan'’s torso star. This grouping of young stars may appear to have a reddish hue due to nearby

excited gas.

Let’'s go deeper. While the bright beak star Albireo is easy to pick out, a telescope will let its true beauty shine! Like
a jewel box in the sky, magnification shows a beautiful visual double star, with a vivid gold star and a brilliant blue
star in the same field of view. There’s another marvel to be seen with a telescope or strong binoculars — the Cygnus
Loop. Sometimes known as the Veil Nebula, you can find this supernova remnant (the gassy leftovers blown off of
a large dying star) directly above the final two stars of the swan’s eastern wing. It will look like a faint ring of
illuminated gas about three degrees across (six times the diameter of the Moon).

Speaking of long-dead stars, astronomers have detected a high-energy X-ray source in Cygnus that we can’t see
with our eyes or backyard telescopes, but that is detectable by NASA's Chandra X-ray Observatory. Discovered in
1971 during a rocket flight, Cygnus x-1 is the first X-ray source to be widely accepted as a black hole. This black
hole is the final stage of a giant star’s life, with a mass of about 20 Suns. Cygnus x-1 is spinning at a phenomenal
rate — more than 800 times a second — while devouring a nearby star. Astronomically speaking, this black hole is in

our neighborhood, 6,070 light years away. But it poses no threat to us, just offers a new way to study the universe.

Check out the beautiful bird in your sky this evening, and you will be delighted to add Cygnus to your go-to summer

viewing list. Find out NASA'’s latest methods for studying black holes at www.nasa.gov/black-holes.
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Look up after sunset during summer months to find Cygnus! Along the swan’s neck find the band of our
Milky Way Galaxy. Use a telescope to resolve the colorful stars of Albireo or search out the open cluster
of stars in Messier 29. Image created with assistance from Stellarium: stellarium.org

While the black hole Cygnus x-1 is invisible with even the most powerful Optical telescope, in X-ray, it
shines brightly. On the left is the optical view of that region with the location of Cygnus x-1 shown in the
red box as taken by the Digitized Sky Survey. On the right is an artist’s conception of the black hole
pulling material from its massive blue companion star.

(Credit: NASA/CXC chandra.harvard.edu/photo/2011/cygx1/)



