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The telescope’s most remarkable 
discoveries in its first 12 months

OBSERVE THE SUN IN DETAIL THIS SUMMER

VIEW THE DELIGHTS OF  

THE SUMMER TRIANGLE

NANCY GRACE ROMAN: 

THE MOTHER OF HUBBLE

LARGE APERTURE IMAGING 

REFRACTOR ON TEST

STARGAZING IN UTAH,  
THE DARKEST STATE

NEW MISSION TO SOLVE  
DARK MATTER MYSTERY

Track the changingphase of Venus this month

CAPTIVATINGCRESCENT
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The closest supernova�WR�(DUWK�LQ�ƅYH�

years was discovered in the Pinwheel 

Galaxy, M101, on 19 May by amateur 

astronomer Koichi Itagaki. The Japanese 

supernova hunter has more than 100 

supernova discoveries to his name. He  

ƅUVW�QRWLFHG�WKLV�ODWHVW�HYHQW�ZKHQ�LW�ZDV�

mag. +14.9. It grew to mag. +13.5 just 11 

hours later and by 21 May it had reached 

mag. +11.0, where it seems to have 

plateaued. Itagaki quickly reported his 

ƅQG��ZKLFK�ZDV�WKHQ�JLYHQ�WKH�

designation SN 2023ixf and sent out to 

the observing community, triggering both 

professional and amateur astronomers to 

race to their telescopes.

Located just 21 million lightyears away 

in the constellation of Ursa Major, the 

photogenic Pinwheel Galaxy is one of the 

most imaged deep-sky objects, meaning 

several astronomers were able to consult 

their astrophotos from the previous nights 

to discover they too had captured the 

brightening star. Fellow amateur 

astronomer David Kennedy and Bronco 

Oostermeyer’s images of the star taken 

33 and 18 hours prior to the ‘discovery’, 

respectively, showed that the supernova 

had gone from a barely visible magnitude 

+22.0 to magnitude +17.3 in just 15 hours. 

Meanwhile, Martin Bracken’s images from 

16 May showed no sign of the stellar 

explosion at all. 

“I was lucky enough to be imaging M101 

on the day it was discovered and the 

subsequent three days,” says Bracken, a 

regular contributor to the Gallery pages  

of BBC Sky at Night Magazine. “The 

image clearly shows the progression of 

the supernova over those three days.”

Spectral analysis indicates the explosion 

was a Type II supernova. These are 

catastrophic explosions that occur when a 

massive star with a mass between eight 

and 40 times that of the Sun no longer has 

enough fuel to support itself against 

gravity and collapses to form a neutron 

star or a black hole. The close proximity of 

SN 2023ixf gives a unique opportunity to 

study these stellar explosions. The 

supernova occured in the southwest 

region of M101, close to prominent 

Supernova found in M101

VWDU�IRUPLQJ�UHJLRQ�1*&�������3UHYLRXV�

studies of this area found it contained 

three clusters of young stars, which are 

FRPPRQ�SODFHV�WR�ƅQG�WKH�VXSHUJLDQW�

stars that eventually go supernova.

$����VRODU�PDVV�UHG�VXSHUJLDQW�

LGHQWLƅHG�LQ�6SLW]HU�6SDFH�7HOHVFRSH�

images of M101 taken between 2012 and 

2019 could potentially be the origin of the 

supernova, although this star didn’t 

H[KLELW�WKH�W\SLFDO�ƆXFWXDWLRQV�VHHQ�LQ�D�

pre-explosion star. Further analysis will be 

required to establish if it is actually 

connected to the supernova.

If the supernova follows the typical light 

curve of a Type II supernova then it should 

remain above magnitude +13.0 for several 

more months and at a good altitude for 

UK observing. Most deep-space imaging 

setups should be capable of recording the 

supernova, although the light summer 

nights may make this challenging for 

some basic systems.  

X Turn to page 8 to see a full image  

of the supernova in M101

Explosion is the second star death to be observed in the galaxy in 15 years

BULLETIN

S The Pinwheel Galaxy, M101 is a favourite target of amateur astrophotographers, several of whom found they’d captured the 

supernova. The above sequence was made by astro imager Martin Bracken from Essex, UK and shows (from left to right) the galaxy 

before SN 2023ixf’s first appearance on 19 May and then through its subsequent changes over the next three days

16 May,  

no sign of  

the explosion

19–20 May,  

the day the star 

explodes

20–21 May,  

the supernova 

brightens

21–22 May,  

SN 2023ixf 

continues to glow
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