
(Ground-based) Observing considerations:

• When is my object visible?
• Depends on observing location, time of year.
• Need to define “visible” – above the horizon? above a certain altitude?

• Is the moon up or down? How bright is the moon?
• The moon makes the sky bright, hard to see faint objects.
• “Dark time” (new moon) can be very competitive

• How many hours is my object visible for? How much observing time do I need?
• If you need a quick observation (bright object) an hour may be enough
• If you need very deep observations, you want the object visible for many hours.

Skycalc (http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/)

http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/


Skycalc (http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/): When is my object visible?

Choose observatory (or enter location)

Choose date ranges

Enter object information

Click “get observability table”

Important: 
Skycalc wants coordinates without colons!
Be careful to verify you have entered 
coordinates properly….

http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/


• shows moon phase: F (full) / N (new)

• shows the object’s Hour Angle (HA) and airmass 
(sec.z) at the end of evening twilight, center of 
the night, and start of morning twilight.

• shows how many hours during the night the 
object is above (i.e. higher in the sky) an airmass 
of 3, 2, and 1.5.

We see that M87 is above* 1.5 airmasses for 6+ 
hours each night in March and April. But we don’t 
want the moon to interfere with our observations. 
So we might ask for observing time at the beginning 
or end of March, to avoid full moon.

* remember, “above 1.5 airmasses” means “higher in the sky than 
an airmass of 1.5, or in other words sec 𝑧 < 1.5.

Skycalc (http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/)

http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/


Skycalc (http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/): What are the conditions on a particular night?

Choose observatory (or enter location)

Choose date

Enter object information

Click “get airmass table”

http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/


• Shows moon phase (half lit)

• Shows local time at observatory, universal time, 
local sidereal time

• Shows Hour Angle (HA) and airmass (secz) of the 
object over the course of the night.

• Show altitude of Sun and Moon

So on this night, if we wanted to observe with the 
object above and altitude of 1.5 airmasses and no 
moon:

• Start at about 9:30pm (above secz=1.5)
• End at about 3:00am (moonrise)

Skycalc (http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/)

http://www.briancasey.org/artifacts/astro/



