
  

Messier 53
Globular Cluster M53 (NGC 5024), class V, in Coma Berenices

Right Ascension 13 : 12.9 (h:m)

Declination +18 : 10 (deg:m)

Distance 58.0 (kly)

Visual Brightness 7.6 (mag)

Apparent Dimension 13.0 (arc min)

Discovered 1775 by Johann Elert Bode.

Globular star cluster Messier 53 (M53, NGC 5024) is one of the more outlying globulars, being about 60,000
light years away from the Galactic center, and almost the same distance (about 58,000 light years) from out
Solar system. At this distance, its apparent angular diameter of 13' corresponds to a linear diameter of roughly
220 light years. It is rapidly approaching us at a velocity given by Mallas as 112 km/s, by Harris as 79 km/s.
M53 has a bright compact central nucleus of about 2' in diameter, although its stars are not very concentrated
toward the center when compared to other globulars, and a gradually decreasing density profile to the outer
edges. Harlow Shapley classified it in density, or concentration class V. While the NGC, following John
Herschel, suspected its brightest red giant stars at about 12th magnitude, the Deep Sky Field Guide lists them
at 13.8 mag, and the horizontal branch at about magnitude 16.9. The cluster's overall spectral type is givan as
F6.

Its discoverer Johann Elert Bode, who found it on February 3, 1775, described it as a "rather vivid and round"
nebula. Charles Messier, who independently rediscovered and cataloged it two years later, on February 26,
1777, found it "round and conspicuous" and that it resembles M79. William Herschel was the first to resolve it
into stars, and found it similar to M10.

As in all globular clusters, the stars of M53 are apparently "metal-poor", which means that they contain only
little quantities of elements heavier than helium (actually mainly elements like carbon and oxygen); those of
M53 are even below the average globular cluster members in "metallicity". It contains the considerably
respectable number of 47 known RR Lyrae variables, some of them were reported to have changed their
periods irreversibly with time (Kenneth Glyn-Jones).

In small amateur telescopes, M53 appears as a slightly oval nebulous object with a large, bright center, of
rather even surface brightness and evenly fading out to the edges. Mallas reports that he saw many stars in the
4-inch refractor under excellent viewing conditions, with the central part appearing somewhat grainy. In
somewhat larger telescopes, its outer fringes appear resolved into stars, while the central part is still
unresolved and grainy, with one star standing out, in telescopes of about 8-inch aperture. Large instruments of
about 12-inch up show it well resolved, with a moderately concenterated nucleus and stars spread out to about
12 arc minutes diameter.

M53 can be easily found just 1 deg NE of the 4th-mag star, 42 Alpha Comae Berenices, a visual binary star
(A: 5.05, B: 5.08, both of spectral type F5V). Alpha Comae itself may be located by either following the line
from Arcturus via Eta Bootis by a further 11 deg to the W, or by following the line of Gamma - Delta -
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Epsilon Virginis by another 7 deg NNE.

At only about 1 degree separation to the east, the faint and quite loose globular cluster NGC 5053 comes into
the field of view, which is at roughly the same distance as M53 (53,500 light years), indicating that these
clusters are also physically rather close together. NGC 5053 contains significantly less stars than M53, in
particular doesn't have such a densely populated, compact bright center, so that its classification as globular
was doubted in the past (now it was confirmed by spectroscopy).

Historical Observations and Descriptions of M53
More images of M53
Amateur images of M53

 Marco Castellani's data for M 53
 Christine Clement's Catalog of Variable Stars in M53
 SIMBAD Data of M53
 NED data of M53
 Publications on M53 (NASA ADS)
 Observing Reports for M53 (IAAC Netastrocatalog)
 NGC Online data for M53
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