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NGC-6888 (Caldwell 27) The Crescent Nebula 

Introduction 

The purpose of the observer’s challenge is to encourage the pursuit of visual observing.  

It is open to everyone that is interested, and if you are able to contribute notes, drawings, or 

photographs, we will be happy to include them in our monthly summary.  Observing is not only 

a pleasure, but an art.  With the main focus of amateur astronomy on astrophotography, many 

times people tend to forget how it was in the days before cameras, clock drives, and GOTO.  

Astronomy depended on what was seen through the eyepiece.  Not only did it satisfy an innate 

curiosity, but it allowed the first astronomers to discover the beauty and the wonderment of the 

night sky. 

Before photography, all observations depended on what the astronomer saw in the 

eyepiece, and how they recorded their observations.  This was done through notes and drawings 

and that is the tradition we are stressing in the observers challenge.  By combining our visual 

observations with our drawings, and sometimes, astrophotography (from those with the 

equipment and talent to do so), we get a unique understanding of what it is like to look through 

an eyepiece, and to see what is really there.  The hope is that you will read through these notes 

and become inspired to take more time at the eyepiece studying each object, and looking for 

those subtle details that you might never have noticed before.  Each new discovery increases 

one’s appreciation of the skies above us.  It is our firm belief that careful observing can improve 

your visual acuity to a much higher level that just might allow you to add inches to your 

telescope.  Please consider this at your next observing session, as you can learn to make details 

jump out.  It is also a thrill to point out details a new observer wouldn’t even know to look for in 

that very faint galaxy, star cluster, nebula, or planet. 



NGC-6888 (Caldwell 27) The Crescent Nebula 

NGC-6888, the Crescent Nebula is also known as Caldwell 27.  It’s an emission nebula 

in Cygnus and was discovered by William Herschel in 1792.  It lies 5,000 light-years away and 

is approximately 25 light-years across.  The nebula is lit up by a Wolf-Rayet star known as WR-

136.  The star is shedding its outer envelope in a strong stellar wind which is colliding with much 

slower moving gasses in this already rich nebulous region.  There are two shockwaves involved.  

One is going in while the other is going out.  One day, it’s predicted that the central star will go 

supernova. 

Despite how it looks in photos, the Crescent Nebula can be a challenge to spot.  It’s very 

hard to see without some kind of filter.  In fact, in many telescopes on an average night, it may 

be completely invisible with just an eyepiece.  However, a filter, especially an O-III, makes the 

nebula jump out from the background sky. 

It’s relatively easy to find the general area as it’s in the Cygnus Northern Cross.  Go to 

the central star that connects the arms and follow the cross down to the next star below the arms.  

The nebula lies approximately halfway between these two stars. 

Though certainly not impossible to see, this object puts the “challenge” in our Challenge! 



Observations/Drawings/Photos 

Roger Ivester:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

The challenge object for this month was NGC-6888, also known as the Crescent Nebula, 

located in the constellation of Cygnus.  During several nights of various levels of transparency 

and seeing, I could not see NGC-6888 with my 10-inch reflector without the use of a nebula 

filter.  All observations were made from my moderately light-polluted backyard located in 

Boiling Springs, North Carolina. 

On Monday night, October 18, 2010, friend and local observer Don Olive joined me to 

compare views, and notes.  Neither of us could see the nebula at 44X, but with the employ of an 

O-III filter, it was fairly easy.  With careful attention, the nebula filled with details.  Our 

descriptions and views were very similar after repeated and intermittent changes at the eyepiece.  

We both agreed that low magnification seemed to work best. 

There were basically four brighter stars making a rough square.  The nebula was more 

concentrated to the west of the brightest and most northern star of the group.  It had an elongated 

shape, making a slight loop toward the SW.  The nebula then curved toward the east, but the NE 

section was much less bright and far less concentrated than NW section.  The brighter more 

concentrated NW section lost much of its surface brightness and became more diffuse, especially 

as it progressed toward the southern region.  There was a brighter section on the SE tip that was 
very obvious, and curved mostly toward the east.  The overall shape of this nebula was a curving 

loop, with various levels of brightness, and concentration. 

This object would be best observed from a very dark site, however as this report 

indicated, much detail can be seen from a moderately polluted area, using a 10-inch reflector and 

an O-III filter. 



 



Fred Rayworth:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I first observed this object at Okie-Tex 93 at Lake Murray, Oklahoma.  I saw a very faint 

halo around three stars.  A nebula filter helped a little (I didn’t have an O-III).  In 2009, from 

Redstone Picnic Area near Lake Mead, NV, it was almost round, blotchy and uneven.  I had to 

use an O-III to see it.  The next time was in Aug 2010 on Lee Canyon Road at a gravel pit just 

off the road.  With an altitude of 6,500 feet, I saw a nice crescent shape but with a lot more. 

Nebulosity extended to one side in a big fat swatch.  It showed hints of mottling.  It was best at 

70X with an O-III.  At 131X, it washed out, even with an O-III.  In September, 2010, I tried for it 

from Cathedral Gorge State Park, in Nevada, but even with almost pristine conditions, I could’t 

find it. 

Despite lousy transparency and an altitude of -175 feet, I saw it best at Furnace Creek in 

Death Valley on October 8, 2010.  It was very hard to find.  Swept the area over and over again 

but couldn't see a thing even though I was looking in the right spot.  I put on the O-III filter and 

found it in less than twenty seconds!  It was completely invisible without the O-III.  It was a 

fairly large oval object with the brighter filaments of the nebula running through two bright stars.  

However, it extended around to reveal a fainter other half full of mottling in the middle.  The 

overall impression was a distorted “6” shape.  Very nice. 

 



Rob Lambert:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I was able to observe the challenge object, the Crescent Nebula, NGC-6888, while on the 

latest LVAS visit to Death Valley.  Although the skies were clear, the transparency seemed to be 

lacking that night.  Being at almost 200 feet below sea level, the affect of humidity on the seeing 

seemed to be amplified.  Normally, my Mallincam is able to pull more detail out of objects with 

between 10 and 25 seconds of integration.  The conditions were such that an integration of over 

10 seconds produced a really bright background and the images appeared too mottled.  The 

humidity and sky conditions combined to make the images appear splotchy.  Because I had to 

use an integration time of 10 seconds, some of the finer detail in the nebula were not visible.  

The stars appeared to be somewhat bloated because images were captured with my achromatic 

4.7-inch, which can't focus all of the colors of bright stars into pinpoints.  Both images below are 

10-second integrations.  The first was captured using the MFR-3 focal reducer with 25mm of 

extension to provide f/2.5 and magnification of approximately 32X.  The second image was 

captured at the 4.7-inch’s native f/5.0 for a magnification of approximately 65X. 

 

 



 

I’ve rotated my images to more closely correspond to other images being submitted for 

this month's challenge.  North is to the right and east is toward the bottom.  With that in mind, 

the brightest part of the nebula almost circumscribes a triangle of three bright stars in the center 

of the image.  One of these stars, the upper right one is the Wolf-Rayet star responsible for the 

formation of this nebula.  I didn't realize that this nebula is actually a planetary nebula with the 

Wolf-Rayet star being the central star (scientists estimate that it will go supernova within a 

million years).  The hydrogen gas, in the sluffed-off outer shell of the nebula being excited by 

the central star, is emitting red light like an emission nebula.  In my image, a less prominent 

segment of the nebula arcs northwest from the star that is east of the Wolf-Rayet star, curving up 

and toward the west between the Wolf-Rayet star and the brightest, most northern star in the 

image.  If you are able to see this portion of the nebula, the whole nebula takes on the appearance 

of the number "3" or a backwards capital "Epsilon".  The northwest arm of the nebula seems to 

encase several lesser stars in hazy cocoons that gently curve upward toward the top of the image.  

Again, because of the lower integration time, details of the nebula between the triangle of stars, 

seen in some long exposure images of the nebula, are not visible in my image.  There are a 

number of bright stars all around the Crescent Nebula with the most numerous being to the 

southeast. 

Although these two images are a fair representation of what I was seeing at the monitor 

that night, the captured images don't compare with the images that were actually displayed on the 

monitor.  The images on the monitor had more color and detail definition.  I’m going to work on 

my image capturing skills and look for better software/hardware combinations that will render 

better images. 



Buddy L. Barbee:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

This observation was made Saturday, September 4, 2010 from the picnic area in 

Doughton Park, NC on the Blue Ridge Parkway.  I used a 10-inch f/4.7 reflector, with a 13mm 

eyepiece for a magnification of 92X.  It was a cool 55F with a steady 10 - 15 mph wind.  The 

sky was beautiful, having a naked eye limiting mag. 6.0. 

I found NGC-6888 using a 24mm eyepiece at 50X.  The nebula was not visible without a 

filter.  Adding an O-III filter made the nebula visible.  Some say that this nebula looks like an 

ear, and it sort of does.  To me, it looked like a smudged finger print on a glass window as if 

when a finger starts to slide and pushes the oil up along one side.  NGC-6888 was a large dim 

oval shape with the northern, western and southwestern edge being much brighter than the rest of 

the nebula.  The eastern and southern edge was very faint like the interior but I could still see it 

with direct vision.  Upping the magnification to 92X with a 13mm eyepiece and an O-III filter 

only reduced the number of stars within the field-of-view and gave a larger image for drawing.  

There was still no detail within the nebula and the image looked very similar to that at 50X. 

When looking at this nebula, I saw the brighter northern to southwestern portion first.  
With continued observation the faint interior became visible.  It’s interesting that although the 

northern and northwestern edge was the brightest part of the nebula, it was sometimes hard to see 

because of its involvement with two mag. 7 stars.  The dimmer portion extending south 

sometimes tended to jump out first because of its lack of involvement with any stars.  There was 

a nice keystone of mag. 7 and 8 stars involved with the northern half of the nebula.  There was 

also a mag. 8 star along the southern edge.  All in all, this was a very interesting object to look at.  

I hope you like it as much as I do. 



 



Jim Gianoulakis: Observer from Nevada 

 

NGC-6888 (Caldwell 27), also known as the Crescent Nebula because of its distinctive 

shape, lies about 4,700 light-years away in the constellation of Cygnus.  This object is a cosmic 

bubble about 25 light-years across, blown by winds from its central, bright, massive star.  NGC-

6888's central star is classified as a Wolf-Rayet star (WR 136).  Such a nebula is formed when a 

very hot, massive star ejects its outer layers in a strong stellar wind, ejecting the equivalent of the 

Sun's mass every 10,000 years.  The nebula's complex structures are likely the result of this 

strong wind interacting with material ejected in an earlier phase.  Burning fuel at a prodigious 

rate and near the end of its stellar life, this star should ultimately go out with a bang in a 

spectacular supernova explosion. 

 

 


