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M 64 – (NGC-4826) Galaxy in Coma Berenices (Black Eye Galaxy) 

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. 



M 64 – (NGC-4826) Galaxy in Coma Berenices (Black Eye Galaxy) 

M 64, or NGC-4826 is also known as the Black Eye Galaxy or lesser known as the 

Sleeping Beauty Galaxy.  It was discovered by Edward Pigott in March 1779 and later that same 

year in April by Johann Elert Bode.  However, it retained its most famous designation of M 64 

by Charles Messier who “discovered” it independently the following year (1780).  Though today 

it is known as the Black Eye galaxy, back in the day it was just as easily interpreted as the Evil 

Eye galaxy, though that name never stuck. 

Though the galaxy appears to be a normal clockwise rotating spiral galaxy, recent studies 

show that the gas and stars in the outer regions are rotating in the opposite direction.  The inner 

clockwise area spans 3,000 light years while the outer counterclockwise part spans 40,000 light 

years.  The cusp of the two regions is an area of violent star formation.  It’s believed that M 64 is 

the result of two galaxies that collided and the result is the two opposing rotations. 

M 64 is about 17 million light years from earth and shines at mag. 9.36.  It’s an easy 

object for almost any size telescope.  The trick is to see the features of the black eye.  In smaller 

scopes, one is likely to see just a gray smudge and no dark feature at all.  With larger mid-sized 

apertures, one may or may not see the black eye, depending on seeing conditions such as 

transparency and background darkness.  Observing skills and your eyes could be key to bringing 

out details also.  It’s a challenge worth trying.  Good luck! 



Observations/Drawings/Photos 

Gus Johnson:  Observer from Maryland.  NOTE:  On April 19, 1979, Gus Johnson, 

visually discovered Supernova 1979C in spiral galaxy M 100.  NASA announced on November 

15, 2010, there was evidence of a black hole as a result of this supernova explosion. 

 

I found M 64 to be visible in my 8X50 finder.  With my 80mm refractor at 38X, I saw a 

dim star two galaxy diameters to the NE.  The dark spot in it has been reportedly seen with as 

little as a 4-inch, but it mostly eludes me.  Once, with my 8-inch at 94X, I suspected it. 

I hope that “NE” of my first note is correct.  My telescopes give three different field 

orientations which is very confusing.  Sometimes, my pencil slips in the chilly night air and I 

mark what appears to be a double star by mistake. 

 



Rob Lambert (see Rob Lambert.jpg):  Observer from Nevada 

 

I was able to observe M 64 during the 2012 Cathedral Gorge Spring Fling on May 19, 

2012 at Cathedral Gorge State Park, just outside of Panaca, NV.  The images I captured were 24-

second integrations through my 10-inch SCT.  I used a 6:3 focal reducer in the optical path, 

which combined with the 8mm equivalent focal length of the Mallincam, produced an effective 

magnification of approximately 196X.  The provided image has not had any post-processing - 

the image is exactly what the camera produced the night of the capture, although the image on 

the CRT was much better than what the video capture device will render. 

M 64 initially appears as a very bright central core with an uneven halo surrounding it.  

Closer inspection, as your eyes adjust to the view, reveals the dark elongated hemispherical dust 

lane that gives the galaxy its nickname.  It truly does look like the darkened eyelid of someone 

that's just taken a shot to the eye.  My images hinted of a tightly wound clockwise spiral structure 



with bands of decreasing brightness as one's view moves from the core to the outside fringes of 

the galaxy, where the bands finally disappear.  In longer exposure photographs, the inner band of 

brightness resembles the shape of a human eye with the dust lane forming the eye-shadowed 

eyelid on the northern side of the galaxy.  The brighter southern side appears to be closest to the 

observer. 

 



Jaakko Solaranta:  Observer from Finland 

 

Messier 64 is visible in my 6X30 finder as a soft glow NE from a mag. 5 star 35 Comae 

Berenices.  With an 8-inch aperture, the galaxy shows a bright, barely non-stellar nucleus 

surrounded by a slightly NW-SE elongated halo roughly 4’ X 2’ in size.  The most obvious 

feature of the galaxy is, of course, the dark band on the northern side of the galaxy giving it the 

nickname “Black Eye Galaxy” or even “Evil Eye Galaxy” - depending on the viewer.  The dust 

band is so obvious that it should be visible with any telescope once the observer knows what to 

look for. 

With my 8-inch Dobson, the dust band is visible quite easily and it covers the entire 

southern side of the galaxy.  The darkest section of the band is just NE from the core and is 

largest in the E.  The rest of the detail is subtle at best.  The very faint spiral arms seem to curve 

counterclockwise around the nucleus of the dust band.  These appear only as slightly brighter 

parts of the galaxy and cannot be perceived well at any time.  The brightest spiral arm follows 

the dust band in the NE and E.  The second arm is suspected S of the nucleus.  With a careful 



study of the galaxy @ 267X, another dark lane emerges from the SW edge using averted vision.  

The quickly made sketch shows the galaxy as it appeared at 400X.  As with the previous sketch 

of NGC-3115, the sketch was done on the same night in April.  Sky conditions had improved 

slightly with the SQM-L meter showing 20.26 near the object while the naked eye limiting 

magnitude was 6.5 near zenith. 

 



Brandon Doyle:  Observer from New York 

 

This is a really detailed galaxy through almost any instrument.  The easily-seen dark lane 

just beside the bright nucleus is evident as a crescent-shaped feature that darkens that region.  

Other small, mottled regions were also seen with the aid of my 10-inch reflector, but it's mostly a 

soft glow in the eyepiece, slowly blending into the surrounding blackness further out from the 

center.  This object also seems to, from what I can remember, reside in a moderately populated 

star field.  A more recent look at it has shown that it has a very misty and delicate appearance 

while it still takes magnifications of 200X+ extremely well.  The dark lane was also somewhat 

easy to see after staring at it for a bit.  Overall, a very exciting object, and one worth hours of 

study by any observer with any sized telescope. 



 



Roger Ivester:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

The weather this spring in the foothills of western North Carolina has been mostly poor.  

We’ve had a lot of rain and clouds.  There were several evenings when the sky looked really 

good, only to become cloudy shortly after sunset.  I was very anxious to go back to M 64, which 

has always been a favorite of mine, however it was not meant to be. 

My sketch was from an observation made on April 9, 1999, with notes spanning a period 

from 1992 until 1999.  All observations were made using my 10-inch f/4.5 reflector at 200X, 

with the location being from my backyard in Boiling Springs, NC.  The NELM for the sketch 

was 5.5, or possibly a bit less, with seeing rated as very good.  The galaxy appeared fairly bright 

and well concentrated with an elongated intense nucleus. 

The black eye located on the NNE of the galaxy was fairly difficult and required averted 

vision.  With careful and patient viewing, the dark patch appeared to have a slight curve on the 

eastern tip and seemed to wrap around the end of the nucleus.  This could’ve been a 

preconceived illusion, as I’ve spent a lot of time over the years studying photos of this galaxy. 

I have quite a few observations noted with the transparency being rated as only fair to 

poor, and the dark lane couldn’t be seen, even with averted vision.  The texture appears mostly 

smooth with the edges fading gradually outward.  This is a beautiful galaxy, but the dark lane 

requires a dark sky to fully appreciate. 



 



Dr. James Dire:  Observer from Hawaii 

 

M 64 is a spiral galaxy located in the constellation Coma Berenices.  At mag. 8.4, it’s the 

brightest galaxy in the constellation.  M 64 measures 10.5 X 5.2 arc minutes in angular size.  It’s 

commonly known as the Black Eye Galaxy.  This is due to large amounts of dark dust located in 

the spiral arms on the side of the galaxy closest to us, forming an arc resembling a black eye 

when viewed through telescopes. 

My image was taken with a SBIG ST-2000XCM CCD Camera on a 190 mm f/5.3 

Maksutov-Newtonian.  The exposure was 120 minutes.  The dark arc above the nucleus is the 

dust-containing region imbedded in the spiral arms.  The spiral arms continue beyond this region, 

although they’re not as bright.  There’s a fainter halo around the galaxy that’s been determined to 

rotate in the opposite direction as the rest of the galaxy.  This region is thought to be the remnant 

of a galaxy that was cannibalized by M 64 during an ancient galactic merger. 



 



Jay And Liz Thompson:  Observers from Nevada 

 

 

Liz and Jay Thompson observed M 64 on April 20, 2012 with a 14-inch f/11 SCT at 

279X from their backyard in Henderson, NV.  The dark area could be seen easily on the north 

side and slightly following.  They observed the dark area again on April 22, 2012 from the same 

location using a 10-inch f/6.3 reflector. 



Sue French:  Observer from New York 

 

On May 30, 2006, Sue observed M 64 with 12 X 36 binoculars:  Transparency was good.  

Easy, oval with brighter oval core.  Fairly large for its class. 

On April 15, 2009, she used a 10-inch f/6 Newtonian.  Seeing was fair and transparency 

was good.  At 44X, was a bright oval 7' X 3 1/2' tipped ESE.  Grows brighter toward a bright, 

stellar nucleus.  At 192X, the nucleus is tiny and very bright in a core that's cradled by a nice, 

broad smile of darkness on the NNE side.  A mag. 10 star is off to the side, 4 1/4' in PA 40º.  The 

halo fades gradually into background sky.  There’s a fainter star 4' north of the nucleus; another 

faint star 4' south of nucleus. 

On April 17, 2009, she used a 4.1” f/6 APO refractor.  Seeing and transparency were fair.  

At 17X, it was a bright, ESE-WNW oval that grows considerably brighter toward the center.  At 

87X, it had a small, bright, round nucleus.  The core is lined by a darkish arc on the NNE side.  

There is a mag. 11 star off NNE flank. 

On April 14, 2010, she used 18 X 50 binoculars:  It was a bright galaxy, elongated ESE-

WNW, grows gradually toward the center.  In the same FOV with 35 Comae Berenices.  

On May 10, 2010, she used a 14.5-inch f/6 Newtonian;  Seeing was poor and 

transparency was good.  At 169X, it was large and bright.  The black-eye is obvious with 

moderately bright star off that side.  Small, oval bight core with nearly stellar nucleus, 7 1/2' X 3 



1/2' ESE-WNW.  At 245X, was very pretty, accentuates the brightening of the halo toward the 

center.  

Sketch:  May 20, 1997:  4.1-inch f/5.8 APO:  4.8mm:  Faintest star visible to the unaided 

eye (mag. 5.7) Seeing:  Fair. 

 



Fred Rayworth:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I had an opportunity to look at it twice this month, both times from Redstone Picnic Area 

on the north shore road of Lake Mead, NV.  On both evenings, the sky conditions were not the 

best, with seeing relatively poor and transparency poor with a low haze.  However, the second 

weekend, the 19
th

 was by far the best of the two, allowing me to go to a much higher 

magnification with at least acceptable though not particularly revealing results. 

On May 12, 2012, I saw a medium-sized spiral with a very bright concentrated stellar 

core surrounded by a dark arc of a dust lane, giving it the famous black-eye appearance.  It was 

just a hint at 102X, but at 229X, it was visible with direct vision. 

On May 19, 2012, it displayed a nice stellar core with a dark ring half around it about 

midpoint within the haze of the spiral.  Best at 229X, but could still see it directly, though 

vaguely at 102X.  390X didn't do it much good but could still see it pretty well with a touch of 

mottling in the body of the galaxy, something I hadn’t seen the week before.  I have a feeling 

that better transparency and seeing would reveal more interesting detail.  It can be difficult, 

especially when using a Dobsonian, to get the cardinal directions aligned as I did in the original 

drawing.  I’ve since corrected them after consulting with my expert, Roger, and corrected, 

accordingly.  I spent a bit of time on this one and showed it to not only my observing partner that 

night, but also a German tourist passing through. 



 



Jim Gianoulakis:  Observer from Nevada 

 

About the photo:  This photo was taken June 8, 2010 from my backyard in Las Vegas, 

Nevada.  It was a stack of 23 ten minute exposures.  Darks and flats were applied utilizing Deep 

Sky Stacker.  The camera was an Orion Star Shoot Pro V2 OSC and the scope was a Ritchey 

Chretrien 8-inch ATRC. 



 


