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NGC-6826 (Caldwell 15), the Blinking Planetary 

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-6826 (Caldwell 15), the Blinking Planetary 

NGC-6826, also known as Caldwell 15, is more commonly known as the Blinking 

Planetary.  Though other planetaries may exhibit the same visual phenomenon, this is the nebula 

that is the most well-known for blinking.  At mag. 8.8, it lies just above the left arm of Cygnus’ 

northern cross. 

Discovered by William Herschel in 1793, it exhibits the odd phenomena where the bright 

central star obliterates the central structure of the nebula when looked at directly.  However, 

when moving the eye to the side using averted vision, the structure pops out.  Looking directly 

and then with averted vision over and over again produces this blinking that reveals structural 

details.  In smaller scopes, the observer may only see the central star at first.  However, looking 

to the side, the nebula pops out.  This phenomenon is a bit different in larger scopes as the nebula 

can be seen directly but the structural detail is wiped out by the central star.  Averted vision 

brings out the fine details. 

Some observers have reported seeing a bluish tint to the nebula while others have only 

seen gray.  Sky conditions play a significant role in seeing color. 

The nebula has two bright patches at the extreme ends of its oval shape.  These patches, 

known as FLIERS (fast low-ionization emission regions) provide plenty of controversy for 

researches who argue over whether they are stationary or expanding from the central star.  More 

research is needed to determine the correct answer.  Those bright patches are very difficult to see 

visually except with the largest scopes.  However, they can be photographed. 

One final feature is a vague haze beyond the rim of the nebula.  It’s most easily seen in 

photographs and may not be possible to see visually. 



Observations/Drawings/Photos 

Roger Ivester:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

This is the famous "Blinking Planetary," so-called because it appears to fade out of view 

when viewed directly.  With the 10-inch it appears as an out-of-focus star at 75X.  I could easily 

see the mag. 11 central star and it will prove to be fairly easy with most any scope.  This object 

was small, round, grayish in color, and was fairly bright.  The nebula texture was thin with a 

translucent appearance which allowed the brighter central star to be very noticeable. 

 



Fred Rayworth:  Observer from Nevada 

 

I’ve observed it one other time in October, 1997.  With my 16-inch home-build f/6.4 

Dobsonian, I saw a small greenish fuzzy spot with bright central star at 70X.  At the time, I 

didn’t notice the blinking feature, probably because I wasn’t looking for it. 

My latest observation was in July 2010 at Redstone Picnic Area on Lake Mead.  This 

time I saw a nice round ball with a prominent central star.  With direct vision, it looked hollow 

but with averted vision, it filled in and looked solid.  It had fairly distinct edges with little 

flaking.  It looked nice at 108X and really nice at 229X.  At 229X the central star was real bright, 

but off-center.  It seemed to be closer to one edge where the nebulosity kind of faded.  I didn’t 

use a filter for these observations but didn’t notice any color which may have been due to sky 

conditions not being as good as they appeared. 

 

 



 



Gus Johnson:  Observer from Maryland 

NOTE:  We once again welcome Gus Johnson from Swanton Maryland.  An amateur for 

many years, he was the visual discoverer of a supernova in galaxy M-100, in April, 1979.  We 

would like to thank him for being a contributor to the Challenge and look forward to his 

participation in the future. 

 

Bright and bluish with an oval shape.  A 6-inch at 59X clearly showed it, but can be 

overlooked as a star without higher powers.  In the same field as the "finder double" 16 CYG. 

Evenly lighted, slightly elongated, no visible central star with 6-inch at 118X.  On 

September 26, 1984 with 8-inch at 116X saw the central star. 



Buddy L. Barbee:  Observer from North Carolina 

 

This observation was made Thursday, August 27, 2010 from Hagan Stone Park in 

Pleasant Garden, NC.  I used my 4-inch refractor, with a 7mm eyepiece for a magnification of 

125X.  The night was below average in seeing and transparency, with low winds.  It was hazy 

with high humidity.  The temperature was a mild 71°F. 

This was the first time since the fourth of July that I’ve been able to get a telescope out 

for viewing.  This summer has really not cooperated with anyone wishing to do anything 

astronomical unless they wanted to look at the sun.  Take heart though, the Blinking Planetary is 

still blinking. 

I had some difficulty finding this planetary nebula in the mag. 3.5 early evening sky with 

the haze, light pollution and the moon on the horizon about to rise, but I did.  I found NGC-6826 

using a 24 mm eyepiece, providing a magnification of 37X. At this magnification, the nebula 

looked like a small bluish disk amid all the pinpoints of light that were stars.  Having found the 

nebula, I changed to the 7mm eyepiece for a magnification of 125X.  At this magnification, the 

central star was easily visible amid a dim circular haze with direct vision.  I placed the planetary 

nebula in the center of the field-of-view and looking high and to the right, putting the nebula in 

my averted vision sweet spot, the nebula looked much larger and brighter than the central star.  It 

made the central star appear to disappear.  I immediately looked back only to see it disappear, 

seeing once again only the central star and the dim haze around it.  Hence, the blinking effect.  

Looking at the star, then away and back again as many times as possible always makes me laugh.  

Try it and see if you don't laugh too. 



 



Tony Labude:  Observer from Oklahoma 

 

I went with a small group of friends including Pete Craig, visiting from the Sacramento 

Valley Astronomical Society, to a fairly dark site on August 7, 2010.  We had high thin clouds 

and high humidity.  This amplified the light glow, especially to the north.  I pulled out my worn 

star maps as Pete and I planned the hunt for NGC-6826.  Being overhead, it was going to be a 

challenge to locate with my 8-inch Dobsonian.  Pete had to leave before I finally bagged that 

little planetary.  Must have been the moisture that made it appear to be filled out, bluish and 

constant.  I kept going back to it and checking the location with the maps to make sure I hadn't 

stumbled across NGC-6833.  Observed it again on the 10th and 11th at a different sight.  This 

time it appeared as small gray round and fuzzy.  As it drifted across the field of view, it would 

fill out to a slightly out-of-round object and then go back to a small round one.  As a side note I 

did observe a lot of very nice Perseid meteors. 



John Goss:  Observer from Virginia 

 

I viewed NGC 6826, the planetary nebula in Cygnus on September 5, 2010 at 10:00 p.m. 

EDT.  The site was Fincastle, VA.  Transparency was 4/5 and seeing was 4/5. 

I used a 10-inch with 24 mm  (104X) and 9 mm (278X) eyepieces. 

General appearance was a round, uniformly bright nebula with a mag. 11 star situated in 

its center.  The diameter was about 20”. 

Located 30’ (about one low-power eyepiece field of view) directly east of mag. 5.5 16 

Cygni, which itself is a bright, wide double, making for easy identification.  The component 

separation is greater than the diameter of NGC-6826. 

The “blinking” phenomenon of NGC-6826 was noticeable at 104X, while at 278X the 

nebula dimmed, but did not disappear as my eye scanned across the area.  This provided a great 

illustration of the differences among the quantities of stellar magnitude, integrated magnitude, 

surface brightness and my eye’s reaction to them.  I saw the mag. 11 star within the mag. 10 

nebula whose own glow was smeared across a substantial area.  The surface brightness may be 

relatively high making the nebula easy to see, but not so much as to overpower the central star. 

 

 


