
Outdoor Lab 8 - Mars

Objective: To observe the characteristics of the planet Mars.

1 Mars

The planet Mars can be disappointing in a small telescope, owing to its small angular size. However, we are
approaching an opposition, and Mars will make its closest approach to Earth on April 14, 2014. Let’s see what
we can see.

2 Indoor Preparations

Before going outside, study the Ephemeris on Page 3 to see the expected RA, Dec, Altitude, Azimuth, magnitude,
and angular size of Mars during our observing run. This is calculated for 9:00 PM EDT. It is from the JPL
Horizons website at http://ssd.jpl.nasa.gov/horizons.cgi#top. Note that the angular size will only be
about 15 arcseconds. Mars is a small planet!

3 Observations

1. Record the time and date.

2. Identify the naked eye stars around Mars and locate its position in the atlas. Estimate and record the RA
and Dec, and identify the constellation.

3. Find Mars with the telescope. We will likely use the 10” Alt-Az telescopes for this. Determine the directions
N, S, E, W and label the figures on the observing sheet accordingly.

4. Examine Mars and sketch the result on the large circle on the observing sheet. Can you see any surface
markings?

5. If you have a camera, try taking a photograph of Mars. Can you see more or less detail in the photograph
than with the naked eye?

6. Try using eyepieces of different focal length. What is the trade-off of magnifcation vs field of view? Which
eyepiece gives the best view, in your opinion?

7. Try watching Mars for several minutes. You should see brief times intervals where the turbulence in the
atmosphere steadies down and you get a clearer view for a short time.

8. If there are any nearby stars in the field of view, record these as well.

1



  

Date = Time = RA/Dec = Constellation =

The 2014 opposition of Mars is not especially favorable, since Mars is near the outer part of its elliptical orbit,
making its distance from the Earth relatively large.
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