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ASSA SHALLOW AND DEEP SKY BULLETIN 
 

The Director of Shallow and Deep Sky 
Colin Steyn 

 
 

 

TARGET:  The Cosmic Dancer -Galaxy NGC 1566 

 

 

Type: Face-on Spiral Galaxy (Grand Design, Seyfert.) 

Constellation: Dorado 

RA:  04h20m 00s 

Dec: -54° 56’ 

Magnitude: 10.3 (variable) 

Angular Size: 8.3’ X 6.6’ 

Surface Brightness: Moderate 

Distance: 60 million light years 
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1. OVERVIEW 
 

NGC 1566 is one of the finest Face-on Spiral Galaxies visible from 
Southern Latitudes and is a prominent member of the Dorado 
Group of Galaxies.  Often called the ‘Spanish Dancer Galaxy”. It is 
a classic Grand Design spiral Galaxy with two well-defined arms 
sweeping gracefully from a bright nucleus. The Galaxy is also an 
active Seyfert Galaxy, meaning its nucleus undergoes brightness 
variations due to activity around a central super massive Black 
Hole. 
Historical observations have recorded significant changes in its 
brightness, making it an interesting long-term monitoring target 
for visual observers. 
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2. OBSERVING THE ‘’SPANISH DANCER’’ 
 

2.1 Small telescopes (80 -150mm) 
 

• Appears as a round to oval glow with a bright central 
condensation. 

• The nucleus is prominent; outer halo faint but 
detectable under dark skies. 

• No spiral detail visible but elongation may be 
glimpsed. 
 

2.2 Medium telescopes (200 – 300mm) 
 

• The core becomes stellar and bright. 

• Outer halo expands noticeably. 

• Under good transparency, hints of uneven 
brightness may suggest spiral structure. 

• A faint asymmetry may be seen with averted vision. 
 

2.3 Large telescopes (350mm+) 
         

1. Spiral structure becomes detectable, especially with careful 
averted vision. 

2. The Galaxy shows a mottled appearance with two sweeping 
arms. 

3. The Halo extends will beyond the brighter inner region. 
4. Excellent target for sketching and astrophotography to 

compare over time due to possible nuclear variability. 
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3. ASTROPHYSICAL NOTES: 
 
3.1 Classified as SAB (s) bc – a weakly barred spiral with 

loosely wound arms. 
3.2 The nucleus hosts a supermassive Black Hole powering 

Seyfert activity. 
3.3 Documented outbursts have increased it’s brightness 

by up to a magnitude. 
3.4 Active star formation occurs along the spiral arms, 

visible in Astrophotography as knotty regions. NGC 1566 
is considered on of the most active nearby Seyfert 
Galaxies and is a valuable object for long-term 
monitoring programs. 

 

4. OBSERVING TIPS: 
 

4.1 Requires dark skies to appreciate outer structure. 
4.2 Use moderate magnification (100 – 200 x) to enhance 

contrast in the core. 
4.3 Try both direct and averted vision to detect arm 

structure. 
4.4 Record nucleus brightness over multiple sessions – 

visual estimates are scientifically useful. 
 

5. NEARBY OBJECTS 
 

NGC 1566 is the dominant member of the Dorado group of 
Galaxies, though most companion Galaxies are faint and 
photographic targets only. 
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6. SUMMARY 
 

NGC 1566 is one of the Southern sky’s premier spiral 
Galaxies – Bright, large and structurally rich. While most 
modest apertures reveal a classic bright – core Galaxy, 
larger instruments reward the patient observer with subtle 
detail. Its active nucleus adds scientific value, making it 
both a beautiful and meaningful addition to any ASSA 
observing program. 
 
 

May you have clear skies and happy observing! 
 
Colin Steyn 

 
 
 

  
 

 


