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Target: The Cosmic Colossus – M87 Galaxy in Virgo 
 

 
1. Overview 

 

Messier 87 (M87) is one of the most massive galaxies 

known to man. It is also the dominant galaxy in the Virgo 

Galaxy Cluster. It is a supergiant Elliptical Galaxy containing 

trillions of stars and an enormous population of globular 

star clusters, estimated at over 12,000, far exceeding that 

of our own Milky Way Galaxy (150). 

M87 gained global attention in 2019 when the Event 

Horizon Telescope collaboration produced the first-ever 

image of a Black Hole, revealing the shadow of its central 

supermassive Black Hole. 
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2. Key Data 
 

Target: Messier 87 (M87) 

Other Designations: NGC 4486, Virgo A 

Constellation: Virgo 

Type: Giant Elliptical Galaxy (E0–E1) 

Magnitude: 8.6 

Size: 7.2′ × 6.8′ 

Distance: 53 million light years 
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3.Physical Characteristics 
 
At the core of M87 lies a supermassive Black Hole with a 

mass of approximately 6.5 billion solar masses. This Black 

Hole powers a prominent relativistic jet extending 

thousands of light-years into space, visible in large amateur 

instruments under excellent conditions. 

 

Unlike spiral galaxies, M87 has no significant dust lanes or 

spiral arm structure. It’s smooth, featureless halo is typical 

of Elliptical Galaxies, dominated by older red stars. The 

Galaxy’s immense gravitational influence helps bind the 

Virgo Galaxy Cluster together. 

 

4. Observing Notes 
 

4.1 Location 

 

M87 lies in the heart of the Virgo Galaxy Cluster, roughly 

midway along the line between the stars Denebola and 

Vindemiatrix. 
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4.2 Best Time to Observe 

 

Late autumn through early winter nights when Virgo is well 

placed. 

 

4.3 Equipment Requirements 

 

4.3.1 Binoculars (10×50) 

Appears as a faint, diffuse glow under dark skies but 

difficult from urban or suburban locations. 

 

4.3.2 Small Telescopes (80–150 mm) 

Visible as a round, softly glowing patch with a bright 

central condensation. 

 

4.3.3 Medium Telescopes (200–300 mm) 

The bright nucleus becomes more pronounced. Nearby 

Virgo Cluster galaxies begin to populate the field of 

view. 
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4.3.4 Large Telescopes (350 mm+) 

 

Under exceptional conditions, experienced observers 

may glimpse the famous jet as a faint protrusion from 

the galactic nucleus – an advanced observational 

challenge. 

 

5. Star-Hopping Guide 
 
 

5.1  Locate the star Denebola in the constellation Leo. 

5.2  Move eastward toward Vindemiatrix in the Virgo 

constellation. 

5.3  Sweep the region slightly south of the midpoint- this 

region is rich in galaxies. 

5.4  M87 will appear as one of the brighter elliptical glows 

in the field of view. 

A detailed star chart is recommended, as this region contains 

numerous Messier and NGC galaxies. (See map above) 
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6. Astrophysical Significance 
 

M87 is a cornerstone object in extragalactic astronomy. It’s 

central Black Hole and Jet provides insight into: 

6.1 Accretion physics. 

6.2 Relativistic jet formation. 

6.3 Galaxy evolution in dense environments. 

The imaging of its Black Hole in 2019 marked a milestone 

comparable to the detection of Gravitational Waves by Ligo 

Scientific Collaboration. 

 
7. Imaging notes 
 
Astrophotographers will find M87 relatively easy to capture due 

to its brightness, though revealing the Jet requires: 

 

 7.1 Long exposure times 

 7.2 High-resolution imaging 

 7.3 Excellent seeing conditions. 

 

The surrounding Virgo Galaxy Cluster offers a rewarding wide-

field target, rich with faint Galaxies. 
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 8. Summary  

 
M87 is not only a visually accessible Deep-Sky target but 

also one of the most scientifically important Galaxies in the 

sky. It’s massive scale dominant presence in the Virgo 

Galaxy Cluster and historic Black Hole imaging make it a 

must observe target for both amateur and professional 

astronomers. 

 

9. Observer’s challenge 
 

Attempt to identify at least five neighbouring Virgo Cluster 

Galaxies in the same field as M87. Advanced observers may 

try to detect the elusive Jet – one of the most challenging 

visual feats in amateur astronomy. 

 

May you have clear skies and Happy observing! 

 

Colin Steyn  
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