Supernova’s 948th year anniversary 

It has been calculated that on July 4th, 1054 a star in the constellation of Taurus exploded as a supernova!  Actually, the star went supernova six thousand years before but it took that long for its light to reach us. It was very bright and was recorded by Chinese astronomers.  When a large star much more massive than our Sun dies, it can explode in a dramatic spectacular death called a supernova, ejecting a cloud (nebula) of hot gas and newly formed elements into space and radiating with the energy of ten million Suns!    Because it is not big enough to do this, our Sun will not end its life this way but instead, our Sun will first swell into a Red Giant, vaporizing Mercury, Venus, Earth and Mars before it shrinks into a White Dwarf star.  But don’t panic yet, we have five to six billion years before this happens. 

According to Chinese records, the supernova was visible in daylight for 23 days and at night for almost 2 years. From a 1942 translation by J. J. Duyvendak, the text from the annals of the Sung Dynasty read as follows:

“…in the 1st year of the period Chih-ho, the 5th moon, the day chi-chóu,

 a guest star appeared approximately several inches south-east of Tien-Kuan…”

 There are no records of its observation by Europeans at this time.  Non-interest, lost records, or a few days of cloudy skies are a few things that could have accounted for that. 

 The remnants of that explosion can be seen today with a telescope as the Crab Nebula. The Crab Nebula is the brightest known supernova remnant in the sky and is still in a stage of violent expansion.  It will appear quite different to Earth observers in a few hundred years The Crab Nebula is directly above Orion’s head but it can’t be seen at this time of the year as the Sun is passing through this region of the sky.

