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A Victorian telescope for the 21st century
Steve Ringwood looks at the neo-Victorian Skylight f/15 mini achromatic refractor and fi nds 
that although this particular Skylight is smaller, the view is just as good.

Single lens refractors had enjoyed a long history 
before none other than Isaac Newton declared they 
would never be achromatic. This may have been a 

shrewd marketing ploy, considering that he then produced 
his own mirror-based reflector that was. Yet only a few 
decades later in the early eighteenth century the achromatic 
refractor was born. Possessing high f-ratios to minimise 
residual aberrations, the resulting sleek, simple elegance of 
the refractor was then taken to high art by the Victorians, 
who were masters at combining purpose and beauty.  

Richard Day, of Skylight Telescopes, is a man with a 
passion. He has set out to recreate the elegance of Victorian 
telescopes using modern materials and optics. He believes 
that in using an instrument that is as good to look at, as to 
look through, the observing experience is made so much 
richer. 

Armed with the most recent addition to his fleet, the 
Skylight f/15 mini, I was interested to see if his new 60mm 
aperture refractor would provide the quality and romance it 
promised. 

Fraunhofer-designed optics
This lovingly hand-finished telescope’s dissimilarity to 
mass-produced refractors is evident as soon as you look at 
it; for the f/16 focal ratio (the f/15 in its name is to link it to 
Day’s previous 100mm f/15 refractor, which this version is 
a miniature of) imparts the 60mm instrument with a focal 
length of 1,000mm that, together with the golden dew cap 
and racked-out (Crayford-style) focuser bestows an overall 
length well over a metre. Untypical for such an aperture 
these days, but a property that bestows great advantage 
optically.  

In addition to the telescope’s aesthetic appearance, the 
optics too have a distinguished lineage, employing an air-
spaced object glass of the Fraunhofer design (1820s). This 
lens’ common use belies the fact that it has been long used 

by both the greatest observatories and 
observers in the world. 

Cutting to the chase, I was keen 
to emulate my Victorian forbears. 
Very late into a cool summer’s night, 
I took advantage of a last quarter 
Moon hanging temptingly over the 
eastern horizon. Using a low power 
orthoscopic eyepiece, the Moon 
floated in a generous field of about 
1.5 degrees. I was pleased to see that 
crisp background darkness met the 
illuminated limb with razor-sharp 
unfringed certainty.  

The phase had the terminator 
slicing though the Imbrium basin, 
leaving a small arc of the Apennine 
Mountains stranded deep in the gloom 
of the unlit hemisphere. Grazingly 
sunlit mountain tops, otherwise mired 
in inky blackness, are great tests for 
telescopes that may be challenged 
by off-axis illumination and internal 
reflections. But closing in on these 
summits with higher powers, there 
were no such faults revealed, with 
the fiery pinnacles like a cluster of 
misplaced stars.  

Shipwrecked on the Ocean of 
Storms, the stellar splash of lonely 
Aristarchus blazed white against the 
grey blandness of the surrounding lava 
plain. Raising the power to look deep 
into the mouth of this crisp new crater, 
I was pleased to see that the excellent 
clarity of this small-aperture instrument 

easily revealed the strange dark bands 
rising vertically up the inner walls of 
this crater. Indeed, even using a 6mm 
eyepiece (at 150×) there was no evident 
deterioration of image quality – a timely 
reminder to those over-dependent on 
much larger apertures that great lunar 
observations can be had from telescopes 
of this size.     

And yes, it may have been 
foolhardy, but I swapped the 6mm 
for a 2.5mm Lanthenum eyepiece 
– delivering now a challenging 
magnification of 360×. Of course, with 
light being delivered only by a 60mm 
objective, there was a dramatic drop in 
image brightness. Yet sufficient clarity 
remained to allow visibility of the tiny 
craterlets on the floor of Hipparchus! 
Very impressive.  

Before leaving the Moon, I was 
mindful that this telescope has been 
built with a respectful nod to Victorian 
science. I therefore also used it with 
one of my own Victorian eyepieces, a 
lovely brass monocentric of about 5mm 
focal length. Despite the smaller field 
provided by the monocentric design, 
the lunar field (particularly near the 
terminator) was very satisfying.  

Rewarding high 
magnifi cations
With the telescope settled with an 
8mm, I slewed across a small segment 
of the sky towards another beacon in 
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▼ Looking down the 60mm aperture at the Fraunhofer design air-
spaced achromatic optics. Image: Steve Ringwood.

■ The brass fi nderscope that comes with the Skylight f/15 mini. 
Image: Steve Ringwood.
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A Victorian telescope for the 21st century

At a glance: 
Skylight f/15m (mini)
Objective:  60mm air-spaced achromat  
Focal length:  1,000mm
Focal ratio:  f/16
Focuser:  Crayford rotatable, 1.25-inch 

drawtube
Finder:  8 × 40mm
Price:  £445 (Aureus version, £725)
Manufacturer:  Skylight Telescopes

Discover more about the full size 100mm Skylight 
f/15 in our review in the December 2009 issue of 
Astronomy Now.

the east, Jupiter. At 112×, the telescope 
provided me with a well defined disc 
showing the major Jovian structures. 
When the planet had achieved 
sufficient altitude, I pressed onwards to 
higher magnifications. I was rewarded 
with not only belts boldly displayed, but 
a clearly defined transit of Io’s shadow 
and the Great Red Spot – albeit with 
the latter somewhat greyish at this 
aperture.     

With the limited light grasp 
available from this aperture, deep sky 
observing is never going to be high on 
its list. Yet with a 40mm super Plössl 
eyepiece (22×) it yielded a stunning 
view of the Andromeda Galaxy (M31), 
its core glowing like a distant headlight 
on a foggy night.  

Fancying a bit of colour, I splashed 
southwards into the stream of the 
Milky Way to Cygnus’ Alberio. Its 
blue and gold components are always 

a joy in any telescope and they did 
not disappoint this time. Speaking of 
doubles, not far away lay the playful 
quartet of epsilon Lyrae (the Double-
Double). Each component of this wide 
double is itself a tight optical binary. 
The splitting of these roughly fifth 
magnitude binary pairs has long been 
a classic litmus test of small telescopes. 
Beginning at low power, all I could 
see were the two primary ‘stars’ of the 
system. When I reached 150× each 
component distinctly budded into two 
halves. At 225× the ‘budding’ became a 
clear split and all four stars stood clearly 
visible. Such performance leaves me in 
no doubt that the Japanese optics used 
are of the highest quality. In fact, taking 
advantage of an unusually steady night, 
I used Altair to perform a classic star 
test. I am happy to report that the star 
shone with a perfectly formed Airy disc 
and filamentary diffraction rings.  

This instrument so impressed me that I found it hard 
at times to believe that I was only using a 60mm aperture 
telescope. I have only a very minor personal quibble, which 
is that the tube length requires the use of a star diagonal 
to reach back focus. Although most users will have one, if 
essential for telescope functionality it should be a fixed part 
of the kit. And I am not altogether sure that star diagonals 
were that much used in the period that this telescope seeks to 
emulate, as mountings were generally made high enough not 
to require them. 

Despite new designs that permit abbreviated (low f-ratio) 
focal lengths, it should never be forgotten that refractors of 
this classical type remain very capable indeed; successfully 
combating aberrations through their high focal ratio rather 
than via expensive highly refractive optics. It is also nice to 
see that although the focuser and optics are imported, this 
telescope is sourced and manufactured in the UK.       

A classic design yielding high class views, this is a 
fine-looking machine that really does look and perform 
beautifully. Those tempted by the honeyed shimmering trim 
of this model may like to know that a similar model is also 
available dressed entirely in brass, the Aureus.      

Steve Ringwood writes Astronomy Now’s monthly Astroloot column.
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■ The beautifully crafted 
Crayford focuser. Image: 
Steve Ringwood.

■ The Skylight f/15 mini. 
Image: Steve Ringwood.

■ The all-brass 
version of the f/15 
mini, the Aureus. 
Image: Richard Day/
Skylight Telescopes.


