EQUIPMENT

CELESTRON CGX-L MOUNT

Celestron’s
new weightlifter:
the CGX-L
mount
Damian Peach tries out Celestron’s new heavyduty equatorial mount and discovers why it is a
strong and steady powerlifter.

At a glance

The Celestron CGX-L mount.
Image: Celestron.

Mount head weight:
21.3kg
Tripod weight:
21kg
Load capacity:
34kg
Max slew speed:
4º per second
Tripod height:
91 to 134cm
Includes:
Tripod, accessory tray, 10kg counterweight,
NexStar+ hand controller, power cable with
cigarette lighter socket.
UK Price:
£3,900
Details:
celestron.uk.com

Clear motor windows allow
you to watch the belt-drive
system in operation.
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REVIEWED: CELESTRON CGX-L MOUNT

Top: The mount arrives in very well-padded boxes. Here we see the mount head, accessories and
instruction manual. The head itself is easy enough for a single person to lift. All images by Damian Peach
(unless otherwise stated).
Above: The NexStar+ hand controller used for operating the mount. The small display can prove a little
slow at times, especially when displaying longer messages.
Above right: overview of the CGX-L mount head, showing the various ports on the mount for additional
accessories, such as an auto-guider, or a Wi-Fi module.

A

good, sturdy mounting is one of the
most fundamental requirements for an
amateur astronomer’s telescope. After
all, we cannot hope to observe well if the
telescope is mounted on shaky foundations!
Over recent years Celestron have produced a
series of mounts to cater for all budgets, from the
entry level Omni CG-4 right up to the CGE Pro.
The all-new CGX-L is Celestron’s replacement for
its flagship CGE Pro mount. I’ve been fortunate to
own both mounts, so I can give some insight into
what has changed and, perhaps more importantly,
see whether the CGX-L offers a noticeable
improvement over the previous CGE Pro mount.

First impressions

The mount itself comes in three separate boxes,
two of which are large and heavy, weighing
30kg each. The mount comes as standard with
a single 10kg counterweight, although for the
review it was delivered with three additional
counterweights for mounting my Celestron C14
optical tube.
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Assembly is quite straightforward. Both the
equatorial head and tripod are large items but
manageable to assemble without assistance. One
thing that is immediately apparent is that the
mount head feels a little lighter to lift than the
CGE Pro head and is equipped with carry handles.
Also, the centre of gravity has lowered since the
mount head no longer sits on top of a column,
which I later found improves stability and vibrationdampening over its predecessor.
Compared to the older generation of mounts from
a decade or so ago, the CGX-L’s design is neat and
tidy, and clearly a great deal of thought has gone
into making this mount user-friendly (an important
consideration when you are outside in the cold!). Fully
assembled, it’s an impressive piece of kit. It looked
easily capable of handling the C14 optical tube.
One point worth mentioning concerns powering
the mount. The mount comes with a power lead
sporting a cigarette lighter attachment at the end.
This of course means you must either have a power
tank with a cigarette lighter socket or a power
supply unit with one. Celestron do not provide
a mains power supply unit as standard with the
mount (the same was also true of the CGE Pro),
so keep this in mind if you usually operate you
equipment via a mains extension lead.
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Specs

The CGX-L is a classic heavy-duty German
equatorial mounting. The payload capacity is rated
at 34kg (and indeed my 355mm/14-inch optical
tube with accessories is near this limit). However, I
suspect the mount could carry slightly more than
this, provided it is properly balanced. It is attached
to a large, heavy-duty tripod that has a convenient
eyepiece tray beneath. The mount uses a belt-drive
system to minimise backlash. One nice touch is the
motor covers are clear, so that you can see the belt
system in operation. The mount is also equipped
with an array of accessory ports for optional
equipment, such as an auto-guider.
All the mount’s cabling is internal to help avoid
snags and general cable-related tangling issues.
The mount can track 20 degrees past the meridian
before hitting the end stop to ensure that the
optimal period of observing any object at its
maximum altitude above the horizon is not lost.
So many mounts that I have used over the years
do not track through the meridian, so this is good
to see.
Although the mount is ready to use straight
out of the box, there are various accessories
available for it. A separate polar-scope can be
purchased (although it is not really essential since

A single 60-second exposure
of M42 at 2,500mm focal length.
Nice round stars were present in
the vast majority of exposures.
Even at 120 seconds many
exposures were good. It was an
impressive performance for this
long focal length.

Fully
assembled,
it’s an
impressive
piece of
kit, easily
capable of
handling the
C14 optical
tube

REVIEWED: CELESTRON CGX-L MOUNT
the mount’s all-star polar-align routine works really
well). Another useful accessory is the Sky Portal
Wi-Fi module that allows wireless control of the
mount via smartphone or tablet. (I did not test this
function during the review.)
Additional software allowing control of
the mount via a Windows-based PC can be
downloaded via the Celestron website. The
software was developed by Celestron and
Planewave Instruments and allows the user to
refine the pointing model for really accurate
slewing, as well as giving full control of the mount
from the computer keyboard.

First night

With the telescope mounted and properly
balanced I was ready to go. I prepared during the
day by pointing the polar axis towards the north
celestial pole, so I knew I was fairly closely aligned.
Upon powering up you must enter your location
and time accurately. If using the mount on a more
portable basis, it is worth investing in the additional
CN16 GPS accessory, as this will automatically
detect the precise time and location from GPS
satellites, saving time when setting up.
The mount is controlled via the Nexstar+ hand
controller. Those used to Celestron mounts will
find that it is a very familiar affair. For those new to
it, it is very easy to get to grips with. I did not have
an additional polar-scope for the mount (available
separately), so I used the all-star polar alignment
routine to align the mount accurately. This involves
pointing at several different stars across the sky
and centring them using the mount’s altitude and
azimuth adjustments. It’s a fairly easy process and

results in a surprisingly accurate polar alignment.
The CGE Pro uses a very similar system and I was
always impressed at how accurate an alignment
this routine achieves.
Once this is complete you are ready to ask
the telescope to point towards any object in its
database (or slew to coordinates you specify).
Being quite a fan of double stars, I decided to slew
around looking at lots of different pairs in the
mount’s database. Each time the mount placed the
target almost exactly in the centre of the field of
a medium power eyepiece (even on long slews).
I actually ended up observing quite a few double
star pairings that I would otherwise not have taken
the time to find manually!
Another good test that I performed was pointing
at objects in the daytime. I easily found several
bright stars in full daylight. The bright binary pairing
of epsilon Boötes actually looked surprisingly nice
in the daytime sky, with the glare of the stars that
you see at night considerably reduced.

Its tracking
ability was
impressive
given that
I‘d simply
used the
built-in allstar polar
alignment
routine

Further testing

After some days of cloudy weather, conditions
improved and I was able to continue putting the
mount through its paces. This time I decided to
test it for long-exposure work to see how well
the unguided tracking performed. With many
of winter’s bright targets on view, I opted to test
things out on M42, the Orion Nebula. I attached a
Canon DSLR to the 355mm telescope operating
at f/6.3. I then shot a series of exposures of varying
lengths. Tracking performance was surprisingly
impressive. Many of the 60-second exposures
produced sharp, round stars. At 120 seconds some

The Celestron/Planewave
mount control software can be
downloaded from the Celestron
website. Controlling the mount
using this software is much
easier than using the hand
controller. Installation and
set-up of the software is
straightforward.
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frames showed slight elongation but quite a few
were nicely tracked. I have no doubt that if I had
been using a much lower focal length, then the vast
majority of those 120-second unguided exposures
would have been very sharp, with no trailing. It was
an impressive performance given that I‘d simply
used the built-in all-star polar alignment routine,
which took about fifteen minutes.
It was during this session that I put into use the
optional Planewave mount control software that I
downloaded from the Celestron website. It is very
easy to install and use and actually made using the
mount ever better. The Nexstar hand controller can
occasionally be a little slow to navigate through,
though using the control software on the PC made
operation much more slick (especially helpful for
when your fingers are cold and slightly numb). You
can also refine the pointing model further using
the software.

A convenient smartphone/tablet mount on the
accessory tray is a nice addition. By using the optional
Wi-Fi module you can control the mount using a tablet.

Conclusions

Overall, I was really impressed with this mount.
It is not cheap at £3,900, but it is a major step
forward from lower-priced alternatives and is
definitely an improvement over its CGE Pro
predecessor. The lower centre of gravity makes
it more stable, and it easily coped with slewing
around the C14 optical tube. The features,
ergonomics and connectivity options have been
further improved and using the downloadable
Planewave software makes operation even better
than with the hand controller. Controlling the
mount with this software is a joy.
No product is perfect and this is no different.
I’m not a great fan of the NexStar+ hand controller
and using it in the cold and dark can be slow at
times when having to cycle through menus. It is
easy enough to use but a larger display would be
welcome. Of course, it can be easily improved upon
by downloading the software to your PC, but not
everyone will want to do this. Another minor issue
is not supplying a mains power supply adaptor
with the mount. For the price I think most users
would expect this to be included. Over the years
I’ve mostly operated my equipment via a mains
supply and more than once the lack of an adaptor
has caught me out!
The CGX-L mount is a great purchase for anyone
looking for a serious mount capable of impressive
performance. For the price, it offers a solid platform
for advanced observers and a significant upgrade
from mounts below it, especially given its 34kg
payload capacity (which I tested to near its limit). It
is user-friendly, easy to use and the improvements
over its predecessor really impressed me.
Damian Peach is a world-renowned astrophotographer.
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The author
alongside the
CGX-L during
daytime testing,
showing how large
the mount is. The
laptop alongside is
running the mount
control program.

