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The starry figures that fill our sky result from more than 
6,000 years of human imagination. 
 

Today, we recognize 88 constellations. They cover the sky with no gaps or 
overlap. But it wasn’t always so. Throughout history, celestial mapmakers 
were free populate the  heavens with as many figures as their 
imaginations could create. How, then, did we arrive at our present-day 
star patterns?  

Ancient people assigned names to star groups beginning at least 6,000 
years ago. The most enduring constellations trickled down through the 
ages to coalesce in Greece in the 4th century BCE. 

From that point, some two millennia passed before the astronomical 
community made those 88 regions of the sky “official.” That act brought 
to a close seemingly endless revisions and left us with – at least for now – 
the beautiful and unchanging constellations we see each clear night. 



c. 3900 BCE 
 

Sargon the Great, 
Akkadian emperor in 
23rd century BCE 

Taurus is the 
preeminent zodiacal 
constellation from 4525 
BCE to 1875 BCE 
because the Sun stands 
before its stars on the 
vernal equinox.  

The Akkadians, who 
lived in present-day 
Iraq, referred to the 
zodiac as the           
Furrow of Heaven. 



c. 1400 BCE 
 
Shang Dynasty 
(c. 1600 BCE – c. 1050 BCE) 

The earliest known 
inscriptions for 
Chinese star names 
appear on oracle bones 
– pieces of animal bone 
that early occultists 
used for divination 
such as the tortoise 
plastron oracle bone 
pictured here. 



c. 1200 BCE 
 
Three Stars Each, 
Babylonian text 

The first Babylonian 
star catalog appears 
in cuneiform, one of 
the earliest known 
systems of writing.   It  
divides the sky into 
zones where the Sun 
spent three 
consecutive months 
in each section. 



c. 780 BCE 
 
Homer, 
Greek poet 

In his epic poems  the 
Iliad  and  the Odyssey, 
he mentions five star 
patterns by name: the 
Clusterers (the 
Pleiades), the Bear 
(Ursa Major), Orion, 
the Ploughman 
(Bootes), and the 
Rainy-ones (the 
Hyades) as well as 
references to many 
others. 



c. 600 BCE 
 

Thales of Miletus, 
Greek philosopher and 
scientist 

Defines Ursa 
Minor the Bear 
Cub and 
suggests its use 
for navigation. 



Before 433 BCE 
 

The Four Symbols, 
China 

The Chinese divide 
the zodiac into the 
Four Symbols – the 
Azure Dragon, the 
Black Tortoise,  the 
White Tiger, and the 
Vermillion Bird. 
They subdivide each 
symbol sevenfold, 
creating the Twenty-
eight Mansions. 



c. 350 BCE 
 
Greece 

The ancient Greeks 
refer to the apparent 
path of the Sun 
through the 
constellations as 
zodiakos kyklos, the 
“circle of animals.”  



c. 330 BCE 
 
Eudoxus of Cnidus, 
Greek astronomer 

Creates a celestial 
globe on which he 
pictures the star 
figures usually 
referred to as the 
Greek traditional 
constellations. 
Unfortunately, 
none of his work 
survives. 



c. 270 BCE 
 
Aratus,  
Greek poet 

A native of the 
ancient city of Soli, 
now in Turkey, he 
writes Phaenomena. 
The first half of this 
poem sets to  verse a 
work by the same 
name by Eudoxus 
and includes 44 of 
his star figures. 



c. 150 BCE 
 
Claudius Ptolemy, 
Greek scholar 

Publishes Almagest, 
a treatise on 
mathematics and 
astronomy. In it, he 
mentions 48 star 
patterns, now 
considered the 
“original” 
constellations of the 
Greeks. Of these, 
only two – Argo 
Navis and the 
Pleiades – are no 
longer constellations. 



c. 350 CE 
 
Almagest in Latin 

Constellatio, 
meaning “set with 
stars,” is a Late Latin 
word from this time. 
An astrological term, 
it described stars 
that influenced 
Earth.  

The definition of 
“constellation” as an 
area of sky around a 
stellar pattern dates 
to the middle of the 
16th century. 



c. 1090 CE 
 
Su Song, 
Chinese astronomer 

Produces five 
woodcut charts of 
constellations and 
publishes them in 
his celestial atlas 
Xinyi xiangfayao.  
His work represents 
the oldest extant star 
maps in printed 
form. 



1503 CE 
 
Amerigo Vespucci, 
Italian navigator 

First to depict the 
constellations of 
Crux and 
Triangulum 
Australe in a    
letter to         
Italian statesman 
Lorenzo de Medici. 



1515 CE 
 

Albrect Durer, 
Johann Stabius, 
Conrad Heinfogel, 
German/Austrian artists-
cartographers 

 
Create the first printed star 
maps in Europe.  

Imagines coeli Septentrionales 
cum duodecim imaginibus 
zodiaci centers on the north 
ecliptic pole showing the 12 
zodiacal constellations and 
numerous other northern sky 
figures. 

Imagines coeli Meridionales 
centers on the south ecliptic 
pole and shows only 15 
constellations. 





1551 
 
Gerard Mercator, 
Dutch mapmaker 

Introduces   
Coma Berenices 
on a celestial 
globe he designs. 



Mercator Globe 
 
 
 
 

Coma Berenices is 
one of the few 
constellations to owe 
its name to a 
historical figure, in 
this case Queen 
Berenice II of Egypt. 
Its name means 
"Berenice's Hair" (in 
Greek, via Latin), 
and refers to the 
legend of Queen 
Berenice II of Egypt, 
who sacrificed her 
long hair to 
Aphrodite. 



1592 
 

Petrus Plancius, 
Flemish mapmaker, 
astronomer, 
clergyman 

Creates the constellation 
Columba the Dove on 
his celestial chart. 

Plancius originally 
named the constellation 
Columba Noachi 
("Noah's Dove"), 
referring to the dove that 
gave Noah the 
information that the 
Great Flood was 
receding. 



1595-1597 
 

Frederick de Houtman, 
Pieter Dirksz Keyser, 
Dutch navigators  

Create 11 southern 
constellations:  

Apis the Bee (later changed to 
Musca by Lacaille), Apus the 
Bird of Paradise, Chamaeleon, 
Dorado the Goldfish (or 
Swordfish), Grus the Crane, 
Hydrus the Small Water Snake, 
Indus the Indian, Pavo the 
Peacock, Phoenix,  Tucana the 
Toucan, and Volans the Flying 
Fish. 

Plancius shows these figures on 
a globe which doesn’t survive. 



1603 
 

Johannes Bayer, 
German celestial 
cartographer 

Publishes Uranometria, the first 
great star atlas.  

Although he invents no new 
constellations, this work stands out 
as the first use of Greek letters to 
label stars in order of brightness, a 
practice still followed today. 

 

 



1690 
 

Johannes Hevelius, 
German astronomer 
and brewer 

Describes ten new 
constellations, seven of 
which are still recognized 
by astronomers. 

Canes Venatici, Lacerta, 
Leo Minor, Lynx, 
Scutum, Sextans, and 
Vulpecula first appear in 
his  Firmamentum 
Sobiescianum, sive 
Uranographia, totum 
Coelum Stellatum. 



1756 
 
Nicolas Louis de Lacaille, 
French astronomer 

Invents 14 new constellations in 
Memoires Academie Royale des 
Sciences. 

He chooses  figures that represent 
contemporary scientific equipment: 
Antlia the Air Pump, Caelum the 
Chisel, Circinus the Compasses, 
Fornax the Furnace, Horologium 
the Clock, Mensa the Table, 
Microscopium the Microscope, 
Norma the Square, Octans the 
Octant, Pictor the Painter, Pyxis 
the Compass, Reticulum the 
Reticle, Sculptor, and 
Telescopium the Telescope.  

 

He also divides Argo Navis into 
three constellations but doesn’t 
picture them. 



1764 
 
Gilles Robert de Vaugondy, 
French mapmaker 

Pictures the immense 
constellation Argo 
Navis for the first time 
as three separate 
constellations on his 
star chart, Hemisphere 
Celeste Antarctique ou 
Austral. 

They are Carina the 
Keel, Puppis the 
Stern, and Vela the 
Sail.  



1922 
 

Henry Norris Russell, 
American astronomer 

Proposes a three-letter 
abbreviation for each 
constellation at the 
First General Assembly 
of the International 
Astronomical Union 
(IAU), a system still in 
use today. 

 

And – Andromeda 

Cma – Canis Major 

Her – Hercules 

Gem – Gemini 

Uma – Ursa Major 



1928 
 
Eugene Delporte, 
Belgian astronomer 

Chairs a committee 
of the IAU which 
presents a report 
setting the official 
boundaries of the 
88 constellations.  



1930 
 
IAU Report 

Delimitation 
Scientific des 
Constellations, 
the printed 
version of the 
1928 report is 
released. 



Today 
 
Epilogue 

Some stars appear in 
different groupings 
because of the 
boundaries established 
by the IAU.  

10 Ursae Majoris was 
catalogued by English 
astronomer John 
Flamsteed as part of the 
Great Bear. Now it lies 
within the constellation 
Lynx. 



Appendex 
1. Equirectangular plot of declination vs right ascension 
of the modern constellations, color-coded by family and 
year established, with a dotted line denoting the ecliptic 

2. Modern sky chart 

3. Hertzsprung–Russell diagram 

4. Precession of the equinoxes 







Hertzsprung–Russell diagram 



Diagram 
showing the 
westward shift 
of the vernal 
equinox among 
the stars over 
the past six 
millennia. 

Constellation Year entering Year exiting 

Taurus 4500 BCE 2000 BCE 

Aries 2000 BCE 100 BCE 

Pisces 100 BCE 2700 CE 


