
Constellations 



The constellations are totally imaginary things that poets, 

farmers and astronomers have made up over the past 6,000 

years . 



The real purpose for the constellations is to help us tell which 

stars are which, nothing more.  



On a really dark night, you can see about 1000 to 1500 

stars. Trying to tell which is which is hard. The 

constellations help by breaking up the sky into more 

manageable bits.  



Constellations  
If you spot three bright stars in a row in 

the winter evening, you might realize, 

"Oh! That's part of Orion!"  

Orion 

Suddenly, the rest of the 

constellation falls into place and 

you can declare: "There's 

Betelgeuse in Orion's left shoulder 

and Rigel is his foot."  

Betelgeuse 

Rigel 

M42 the Orion Nebula is in the 

middle of Orion’s sword. 

M42 
You might remember that 

Betelgeuse is a Red Giant and Rigel 

is a blue giant. 

And that there hundreds of brown 

dwarfs and new stars being born in 

the Orion nebula. 



The main constellations to learn are Ursa Major (the Big 

Dipper) and Cassiopeia. Neither of these constellations ever 

sets. Use them to locate Polaris, also known as the North Star. 

The Big Dipper and Cassiopeia are always opposite each 

other and rotate counterclockwise around Polaris, with Polaris 

in the center. 



The Big Dipper is a seven star constellation in the shape of a 

dipper. The two stars forming the outer lip are the pointer 

stars. Cassiopeia has five stars that form a shape like a “W” 

on its side. The North star is straight out from Cassiopeia’s 

center star. 



The Big Dipper in History 

In the United States, during the nineteenth century, African-

Americans that were being held as slaves in the south 

made use of the Big Dipper’s consistent northern sky 

location. The Big Dipper was also known as the Drinking 

Gourd and slaves trying to make their way to freedom used 

it as a guidepost to find their way North and escape the 

bonds of slavery. 



Native American Legend 

According to some Native American 

legends, the bowl of the Big Dipper 

is a giant bear and the stars of the 

handle are three warriors chasing it. 

The constellation is low in the 

autumn evening sky, so it was said 

that the hunters had injured the bear 

and its blood caused the trees to 

change color to red. 



The Other Constellations 
Constellations  are 

named patterns of 

stars. All societies 

created them. The 

classical – “ancient” – 

constellations that 

populate our sky 

began in the lands of 

the middle east 

thousands of years 

ago.  

They passed through the hands of the ancient Greeks, who 

overlaid them with their legends. During Roman times they 

were assigned Latin names. 



Constellations and the Seasons 
Around the world, farmers know that 

for most crops, you plant in the 

spring and harvest in the fall. But in 

some regions there is not much 

differentiation between the seasons. 

Since different constellations are 

visible at different times of the year, 

you can use them to tell what month 

it is. For example, Scorpius is only 

visible in the northern hemisphere’s 

evening sky in the summer.  



Astronomers use the constellations to 

help locate objects such as galaxies, 

nebula and star clusters. 

In Scorpius we have Messier objects, 

NGC objects and IC objects. 

M6  & M7 

M80 

M107 NGC 6357 IC 4592 & IC 4601 



The constellations have changed over time. In our modern 

world, many of the constellations have been redefined so now 

every star in the sky is in exactly one constellation. 

In 1929, the International Astronomical Union adopted official 

constellation boundaries that defined the 88 official 

constellations that exist today.  



Constellation Families 
The 88 official constellations that exist today are divided into 

eight constellation families. 

Ursa Major Family 

 Ursa Major       (Great Bear) 

 Ursa Minor       (Little Bear) 

 Draco               (The Dragon) 

 Canes Venatici (Hunting Dogs) 

 Bootes              (The Herdsman) 

 Coma Berenice (Queen Berenice) 

 Corona Borealis (Circlet) 

 Camelopardalis (The Giraffe) 

 Lynx                   (The Lynx) 

 Leo Minor          (The small Lion)  



The Perseus Family 

 Cassiopeia (The Lady) 

 Cepheus (The Royal 

Consort) 

 Andromeda 

 Perseus 

 Pegasus 

 Cetus (The Whale) 

 Auriga (The Charioteer) 

 Lacerta (The Lizard) 

 Triangulum (The Triangle) 



The Hercules Family  Hercules 

 Sagitta (The Arrow) 

 Aquila (The Eagle) 

 Lyra (The Harp) 

 Cygnus (The Swan) 

 Vulpecula (The Fox) 

 Hydra (Sea Serpent) 

 Sextans (The Sextant) 

 Crater (The Cup) 

 Corvus (The Crow) 

 Ophiuchus  

 Serpens (The Serpent) 

 Scutum (The Shield) 

 Centaurus 

 Lupus (The Wolf) 

 Corona Australis 

 Ara (The Altar) 

 Triangulum Australis 

 Crux (The Cross)  



The Orion Family 

 Orion 

 Canis Major 

 Canis Minor 

 Monoceros 

 Lepus 



The Heavenly Waters 
 Delphinus (The Dolphin) 

 Equuleus (The Little Horse) 

 Eridanus (River) 

 Pisces Austrinus (The Southern Fish) 

 Carina (The Keel) 

 Puppis (The Stern) 

 Vela (The Sails) 

 Pyxis ( The Mariner’s Compass) 

The great ship Argo has been divided into the following 

four constellations. 

 
Near the stern of the ship flies (The Dove) Columba.  



The Bayer Group 

 Hydrus (the Water Snake) 

 Dorado (the Goldfish) 

 Volans (The Flying Fish) 

 Apus (The Bird of Paradise 

 Pavo (the Peacock) 

 Grus (The Crane) 

 Phoenix (the Phoenix) 

 Tucana (The Toucan) 

 Indus (The Indian) 

 Chamaeleon (The Chameleon) 

 Musca (The Fly) 

The following constellations got their name from the 

astronomer Johann Bayer (early 17th century). He followed 

tradition and gave them names related to sea creatures. 



The La Caille Family 

 Octans (The Octant 

 Mensa 

 Reticulum (The Net) 

 Pictor (The Easel) 

 Antlia (The Air Pump) 

In order to fill the star poor regions between the Bayer Group 

and the other families the astronomer Nicolas La Caille 

conceived the following 13 constellations. He broke with 

tradition and gave them scientific names. 

 Norma (The Level) 

 Circinus (The Compasses) 

 Telescopium (The 

Telescope) 

 Sculptor 

 Fornax (The Furnace) 

 Caelum (The Graving Tool) 

 Horologium (The Clock) 



The Zodiacal Family 

The constellations of the zodiac we know today reach back to 

the days of the Babylonians, 2000 to 3000 years ago. Back 

then the sun passed through twelve constellations we still 

assign to the zodiac. 



Constellations of the Zodiac 
 Leo (The Lion) 

 Virgo (The Virgin) 

 Libra (The Scale) 

 Scorpius (The Scorpion) 

 Sagittarius (The Archer) 

 Capricorn (The Goat) 

 Aquarius (The Water carrier) 

 Pisces (The Fishes) 

 Aries (The Ram) 

 Taurus (The Bull) 

 Gemini (The Twins) 

 Cancer (The Crab) 



The constellations play an important role in Modern 

astronomy. They bring order to the sky by dividing it into 

smaller segments, providing a base for naming celestial 

objects. 


