
An Introduction to 
Constellations



� A constellation is a group of stars that appear 
to have a physical proximity in the sky. 

� The stars in a constellation are often vastly 
distant from each other, but they appear close to 
each other from the perspective of Earth. 

� The word is used colloquially to refer to 
asterisms: groups of stars that form patterns in 
the sky.

� Different world cultures have divided the stars 
into different constellations. 
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History:
� In the 2nd century CE, the Greek astronomer 
Ptolemy described the constellations in great 
detail in his work the Almagest ‘The great book’.

� The 48 constellations Ptolemy described around 
150AD are still used by modern astronomers 
today.

� In the southern hemisphere, it is possible to 
discern dark patches in the Milky Way; and some 
cultures have discerned shapes in these patches 
and have given names to these 'dark cloud 
constellations'. 
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History:

� Members of the Inca civilization identified various dark 
areas or dark nebulae in the Milky Way as animals, and 
associated their appearance with the seasonal rains. 

� Australian Aboriginal astronomy also describes dark cloud 
constellations, the most famous being the "Emu in the Sky" 
whose head is formed by the Coalsack.
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� In modern times 88 official constellations have 
been defined by the IAU.

� They are mostly based upon those of the ancient 
Greek tradition, passed down through the Middle 
Ages.

� These include the 'signs of the zodiac,' twelve 
constellations through which the sun passes.

� The rest consist of constellations defined in the 
early modern era by astronomers who studied 
the southern hemisphere's skies, which were 
invisible to the Greeks, i.e. southern hemisphere 
targets.
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The 12 (or 13) signs of the Zodiac

• Aries
• Taurus
• Gemini
• Cancer
• Leo
• Virgo
• Libra
• Scorpius
• Ophiuchus ???
• Sagittarius
• Capricornus
• Aquarius
• Pisces
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Names and star designations

� All modern constellation names are Latin proper names or words.

� Some stars are named in relation to the constellation in which they are 
found. 

� These are formed by using the usual rules of Latin grammar. Some 
examples include: Aries → Arietis; Taurus → Tauri etc.

� All constellation names have a standard three-letter abbreviation assigned 
by the International Astronomical Union; for example, Aries becomes Ari, 
Sagittarius becomes Sgr etc.

� There are various ways to identify major stars within a given constellation 
e.g. 
• Bayer designations such as Alpha Centauri, 
• Flamsteed designations such as 61 Cygni, and 
• variable star designations such as RR Lyrae. 

� However, many fainter stars will just be given a catalog number 
designation that does not incorporate the constellation name. 
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Constellation Pronunciation Guide 

Name Pronunciation

� Andromeda (The Chained Maiden) an-DROM-eh-da

� Antlia (The Air Pump) ANT-lee-uh

� Apus (The Bird of Paradise) APE-us

� Aquarius (The Waterbearer) ack-KWAIR-ee-us

� Aquila (The Eagle) ack-WILL-lah

� Ara (The Altar) AY-rah

� Aries (The Ram) AIR-ease

� Auriga (The Charioteer) or-EYE-gah

� Bootes (The Herdsman) bow-OH-tease

� Caelum (The Chisel) SEE-lum

� Camelopardalis (The Giraffe) ca-MEL-oh-PAR-dal-iss

� Cancer (The Crab) KAN-surr

� Canes Venatici (The Hunting Dogs) KAN-es veh-NAT-ih-see

� Canis Major (The Great Dog) KANE-es MAY-jer

� Canis Minor (The Little Dog) KANE-es MY-ner

� Capricornus (The Sea Goat) CAP-rih-CORN-us

� Carina (The Keel) car-EE-na

� Cassiopeia (The Queen) KASS-ee-oh-PEE-ah

� Centaurus (The Centaur) sen-TOR-us

� Cepheus (The King) SEE-fee-us

� Cetus (The Sea Monster) SEE-tus

� Chamaeleon (The Chameleon) kah-ME-lee-un

� Circinus (The Drawing Compass) SIR-sin-us

� Columba (The Dove) ko-LUM-ba

� Coma Berenices (Berenice's Hair) CO-ma bare-uh-NYE-sees

� Corona Australis (The Southern Crown) coe-ROW--nah ow-STRAHL-iss

� Corona Borealis (The Northern Crown) coe-ROW--nah BOR-ee-AL-iss

� Corvus (The Raven) CORE-vuss

� Crater (The Cup) CRAY-ter

� Crux (The Southern Cross) Kruks

� Cygnus (The Swan) SIG-nus
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� Delphinus (The Dolphin) del-FYE-nus
� Dorado (The Goldfish) doh-RAY-doh
� Draco (The Dragon) DRAY-ko
� Equuleus (The Little Horse) eh-KWOO-lee-us
� Eridanus (The Celestial River) eh-RID-uh-nuss
� Fornax (The Furnace) FOR-naks
� Gemini (The Twins) GEM-in-eye
� Grus (The Crane) GROOS
� Hercules (The Strongman) HER-kyou-leez
� Horologium (The Clock) hor-uh-LOW-gee-um
� Hydra (The Sea Serpent) HY-druh
� Hydrus (The Water Snake) HY-drus
� Indus (The Indian) IN-dus
� Lacerta (The Lizard) la-SIR-ta
� Leo (The Lion) LEE-oh
� Leo Minor (The Little Lion) LEE-oh MY-ner
� Lepus (The Hare) LEE-puss
� Libra (The Scales) LEE-bra
� Lupus (The Wolf) LOUP-us
� Lynx (The Lynx) links
� Lyra (The Lyre) LIE-rah
� Mensa (The Table Mountain) MEN-sa
� Microscopium (The Microscope) MY-krow-SKOH-pee-em
� Monoceros (The Unicorn) mon-OSS-er-us
� Musca (The Fly) MUSS-ka
� Norma (The Level) NOR-ma
� Octans (The Octant) OCK-tens
� Ophiuchus (The Serpent Bearer) Oaf-ih-YOU-kus
� Orion (The Hunter) oh-RYE-un
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� Pavo (The Peacock) PAY-vo
� Pegasus (The Winged Horse) PEG-uh-suss
� Perseus (The Hero) PURR-see-us
� Phoenix (The Phoenix) FEE-nix
� Pictor (The Painter) PICK-tor
� Pisces (The Fish) PIE-sees
� Piscis Austrinus (The Southern Fish) PIE-sees oss-TREE-nus
� Puppis (The Poop Deck) PUP-iss
� Pyxis (The Compass) PICK-sis
� Reticulum (The Net) reh-TICK-yuh-lum
� Sagitta (The Arrow) suh-JIT-uh
� Sagittarius (The Archer) sa-jih-TARE-ee-us
� Scorpius (The Scorpion) SKOR-pee-uss
� Sculptor (The Sculptor) SKULP-tor
� Scutum (The Shield) SCOOT-um
� Serpens Caput (The Snake's Head) SIR-pens CAP-ut
� Serpens Cauda (The Snake's Tail) SIR-pens KAW-dah
� Sextans (The Sextant) SEX-tens
� Taurus (The Bull) TOR-us
� Telescopium (The Telescope) tell-es-SCOPE-ee-um
� Triangulum (The Triangle) tri-ANG-yuh-lum
� Triangulum Australe (The Southern Triangle) tri-ANG-yuh-lum aus-TRAY-lee
� Tucana (The Toucan) too-KAY-nah
� Ursa Major (The Great Bear) URR-sah MAY-jer
� Ursa Minor (The Little Bear) URR-sah MY-ner
� Vela (The Sail) VEE-la
� Virgo (The Maiden) VER-go
� Volans (The Flying Fish) VO-lans
� Vulpecula (The Fox) vul-PECK-yoo-la
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Stellarium Anyone?
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