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What Are Constellations?       

A constellation is a grouping of stars that were imagined, at least by those 
who named them, to form conspicuous configurations of objects or 
creatures in the sky. Constellations are useful in tracking artificial 
satellites and in assisting astronomers and navigators to locate certain 
stars.  
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What is the Purpose of Constellations?      

The constellations come from the imaginations of poets, farmers, hunters 
and sailors going back 6,000 years and probably farther. The real purpose 
of constellations is to help us remember which stars are which. On a very 
dark night, we can see from 1,000 to 1,500 stars. The constellations help 
us to break up the sky into managable bits. They are memory aids.  
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For example, when look at the sky on a 
winter evening and we see three bright 
star in a row, we realize that we are 
looking at the belt (or central portion) 
of the constellation Orion.   

Can you find the belt of Orion in this 
image?  
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In this image, the three stars are 
marked in yellow.  

Once we recognize the belt, we then 
might begin to see other areas of the 
constellation, including Betelgeues 
(Orion s left shoulder) and Rigel 
(Orion s right foot, or knee).  

Can you find these?  
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In this image, Betelgeues is marked in 
red and Rigel is marked in blue.  

Once we recognize these, we then 
might remember that Orion s Hunting 
Dogs are nearby, moving ahead of 
Orion across the sky. We recognize the 
bright star Sirius in Canis Major (the 
Greater Dog) and Procyon in Canis 
Minor (the Lesser Dog).  

Can you find these?   



Constellation Resource 

9 of 43 

 
In this image, Sirius is marked in blue 
and Procyon is marked in yellow.  

Here is some trivia:  

The name Procyon is Greek, meaning 
before the dog. This refers to the fact 

that it rise before Sirius, announcing 
that Sirius will soon appear. Procyon is 
some time referred to as an announcer 
star. The name Sirius comes from the 
greek word meaning searing or 
scorching, which is very appropriate 

for the name for the brightest star in 
Earth s nighttime sky.  
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When we see the same area of the sky 
on a star chart, or in some star chart 
software, we can clearly see, without 
our imagination, all of these parts of the 
sky and much more, but it may take 
some of the fun out of it
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Why Remember the Constellations?    

Why would we want to remember the stars? The stars become our 
calendar, helping us to remember then to do certain things at the same 
time every year. For example, we noted that farmers helped to create these 
stories in the sky. While there is little difference between the seasons in 
some parts of the world, farmers in most regions know that most crops are 
planted at one time of the year (in the spring) and harvested at another 
time of the year (in the fall). Since different constellations are visible in 
the evening sky at different times of the year, farmers could use them to 
determine the season, or the month, and so know each year when to 
prepare the ground, when to plant, and when to harvest. 
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Who Gave us the Constellations?       

Different cultures around the world created stories with the stars in the 
sky. For the most part, the way we think of the constellations is based on 
the cultures of western Europe and western Asia.  
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At one time we thought that the names 
and myths of the constellations came 
from from Greek culture, but this has 
been disproved. Scholars have found 
from their studies of Euphratean 
cuneiform script, that many of the myths 
associated with the stars have their basis 
in Semitic or pre-Semitic cultures, and 
that the stories later came to the Greeks 
through the Phoenicians.       

The image to the left is an example of cuneiform script tablets that 
date to ca. 2400 BC, from the Kirkor Minassian collection. This is 
one of a collection of tables that were acquired by the Library of 
Congress in the 1920s and 1930s.   
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Trivia 

 

The word Semitic is an adjective derived from Shem, one of the three sons of Noah in 
the Bible (Genesis 5:32, 6:10, and 10:21). Semitic cultures are considered to include the 
ancient Hebrews and those known to them: the Aramaeans, Assyrians, Babylonians, 
Chaldeans, and Sabaeans. The languages of the Canaanites and Amorites also belong to 
this family, and so may also be described as Semitic. 
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The image above is a papyrus copy of the 
opening an extensive poem by 
Callimachus called the Aetia. The poem 
expounded on the foundations of cities 
and families and the origins of myths.  

According to the poet-scholar 
Callimachus of Cyrene (c. 305 
- c. 240 BC), an astronomer 
named Thales of Miletus (c. 
624 

 

c. 546 BC), who was of 
Phoenician descent, taught the 
Greeks many astronomical 
observations. Unfortunately, 
the writings of Thales are lost, 
as are those of Phocus the 
Samian and a history of 
astronomy that was written by 
Eudemos of Rhodes (c. 370 

 

c. 300 BC), a student of 
Aristotle (384 - 322 BC). 
Because of these lost writings, 
we have little information on 
what Thales actually knew and 
was able and passes along to 
the Greeks. 

  

Thales of Miletus  
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Above is an image of the craters named Eudoxus (bottom) and 
Aristotle (top), located in the northwestern region of the facing side of 
the Moon. Eudoxus is 37km in diameter. This image is oriented with 
north toward the top and south toward the bottom. below Eudoxus is 
the edge of Mare Serenitatis (the Sea of Serenity).  

 

Above is a fantastical image of Hipparchus from the title page of 
William Cunningham's Cosmographicall Glasse (1559). 

Based on what we understand now, 
the earliest Greek work that treated 
constellations as we think of them as 
patterns of stars is the Phainomena, 
written by Eudoxus of Cnidus (c. 390 

 

c. 337 BC). The original work is 
lost, but much of it still exists in the 
verses of Aratus of Macedonia (c. 315 

 

c. 245 BC), a poet at the court of 
Antigonus II of Gonatas, king of 
Macedonia. Additional material is 
available in a commentary that was 
written by the Greek astronomer 
Hipparchus (c. 190 

 

c. 127 BC). 
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An artist's rendition of Claudius Ptolemaeus. 
From an old manuscript, in the public domain  

About AD 150, astronomer Claudius Ptolemaeus of 
Alexandria, commonly known as Ptolemy (c. AD 100 

 
c. 

170), published his star catalog based upon the work of 
Hipparchus. Ptolemy converted Hipparchus star locations 
into ecliptic coordinates and then shifted the coordinate 
values by a constant to account for precession since the 
time of Hipparchus. Ptolemy s catalog served as the basic 
guide for Islamic and European astronomers until about 
the beginning of the 17th century. The catalog appears in 
the seventh and eighth books of his great thirteen-volume 
work, originally named Mathematike Syntaxis ( The 
Mathematical Arrangement ). Over time it picked up the 
nickname of the greatest (megiste in Greek), and this 
nickname was later corrupted in the Arabic language into 
Almagest, which is how it is normally referenced today. 
With few exceptions, the names and orientation of the 48 
constellations in Ptolemy s catalog, are identical to those 
currently used.   
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Most of the remaining 40 constellations that we recognize today were 
added by European astronomers in the 17th and 18th centuries, most 
notably Johann Bayer (AD 1572 

 

1625) and Nicolas Louis de Lacaille 
(AD 1713 1762). 
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Above is the title page of Bayer s Uranometria, published in 1603. 

The next person who made a significant 
contribution to our understanding of the 
constellations was Johann Bayer (AD 1572 

 
1625). Born in Rain, Bavaria, Bayer was a 
German astronomer and lawyer. He studied 
philosophy in Ingolstadt and later moved to 
Augsburg to work as a lawyer. However, 
Bayer grew interested in astronomy and 
published several astronomical works, 
including his star atlas Uranometria, 
published in 1603. This was the first atlas to 
cover the entire celestial sphere. The atlas 
introduced a new system of star designation 
which came to be known as the Bayer 
designation. The atlas also introduced some of 
the modern constellations.  
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Trivia 

 

Uranometria is the short title of a star atlas produced by Johann Bayer.It was published in 
Augsburg, Germany, in 1603 by Christophorus Mangus under the full title Uranometria : 
omnium asterismorum continens schemata, no a methodo delineata, aereis laminis 
expressa. This translates to "Uranometria, containing charts of all the constellations, 
drawn by a new method and engraved on copper plates." The word "Uranometria" 
derives from Urania, Muse of the heavens. 
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The Bayer Designation  

The Bayer designation consists of a Greek letter followed by the genitive (the Latin 
name) of the constellation in which the star lies.  

Because the brightest star in many constellations is designated as Alpha, many people 
wrongly assume that Bayer meant to put the stars exactly in order of their brightness. But 
in his day there was no way to measure stellar brightness precisely. Traditionally, the 
stars were assigned to one of six magnitude classes, and Bayer's catalog lists all the first-
magnitude stars, followed by all the second-magnitude stars, and so on. However within 
each magnitude class, there was no attempt to arrange stars by relative brightness.  

Here is an example of the first six stars of the constellation Orion, labeled with their 
Bayer designations.  

Bayer 
Designation

 

Pronunciation 
of Bayer 

Designation

  

Apparent 
Magnitude

  

Proper 
Name

 

   Orionis

 

  Alpha Orionis       0.45 Betelgeuse 

   Orionis

 

  Beta Orionis       0.18 Rigel 

   Orionis

 

  Gamma Orionis       1.64 Bellatrix 

   Orionis

 

  Delta Orionis       2.23 Mintaka 

   Orionis

 

  Epsilon Orionis       1.69 Alnilam 

   Orionis

 

  Zeta Orionis       1.70 Alnitak 
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The Greek Alphabet: An Introduction   

The Greek alphabet has been used since about the 9th century BC. It was 
the first true alphabet in that it was the first to include a symbol for each 
vowel and consonant used in the language. The Greek alphabet is the 
oldest alphabetic script still in use today.  

In addition to being the basis for the modern Greek language, this letters 
are used as mathematical symbols, as particle names in physics, as names 
of stars, in the names of fraternities and sororities, in the naming of 
supernumerary tropical cyclones, and for other purposes. The Greek 
alphabet originated as a modification of the Phoenician alphabet and in 
turn gave rise to the Gothic, Glagolitic, Cyrillic, Coptic, and possibly the 
Armenian alphabets, as well as the Latin alphabet. 
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The Greek Alphabet  
Capital 

  
Lower Case 

  
Greek Name 

 
Pronunciation Tips

  
Equivalent English Letters

   
Alpha father

 
a 

  
Beta boy

 
b 

  
Gamma girl

 
g 

  
Delta dog

 
d 

  

Epsilon end

 

e 

  

Zeta zebra

 

z 

  

Eta hey

 

ê 

  

Theta thick

 

th 

  

Iota it

 

i 

  

Kappa cat

 

k 

  

Lambda long

 

l 

  

Mu milk

 

m 

  

Nu nice

 

n 

  

Xi box

 

ks, x 

  

Omicron off

 

o 

  

Pi pick

 

p 

  

Rho rock

 

r 

  

Sigma say

 

s 

  

Tau time

 

t 

  

Upsilon put

 

ü 

  

Phi fill

 

f, ph 

  

Chi Bach

 

ch 

  

Psi cups

 

ps 

  

Omega grow

 

ô 
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Constellation Breakup  

Bayer s work is an excellent example of how the constellations changed 
over time. In his Uranometria, Bayer divided four of the then-traditional 
constellations in order to make even more:   

 

Centaurus 

 

split into Centaurus and Crux 

 

Leo 

 

split into Leo and Coma Berenices 

 

Piscis Austrinus 

 

split into Piscis Austrinus and Grus 

 

Sagittarius 

 

split into Sagittarius and Corona Australis  
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From the painting, Nicolas Louis de 
Lacaille at the Cape

 

© Observatoire de Paris  

From 1751 to 1752 astronomer Nicolas Louis de Lacaille 
(1713 62) observed the southern skies from the rear of a 
house near Table Bay at the Cape of Good Hope, using a 
telescope of only 13.5 mm (half an inch) aperture mounted 
on a 3-ft quadrant. With this basic equipment he diligently 
compiled accurate observations of some 9,800 stars 
between the Tropic of Capricorn (south latitude 23° 26 
22 ) and the south celestial pole. He marked 1,930 naked-
eye stars on a planisphere which he presented to the 
French Academy of Sciences in 1754 and published in 
their Memoirs two years later. This planisphere included 
the 14 new constellations he invented to accommodate the 
otherwise unadopted stars in his catalogue. His complete 
observations were published posthumously in 1763 in a 
book called Coelum Australe Stelliferum. It included the 
same planisphere although this time with the constellation 
names in Latin and the stars identified with Greek and 
Roman letters.  
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Constellation Breakup, Part II   

 
The constellation Argo Navis (or simply Argo) was a 
large southern constellation representing the Argo, the 
ship used by Jason and the Argonauts in Greek 
mythology. The abbreviation was "Arg" and the 
genitive was "Arg s".

 

It is the only one of Ptolemy's list of 48 constellations 
that is no longer officially recognised as a 
constellation, having been broken up by Nicolas Louis 
de Lacaille into Carina (the keel of the ship), Puppis 
(the poop), and Vela (the sails). If it were still a single 
constellation, it would be the largest of all, being 
larger than Hydra. 

When Argo Navis was split, its Bayer designations 
were also split. Carina has the  and , Vela has  and 
, Carina has , Puppis has , and so on.

 

The constellation Pyxis (the compass) occupies an 
area which in antiquity was considered part of Argo's 
mast. But Pyxis is not usually considered part of Argo 
Navis, and in particular its Bayer designations are 
separate from those of Carina, Puppis and Vela.  
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In the 20th century the area and exact boundaries for all the 88 
constellations was undertaken by a committee of the International 
Astronomical Union (IAU). By 1930 it was possible to associate any star 
with a specific constellation. 
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Modern Constellations  
The next few pages list the modern constellations. Listed are their name, their standard 
abbreviation, their genitive (their Latin name, used with Bayer designations, and their 
origin.  

constellation

 

abbreviation

 

genitive

 

origin

 

Andromeda And Andromedae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Antlia Ant Antliae 1763, Lacaille 

Apus Aps Apodis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Aquarius Aqr Aquarii ancient (Ptolemy) 

Aquila Aql Aquilae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Ara Ara Arae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Aries Ari Arietis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Auriga Aur Aurigae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Boötes Boo Boötis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Caelum Cae Caeli 1763, Lacaille 

Camelopardalis Cam Camelopardalis 1624, Bartsch [2] 

Cancer Cnc Cancri ancient (Ptolemy) 

Canes Venatici CVn 
Canum 
Venaticorum 

1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 
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Canis Major CMa Canis Majoris ancient (Ptolemy) 

Canis Minor CMi Canis Minoris ancient (Ptolemy) 

Capricornus Cap Capricorni ancient (Ptolemy) 

Carina Car Carinae 1763, Lacaille, split from Argo Navis 

Cassiopeia Cas Cassiopeiae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Centaurus Cen Centauri ancient (Ptolemy) 

Cepheus Cep Cephei ancient (Ptolemy) 

Cetus Cet Ceti ancient (Ptolemy) 

Chamaeleon Cha Chamaeleontis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Circinus Cir Circini 1763, Lacaille 

Columba Col Columbae 1679, Royer, split from Canis Major 

Coma Berenices Com Comae Berenices 1603, Uranometria, split from Leo 

Corona Australis CrA Coronae Australis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Corona Borealis CrB Coronae Borealis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Corvus Crv Corvi ancient (Ptolemy) 

Crater Crt Crateris ancient (Ptolemy) 

Crux Cru Crucis 1603, Uranometria, split from Centaurus 

Cygnus Cyg Cygni ancient (Ptolemy) 

Delphinus Del Delphini ancient (Ptolemy) 

Dorado Dor Doradus 1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
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Houtman 

Draco Dra Draconis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Equuleus Equ Equulei ancient (Ptolemy) 

Eridanus Eri Eridani ancient (Ptolemy) 

Fornax For Fornacis 1763, Lacaille 

Gemini Gem Geminorum ancient (Ptolemy) 

Grus Gru Gruis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Hercules Her Herculis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Horologium Hor Horologii 1763, Lacaille 

Hydra Hya Hydrae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Hydrus Hyi Hydri 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Indus Ind Indi 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Lacerta Lac Lacertae 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 

Leo Leo Leonis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Leo Minor LMi Leonis Minoris 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 

Lepus Lep Leporis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Libra Lib Librae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Lupus Lup Lupi ancient (Ptolemy) 

Lynx Lyn Lyncis 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 
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Lyra Lyr Lyrae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Mensa Men Mensae 1763, Lacaille 

Microscopium Mic Microscopii 1763, Lacaille 

Monoceros Mon Monocerotis 1624, Bartsch 

Musca Mus Muscae 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Norma Nor Normae 1763, Lacaille 

Octans Oct Octantis 1763, Lacaille 

Ophiuchus Oph Ophiuchi ancient (Ptolemy) 

Orion Ori Orionis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Pavo Pav Pavonis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Pegasus Peg Pegasi ancient (Ptolemy) 

Perseus Per Persei ancient (Ptolemy) 

Phoenix Phe Phoenicis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Pictor Pic Pictoris 1763, Lacaille 

Pisces Psc Piscium ancient (Ptolemy) 

Piscis Austrinus PsA Piscis Austrini ancient (Ptolemy) 

Puppis Pup Puppis 1763, Lacaille, split from Argo Navis 

Pyxis Pyx Pyxidis 1763, Lacaille 

Reticulum Ret Reticuli 1763, Lacaille 
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Sagitta Sge Sagittae ancient (Ptolemy) 

Sagittarius Sgr Sagittarii ancient (Ptolemy) 

Scorpius Sco Scorpii ancient (Ptolemy) 

Sculptor Scl Sculptoris 1763, Lacaille 

Scutum Sct Scuti 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 

Serpens Ser Serpentis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Sextans Sex Sextantis 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 

Taurus Tau Tauri ancient (Ptolemy) 

Telescopium Tel Telescopii 1763, Lacaille 

Triangulum Tri Trianguli ancient (Ptolemy) 

Triangulum 
Australe 

TrA Trianguli Australis 
1603 Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Tucana Tuc Tucanae 
1603 Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Ursa Major UMa Ursae Majoris ancient (Ptolemy) 

Ursa Minor UMi Ursae Minoris ancient (Ptolemy) 

Vela Vel Velorum 1763, Lacaille, split from Argo Navis 

Virgo Vir Virginis ancient (Ptolemy) 

Volans Vol Volantis 
1603, Uranometria, created by Keyser and de 
Houtman 

Vulpecula Vul Vulpeculae 1690, Firmamentum Sobiescianum, Hevelius 
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Constellations by Month  

The following is a list of the 88 constellations grouped by the month in which they are 
best seen (overhead or near-overhead) in the evening sky around 9:00 PM local time (not 
allowing for Daylight Savings). Please note that constellations located in the far north and 
far south are not visible to all observers. To see the constellations for another month, add 
two hours for every month as you move forward through the list, and subtract two hours 
for every month as you move backward through the list. For example, to get the best view 
of the November constellations when viewing in September, wait until 1:00 AM local 
time (2 months later x 2 hours = +4 hours = 1:00 AM). To view the August constellations 
during September, begin viewing around 7:00 PM local time (1 month earlier x 2 hours = 
-2 hours = 7:00 PM), but remember that the stars are harder to see as you move closer to 
sunset. To know exactly when a star is visible, consult a star chart, a planisphere (star 
wheel), or one of the many start-chart software packages that are available.    
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The constellations grouped by the month in which they are best seen (overhead or near-overhead) in the evening 
sky around 9:00 PM local time (not allowing for Daylight Savings).  

January

  
Caelum  

 
Dorado  

 
Mensa  

 

Orion  

 

Reticulum  

 

Taurus   

February

  
Auriga  

 
Camelopardalis 

  
Canis Major  

 

Columba  

 

Gemini  

 

Lepus  

 

Monoceros  

 

Pictor   

March

  
Cancer  

 
Canis Minor  

 
Carina  

 

Lynx  

 

Puppis  

 

Pyxis  

 

Vela  

 

Volans   

April

  
Antlia  

 
Chamaeleon  

 
Crater  

 

Hydra  

 

Leo  

 

Leo Minor  

 

Sextans  

 

Ursa Major   

May

  
Canes Venatici 

  
Centaurus  

 
Coma 
Berenices  

 

Corvus  

 

Crux  

 

Musca  

 

Virgo   

June

  
Boötes  

 
Circinus  

 
Libra  

 

Lupus  

 

Ursa Minor   

July

  

Apus  

 

Ara  

 

Corona 
Borealis  

 

Draco  

 

Hercules  

 

Norma  

 

Ophiuchus  

 

Scorpius  

 

Serpens  

 

Triangulum 
Australe   

August

  

Corona 
Austrina  

 

Lyra  

 

Sagittarius  

 

Scutum  

 

Telescopium   

September

  

Aquila  

 

Capricornus  

 

Cygnus  

 

Delphinus  

 

Equuleus  

 

Indus  

 

Microscopium  

 

Pavo  

 

Sagitta  

 

Vulpecula   

October

  

Aquarius  

 

Cepheus  

 

Grus  

 

Lacerta  

 

Octans  

 

Pegasus  

 

Piscis 
Austrinus   

November

  

Andromeda  

 

Cassiopeia  

 

Phoenix  

 

Pisces  

 

Sculptor  

 

Tucana   

December

  

Aries  

 

Cetus  

 

Eridanus  

 

Fornax  

 

Horologium  

 

Hydrus  

 

Perseus  

 

Triangulum    
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Examples of Constellation Lore    

The following is a selection of some of the constellations and 
their stories. This selection includes:  

Taurus, Gemini, Virgo, Cassiopeia, Capricornus, Cancer, and 
Boötes.  
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Taurus  

Taurus is the second constellation the zodiac, 
containing the bright star Aldebaran and the two 
smaller groupings, Hyades and Pleiades. It was 
identified by the Greeks with the bull-
transformation of Zeus, in which guise he 
abducted Europa. He rises from the sea, his hind-
quarters submerged, as did Europa s bull, coming 
to Crete. The bull was important in Mithraic 
religion and astronomy and his symbol was carved 
on ancient gems in Persia. To the Akkadians he 
was the Bull of Light. To the ancient Sumerians 
and Babylonians he was the heavenly bull who 
brought the vernal equinox (c. 4000-1700 B.C.) 
and was identified with the bull created by Anu to 
challenge Gilgamesh, and which Gilgamesh 
killed. Its rising marked the new year, the 
beginning of spring, brought the fresh rains, and 
ushered in the season of plowing and sowing. 

In the ancient Hebrew zodiac this constellation was leph, the first letter of the alphabet represented by the 
simple triangular face and horns of a bull. Later Biblical astronomers associated it not only with the Old 
Testament sacrifices but also with the ox in whose stall Jesus was born. In the old Chinese zodiac it was part of 
the huge White Tiger; but following Jesuit usage it became Kin Neu, the Golden Ox.   
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Gemini  

Gemini is the third constellation of the zodiac, 
immediately preceding Cancer and the summer 
solstice. The sun enters Gemini on May 21.  

The two stars, Castor (alpha Gemini) and Pollux 
(beta Gemini), have been recognized as a pair 
since the earliest times, possibly as long ago as 
6000 B.C. in Mesopotamia. In many places they 
have been identified with the mythical Twins the 
younger and the elder Horus in Egypt, Romulus 
and Remus in Rome, etc. or with the balancing 
principles, as the yang and yin in China. In 
Australia they were the Young Men and the 
Pleiades the Young Girls; in Africa, the Bushmen 
called them the Young Women, wives of Eland. 
The two stars form the heads of the Twins (Italian 
Gemelli, German Zwillinge, etc.) and their feet 
bathe in the Milky Way.   
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Virgo  

Virgo is the sixth constellation of the zodiac, 
located between Leo and Libra and containing the 
brilliant star Spica. Virgo is figured as a girl 
dressed in flowing robes, carrying in her right 
hand a palm leaf, and in her left an ear of wheat 
(Latin spica, represented by the star). All over the 
world, from earliest times, the constellation has 
been identified with the harvest maiden 
(Persephone, etc.) or the fertility goddess (Ishtar, 
etc.). Always the constellation is named for some 
prominent goddess; it was for example Belit in 
ancient Assyria. Christian star-catalogers 
identified it with the Virgin Mary holding the 
Christ child. One interesting speculation, 
completely untrue, was that the Sphinx at Gizeh 
was a representation of Virgo s head on Leo s 
body, since the Nile floods occurred when these 
constellations were ascendant. The early Chinese 
called it the Serpent or the Quail s Tail; later, 
under Western influence, it came to be known as 
the Frigid Maiden.   
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Cassiopeia  

In Greek mythology, Cassiopeia (also spelled 
Cassiope and Cassiepia),the wife of Cepheus the 
king, and mother of Andromeda. She praised her 
own or her daughter s beauty as being greater than 
that of the Nereids and brought upon her country 
the sea monster slain by Perseus.  

The constellation contains a W-shaped, five-star 
grouping lying in the Milky Way exactly opposite 
the Great Bear (Ursa Major), the north star lying 
equidistant between them. The star grouping is 
often called Cassiopeia s Chair and sometimes the 
Celestial W. Greek astronomers of the 5th century 
B.C. spoke of this constellation as She of the 
Throne. The ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead 
calls it the Leg. To the Arabians it looked like a 
Hand, each of the five stars representing a bright 
finger-tip stained with henna. They also called it 
Al Dhat al Kursiyy, the Lady in the Chair. Latin 
writers knew it both as Cassiopeia and as Mulier 
Sedis, Woman of the Chair. To the early Celts it 
was Llys Dôn, Don s House. Religious 
astronomers of the 17th century identified the 
constellation with Mary Magdalene or with 
Bathsheba on her throne. 
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Capricornus  

Capricornus is a zodiacal constellation recognized 
at least as early as the 2nd millennium B.C. and 
probably much earlier, although it is second in 
faintness only to Cancer among the constellations 
of the zodiac. The Persian, Turkish, Syrian, 
Arabic, Hindu names all mean goat. Chaldean 
astronomy placed it in the Sea, a group of 
constellations said to represent the warriors of 
Tiamat; the goat has the tail of a fish. In Greek 
myth, this is explained as the result of the fright of 
either Pan or Bacchus as the appearance of 
Typhon: he leaped into the water as he 
transformed himself into animal shape; the upper 
part of the body became a goat, the lower a fish. 
The Egyptians connected the constellation with 
the yearly Nile inundation, and figured it as a fish 
or a mirror. The Aztecs pictured it as a horned 
fish, connected with Cipactli.  

It was the Chaldean Gate of the Gods, the entrance 
through which souls passed into heaven, as they 
had come to earth through the Gate of Men in 
Cancer.   
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Cancer  

The Crab, Lobster, Crayfish, Scarab, etc.: a faint 
ecliptical constellation, having no star brighter 
than the fourth magnitude, yet important from 
ancient times as one of the signs of the zodiac. It 
contains a nebulous cluster, the Beehive (Manger, 
Crib, Præsæpe), which the Chaldeans called the 
Gate of Men.   
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Boötes  

Boötes is a conspicuous northern constellation, 
containing the important bright star Arcturus; 
called the Oxdriver, or driver of the Wain; the 
Herdsman; the Bear Warden, etc.: named 
wherever it is recognized for its following the 
constellation of the Great Bear as if guarding or 
driving it. It has been called for example, the 
Barking Dog (Arabic) or the Shouter (as of the 
driver to his oxen or the huntsman of the Bear to 
his dogs). The stars of Boötes form a long, kite-
shaped figure resembling a man, the two faint 
triangles of stars on either side of Arcturus 
forming the legs, the wider triangle north of 
Arcturus being the head and shoulders. In China, 
the cho-t i, or attendants of Arcturus (the small 
triangles), were indicators of the approach of the 
Spring season and were important in figuring the 
calendar.    
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