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Figure caption:   The sky is divided into 
constellation areas the way a state is divided 
into counties.  These areas each contain a 
constellation (a pattern of stars). Many of 
these cannot be seen from Wisconsin. 
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The Creative Array of Modern Constellations 

Essay by Kevin Litten 

 

Open any astronomy book and you will find 88 official constellations. These are the constellations as 
defined by the International Astronomical Union (IAU) and what we use in America today. 

 

The IAU constellations are largely based on Greco-Roman tradition. Among them are constellations 
borrowed from other cultures such as the Sumerians and Babylonians. Half of our modern constellations 
are named after creatures, real and mythological. That covers 44 of the 88 constellations. We’ve got 
birds, a bug, bears, a lizard, and even a unicorn. 

 

Forty six of our constellations are considered to be ancient in origin. The other 42 are considered modern; 
they were named and their locations defined in the years after one of Magellan’s ships first 
circumnavigated the Earth. 

 

Thirty two of our modern constellations are named after things. Sailors and explorers used the 
technology they knew in naming the new constellations. There are parts of ships such as Puppis, the 
poop deck, and Carina, the keel. Nautical instruments such as sextans, octans, and telescopium are on 
the list also. Then there are things like a microscope and a pendulum clock. The constellation Coma 
Berenices is named after the hair of Queen Berenice of Egypt. I’m calling hair a thing, not a person. 

Only 12 of our constellations are named after people. Some of the people are named, some aren’t. Some 
are mythological and some might be real. Hercules, Cassiopeia, and Andromeda would be known today 



even if they weren’t in the stars. Cepheus was possibly named after a king of Aethiopia, a place along the 
upper Nile in Africa. Indus, the Indian, could be from nearly anyplace, yet not from Europe. 

Constellations change over the years. Pisces used to have 5 fish. Now it has just 2. Several modern 
constellations were originally named after kings or other living persons. All have been renamed although 
one is tangentially related to a king of Poland. Some are seen in numerous ways; is Aquarius – the water 
bearer, an out pouring jug or the person supposedly holding it? 

 

Other cultures have and some still use their own naming systems for the stars in the sky. How many 
Americans know that the Big Dipper is actually part of Ursa Major, the Big Bear? Well, probably just those 
of you reading these articles.  

It is amazing that there are only 88 constellations. Europeans love their metric system. Maybe in the 
future they will talk the IAU into adding 12 more for an even 100. 

--Kevin Litten is a member of the Chippewa Valley Astronomical Society  


