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Figure caption:   Camelopardalis, the giraffe 
constellation, in plate 2 in Urania's Mirror, a 
set of constellation cards published in 
London in 1823. Above the giraffe 
constellation are shown the now-abandoned 
constellations of Tarandus (reindeer) 
and Custos Messium (the Harvest Keeper.  
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The Obscure Giraffe Constellation 
Essay by Lauren Likkel  

The giraffe constellation, Camelopardalis, is visible in our Chippewa Valley sky but I doubt you have ever 
seen it. “Nobody points out its dim figure at astronomy open houses” summarized the late astronomer 
James Kaler of the University of Illinois. I never noticed it in years of pointing out constellations to the 
public at Beaver Creek Reserve’s Hobbs Observatory.  

 Camelopardalis has no connect-the-dots pattern because it has no bright stars.  Camelopardalis 
doesn’t even have a star bright enough to have been given a proper name. The lack of decently bright 
stars is why few stargazers have learned to recognize it.  You may have heard of the constellation 
Aquarius, but you probably haven’t had it pointed out to you – because it has no bright stars. However, 
Aquarius has stars brighter than dim Camelopardalis.   

The area is so blank that there was no Greek constellation, so the giraffe constellation contrasts with 
most northern hemisphere constellations, which have roots dating back a couple of thousand years. 
Camelopardalis was invented a mere 400 years ago, probably because the sky-map maker couldn’t 
stand to have such a large area with no constellations in it.  The shape of the empty area (tucked among 
the Big Dipper, the little dipper, Cassiopeia and Draco) inspired a long-necked animal, and the many dim 
stars suggested spots on the animal.   

There were no giraffes in Europe 1612 when the Dutch astronomer Petrus Plancius created 
Camelopardalis. The Roman empire imported some giraffes in 46 BC, and the animal looked to them like 
a long-necked camel with spots. The constellation name Camelopardalis is from the Latin derivative of 
the Greek word for giraffe: which combines camel (Greek kamēlos) and leopard (pardalis).  The scientific 
name “Giraffa Camelopardalis” was originally adopted for all giraffes, but recent genetic research 



identified four distinct species. Now “Giraffa Camelopardalis” is the scientific name for the Northern 
Giraffe species (the most endangered, with only 7,000 left on Earth according to the Giraffe Conservation 
Foundation). 

Camelopardalis is described politely as an inconspicuous constellation.    In fact, light pollution usually 
makes our night skies too bright to see even the brightest stars in it.  It may seem strange to talk about a 
constellation with no bright stars, since ‘constellation’ usually refers to a pattern of stars which has some 
mythology attached to it.  But the word ‘constellation’ can mean an area of the sky.  By 1922, the 
International Astronomical Union divided the sky into agreed-upon constellation boundaries that 
encompassed the traditional patterns. An analogy is that Wisconsin is divided into counties, and the sky 
is divided into constellations. Now every star is “in” one constellation. At an astronomy open house, we 
point out the constellation patterns but are not interested in the constellation boundaries.  Come out to 
Hobbs Observatory on a clear Saturday night (only through October) and we can point out some 
constellations for you. But we won’t show constellation boundaries or constellations that only have dim 
stars.   

--Lauren Likkel is a member of the Chippewa Valley Astronomical Society  

  


