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What is a constellation?

A constellation is a group of stars which

are arranged in a form that resembles or

makes us think of a god, an animal or

some other object. It is our brain, our

imagination and  the culture we are living

in, which create these pictures. So in

different cultures people have given quite

different mythological meaning to the

constellations. Usually the stars of a

constellation are not neighbours. One of its

stars can be 10 times farther away from us

than the other.

How do we define magnitude and
brightness of a star?
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The magnitude m is the visual brightness

of a star. If two stars have the same

magnitude they appear with the same

brightness to our eye. The magnitude can

be measured and given a number. Bright

stars have magnitudes between m=1 and

m=3. Very bright stars have magnitudes

between around -2 and 1.

Due to the mathematical definition of

magnitude a small or even negative

number thus stands for a bright star. The

brightest star in the sky, Sirius, has the

magnitude -1.6. Our Sun’s magnitude is

–26, and the full moon’s is  –12.
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Planets can be quite bright when they are

near to the Earth, so Venus’ magnitude is

around –4. Our eye can see stars up to

magnitude m=6. Fainter stars can only be

seen in a  telescope.
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Most stars are, in reality, brighter than our

sun! But they are so far away that they

appear much fainter than our sun.

Astronomers have methods to find out how

much brighter a star is, compared to our

sun. This is called the real or absolute

brightness of a star.

How far are  the sun, the planets, the
stars?

Light needs time to travel through space. It

travels at a speed of 300000 km per

second. So it takes 500 seconds or around

8 minutes until the light of the sun arrives

on Earth. We say: The sun is at  a distance

of 8 light-minutes from us.

The wonderful Saturn is between 71 and

87 light-minutes from here, depending on

its position. The star nearest to our Sun is

around 4 light-years away, so we see this

star where and how it was 4 years ago!

The stars we can see at night are between

4 and several thousand light-years away.

Looking into space always means looking

into the past!

Certainly you ask yourself how such

distances can be measured. We leave this

open to discussion.
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