Night Sky 101: Spring Constellations

Leo

Leo, the lion, is very recognizable by the head of the lion, which looks like a backwards question
mark, and is commonly known as “the sickle.” Regulus, Leo’s brightest star, is also easy to pick out
in most lights. The constellation is best seen in April and May, but rises after the Spring Equinox in
March. Within the constellation, there are several spiral galaxies: M65, M66, M95, and M96. It is
possible to fit M65 and M66 into the same view on a low powered telescope.

In Greek mythology, Leo was the Nemean lion, who was completely impervious to bronze, steel
and any kind of metal. As part of his 12 labors, Hercules was charged to fight the lion and killed him
by strangling him. Hercules took the lion’s pelt as a prize and Leo, the lion, was placed in the stars
to commemorate their fight.

Virgo

Virgo is best seen in the late spring and early summer, usually May to June. The bright star Arcturus, in
the constellation Bootes, lines up with the Virgo’s brightest star Spica, which makes it easy to find. Within
the constellation is the Virgo Galaxy Cluster, which is a conglomerate of thousands of unnamed galaxies.
These galaxies are about 65 million light years away, and usually only appear as smudges in a telescope.

Virgo, the maiden, is also known as Persephone, or the daughter of the Demeter. Hades, god of the Un-
derworld, fell in love with Virgo and took her to the Underworld. Demeter was heartbroken and neglected
her duties as the goddess of the harvest, causing all the plants to wilt and die. The other gods demanded
Virgo be returned to her mother. However, Virgo had already eaten pomegranate seeds, the food of the
Underworld, and was bound to return to the Underworld for four months each year. During these four
months of Virgo’s absence, Demeter’s grief still causes the plants again fall into decay, which was how the
Greeks explained the changing seasons.

Bootes (Pronounced “Boo-OH-tees”)

Bootes, the herdsman, is recognizable by the bright star, Arcturus. Arcturus is a distinctly red star.

The most unique celestial object in Bodtes is, ironically, an area of emptiness, known as The Bodtes Void. It is approxi-

S, - mately 250 million light years long and contains very few galaxies.
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\ Greek mythology credits Bottes with the invention of the plow, and the goddess Demeter rewarded him by immortalizing
him in the stars.
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