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Auriga Constellation.



Auriga Constellation.

The constellation Auriga lies high in the February 

night sky near the zenith. Look for the bright star 

Capella which forms part of a lop sided hexagon 

asterism.  Auriga contains two large binocular 

asterisms best viewed at low power with wide 

field views. The first is called The Cheshire Cat 

and can be seen arrowed opposite.



The Cheshire Cat Asterism.

Just to the west of M38 lies a chance line of sight 

asterism – The Cheshire cat or Smiley Face. 

There are a curved line of stars forming the 

mouth and 2 bright stars forming the eyes. See if 

you can tease out the differing colours of the 

stars.



The Leaping Minnow Asterism.

Just to the west of The Cheshire Cat lies another 

binocular asterism called The Leaping Minnow. 

Seen opposite, the bright stars in the centre of 

the image form a fish shape. When observed 

directly in the night sky you may be able to see a 

small pool of stars where the minnow splashes 

into the water. The differing star colours are a 

beautiful sight in any size binoculars but look 

best at about 15x70. You will not see the 

nebulosity either side of the asterism as seen in 

the opposite image with binoculars.



The Three Messier Clusters in Auriga.

Auriga is home to the famous trio of open star 

clusters – M36, 37 & 38. Each can be seen with 

binoculars of all sizes. The key to finding them is 

imagine a line from Theta to Gamma Aurigae (also 

known as Beta Tauri). Halfway along this line M36 & 

38 can be found to the west (M38 will be in the 

same field of view as The Cheshire cat asterism) 

while M 37 lies just to the east.



Messier 36 – An Open Star Cluster.

Open star clusters are clusters of stars that are 

loosely gravitationally bound and formed from 

the same cloud of gas. M36 is approximately 

4100 light years away and is about 14 light years 

in diameter. It contains at least 60 stars. With low 

power binoculars you will see a grey fuzzy ball 

but higher magnifications of x20 or x25 will 

resolve more stars.



Messier 37 – An Open Star Cluster.

M37 lies between 3,600 and 4,700 light years 

distant and is 24 light years across. It contains 

over 500 stars including about a dozen red 

giants. It is brighter than M36 and some of the 

star colours look particularly beautiful in 

binoculars. Again higher magnifications will 

resolve more stars.



Messier 38 – An Open Star Cluster.

M38 is about 4,200 light years distant. It is about 

25 light years in diameter and is about 220 

million years old. It has a distinctive shape with 

the central stars forming the greek letter Pi. It is 

the brightest and richest of the the Messier 

Clusters in Auriga and is also sometimes known 

as The Starfish Cluster. In binoculars of higher 

magnification you may be able to make out a 

starfish shape.



Mars and The Pleiades Open Cluster.

Towards the end of February Mars will appear 

very close to the Pleiades open cluster and will 

make a fine sight with low power wide field 

binoculars able to capture them in the same field 

of view. On 28th February the red planet lies just 

3.4 degrees south of the open cluster and on the 

18th February a crescent moon will also add to 

the beauty.


