
The Spring Constellations 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Spring is the best time to find the Big Dipper in the night sky. By eight at night it is high 
overhead with its bowl “dumping” its contents towards the horizon. This recognizable 
pattern is called an “asterism”.  Not all people see a dipper.  Some see a plough, some see 
a great wagon, and some see a sauce pan….but all can easily find it. 
The Big Dipper is part of a larger constellation known as Ursa Major, or Great Bear. 
Although not all ancient people saw a bear, it is interesting to note that both the Greeks 
and some North American Indian tribes did in fact see a bear. It is an old constellation 
mentioned as one of Ptolemy’s original 48. It has quite a few interesting features. 
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Seven stars make up the pattern of the Big Dipper. Most of them are second magnitude 
stars, meaning they are fairly bright. The star at the end of the dipper is called Alkaid. In 
Arabic, it means Daughter of the Bear.   The second star in the handle, from the end, is 
actually a visual double star.  The Indians called it “the horse and the rider”.  The “rider” 
is called Alcor, the” horse”…brighter of the two, is Mizar.  The two end stars of the bowl 
of the dipper can be used to point to the North Star, Polaris.   
 

The star we know as Polaris is not the brightest 
star in the heavens. There are actually 47 brighter 
stars than the North Star. It is estimated that 
Polaris is 430 light years away.  In other words, 
the light from Polaris, that we see tonight, started 
coming to us around the time Sir Walter Raleigh 
was trying to set up a colony in the New World.  
Polaris is the end star of the Little Dipper or Little 
Bear. 
 
Another easily found constellation in the spring 

sky is Leo, the lion. Instead of using the two end stars of the bowl, use the bowl stars that 
are closest to the handle and point straight in the other direction.  It should lead you to the 
center of Leo. Look for the backward question mark.  That is the head, and the triangle of 
stars nearby forms its hips. Throughout the Spring, Leo rises high in the southern sky and 
it is there that you can find the planet Saturn to the left of the backward question mark.  
Saturn will be quite bright, a little brighter than Regulus (representing the heart of the 
lion), the period at the bottom of the question mark. Another way of identifying Saturn as 
a planet, and not a star, is that it won’t twinkle. Throughout the year, the planet will move 
ever so slightly, towards the East. Saturn takes almost 30 years to revolve around the Sun, 
so it will be a couple of years before it will leave the constellation Leo and be found 
against the backdrop of Virgo. 
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The Big Dipper can also be used to help you find the Constellation Boötes. If you start at 
the rim of the Big Dipper bowl and follow the arc of the handle, it will arc to a bright star 
below. It’s called Arcturus. Arcturus in Arabic means “Bear Guard” but many 
civilizations called Boötes the Herdsman. Arcturus is the third or forth (depending on 
your source) brightest star so it isn’t hard to find and most people place the star in the 
lower area of Boötes.  

 
Many ancient peoples thought that this pattern of stars reminded 
them of a man. Some thought that the outstretched arm, so close 
to the handle of what we call the dipper, was actually a plow 
(connect the dots across the top of the “bowl” and Boötes 
becomes the giver of agriculture to the Earth). 
 
If you continue on from Arcturus, you can “spike” to another 
bright star Spica. Spica in Latin means “ear of wheat” and Virgo 
the virgin (or maiden) holds wheat in her hand.  
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One more constellation can be located using the Big Dipper in the Spring. This 
constellation is towards the West and has been in the sky during most of the winter. This 
time, start at the end star Alkaid, and draw a straight line through Phecda continuing 
towards the West.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

The two twin stars indicate you have arrived at Gemini. 

 
The brighter of the two stars is Pollux.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Big Dipper not only is high in the sky in the Spring but it can guide you to six other 
constellations. Ursa Major, Ursa Minor, Leo, Bootes, Gemini, and Virgo.  
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Make your own Constellation Cards 

 
 
Directions: Using index cards glue the star field of the constellation on one side of the 
card and the information about that constellation on the other. Punch a hole in the upper 
left hand corner and keep all the constellation cards together with a book ring. Practice 
identifying the constellation using just the star field. 
 
 

Found high in the sky during Spring,  
Look for the Big Dipper. 
 

 
 
     Ursa Minor  use the end bowl stars 
     to find the end star of the Little Dipper, 
     Little Bear. The end star is Polaris 
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Leo  Use the inside bowl stars of 
The Big Dipper and point under 
the bowl. Look for the backwards “?”. 

 
 
 

 
 

Boötes  Found by  following the 
arc made by the handle of the Big 
dipper down to the brightest star 
in Boötes, Arcturus. 
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Virgo stretches along the horizon 
in the Spring sky. After arcing to  
Arcturus in Boötes, spike down 
to the brightest star in Virgo, Spica.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
                                               
                                                    

 
Gemini can be found by 
starting at the end star of 
the handle of the Big Dipper 
and running through the inner  
bottom of the bowl star straight 
across the sky until you come 
to the two bright “twin” stars,  
Castor and Pollux. 
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