
Microscopium
Subjects: Astronomy & Astrophysics

Contributor: Encyclopedia Editorial Office

Microscopium is a small and faint constellation located in the southern celestial hemisphere. It was first introduced by the

French astronomer Nicolas Louis de Lacaille during the 18th century, who named it in honor of the microscope, reflecting

the era's burgeoning interest in scientific instrumentation. Despite its modest visibility, it contains several notable celestial

objects, including a few galaxies and a planetary nebula.
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1. Introduction

Nestled within the southern celestial hemisphere lies the constellation Microscopium, a diminutive yet intriguing region of

the night sky. Introduced by the skilled hand of French astronomer Nicolas Louis de Lacaille during the 18th century,

Microscopium derives its name from the microscope, emblematic of humanity's perpetual quest for knowledge and

exploration. 

Microscopium occupies a relatively small area of the sky, spanning approximately 210 square degrees. Positioned

between the constellations Capricornus and Sagittarius, Microscopium boasts celestial coordinates ranging from

approximately 20 to 23 hours of right ascension and -35 to -45 degrees of declination (Figure 1). Its location in the

southern hemisphere renders it largely invisible to observers situated beyond the latitudes of the northern tropics,

contributing to its lesser-known status among casual stargazers. Within the boundaries of Microscopium lie several

notable celestial objects, including galaxies, star clusters, and nebulae. lorful structure. Additionally, the galaxy NGC 6925

graces the constellation with its presence, offering astronomers a glimpse into the distant reaches of the universe.



Figure 1. IAU chart of Microscopium. Source: https://www.iau.org/static/archives/images/screen/mic.jpg. Credit: IAU and

Sky & Telescope. Reproduced under CC BY 4.0 license.

2. Historical Background

The cultural and historical background of the constellation Microscopium is intricately intertwined with the broader

narrative of humanity's exploration of the cosmos and the evolution of astronomical knowledge. While Microscopium lacks

significant mythological associations, its introduction into the celestial catalog is a testament to the scientific

advancements of the 18th century.

The constellation Microscopium was first delineated and named by the French astronomer Nicolas Louis de Lacaille

during his expedition to the Cape of Good Hope in the mid-18th century. Lacaille's primary objective was to chart the

southern skies with greater precision than ever before, seeking to fill the gaps left by earlier astronomers who had focused

predominantly on the northern celestial hemisphere. In his meticulous observations, Lacaille identified and named 14 new

constellations, among them Microscopium, which he christened in honor of the microscope.

The choice of the microscope as the namesake for this constellation reflects the scientific zeitgeist of the era. The 18th

century witnessed a burgeoning interest in microscopy and the study of the minute details of the natural world.

Innovations in optical technology had enabled scientists to peer into realms previously inaccessible to the naked eye,

revealing a universe of complexity and intricacy. Lacaille's decision to honor the microscope in the celestial sphere thus

symbolizes humanity's insatiable curiosity and quest for knowledge, extending beyond the confines of Earth to the distant

reaches of the cosmos.

In the centuries following Lacaille's pioneering work, Microscopium has remained a fixture in astronomical catalogs and

star atlases, serving as a point of reference for astronomers and celestial navigators alike. Its modest size and faint stars

may render it less conspicuous than its more prominent counterparts, yet Microscopium's inclusion in the celestial sphere

underscores the universal human impulse to map and comprehend the cosmos.



3. Notable Stars

Gamma Microscopii (γ Microscopii) is the brightest star in this faint constellation, with an apparent magnitude of about 4.7.

This yellow-white dwarf star belongs to the spectral class F5V and is located approximately 230 light-years away from

Earth. With a luminosity roughly 4.5 times that of the Sun, Gamma Microscopii is relatively similar in size and temperature

to our own star.

Alpha Microscopii (α Microscopii) is situated within the southern constellation of Microscopium. With an apparent visual

magnitude of 4.89, it can be observed without the aid of telescopic equipment. Positioned approximately 395 light years

away from the Sun, Alpha Microscopii exhibits a heliocentric radial velocity of -15 km/s, indicating its movement towards

our solar system. Classified as an evolved giant star, it falls within the G spectral type range, with varying classifications

reported by different sources as either G7 III or G8 III. Estimated to be around 400 million years old, Alpha Microscopii

possesses a mass approximately 3.19 times that of the Sun and has expanded to around 18.4 times the radius of our

solar luminary. Emitting 173 times the luminosity of the Sun, Alpha Microscopii radiates from its enlarged photosphere at

an effective temperature of 4,881 K, resulting in a yellow tint to its appearance.

Epsilon Microscopii, denoted as ε Microscopii, stands as a solitary, white-hued star within the southern boundaries of the

Microscopium constellation. It presents a faint visibility to the unaided eye, possessing an apparent visual magnitude of

4.71. Determined through annual parallax measurements, its distance from Earth is estimated to be around 166 light

years, with a radial velocity indicating its movement away from the Sun at approximately +7 km/s. This stellar entity bears

the stellar classification of A1 V, signifying its status as an A-type main-sequence star, sustaining its energy output through

hydrogen fusion at its core.

4. Deep-Sky Objects

NGC 6925 and NGC 6923: NGC 6925 and NGC 6923 are a pair of interacting galaxies situated within the boundaries of

Microscopium. NGC 6925, also known as Arp 307, is a barred spiral galaxy located approximately 120 million light-years

away from Earth. It exhibits a distorted morphology likely caused by gravitational interactions with its companion, NGC

6923, which is a smaller spiral galaxy. This pair of galaxies provides astronomers with a valuable opportunity to study the

dynamics of galactic interactions and their impact on star formation.

NGC 6958 is a relatively faint and lesser-known deep-sky object located within the constellation Microscopium. This

object is a barred spiral galaxy situated approximately 189 million light-years away from Earth. It was first discovered by

the astronomer John Herschel in 1835 during his observations of the southern skies. With an apparent magnitude of

around 13.8, NGC 6958 is not easily visible to the naked eye and requires a telescope with moderate aperture to observe.

The galaxy exhibits a distinctive spiral structure, characterized by a central bar-shaped region surrounded by spiral arms

that extend outward.
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