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Mensa is a faint constellation in the southern celestial hemisphere, first introduced by the French astronomer Nicolas

Louis de Lacaille in the 18th century. It is named after the Table Mountain in South Africa.
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1. Introduction

Mensa, a constellation located in the southern celestial hemisphere, is one of the modern constellations introduced by the

French astronomer Nicolas Louis de Lacaille in the 18th century. Named after the Table Mountain in South Africa, Mensa

occupies a relatively dim region of the night sky and lacks prominent stars visible to the naked eye. Its designation as a

constellation reflects Lacaille's efforts to fill gaps in the southern sky not covered by classical Greek and Roman

constellations.

Characterized by its faintness and lack of conspicuous stars, Mensa presents a challenge for observers, particularly those

without access to advanced telescopic equipment. Its celestial coordinates span approximately 4 to 7 hours of right

ascension and 70 to 85 degrees of declination, positioning it in the southern celestial hemisphere between the

constellations Dorado, Hydrus, Octans, and Volans (Figure 1). Due to its location in the far southern sky, Mensa is

primarily visible from latitudes below the equator, making it less familiar to observers in the northern hemisphere.

While lacking in bright stars, Mensa boasts a few notable deep-sky objects that warrant attention from astronomers.

Among these objects is NGC 1987, a small open star cluster located within the boundaries of the constellation. NGC 1987

offers astronomers an opportunity to study the formation and evolution of stars in a relatively young stellar grouping.

Despite its relative obscurity, Mensa serves as a testament to the ingenuity and dedication of astronomers like Nicolas

Louis de Lacaille, who sought to catalog and explore the entirety of the night sky. Its inclusion in modern astronomical

catalogs highlights the ongoing efforts to map and understand the celestial realm, providing astronomers with a

comprehensive framework for studying the universe.



Figure 1. IAU chart of Mensa. Source: https://www.iau.org/static/archives/images/screen/men.jpg. Credit: IAU and Sky &

Telescope. Reproduced under CC BY 4.0 license.

2. Historical Background

Mensa, the constellation named after Table Mountain in South Africa, holds a relatively modest place in cultural and

historical narratives compared to many other constellations. Its creation and naming by the French astronomer Nicolas

Louis de Lacaille in the 18th century mark its origin, as Lacaille aimed to fill in the gaps in the southern celestial

hemisphere with newly established constellations. As such, Mensa lacks deep-rooted mythology or cultural significance

traditionally associated with older constellations derived from ancient civilizations.

The naming of Mensa after Table Mountain in South Africa pays homage to one of the most iconic geographical features

of the region. Table Mountain, located in Cape Town, South Africa, is a flat-topped mountain that has long been a

landmark and symbol of the city. Its distinctive shape, resembling a flat table, is the result of millions of years of geological

processes and erosion. Table Mountain holds cultural and historical significance for the people of Cape Town and South

Africa, serving as a focal point for tourism, recreation, and spiritual reverence.

While Mensa itself lacks significant mythology or cultural associations, its proximity to the southern celestial pole and its

inclusion in Lacaille's catalog of southern constellations contribute to its historical importance in the field of astronomy.

Lacaille's systematic mapping and naming of previously uncharted regions of the southern sky played a crucial role in

expanding our understanding of the celestial sphere and paved the way for future astronomical discoveries.

In contemporary culture, Mensa remains relatively obscure compared to more prominent constellations with rich

mythological backgrounds. However, its inclusion in modern astronomical catalogs and its association with Table

Mountain in South Africa continue to lend it a degree of cultural and geographical significance.



3. Notable Stars

One notable star in Mensa is Alpha Mensae, the brightest star in the constellation. Alpha Mensae is a main-sequence star

with a visual magnitude of approximately 5.09, making it faintly visible to the naked eye under optimal viewing conditions.

Located approximately 33 light-years away from Earth, Alpha Mensae is relatively close in astronomical terms. It has a

spectral type of G7V, indicating that it is a yellow dwarf star similar in classification to our Sun. Despite its faintness, Alpha

Mensae serves as a reference point for observers and astronomers studying the stars of the Mensa constellation.

Another notable star in Mensa is Beta Mensae, a binary star system located approximately 60 light-years away from

Earth. Beta Mensae consists of two main-sequence stars orbiting each other in a relatively close binary system. The

primary star, Beta Mensae A, is a yellow-white main-sequence star with a visual magnitude of approximately 5.32, while

the secondary star, Beta Mensae B, is a fainter red dwarf star. The orbital period of the binary system is approximately

114 years, with the stars completing a full orbit around their center of mass. Beta Mensae's status as a binary star system

adds to its astronomical interest and significance.

While Mensa lacks bright stars compared to other constellations, Alpha and Beta Mensae stand out as notable objects

within its boundaries. Despite their relatively faint appearances, these stars offer astronomers opportunities for

observation and study, contributing to our understanding of stellar properties, dynamics, and evolution.

4. Deep-Sky Objects

One of the most prominent deep-sky objects in Mensa is NGC 1987, a small open star cluster located approximately

10,000 light-years away from Earth. NGC 1987 is relatively young, with an estimated age of around 50 million years. It

contains a few dozen stars, mostly blue-white and white in color, and is loosely concentrated towards the center of the

cluster. NGC 1987 is not particularly bright or dense compared to other star clusters, but its proximity and relatively young

age make it an interesting target for observation and study.

NGC 1848 is another fascinating deep-sky object located within the boundaries of the constellation Mensa. It is classified

as an open star cluster and is positioned approximately 18,000 light-years away from Earth. NGC 1848 is relatively young,

with an estimated age of around 10 million years, making it a valuable target for astronomers interested in studying the

formation and evolution of stars. This open star cluster contains hundreds of stars, ranging in age, size, and brightness.

The cluster's central region is densely packed with stars, while its outer regions exhibit a more scattered distribution. NGC

1848 is notable for its relatively compact size and distinctive arrangement of stars, which gives it a recognizable

appearance in astronomical images. NGC 1848 is best observed using telescopes with moderate to high magnification. Its

stars are relatively faint, requiring dark skies and clear viewing conditions for optimal visibility. Observers may be able to

discern individual stars within the cluster, as well as fainter background stars that populate the surrounding region of

space.
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