MESSIER 41 OPEN CLUSTER
Messier 41 (also known as M41 or NGC 2287) is an
open cluster in the Canis Major constellation. It was
discovered by Giovanni Batista Hodierna before
1654 and was perhaps known to Aristotle about 325
BC. M41 lies about four degrees almost exactly south
of Sirius, and forms a triangle with it and Nu2 Canis
Majoris—all three can be seen in the same field in
binoculars. The cluster itself covers an area around the
size of the full moon. It contains about 100 stars
including several red giants, the brightest being a
spectral type K3 giant of apparent magnitude 6.3 near
the cluster's centre, and a number of white dwarfs. The
cluster is estimated to be moving away from us at 23.3 Messier 41 is seen 4 degrees south of Sirius in Canis Major
km/s. The diameter of the cluster is between 25 and 26 light years. It is estimated to be 190 million
years old, and cluster properties and dynamics suggest a total life expectancy of 500 million years for
this cluster, before it will have disintegrated.
OBSERVATION DATA (J2000 EPOCH)
Constellation Canis Major
Right ascension 06h 46.0m
Declination -20° 46'
Distance 2,300 ly (710 pc)
Apparent magnitude (V) 4.5
Apparent dimensions (V) 38 arcmin
PHYSICAL CHARACTERISTICS
Radius 12.5 ly
Estimated age 190 million yrs
Other designations M41, NGC 2287
Walter Scott Houston describes the appearance of the
cluster in small telescopes:
Many visual observers speak of seeing curved
lines of stars in M41. Although they seem
inconspicuous on photographs, the curves stand
out strongly in my 10-inch [reflecting telescope],
and the bright red star near the center of the
cluster is prominent.
HISTORY OF OBSERVATION:
Messier 41 was “possibly” recorded by Aristotle about 325 B.C. as a
patch in the Milky Way… quite understandable since it is very much
within unaided eye visibility from a dark sky location. He says:
“.. some of the fixed stars have tails. And for this we need not
rely only on the evidence of the Egyptians w ho say they have
observed it; we have observed it also ourselves. For one of the
stars in the thigh of the Dog had a tail, though a dim one: if you
looked hard at it the light used to become dim, but to less intent
glance it was brighter.”
Although Giovanni Batista Hodierna was the first to catalogue it, the star cluster became better
astronomically known when John Flamsteed independently found it again on February 16, 1702.
LOCATING MESSIER 41
Because Messier 41 is a large star cluster, remember to use lowest magnification to get the best
effect. Higher magnification can always be used once the star cluster is identified to study individual
members. M41 is quite bright and easily resolved and makes a wonderful target for urban skies and
moonlit nights!
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