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ASSA SHALLOW AND DEEP SKY BULLETIN 
 

The Director of Shallow and Deep Sky 
Colin Steyn 

 
 

TARGET:  ORION’s STELLAR TREASURE – SIGMA ORIONIS 
 

Constellation: Orion 
 
1.  Overview 

 
The Sigma Orionis Star Cluster is a compact and fascinating young 
stellar grouping embedded in the eastern part of the constellation 
Orion. Centered on the bright multiple star Sigma Orionis, this 
cluster is an excellent target for both visual observers and Astro 
photographers, offering a mix of bright stars, faint companions and 
intriguing stellar formation processes. 
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2.  KEY DATA: 
 
Type: Open cluster (Stellar Association) 
Distance: 1150 light years 
Age: 3 – 5 million years 
Apparent Magnitude: 3.8 (integrated, dominated by Sigma Ori.) 
Size: 20 – 30 Arcminutes 
RA / DEC:  05H38M (-02° 36’)  

 
3. PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION 

 
The Sigma Orionis cluster is part of the larger Orion OB 1b 
association, a region rich in young, hot stars.  At its heart lies the 
remarkable Sigma Orionis system, a complex multiple star system 
with at least five major components visible in moderate telescopes. 
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The Cluster contains: 

 Numerous pre-main sequence stars. 

 Brown Dwarfs and Planetary-mass objects. 

 A sparse but distinct Stellar population, surrounding the 
multiple star system. 
 

This makes it a key laboratory for studying early stellar evolution. 
 

4. OBSERVING NOTES: 
 
Best time to observe: 

 Months:  November to April. 

 Time:  Late evening to mid-night. 

 Position:  Orion dominates the northern sky, making this 
cosmic treasure easily accessible. 
 

5. FINDING THE CLUSTER 
 
Locate the famous Orion’s Belt. From the eastern most belt star 
Alnitak, move about 1° south. Sigma Orionis is visible to the naked 
eye under dark skies as a bright star just below the belt. 

 
6. VISUAL OBSERVING  
 

6.1. Binoculars (7 x 50 / 10 x 50) 
 

 Sigma Orionis appears as a bright star with a loose 
sprinkling of faint stars nearby. 

 The cluster is subtle; dark skies improve contrast 
significantly. 

 
6.2. Small telescopes (80 – 150 mm) 

 Sigma Orionis resolves into multiple components. 

 Several faint cluster members become visible. 
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 A delicate grouping emerges. 
 

6.3. Medium to large telescopes (200mm+) 

 Multiple components are clearly visible. 

 Dozens of faint members visible under good seeing 
conditions. 

 Brown dwarf populations not visible visually, but field 
becomes richly populated. 

 
7. ASTROPHOTOGRAPHY 

 Wide-field imaging reveals the cluster embedded in the 
Orion complex. 

 Narrow band imaging may hint at surrounding faint 
nebulosity. 

 Best captured alongside nearby regions such as the Flame 
Nebula and Horsehead Nebula. 
 

8. SCIENTIFIC IMPORTANCE  
 
The Sigma Orionis cluster is one of the most studied young clusters 
because: 
 
8.1 It host a large population of substellar objects. 
8.2 It provides insight into star and planet formation. 
8.3 Its proximity and low extinction make it ideal for multi-
wavelength studies. 
 

9. CHALLENGE & TIPS 
 

 Glare from Sigma Orionis can make faint members difficult to 
detect. 

 Use moderate magnification to balance field and contrast. 

 Observe under dark transparent skies for best results. 
 

10. SUMMARY 



 
5 

 
The Sigma Orionis cluster is a visually subtle yet scientifically rich 
target, while not as immediately striking as Orion’s Nebulae, it 
rewards careful observation with its intricate and delicate stellar 
population. For observers it is convenient and worthwhile to any 
deep sky program. 
 
May you have clear skies and happy observing 
 
Colin Steyn 


