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Target The Scorpion's Jewel Box 
NGC 6231 

Object Type Open Star Cluster 
Other 
Designations 

Caldwell 76 
Melotte 153 

Constellation Scorpius 
Co-ordinates RA: 16h 54m 

Dec: -41° 48' 
Apparent 
Magnitude 

2.6 

Angular Size Approximately 15 arcminutes 
Best Months for 
Observation 

May to August 
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1. Introduction 
NGC 6231 is one of the brightest and most impressive open star clusters in the Southern Sky. 

Located near the tail of Scorpius and embedded within the rich Milky Way fields bordering the 

constellations of Ara and Norma, this magnificent stellar gathering is often overshadowed by 

brighter neighbouring Deep Sky attractions. Yet, under dark skies it stands out as a spectacular 

object in its own right. 

Sometimes called the “Northern Jewel Box”, NGC 6231 displays a rich concentration of brilliant 

young stars sparkling against dense Milky Way star clouds. The cluster forms the core of the larger 

Scorpius OB1 association, one of the nearest massive star-forming regions to Earth. 

2. Discovery and Physical Characteristics 
The cluster was first recorded by Giovanni Hodiema before being independently catalogued by 

Edmond Halley during his observations from St. Helena in 1677. 

NGC 6231 lies approximately 5200 light years away and is extremely young, with an estimated 

age of only 3 to 7 million years. Many of its members are luminous hot blue stars, including several 

rare O-type stars among the brightest known stellar classes. These massive stars illuminate 

surrounding interstellar material and contribute to the cluster’s striking brilliance. 

3. Locating the Cluster 
NGC 6231 is easy to locate from southern latitudes like Southern Africa. It lies just north of the 

Scorpion’s “stinger” stars, near Zeta Scorpii. Under dark skies the cluster is visible to the naked 

eye as a hazy patch embedded in the Milky Way. The surrounding region is exceptionally rich, 

containing dark nebulae, emission regions and numerous smaller star clusters. 

4. Observing Notes 

4.1 Naked Eye and Binoculars 

The cluster appears as a bright misty condensation in the Milky Way. Binoculars reveal a compact 

grouping of brilliant stars with surrounding unresolved haze. Wide-field binocular views are 

especially rewarding because of the rich surrounding star cloud. 
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4.2 Small Telescopes 70-100mm 

Small instruments resolve dozens of bright stars concentrated toward the cluster center. Several 

curved chains of stars give the object a fan-like appearance. Low powers provide the most 

pleasing view. 

4.3 Medium Telescopes 150-250mm 

At moderate magnification the cluster becomes richly textured with bright blue white stars 

scattered among fainter members. The dense stellar concentration contrasts beautifully with the 

surrounding Milky Way background. Observers may also notice the nearby cluster Trumpler 24 

and the diffuse nebulosity of IC 4628 in wide-field views. 

4.4 Large Telescopes 250mm- 

Large telescopes and bigger apertures reveal numerous faint members and complex stellar 

patterns extending beyond the obvious cluster core. The surrounding Milky Way becomes densely 

populated with countless background stars. 

4.5 Astrophotography 

NGC 6231 is an outstanding wide-field imaging target. Photographs reveal the cluster embedded 

within rich galactic star clouds and neighbouring nebulae. Colour imaging highlights the brilliant 

blue stars that dominate this youthful cluster. 

Short focal length refractors are particularly well suited to capturing the entire region, including 

surrounding nebulosity and dark lanes. 

5. Nearby Objects of Interest 
Observers exploring this rich region should also examine: 

5.1 IC 4628 

5.2 Trumpler 24 

5.3 Cat’s Paw Nebula 

5.4 Scorpius OB 1 
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6. Observing Challenge 
Using binoculars or a rich-field telescope, trace the extended star clouds surrounding NGC 6231 

and attempt to distinguish where the cluster ends and the broader Scorpius OB 1 association 

begins. 

7. Summary 
NGC 6231 is among the finest open clusters accessible to Southern Observers. It’s brilliant young 

stars, rich galactic setting and ease of observation make it an essential target for both novice and 

experienced astronomers. Whether viewed through binoculars, telescopes or captured 

photographically, this magnificent cluster remains one of the showpiece treasures of the 

Southern Milky Way. 

 

May you all have clear skies and Happy viewing! 

Colin Steyn 
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