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For millennia, humanity
has gazed upward at
the night sky, tracing
patterns among the
stars and weaving
stories into the fabric
of the cosmos. The
names we give to stars
are far more than
simple labels; they are
echoes of ancient
civilizations,

navigational beacons,
mythological

characters, and
scientific  milestones.
Understanding star

names, their lore,
and meaning opens a
window into how
different cultures have
interpreted the
universe. From the dog
star of ancient Egypt to
the North Star that
guided sailors, each
name carries a rich
narrative that blends
astronomy, mythology,
and history. In this
article, we will explore
the origins of celestial
nomenclature, delve
into the stories behind
some of the most
famous stars, and
uncover how these
names continue to
inspire wonder today.
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The practice of naming
stars is as old as
civilization itself. Early
astronomers in
Mesopotamia, Greece,
China, and the Arab
world systematically
mapped the sky. Many
of the names we use
today come from
Arabic, Greek, and
Latin sources, often
passing through
medieval scholars who
translated ancient
texts.

Arabic
Influence
on Star
Names

During the Islamic
Golden Age (8th-15th

and expanded upon
Greek knowledge. They
recorded star positions
and introduced Arabic
names for many bright
stars. Examples
include:

» Betelgeuse -
from the Arabic
Yad al-Jawza',
meaning "hand
of the giant."

e Altair - from al-
Ta'ir, "the flying
eagle."

* Vega - from al-
Wagqi', "the
swooping eagle"
or "falling
vulture."

These Arabic names
often described the
star’s location within a
constellation figure,
reflecting a practical,
descriptive approach.
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Greek

Roman
Mytholog

y

The constellations
themselves are largely
derived from Greek
mythology, and many
star names directly
reference characters
from those tales. For
instance, the star
Sirius is known as the
"dog star" because it
sits within Canis Major,
Orion's hunting dog.
The name Sirius itself
means "glowing" or
"scorching" in Greek,
referencing its
brilliance. Similarly, the
star Polaris (the North
Star) gets its name
from the Latin stella

polaris, meaning "polar
star," but its
mythological roots tie
it to the nymph Callisto
and her son Arcas, who
were placed in the sky
as Ursa Major and Ursa
Minor.

LEGENDARY STARS
AND THEIR LORE

Every culture has its
own stories. Below we
explore a few iconic
stars whose names and
meanings have
transcended time.

Sirius:
The
Scorching
Celestial
Canine

Sirius is the brightest
star in the night sky. Its



name comes from the
Greek Seirios, meaning
"glowing" or
"scorching." In ancient
Egypt, the heliacal
rising of Sirius signaled
the annual flooding of
the Nile, a life-giving
event. The Egyptians
linked it to the goddess
Sopdet (later
associated with Isis).
For the Greeks, Sirius’s
appearance in late
summer coincided with
the "dog days" - a
period of extreme
heat. The lore of Sirius
as a harbinger of either
life or heat shows how
the same star can
carry contrasting
meanings across
civilizations.

Polaris:
The

Unmovin
g Guide

Polaris, the North Star,
has been a steadfast
navigational friend for
centuries. Its name is
derived from the Latin
stella polaris, but its
earlier Arabic name
Alruccabah means "the
rider." In Norse
mythology, Polaris was
the "spike in the sky"
around which the
celestial dome rotated.
The star's constancy
made it a potent
symbol of guidance,
reliability, and home.
Many cultures used it
as a fixed point to
orient maps and
stories—a literal and
metaphorical anchor in
the heavens.
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Betelgeus

e: The
Glant's

Shoulder

Pronounced "beetle-
juice," Betelgeuse is a
red supergiant in the
constellation Orion. Its
name derives from the
Arabic Yad al-Jawza'
(hand of the giant),
later corrupted through
medieval Latin
translation. In Hindu
mythology, Betelgeuse
is part of the asterism
that represents a
hunter or a stag. The
star's distinctive
reddish hue has
inspired stories of a
bloodshot eye or a
fiery warrior. Modern
lore also ties it to
science fiction (the
1988 film Beetlejuice

and the Star Wars
series, where its name
was adapted as a
planet system).
Betelgeuse’s
impending supernova
has made it a subject
of  both scientific
curiosity and cultural
fascination.

Vega:
The
Swooping
Eagle

Vega is one of the
brightest stars in the
northern sky and part
of the Lyra
constellation. Its name
comes from the Arabic
al-Wagqi' (the swooping
eagle). In Chinese
mythology, Vega and
Altair are central to the
Qixi Festival (the
"Chinese Valentine's



Day"), where the lovers
Niulang (Altair) and
Zhind (Vega) are
separated by the Milky
Way and meet only
once a year across a
bridge of magpies.
Vega also holds
significance as the first
star (other than the
Sun) to be
photographed and to
have its spectrum
recorded.

Altair:
The

Flying
Eagle

Altair, from the Arabic
al-Ta'ir  ("the flying
eagle"), is the brightest
star in Aquila. In
Japanese and Chinese
folklore, Altair
represents a cowherd
(Hikoboshi or Niulang)

separated from his
weaving maiden wife
(Vega). Their story is a
poignant narrative of
love, duty, and the
interplay between
earthly and celestial
realms. Astrologically,

Altair is often
associated with
swiftness and
ambition.

THE SCIENTIFIC
EVOLUTION OF
STAR NAMES

As astronomy evolved,
the need for a
systematic naming
convention became
clear. While traditional
names remain popular,
modern catalogues
assign alphanumeric
designations for
precision.

Bayer
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Designati

(Greek

Letters)

Introduced by Johann
Bayer in his 1603 star
atlas Uranometria, this
system assigns a
Greek letter to a star
based on its brightness
within a constellation,
followed by the
constellation's genitive
form. For example,
Alpha Centauri is the
brightest star in
Centaurus. However,
the ordering is not
always perfect (e.g.,
Betelgeuse is Alpha
Orionis, but Rigel,
another bright star, is
Beta Orionis). This
system coexists with
traditional names,
allowing both amateur

and professional
astronomers to
communicate
unambiguously.

Flamstee

d
Numbers

In the early 18th
century, British
astronomer John
Flamsteed published a
catalogue using
numbers to label stars
within each
constellation in order
of increasing right
ascension (a celestial
coordinate). For
instance, 61 Cygni is
the 61lst star
catalogued in Cygnus.
While less poetic than
Bayer designations,
Flamsteed numbers
are still widely used for
dimmer stars that lack
traditional names.



Modern
Catalogu
es and
Exoplanet
Names

Today, stars are often
referred to by their
designations in surveys
like the Hipparcos
catalogue, Gaia, or the
2MASS (Two Micron All-
Sky Survey). With the
discovery of
exoplanets, stars like
HD 209458 have
become familiar. The
International

Astronomical Union
(IAU) now also officially
approves traditional
names for exoplanet
host stars through
public contests,
blending old lore with
new discoveries. For

example, the star
formerly known as HD
206893 now carries the
official name Algol (the
demon star) due to its
historical significance.

CULTURAL
SIGNIFICANCE AND
SYMBOLISM

Star names are more
than historical
artifacts; they continue
to influence art,
literature, religion, and
personal identity. Many
people name stars
after loved ones
through commercial
services (though these
names are not officially
recognized by the IAU,
they hold sentimental
value). In astrology,
stars such as Regulus,
Aldebaran, and Antares
are considered "royal
stars" with  specific
influences.

Navigationally, the
"North Star" remains a
metaphor for guidance
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in countless poems,
songs, and
motivational speeches.

Stars in
Indigenou
s and
Folk
Traditions

Before modern
astronomy, indigenous
peoples across the
world developed their
own star lore. The
Australian Aboriginal
people see the dark
patches of the Milky
Way as an emu in the
sky, with its head near
the Southern Cross. In
Polynesian navigation,
stars like Hokule'a (the
star of joy, likely
Arcturus) guided
voyagers across vast
oceans. These stories

remind us that star
names, their lore,
and meaning are
deeply embedded in
human survival and
imagination.

HOW TO LEARN
MORE ABOUT STAR
LORE

For those inspired to
dive deeper into the
stories behind the
stars, there are
excellent resources:

e Books: The
Stars: A New
Way to See Them
by H.A. Rey, Star
Names: Their
Lore and
Meaning by
Richard Hinckley
Allen (a classic
reference), and
The Lost Stars by
Morton Wagman.

e Online
Databases: The
IAU's Working
Group on Star



Names maintains
a list of officially
recognized
names. Websites
like Stellarium
and Sky &
Telescope offer
interactive sky
maps with
mythological
notes.

Mobile Apps:
Apps like Star
Walk 2 and
SkySafari provide
real-time star
identification and
historical
backstories.
Local
Planetariums:
Many offer shows
dedicated to
celestial
mythology.

By exploring these
resources, you can
trace the lineage of a
star's name from
ancient observers to
modern telescopes.
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CONCLUSION: THE
ETERNAL
CONVERSATION
WITH THE COSMOS

Star names are bridges
between our scientific
understanding and our
ancestral need to tell
stories. From the
scorching light of Sirius
to the steady anchor of
Polaris, each name
encapsulates a piece of
human history—a
moment when a
shepherd, a sailor, or a
scholar looked up and
sought meaning. By
studying star names,
their lore, and
meaning, we not only
enrich our knowledge
of astronomy but also
connect with the
timeless human
impulse to find order
and narrative in the
universe. The next
time you step outside
on a clear night, look
up and whisper a
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name: Vega, Altair, and new possibilities
Betelgeuse. Let the guide your gaze. The
stories of old worlds stars are waiting.

11



