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Homer’s Árktos – ‘Bearly’ Polar 

Marinus Anthony van der Sluijs 

In a formula he used on two occasions, Homer characterised the constellation of Ursa, the Bear (Árkton; accusative), as 

circumpolar – daily circling around the celestial north-pole while never dipping ‘into the ocean’, that is to say, below 

the horizon: 

… all the constellations with which heaven is crowned – the Pleiades and the Hyades and mighty Orion and the 

Bear, that men call also the Wain, that circles ever in its place, and watches Orion, and alone has no part in the 

baths of Ocean [1]. 

… he watched the Pleiades, and late-setting Boötes, and the Bear, which men also call the Wain, which ever 

circles where it is and watches Orion, and alone has no part in the baths of Ocean. For this star Calypso, the 

beautiful goddess, had bidden him to keep on the left hand as he sailed over the sea [2]. 

Considering that Homer did not mention Ursa Minor, the Little Bear, and that a large portion of Ursa Major, the Great 

Bear, does set as seen from Greek latitudes, the American classicist Amirthanayagam P. David in an animated 

discussion deduced that the celestial pole in the time of Homer or his subject matter resided in Ursa Major and not, as it 

does today, in Ursa Minor. The regular rate of the precession of the equinoxes does not permit this, so that a sudden 

astronomical pole shift must have separated the condition Homer described from the present [3]. 

Despite mentioning the precession of the equinoxes, David overlooked the fact that because of this uniformitarian 

process practically all of Ursa Major was circumpolar between the 12th and 6th centuries BC as observed from Greece 

or Asia Minor [4]. 

In 700-600 BC, only a tiny segment of the left hind leg would briefly set, but in 1000 BC even this part would never be 

seen to be cut off by the horizon. In Homer’s time, the constellation was only defined by its main asterism, the seven 

stars of the Plough, Wagon or Big Dipper [5]. This group was unequivocally circumpolar throughout antiquity. 

The verity of Homer’s words in the light of precession has long been acknowledged by commentators, none of whom 

David appears to have consulted. Assuming a date of 750 BC for Homer’s poems, a 19th-century scholar performed 

calculations proving that “Clearly in those days the constellation fulfilled the conditions of the Homeric verse in a very 

different way to what it does now. … Since that date the various stars of the constellation have been gradually 

increasing their distance from the true or virtual Pole; which, vice versa, it may be observed has been gradually 

approaching the star we call the Pole-star …”[6]. In a monograph which is still a standard textbook today, a more 

modern authority, the English classicist David Reginald Dicks (1923-2011), noted: 

This is the first reference in Greek to circumpolar stars, i.e. those which do not rise or set at a particular locality 

but are always visible. … Now, of the seven bright stars of Ursa Major that form the well-known Plough (these 

were the only ones recognized at this early period as comprising the constellation Arctus …), the most southerly 

one (η) had in about 800 BC a declination of +64.5º. Greece, in an extended sense including the Aegean islands 

and the southern coast of the Black Sea, may be taken as lying between latitudes 33º and 43º north, so that the 

Plough was well within the limit of the circumpolar stars [7]. 

A standard commentary on Homer of recent date submits: 

The configuration of the stars was not visibly different in antiquity from the present day, but their behaviour was 

altered by the changing position of the celestial pole about which the stars appear to turn. … Owing to precession 
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at the present day the courses of the most southerly stars of Ursa Major pass below the horizon for an observer 

stationed in Greek latitudes (35º-40º N.) [8]. 

The notion that the Bears do not set remained a literary commonplace throughout antiquity, perhaps partly on the 

understanding that Ursa Major does not set in its entirety [9]. The Greek Neo-Platonist Proclus the Successor (AD 412-

485) mounted an attack on the theory of the precession of the equinoxes at a rate of about 1º in 100 years, in which he 

objected that Ursa Major does not partly set as it ought to do if the theory were accurate: 

How is it that the Bears, which have always been visible above the horizon through countless ages, still remain so, 

if they move by one degree in 100 years about the pole of the zodiac, which is different from the world-pole; for, if 

they had moved so many degrees as this would imply, they should now no longer graze (παραξέειν) the horizon 

but should partly set! [10] 

That Ursa Major was the only constellation to remain permanently above the horizon, as Homer stated, would have 

been “true of the stars mentioned in Homer and Hesiod” [11]. If these were the only stars named and thus ‘known’ at 

the time [12], this gives an adequate explanation, which obviates the need for some ad hoc solutions suggested in post-

Homeric times. For example, Aristotle read the word for ‘alone’ (oíē) as a metaphor for ‘best known’ [13]. And Strabo, 

while ignoring the precession of the equinoxes but accepting that Homer was unfamiliar with Ursa Minor, was led to 

interpret Homer’s Árktos – presumably in its minimal form of the Plough – as ‘arctic circle’ (tòn arktikòn; accusative) 

[14]. In refuting Strabo’s approach, David did not appreciate that the term ‘arctic circle’ in Greek astronomy referred to 

“the circumpolar zone on the celestial sphere” [15], which, varying with latitude, by definition contains stars that do not 

set [16]. Nevertheless, one can grant David that Homer intended the word to designate the constellation only, even if the 

term ‘arctic circle’ historically derived from Árktos as a pars pro toto. 

Finally, David made much of the absence of Ursa Minor from Homer’s texts, but in Homer’s day Ursa Minor did not 

include the celestial north pole, but was “about 4º off the pole” [17]. “… the present appearance of the night sky in 

Greece (or anywhere else) is very different from what the Greeks observed; our Pole Star (α Ursae Minoris), now less 

than 1º from the north pole, was in Hipparchus’ time (150 BC) 12º24´ from it as he himself tells us …” [18]. “When the 

Greeks looked up at the night sky, what they saw was not what we see today. The most obvious difference is that the 

star Polaris was not the centre around which the heavens rotated. In Perikles’ time Polaris was just another circumpolar 

star, travelling round in a circle about the celestial north-pole, which at that time lay at a spot unmarked by a star in the 

sky … So there was no pole star as such” [19]. There is, accordingly, nothing surprising in the traditional understanding 

by ancient and modern scholars alike that the earliest Greeks used Ursa Major as the principal pointer towards the north 

pole, while the Phoenicians navigated by Ursa Minor, until Thales of Miletus (c624-c546 BC), who was reputedly 

himself of Phoenician descent, introduced the concept of Ursa Minor to the Greeks [20]. If Ursa Minor was even then 

still closer to the pole than Ursa Major, the Greeks’ reliance on the latter was simply because their astronomical 

expertise was cruder than that of their Levantine contemporaries; “As for Ursa Minor, it is impossible to distinguish it 

immediately when you are unaccustomed to surveying or examining the celestial vault. To detect its position, you 

require to be forewarned of it …” [21]. Keeping Ursa to the left, as Odysseus was advised to do, simply meant sailing 

east and was apparently perfectly feasible: 

If he used the northerly stars of Ursa Major as a fixed beacon, a navigator would be off course to the maximum 

extent of c. 13º, hardly a serious matter for a single night’s voyage amid the vagaries of wind and current [22]. 

In conclusion, the astronomical details of Homer’s description of Ursa do not present an “incongruity with visible 

reality” [23], but are entirely consistent with the consensus that the positions of the celestial poles relative to the stars 

over the past 3000 years or more have changed only due to the precession of the equinoxes, not due to any irregular 

rapid astronomical pole shift. In antiquity, Ursa Major was circumpolar, not polar. Consequently, Homer’s Bear bears 

no relation to the Greek myth about the sun’s midday return to the east in the time of Thyestes [24], the Hebrew legends 

of Joshua’s ‘long day’ (traditionally mid-15th century BC) and the sudden retreat of the sun’s shadow on the sun dial of 

king Ahaz (late 8th century BC), or the voluminous scientific evidence for a brief geomagnetic excursion around the 

middle of the 1st millennium BC. 
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Reflections on Possible Findings 

 of the Black Mat in the UK 

Phillip Clapham 

I was looking at the archaeology pages on the Archive.Today web-site and flicked onto this page, 

https://archive.is/zSsqZ, ‘Stratigraphy and Paleoenvironmental Sampling’. This was quite revealing as the investigation 

of the Late Pleistocene and Early Holocene is not something you see mentioned much in geology. However, this is an 

archaeological report on a survey of The Grove, a former estate but now a golf course, between Watford and the M25 

motorway. It was originally part of the much bigger estate of Cassio (now Cassiobury, confined to an area south-west of 

Watford) and includes the valley of the River Gade (which joins the Colne a short distance away). The valley is where 

the geological/environmental study was made – on a slope leading down to the river. The Gade, we may note, is a small 

river as rivers go, but it is one of several rare examples of rivers on the Chilterns plateau and was historically important 

(because of the palace at Kings Langley for example) and industrially (for a succession of paper-mills in the 19th and 

20th centuries). The findings come from three trenches – two on the slope and one on the valley bottom. It provided 

interesting environmental information for the Late Glacial to early Holocene transition. The sequence runs across the 

centre and sides of the valley and, as one might suspect, the bottom had a large amount of peat, as well as what the 

investigators describe as tufa deposits. These appear to be dip-slope deposits (material washed down the slope as a 

result of heavy rainfall or other environmental factors, such as frost erosion and slope slide).  

They are important as they illustrate that what is being investigated is a boggy zone. Trench 1 is in the middle section of 

the valley. Trench 2 is set over the valley edge and Trench 3, which is of particular interest, was excavated from the 

valley side and across the valley floor. It was composed of a mixture of clay and gravel-rich sediments (some of them 

containing chalk from the hillside above) and cold climate periglacial solifluction deposits. These are due to extreme 

cold causing the chalk to crack and gradually move downwards, a common process on the chalk downs and hills of 

southern England. I won’t go into a description of the solifluction process as you can put the word into a search engine 

and find all the information necessary, but this is an important part of what was found on the valley bottom (and on the 

slope). What is important is the discovery of a black organic and silt layer that is defined as belonging to the Late 

Glacial Interstadial, also known as the Allerød Interstadial (which in popular language is the time of the Younger Dryas 

event).  


