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Alpha Carinae (Canopus), in the Constellation of Carina.  

 



“Tiphys, son of Hagnias, left the Siphaean people of the Thespians, well skilled to tell the 

rising wave on the broad sea, and well skilled to infer from Sun and star the stormy winds 

and the time for sailing. Athena herself urged him to join the band of Argonauts, and he 

came among then a welcome comrade...” 

 

         The Argonautika, (Jason and the Argonauts)  

3rd Century B.C, Bk I, 105. 

Apollonios of Rhodes (c. 305-235 B.C) 

 

“Tiphys without fear, trusted to rule the vessel and to watch the heavens, when weary 

eyed with ceaseless gazing on the bear....  

 

The watchful Tiphys, Hagnias’ son hung his gaze upon the Arcadian constellation, 

favoured mortal, that found use for the fixed stars, and giving men power to steer their 

path across the seas with the heavens as their guide....   

 

...and silently his helpers sit to do his bidding; even as by the throne of highest Jupiter.... 

 

Valerius Flaccus, “Argonautica”, Bk1.418-19, 481.484, 689 - 93.  

c. 80 A.D 

 

“......for it is likely that in the time of Homer the other Bear had not yet been marked out 

as a constellation, and that the star group did not become known as such to the Greeks 

until the Phoenicians so designated it and used it for purposes of navigation; the  same is 

true of Berenice’s Hair and of Canopus... 

 

Strabo, “The Geographica”, 2. 5. 14-15, 7 B.C    

 

Alpha Carinae, better known as Canopus is the second brightest star in the night sky. It is 

best seen as one of the jewels of the firmament of the Southern Hemisphere. It was known 

to the Classical Greeks who lived below the 40th northern parallel. While they 

recognized it as a brilliant star, they did not fully appreciate just how brilliant it truly 

was, as it lies relatively low in the Northern hemisphere. Only Sirius, the Dog Star is 

more luminous, (and this simply by virtue of the fact that Sirius is much closer to the 

Earth, at 8.6 light years). This is true however only in the trivially short time span of 

Homo Sapiens of the Pleistocene and Holocene. As for King Arthur, the “once and future 

king” - as legend has it, he will one day return - Canopus is the once and future king of 

the heavens. Over eons of galactic rotation, and the constant cosmic dance of the stars, 

Canopus, comes to lie sometimes closer, sometimes further way from the Earth. Three 

times in the distant past, over a 5 million year period it has outshone Sirius, despite its 

greater distance from the Earth. In the distant future, around 5 million years from now, 

again it will, in apparent luminosity, be the king of all stars.         

 

Canopus lies a distant 310 light years from the Earth, a fortuitous thing, as it is one of 

the monsters of our stellar neighbourhood. It is a super-giant with 8 - 10 times the mass 

of the Sun, and as such brings it close to the threshold for stars that will one day go 

supernova, destroying everything in close proximity. It shines with the luminosity of 

15,000 of our Suns. It is over 70 times the diameter the Sun. If it were placed at the centre 



of our Solar System, its surface would reach ninety percent of the way to the orbit of the 

planet Mercury, and would render the Earth uninhabitable.   

 

Canopus has long held an important place in one of the pinnacles human endeavour -  

maritime exploration. While all trembled before mighty kings on land, on the high seas, 

none were more important or revered than the navigators, on whom all lives depended. 

In the Classical world, navigation at sea depended largely on the stars. When Jason 

called for heroes to man his ship, the Argo, one of the most important to answer his call, 

after Heracles, was Tiphys, renowned throughout the known world for his skill as a 

navigator. Great generals, even kings would defer to the navigator once on the 

treacherous night seas, “...silently his helpers sit to do his bidding; even as by the throne 

of highest Jupiter....” Many tragedies and disasters befell the Argonauts on their epic 

voyage to Colchis, the land of the Golden Fleece, but one of the most terrible was the 

death of Tiphys from the bite of a deadly serpent. Fortunately another Argonaut, 

Ancaeus, had learnt the art of navigation from Tiphys, and he was able to take the helm 

of the Argo.           

 

Many centuries later, at the time of the Trojan War, the king of Sparta, Menelaus, 

suffered a similar disastrous loss of his navigator, also to the bite of a serpent. His 

navigator was a young man by the name of Canopus. Menelaus, following the end of the 

Trojan war, had disembarked at an obscure port in Egypt, (near the future Alexandria). 

Whilst on shore leave Canopus was bitten by a deadly serpent and died. Canopus had 

been an extremely handsome young man who was loved by the Egyptian prophetess 

Theonoe. Canopus however had resisted her advances, and so his death may not have 

been entirely accidental. Menelaus may have had his suspicions, but he was unable to 

prove anything. He was so overcome with grief that he founded a Greek city at the port, 

and named it Canopus in honour of his beloved navigator. While he was giving his 

dedicatory speech a brilliant star arose in the night sky, one previously unknown. It was 

outshone only by the Dog Star, Sirius. Menelaus saw this a powerful portent, and so he 

named the new star Canopus. Now his young navigator had been immortalized by having 

both a city and a star named after him.      

 

In celebration of the heroic deeds of Jason and the Argonauts, the great Second century 

Astronomer, Claudius Ptolemy, placed his ship, the Argo, in the heavens as Argo Navis, 

the greatest of all the 48 ancient Constellations of the northern sky. Dwarfing all others, 

this massive constellation glided over the great swathe of the Milky Way for well over a 

one and half millennia. Until the time of Prince Henry the Navigator of Portugal in the 

late Fifteenth century there had been no thought that more Constellations would be 

required to describe the stars of the Southern hemisphere. Argo Navis was so large that 

that in 1763 the great French Astronomer, Nicolas Louis de Lacaille, who named many 

of the modern Southern Constellations after iconic symbols of the Enlightenment, divided 

it up into three separate Constellations, Carina, the keel of the Argo, Vela, its sails, and 

Puppis, its deck and stern. With the backing of the great William Herschel in the 

Nineteenth century, Lacaille’s division was accepted and in the lexicon of modern 

Astronomy, Ptolemy’s ancient Argo Navis is now composed of these three Constellations. 

Today the Constellation of Carina, the keel, is easily seen in the night skies of the 

Southern hemisphere.  

 



The most brilliant star in Carina is Canopus. The ancient hero still stands astride Jason’s  

Argo, guiding it through the firmament. Once he guided Greek ships to Troy, but today he 

guides Twenty First century inter-planetary spacecraft. Canopus by virtue of its 

luminosity and its almost 90 degree orientation to the plane of the Sun and the ecliptic 

acts as a brilliant triangulation point by which spacecraft can navigate in deep space. 

The star was instrumental in the safe navigation of the Apollo Moon missions and many 

inter-planetary missions of the late Twentieth and Twenty First centuries. Amoung these 

missions were the Voyager craft. These vessels have now entered interstellar space, the 

most distant human made objects. They hurtle onwards into the infinite void, perhaps one 

day in the very far distant future to rendezvous with a star and planetary system of 

Ptolemy’s Argo Navis.                 

 

When we encounter a patient with an incidental abdominal aortic aneurysm, we enter 

dangerous waters, and so we must become the patient’s navigator guiding them to a safe 

shore. In this treacherous journey our Canopus comes to us in the form of Ultrasonic 

surveillance.    

 

The three modern Constellations, of Carina, Vela and Puppis which once comprised the 

stupendous Ptolemaic Constellation of Argo Navis, the ancient ship of the Argonauts.  
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All incidentally found aortic aneurysms should be referred to a vascular surgeon, if the 

patient is a potential candidate for surgery.  

 

The urgency of follow-up will depend on the size of the aneurysm and whether or not 

there are symptoms associated with it. 

 

In general terms: 1 

 

 

Aortic Diameter  

 

 

Action  

 

 

 

< 2.5 cm  

 

 

None  

 

 

2.5 - 2.9 cm 

 

 

Possible future aneurysm - Consider repeat US in 5 years   

 

3.0 - 3.9 cm  

 

 

Small aneurysm - Repeat US in 12 months  

 

4.0 - 4.4 cm 

  

 

Small aneurysm - Repeat US in 6 months 

 

4.5 - 4.9 cm  

 

Moderate aneurysm - Repeat US in 3 months 

 

 

≥ 5 cm  

 

 

Large aneurysm - Urgent referral to Vascular surgeon 

 

Note however that even though the risk of rupture increases with its size, there is no real 

“safe” size for an aneurysm, and it is impossible to predict when an individual aneurysm 

will rupture. 

 

The mortality rate of AAA can be lowered by elective repair before rupture occurs. 

 

The decision to operate in general terms will be based on:  

 

1. Size of the aneurysm  

 

● Males with AAA > 5.5 cm 

 

● Females with AAA > 5.0 cm 

 

2. Rapid growth rate of the aneurysm 

 



 ● > 1.0 cm / year 

 

3. Symptoms: 

 

● Abdominal / back pain / tenderness 

 

● Episode of distal embolization 

 

4. Patient suability for surgery ( i.e. age and comorbidities) and patient wishes. 

 

The absolute Risk of Rupture: 2 

 

 

AAA diameter (cm) 

 

 

Risk of Rupture % per year 

 

3.0 - 3.9 

 

 

Zero  

 

4.0 - 4.9  

 

 

1 % 

 

5.0 - 5.9  

 

 

1- 10  % 

 

6.0 - 6.9 

 

 

10 - 22 % 

 

> 7.0  

 

 

30 - 50 % 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The Constellation of Argo Navis, Firmamentum Sobiescianum sive Uranographia, 

published, 1690, Johannes Hevelius. 
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