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 The earliest astronomer was a man named Deinekes, who lived in the city of 

Pylos by the sea. His job had a practical purpose. Because he was so good at charting the 

stars, King Neleus had made him his navy and merchant fleet’s chief navigator, a job he 

continued under Neleus’ son and successor, Nestor. Deinekes’ accurate reading of the 

stars ensured many successful voyages for the Pylian sailors and merchants, bringing 

riches from as far away as Troy and Cyprus into Pylos. But for all his skill in reading the 

heavens, there were five objects that Deinekes could not explain. Five of the stars in the 

sky seemed to move on their own accord. Compared to the stable motions of the other 

stars, these five, and only these five, moved in unusual ways, with zigzag patterns and 

odd loops. After many years of careful observation of their motions, Deinekes could 

understand and predict their patterns, but they were still so unusual compared to the other 

stars that he did not know how to explain them. 

 The countless other stars in the night sky were perfectly easy to explain. They 

were far-off lamps, carried by the nymphs of the sky who were assigned to aid gods and 

men in their navigation of the world after the sunset. They orbited the Earth at regular, 

predictable intervals for this purpose. The nymphs tended to congregate in constellations 

to better fulfill their mission to Zeus and the other gods. After all, it was easier to see a 

pattern of stars in a picture than in a random mass. Some of the nymphs had arranged 

themselves in such a way to honor Orion the Hunter, for example. This fact was well-

known to the people before Deinekes’ day, though none were as skilled at cataloging 

those patterns as he was. But why did these five stars, and only these five, move in such 

irregular, random orbits? For what purpose could they have? Deinekes was getting older 

and knew his time to pay the boatman was coming. He would not be able to gaze on the 
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stars he loved once his soul departed to Hades’ gloom, so he felt an urgency to solve the 

mystery that he had not felt in earlier years. He had risen from obscurity to power and 

had several sons to carry his name and possessions. In all respects, he would die a happy 

man, but this mystery was the only thing that had bedeviled him in life. As this mystery 

and his advancing age weighed on Deinkes, he grew gloomier. The fear that he would die 

without finding the answer got stronger and became an obsession. 

 Finally, Deinekes decided that he could not find his answer without the help of 

the gods. So he traveled to Delphi to see the Oracle there, who told him only to “appease 

Hephaestus and accept his wisdom, for his tools will help you discover the very large.” 

 Deinekes went home but did not know how to interpret this advice. The months 

went by. Since Hephaestus was the god of metalworking, he had begun constructing a 

metal-based magnifying tube to peer upward but wasn’t going fast enough, and there was 

no guarantee of success. Each day gnawed at him since there would not be that many left. 

Finally, in his growing obsession, he decided he needed to take more direct action. In an 

act of unspeakable horror, he went to the Temple of Hephaestus with his youngest 

grandson and sacrificed the boy to appease the god, figuring that he had other 

grandchildren to spare. Hephaestus punished Deinekes for this act of vanity. Instead of 

taking his soul to Hades, the god placed him high above the Earth, doomed to suffer in 

solitary confinement for eternity. Yet, Deinekes was at least able to see the planets. He 

could make them out as bright flying chariots Hephaestus had forged for the gods. They 

were mostly self-driving, such were the wonders of his work, but occasionally, the gods 

would mount the vehicles, and always in the same position: Mercury (or Hermes) nearest 

the sun, followed by Venus (Aphrodite), Mars (Ares), Jupiter (Zeus), and Saturn 
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(Chronus). The gods would drive or direct their chariots around the Earth to monitor the 

nymphs with their lamps to ensure they were doing their jobs properly. That is why the 

planets don’t seem to have fixed orbits because chariots and drivers have much more 

erratic patterns than a formal flight pattern assigned to the nymphs. Deinekes had finally 

found his answer, but at a great price to his family and soul. However, Athena always 

loved him because of all he had done to expand human knowledge, so she allowed him to 

send the message back down to the world below to King Nestor, detailing his final and 

most bitter discovery. People have known the planets by these names ever since. 


