
Theme 4.2  
Continuity of Sky Observation; the Story of Two Dhruva

The story of the child prince Dhruva who by his penance became the Pole Star is a 
captivating children story in India. The story can be traced to the Brahmāṇḍa Purāṇa 
(BP) and the Viṣṇu Purāṇa (VP) which were scripted into their present form in the early 
centuries of the Common Era (CE).  But, there was no visible star at the North Celestial 
Pole (NCP) during the above period that could have been called dhruva meaning fixed.

 From where did the Purāṇas inherit such an astral legend so vividly? There by hangs a 
piece of Indian history of seminal importance going back to early Vedic times when the 
star Abhaya (Fearless) was stationary to be popularly called Dhruva (Fixed) at the tail 
end of a group of fourteen stars looking like an aquatic animal called Śiśumāra. 

This constellation forgotten over time, except for a handful of orthodox Hindus, is now 
recognizable as the constellation Draco. Abhaya the fourteenth star on this whale-like 
animal figure is α-Draconis (Thuban) which was the North Pole Star for a fairly long 
period during 3200-2400 BCE.



Due to the effect of precession, this sky picture changed with texts mentioning Dhruva 
to be rotating or drifting. Then came a period when there was no fixed star at NCP but 
still Dhruva was notionally shown in the Vedic marriage ceremony by the husband to 
his bride chanting ancient hymns addressed to the fixed Pole Star. 
Paraskara grhya Sutra, specifies that even if the star is not visible, the bride should say
‘seen’

 Kālidāsa (5th cent. CE) has immortalized this Vedic marriage ritual in his poem 
Kumārasambhavaṁ (7.85)  where Pārvatī is shown the star Dhruva by Śiva. 

ध्रुवेण भार्श ध्रुवदशर्शनाय प्रियुज्यमाना प्रियदशर्शनेन। 
सा दृष्ट इत्याननमुन्नमय्य ह्रीसन्नकण्ठी कथमप्युवाच ॥
How did this astral practice come into the social dharmic Hindu marriage rites? 

In Theme 1.1 we discussed how the ‘dhruvagraha’ in the Agnishtoma, was linked to the 
Pole Star (adhidaivata). This also originated when there was a fixed star at the NCP. 
The evidence is in the Taittiriya Aranyaka.



The Taittirīya Āraṇyaka (TA) of the Kṛṣṇa Yajurveda (KYV) is made of ten chapters 
called prapāṭhaka or praśna. In its present form of TA, chapters 7 to 9 and the 10th 
chapter constitute respectively, the Taittirīya and the Mahānarāyaṇa Upaniṣads. 
Chapters 1 and 2 have several interesting ideas that are essentially observational 
suggesting that these could have been the basis for the development of later astral 
sciences. 

Season determination by observing nature and the sky is described in detail in (TA 
1.3-1.6), which along with MAU could have given rise to the six season solar zodiac.  

ऋषयः सप्ताश्च यत ्। सवर्वेऽयो अगस्त्यश्च । नक्षःै शंकृतोऽवसन ् (तै० आ० १-११)

In TA (1.8) Saptaṛṣi and Agastya are said to be with the nakṣatras. Agastya by unbroken 
tradition can be identified as the southern star Canopus. From the context Saptaṛṣi refers 
to the constellation U. Major.  Almost all Indian astral texts, in some manner or other, 
refer to Saptaṛṣi and Agastya, but gradually forgot over centuries the Śiśumāra 
constellation described in the second chapter of TA.

viśvāmitro jamadagnirbhāradvājo’tha gautamaḥ|atrirvasiṣṭaḥ kaśyapa ityete saptarṣayaḥ | 
saptānām ṛṣīṇām agastyāṣṭamānām yadapatyam tadgotramityācakṣate||  (Āśvalāyana 
Śrauta Sūtra Pariśiṣṭa)





About 27,000 years are needed to complete the precession 
cycle. Currently we have a Dhruva. There was a Dhruva 
around 3000 BC

A star on the Polar circle can be 
seen as Fixed from Earth to be 
called Dhruva. 



Names of the 
14 stars of the  
Shishumara 
constellation 
and the 
corresponding 
body parts 
making up the 
animal figure
The last four stars 
ending with Dhruva 
are circumpolar

One who knows the 
14 stars correctly 
lives longer by that 
many years!

Dhruva-Meru centric 
astronomical  model





Why the Puranic Dhruva is not now the Pole Star ?
   1. There was no Pole Star for people to look at and call it 
        DHRUVA during  approximately 2000 BCE-1500 CE; 
        for 3500 years. 
   2. Purana describes Dhruva to be at the end of a
        constellation called Shishumara  with 14 stars, 
   3. All stars named and to be marked on the 
       body of the heavenly animal. 
   4. A small star is to be next to Dhruva to be called Suniti.

If there was no Visible star at NCP how did Brahmanda & 
Vishnu Purana scripted around 400-500 CE know about 
Dhruva as fixed star? Purana proposes Meru-Dhruva centric 
cosmology. How this idea that Earth is connected to 
Dhruva by an invisible Meru/Medhi (Pole) arise?

1. Purana should have recorded inherited tradition of ancient memories

2. Earth’s axis wobbles slowly such that over millennia there may be no star at the North Pole 
that looks fixed. At present we can see Polaris (alfa-U.Minor) as ‘fixed’ in the night sky 
without movement.

3. During 3200-2400 BCE ‘Abhaya” of the Taittiriya Aranyaka (Yajurveda) was the Dhruva or 
fixed star!  This star is called ‘Thuban’ or alfa-Draconis in modern astronomy.



Brhadratha 
mentions  names 
of 16 kings before 
him. This would be 
about 300-400 
years.

Maghadi 
epoch c 1800 
BCE

Why Dhruva  
moves?





The above figure depicts the Śiśumāra when Dhruva was closest to the NCP during 
2830 BCE. Anyone in the northern hemisphere would have seen the star as stable and 
fixed. However, with time, the star started circling the Pole and as king Bṛhadratha in 
MAU questions, Dhruva was not stable (c 1800 BCE). Still the star was circumpolar 
(without rise and set) and could have been seen all though the year if the Śiśumāra 
constellation was identified. This seems to have been the case for the Ekāgnikāṇḍa and 
gṛhya sūtras to prescribe the dhruvadarśana rite in Vedic marriages. But around 500 
BCE for people in the south the star lost its circumpolar property, that is, Dhruva could 
not be seen in some seasons After 1000 CE in north India the Vedic star would have 
been visible, but at low altitudes and it is doubtful if common people could identify the 
star correctly. 

Before Common Era astronomers were aware of the Śiśumāra constellation, which is 
mentioned in the Jaina Bhadrabāhu Saṁhitā and also in the Vṛddhagārgīya Jyotiṣa later 
chapters (c 500 BCE). Nevertheless, all over India Dhruva remained in the community 
memory more as an ideal through the Purāṇas, legends, marriage rituals and the Vedic 
oral traditions. 

शशुमारस्य व्यावतृ्त्या तारामत्स्यस्य धीमतः |
ज्योतषां च गत ंवद्यादातर्शवीं पूवर्शदशर्शनात ्||   
Vrddhagargiya Jyotisha



Alberuni (973-1048 CE) in his book on India mentions that devout Hindus held that the 
North Pole Star was in the constellation that looks like a four-footed aquatic animal 
called, Śākvarā and also as Śiśumāra. He further says that this name sounds similar to 
the Persian Susumar, which is the constellation of the Lizard, same as the modern 
Draco. He further adds that “the Hindus tell ludicrous tales about this figure.” By this, 
he alludes to the Purāṇas that praise people with correct knowledge of the 14 stars 
making up the constellation to be blessed with an extra 14 years of life. 

Alberuni had admiration for Indian astronomers for their scientific approach to the 
subject. But, none of the siddhānta texts of the period described any constellation by the 
name Śiśumāra. Curiously enough, they were more interested in establishing the first 
visibility conditions for the southern star Agastya (Canopus). This should not be 
surprising, since there was no visible star at the North Celestial Pole (NCP) during the 
first millennium of the Common Era (CE) which was the prime period of mathematical 
astronomy in India. This situation perhaps prompted Alberuni not to take the Purāṇas 
seriously as having preserved ancient observations of the Vedic period, in the form of 
legends and cultural beliefs. However, common people carried in their collective 
memory the story of the child prince Dhruva, literally one-who-is-fixed, as the Pole 
Star. 



The orthodox Vedic tradition of the vedāntins, cultivated in parallel also 
held that Dhruva the Pole Star was located in the constellation Śiśumāra. 
An example of how the Vedic facts were textually recorded other than in 
the Purāṇas, is available in the commentaries on the Viṣṇusahasranāma, 
which is a part of the Mahābhārata. All the three schools of Vedānta, 
namely Advaita, Viśiṣṭādvaita and Dvaita recognize this text as important 
for their philosophical traditions. The commentaries specific to the three 
schools interpret the 441st name nakṣatranemi, as a homonym for Viṣṇu, 
the controller of the nakṣatras, stationed at the heart-region of the 
(constellation) śiśumāra, quoting the Vedic and Purāṇic texts in differing 
details. Śaṅkarācārya explains that Dhruva sitting on the tail of this 
figure rotates the stellar circle. He quotes cryptically, the Vedic authority 
for his explanation as viṣṇuṛhṛdayam, which is the Taittirīya Āraṇyaka 
hymn (II.19). 

Sayana Bhashya on TA II.19
14th century





There was no recognized Pole Star during CE and we do not come across reference to 
dhruva unambiguously as a star at the NCP till the 15th Century. But the terminology 
dhruvaka for polar longitude is derived from dhruva, interpreted as the Pole, an 
imaginary point on the sphere. Brahmagupta (598-670 CE) discussing the rotation of 
the celestial sphere uses the phrase dhruvayoḥ nibaddham, meaning the two geometrical 
north and south poles of the sphere. The group of stars near the Pole was named 
dhruvamatsya (Polar-fish) and not as Śiśumāra. 

Bhāskarācārya (1114-1185 CE) in his Siddhānta-śiromaṇi, under Bhuvanakośa refers to 
the mouth and tail of this polar-fish and its synchronization with sun rise and sun set. 

“ यदा भरणीस्थो रवभर्शवत तदा तस्यास्तमयकाले ध्रुवमत्स्यिस्तयर्शक्स्थो भवत । तस्य 
मुखतारा पिश्चमतः । पुच्छतारा पूवर्शतः । तदा मुखतारासू ेरवरत्यथर्शः । अथ नशावसाने 
मुखतारा परवयर्यं पूवर्शतो यात । पुच्छतारा पिश्चमतो यात । ततो 
मुखतारासूगतस्यैवाकर्श स्योदयो दृश्यत”े (सद्धान्तशरोमणः)

In the 15th Century the present Polaris or α-U.Minor 
had reached close to the Pole at about 86o and a line 
connecting it to star markaṭi (β-U.Mi or Kochab) 
was recognized to rotate in the night sky. This fact was used by
 Padmanābha to develop his astronomical instrument 
Dhruva-matsya-yantra for finding time as in a clock. 



Siddhāntic astronomers were true to their empirical scientific 
observations, even though they must have been well versed in the 
ancient Vedic and Purāṇic lore. Kamalākara Bhaṭṭa the famous 
author of Siddhānta-tattva-viveka (1658 CE) addressed the question 
of which star to be seen by the bride in Hindu marriages. This was 
very relevant, since the prescribed Vedic hymns as per their meaning 
refer to the fixity of Dhruva. True to the spirit of the Vedic mantra 
but not to the letter, he gave the celestial coordinates of Dhruva 
along the ecliptic as 90º longitude and 66º latitude. Thus from his 
astronomical point of view the current Pole Star was to be taken as 
the Dhruva for religious purposes also. 



Taittiriya āranyaka describes constellation Draco as Shishumara with 14 stars at 
the end of which Abhaya-Dhruva (α-Draconis or Thuban) was stationed. 

(2400-2800-3200 BCE) Ekāgni of Krishna Yajurveda  pictures  this as a Fixed Peg 
driven in ground around which animals go round.

Maitrayaniya Aranyaka. 1800 BCE

Kamalakara Bhatta, 1658 CE Which Dhruva to be seen by 
the bride in her marriage?

VISHNU

AlBeruni 1025 CE, Hindus believe 
their Pole star to be in Shishumara

SHANKARACHARYA 800CE, Quotes, 
Tai.aranyaka to locate Vishnu at the 
heart of shishumara

ashvinau

Taittiriya AraNyaka 
3000 BCE

Tai.Sam, KS, KKS; Dhruva Graha/sthali,
Abhicara using Dhruva, to bring down  
leaders/kings

Why Dhruva moves?

Mitra-Varunau

This Dhruva-mantra is used in 
Hindu marriages to show the 
bride the Pole Star Dhruva so that 
she is like the Fixed Star in her 
new home.



Dhruva as Vishnu/Krishna.Poet 
Maagha, 900 CE

Shrauta Sutra

Jaina Bhadrabahu Samhita 
c 300 BCE.  Shishumara covered 
by a comet

Dhruva is the Pole Point. 
Dhruvaka: Polar coordinate

Draupadi Swayamvara in ShishumaraPura NE 
direction from the Capital of Drupada 

Vishnu as shishumara with 
Dhruva at the tail end

RV 1.116.18 …ratho vam vrshabhasca shimshumarascha 
yuktah 

Yogasutra; Dhruve 
tadgatijnaanam

ध्रुवेण भार्श 
ध्रुवदशर्शनाय 
प्रियुज्यमाना 
प्रियदशर्शनेन।
 सा दृष्ट 
इत्याननमुन्नमय्य 
ह्रीसन्नकण्ठी 
कथमप्युवाच|| 
KS 7.85 



शशुमारस्य व्यावतृ्त्या तारामत्स्यस्य धीमतः |
ज्योतषां च गत ंवद्यादातर्शवीं पूवर्शदशर्शनात ्||   Vrddhagargiya Jyotisha



Vedic, Puranic and later siddhanta astronomy texts
have preserved knowledge of 

Two Distinct Dhruva-Pole Stars Spanning ~5000 Years

First; tail-end star in constellation Shishumara (Draco-Thuban) 
🡪Tai.Ara.(~3000 BCE)

Second; mouth of Dhruva-matsya (Polaris)  --> Siddhanta-tatva Viveka 
(1658 CE)

This also demonstrates continuity of long term 
Vedic astronomical tradition

that overlaps with the known time line of the 
Indus-Saraswati civilization 


