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Lateral Thoughts: Gareth Leyshon

When I moved on from my first placement as a parish 
priest, the Catholic primary school I served decided to 
present me with a leaving gift. In a public ceremony, I 
was handed a mysterious box, which I opened to dis-
cover that a star had been “named after me”. Since I’d 
entered ministry following a PhD in astrophysics, the 
school thought it was an appropriate gesture. Awk-
wardly, I had to publicly commend the school for such 
a “thoughtful” gift while privately giving the head the 
usual speech about how professional astronomers don’t 
recognize these names and that when you pay signifi-
cant sums to these companies, you get a listing in a van-
ity directory and nothing more.

Such companies thrive, I think, because the nam-
ing of things holds deep religious and cultural signif-
icance. Indeed, our beliefs are often reflected in the 
heavens. The constellations visible from the northern 
hemisphere are conventionally tagged with names from 
Greek and Roman religions, although the world’s other 
ancient civilizations saw different patterns and named 
them accordingly. When the scientists of the Age of 
Enlightenment sailed the southern seas, their belief in 
technology was reflected in constellation names such as 
Telescopium and Sextans. More recently still, our mod-
ern concern with affirming minority groups has been 
reflected in the addition of 136472 Makemake (Easter 
Island natives), 136108 Haumea (Hawaiian) and 90377 
Sedna (Inuit) to the ranks of outer solar system bodies 
– the new rule being to represent the names of creation 
deities across as many world cultures as possible.

As I am rather sensitive about the naming of cosmic 
bodies, the first results from the New Horizons fly-by 
of Pluto piqued my curiosity. The project team has pro-
visionally named features on the dwarf planet after its 
discoverer, Clyde Tombaugh (Tombaugh Regio is the 
“heart” of Pluto) and after H P Lovecraft’s fictional 
creature of the abyss, Cthulhu. But how will these 
names fare when offered to the ruling deity of plan-
etary nomenclature, the International Astronomical 
Union (IAU)?

Before the fly-by, contributors to Internet forums 
assumed (incorrectly) that all features on Pluto had 
to be named after creatures of the underworld, and 
they pondered whether Tombaugh could qualify. The 
answer, of course, relies awkwardly on one’s theological 
position about the existence of an afterlife and, even 
more awkwardly, for those who believe in both heaven 
and hell, on a moral judgement of character (saints 
would be assigned to Uranus, sinners to Pluto).

Fortunately, the true IAU protocol allows Pluto-
nian features to be named after scientists associated 
with Pluto, not just mythic deities of the underworld. 
So Tombaugh Regio seems safe – but does Cthulhu, 
from an early 20th-century work of fiction rather than 
an age-old mythos, qualify? There is some precedent 
for keeping it: the IAU’s own rules assign features on 
Saturn’s satellite, Titan, names from the works of JRR 
Tolkien, Isaac Asimov and Frank Herbert.

As I pondered this, I was struck by a thought: as a 
Christian minister, how would I feel if some plane-
tary feature were given a name I held sacred, such as 
“Jesus”? Would this be an honour, conferred by the act 

of recognition, or a declaration of religious pluralism, 
downgrading a currently worshipped god to the status 
of “just another myth”? 

A quick check reassured me that the IAU now has 
rules against this kind of thing – no name “of religious 
significance” may be used. But this was not always the 
case. Asteroids named before there was an IAU include 
208 Lacrimosa (from a title of the Virgin Mary), 205 
Martha and 318 Magdalena, all honouring women of 
the New Testament, together with the less auspicious 
546 Herodias, for a villainess from the same book. 
Much more recently, Mike Brown – one of the people 
responsible for Pluto’s demotion from planet status – 
asked permission of the Tongva tribe of Southern Cali-
fornia to name Kuiper belt object 50 000 Kwawar after 
their creation deity. A tribal elder gave his blessing but 
asserted their preferred spelling: Quaoar.

Can we make a distinction between classical myths 
and modern fantasy, between creatures from tall tales 
and putative entities that were truly worshipped? Can 
we clearly distinguish living from dead religions? Dur-
ing my PhD, I met an undergraduate who claimed in 
all seriousness to be a worshipper of the Norse deity 
Wodan (also the name given in 1960 to Asteroid 2155). 
So the answer is: probably not.

Ultimately, the name of a place is what people choose 
to call it, and in some cases the accidents of history will 
override consistent protocols. James Clerk Maxwell – 
lucky fellow – will forever be the only man surrounded 
by the goddess of beauty, immortalized on Venus by the 
naming of Maxwell Montes before the IAU developed 
its policies. I can’t imagine Tombaugh Regio being 
vetoed by the IAU now, though the “Heart of Pluto” 
label will stick more firmly in the popular mind.

I’m never going to have a star named after me 
(though thanks to the first Gliese star catalogue, there 
are plenty of Gl objects). But as we now discover exo-
planets and Kuiper belt objects by the dozen, new cat-
egories for names will be in heavy demand. If someone 
decides to nominate a heavenly body to receive names 
from Arthurian legends, please don’t forget Sir Gareth.

Gareth Leyshon is director of adult education for the Roman Catholic 
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