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UNVEILING THE CELESTIAL NAME: HOW DID URANUS
GET ITS NAME?

When you gaze up at the night sky, few planets spark as much
curiosity—and  gentle  amusement—as  Uranus.  But  behind  the
giggles  lies  a  fascinating  story  of  scientific  discovery,  royal
flattery,  international  rivalry,  and  a  deep  bow  to  classical
mythology. The question, “How did Uranus get its name?” takes
us on a journey from a modest English garden to the halls of the
Royal Astronomical Society, and ultimately to the mythological
heavens themselves. This is the tale of a planet that was nearly
called “George’s Star.”

The Discovery of a New
World
Before we can understand the naming, we must first understand
the discovery.  On the night  of  March 13,  1781,  German-born
British  astronomer  William  Herschel  was  systematically
scanning  the  sky  from his  garden  in  Bath,  England.  Using  a
telescope of  his  own design,  Herschel  spotted an object  that
appeared as a tiny greenish disk—unlike the pinprick points of
distant stars. At first, he thought it might be a comet or a nebula.
But as he continued to observe the object over several nights, its
slow,  steady  motion  against  the  background  stars  hinted  at
something far more significant.
Herschel  reported  his  find  to  the  Royal  Society,  and  soon  other
astronomers  across  Europe  confirmed that  the  object  was  not  a
comet  but  a  planet—the  first  planet  discovered  in  recorded
history that had not been known to ancient civilizations. This new
world doubled the known size of the solar system. The discovery
made  Herschel  an  instant  celebrity,  and  it  also  presented  a
unique challenge: what to call this new addition to our cosmic
neighborhood?

The First Name: Georgium
Sidus (The Georgian Star)
Herschel, eager to honor his patron and benefactor, King George
III  of Great Britain, proposed a name that was both loyal and
grand:  Georgium Sidus,  Latin  for  “George’s  Star.”  He  also
suggested calling it “the Georgian Planet” in common speech.
This was a strategic move—Herschel needed royal patronage to
continue his astronomical work, and flattering the king seemed a
sure way to secure it.
The  name  was  not  universally  accepted.  While  British
astronomers  and  many  English-speaking  almanacs  adopted
“Georgium  Sidus,”  the  internat ional  astronomical
community—particularly  the  French—objected  strongly.  They
argued that naming a planet after a living monarch, especially a
national  ruler,  broke  with  the  classical  tradition  of  using
mythological figures for the other planets (Mercury, Venus, Mars,
Jupiter, and Saturn). French astronomers referred to the planet as
“Herschel” after its discoverer, while others used simply “the

new planet.” A naming war had begun.

The Rise of the
Mythological Name
The question “How did Uranus get its name” really hinges on a
decision made by Johann Elert Bode,  a German astronomer
who championed a mythological approach. Bode proposed that
the new planet should be named after Uranus, the ancient Greek
god of the sky. In Greek mythology, Uranus (Ouranos) was the
primal sky deity and father of Cronus (Saturn) and grandfather of
Zeus (Jupiter). Following this lineage, the planets would form a
neat  family  tree:  Jupiter  (king of  the gods),  Saturn (father  of
Jupiter), and Uranus (grandfather of Saturn).
Bode’s argument was persuasive: the other major planets all bore
names from classical  mythology (with the exception of  Earth,
which  followed  a  different  convention).  Using  a  mythological
name  not  only  aligned  with  tradition  but  also  avoided
nationalistic bias. The name Uranus also fit the emerging pattern
of using Romanized versions of Greek names for the outermost
planets—a pattern that would later extend to Neptune and Pluto.

The Gradual Acceptance of
Uranus
Despite  Bode’s  efforts,  the  transition  was  not  immediate.  For
decades after its discovery, the planet was called by multiple
names. In Britain, “Georgium Sidus” remained common on official
charts until the 1850s. Other astronomers, especially in France,
used “Herschel” well into the early 19th century. International
coordination was slow.
However,  two  factors  tipped  the  scales.  First,  the  Almanac
published by the Royal Greenwich Observatory gradually shifted
from “Georgium Sidus” to “Uranus” in the mid‑1800s, setting a
standard  for  English-speaking  astronomers.  Second,  the
discovery of additional planets—Neptune in 1846—reinforced the
mythological  naming  scheme.  Astronomers  realized  that  a
consistent  system made communication across borders easier
and more logical. By the late 19th century, “Uranus” had become
the universally accepted name.
Thus, the answer to “How did Uranus get its name” is not a single
event but a slow, collaborative process driven by the desire for
universality and tradition.

Why Uranus? The Deeper
Significance
The choice of  Uranus was not  arbitrary.  In  Greek mythology,
Uranus (Ouranos) represented the sky itself. He was the original
progenitor from whom the titans and later gods descended. By
naming the planet after the sky god, astronomers connected it
directly to the celestial realm it inhabited.
Moreover,  the  name followed  a  subtle  linguistic  pattern.  The
names of the other classical planets came from Roman deities:
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Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Mercury, and Saturn. Uranus was derived
from  the  Greek,  but  Romans  had  no  direct  equivalent  for
Ouranos; they sometimes used Caelus (the Latin word for sky)
but that was not common. The choice to use the Greek form
“Uranus” was a deliberate nod to the planet’s ancient roots and
its  position  beyond  Saturn—the  last  of  the  Roman  gods.  It
completed the mythological hierarchy.

The Pronunciation
Predicament
No discussion of how Uranus got its name would be complete
without addressing the pronunciation. The English pronunciation
"YUR-uh-nus" (with a long "u") comes from the Latinized form
derived  from Greek.  However,  the  common—and  often  joked
about—pronunciation  "yoo-RAY-nus"  emerged in  the  19th  and
20th centuries, partly from analogy with other words ending in -
anus  (like  “humanus”  or  “planus”).  The  controversy  persists:
many  scientists  insist  on  the  first  pronunciation,  while  popular
culture  leans  toward  the  second.  The  International
Astronomical  Union  has  not  officially  settled  the  matter,  but
both  are  considered  acceptable.
Interestingly,  the name itself  has  spawned a rich  tradition of
playful  euphemisms  and  puns,  which  has  sometimes
overshadowed its  serious astronomical  heritage.  Yet  the story
behind the name is anything but childish—it reflects the politics,
science, and culture of the Enlightenment era.

Other Names That Almost
Won
To fully appreciate how Uranus got its name, it helps to know the
contenders that lost out. Among the many proposed names were:

Hypercronius (“above Saturn”) – a logical but
cumbersome suggestion by some astronomers.
Neptune – early proposals for the new planet included this
name, which was later given to the next discovered planet.
Cybele – after the Phrygian earth goddess, but this didn't
fit the sky‑deity pattern.
Astrea – after the goddess of justice, but it never gained
traction.
Planet Herschel – widely used in continental Europe for
decades.

Bode’s proposal of Uranus ultimately prevailed because it was
short,  mythologically  accurate,  and  easily  adapted  into  many
languages—Urán  in  Spanish,  Uranüs  in  Turkish,  Uraanus  in
Finnish—all preserving the root.

How the Name Spread
Through Culture

Once  accepted  by  the  scientific  community,  the  name  Uranus
quickly  filtered  into  literature,  poetry,  and  popular  astronomy
books. In the 19th century,  authors like Jules Verne and H.G.
Wells referred to the planet as Uranus in their science fiction. The
first  photograph  of  Uranus  (taken  in  1851)  helped  solidify  its
identity  in  the  public  mind.  By  the  early  20th  century,  even
elementary  school  textbooks  used  the  name,  completing  the
journey from Herschel’s backyard to global recognition.
The  naming  also  influenced  the  discovery  of  Neptune.  When
Neptune was found in 1846, astronomers deliberately chose a
mythological name (Neptune, Roman god of the sea) to maintain
the pattern that Uranus had established. Similarly, Pluto (though
now a dwarf planet) followed the trend. So the decision to name
Uranus after a classical deity had long‑lasting consequences for
planetary nomenclature.

Fun Facts and Trivia
Herschel’s original description: He called it “a curious1.
either nebulous star or perhaps a comet.” He never wanted
it named after himself but accepted “Georgium Sidus.”
Symbol: The astronomical symbol for Uranus combines the2.
circle of the sun with an arrow pointing upward,
representing the sky god.
Color and composition: The planet’s pale blue‑green3.
color comes from methane in its atmosphere, which
absorbs red light.
Uranus is sideways: Its axis is tilted almost 98 degrees,4.
causing extreme seasons—a feature unrelated to its name
but fascinating nevertheless.
First discovered planet: Uranus was the first planet5.
discovered with a telescope, breaking the barrier of the
naked‑eye planets.

Conclusion: A Name Born
from Tradition and
Compromise
So, how did Uranus get its name? It was not the result of a single
stroke  of  inspiration,  but  a  long,  sometimes  contentious
negotiation  among  astronomers,  national  pride,  and  classical
scholarship.  William  Herschel’s  initial  attempt  to  honor  King
George III  gave way to  a  more universal,  mythological  name
proposed by Johann Bode. The name Uranus stuck because it
honored  the  sky  itself  and  brought  consistency  to  the  solar
system’s family tree.
Today, when we speak of Uranus, we invoke not only the god of
the heavens but also the spirit of Enlightenment science—a time
when  naming  a  planet  meant  defining  humanity’s  place  in  the
cosmos.  The  next  time  you  hear  that  familiar  giggle  at  the
mention of Uranus, remember: behind that seven‑letter word lies
a story of discovery, diplomacy, and the enduring power of myth.


