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Caption:  This star map shows the constellation Perseus and the eclipsing 
binary star known as Algol.  

 

 

Algol, the Demon Star of Perseus 

 

Essay by Lauren Likkel  

 

 

On a cold clear night last year, I carefully compared the brightness of the star Algol to the stars near it.  
The Demon Star Algol will sometimes get dimmer for hours before it goes back to normal.   I observed it 
when I knew it would be at its dimmest. I already had learned how it compared to the nearby stars on a 
normal night when it is at the usual brightness.  I convinced myself that night that I could tell that Algol 
was dimmer, although I took iPhone pictures and compared them to the ones from the previous night to 
reassure me. 

An Italian astronomer in 1670 reported that Algol was variable, but the regular period of brightness 
changes was not discovered until over a hundred years later by a teenage Englishman, John Goodricke.  
Goodricke, who was deaf from age 5 due to scarlet fever, was investigating stars that were suspected of 
having variable brightness. Algol was one of the first stars he investigated. He discovered other variable 
stars including Delta Cephei, the first in an important class of stars now called Cepheid Variables and 
used to find distances to galaxies.  

 In 1783, John Goodricke published his discovery that Algol temporarily drops in brightness on a strict 
repeating schedule. It stays at the dimmer level for 10 hours (2 hours in the very dimmest level) and 
repeats every 2.87 days.   Goodricke proposed that the periodic dimming occurred every time an orbiting  
planet passed in front of the star, eclipsing it on every orbit and blocking light from the star. A headline in 
the popular press read “Demon Star - Proof of Other Planets!”.   He was almost right, and 100 years later 
research revealed that Algol is an “eclipsing binary star”.  An eclipsing binary is actually two stars, orbiting 
each other edge-on so each star regularly blocks out the light we see from the other star. 

Shortly before John Goodricke died of pneumonia at age 21, he was elected as a fellow of the Royal 
Society of London and he was awarded their Copley Medal, for “a significant scientific discovery”.   You 
can visit the Goodricke House in York, England where he made his observations from a window. 

Algol is in the constellation Perseus and is associated with the Greek legend of Perseus the Hero who cut 
off the head of Medusa.  Algol, also known as Beta Persei, is called the winking eye of the demon Medusa.   

A thousand years ago the star was named “The Demon’s head”, and the name Algol comes from “Al-
Ghul”  in Arabic (meaning the ghoul or the demon).    Even 3000 years ago, Algol was associated with bad 



luck and danger in several different cultures, suggesting they knew of the unusual brightness variations.  
The brightness decrease can be noticed with the unaided eye, although I admit it is only a slight 
difference. Remember, I could barely detect it even when I knew when to look and which star had gotten 
dimmer.  But if you want to try, first learn to identify Algol, then find out which nights it will be in eclipse. 
Now you are ready to enjoy to enjoy a real challenge in night sky observing. 

 

--Lauren Likkel is a member of the Chippewa Valley Astronomical Society.  


