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Until the 18th century (when lunar distances became practicable and Harrison’s marine 
chronometers were perfected), Polynesian navigation suffered from the same deficiency as 
European navigation, namely that only latitude could be determined. Stars were the principle 
way of determining latitude, aided by techniques such as deliberately sailing too far one way 
and then maintaining a line of constant latitude, dead reckoning, swells, birds, expanded 
landfalls etc. Stars – particularly near-horizon stars – were also extensively used for direction 
(azimuth), and star compasses are a feature of Polynesian navigation tradition.  
 
This presentation looks at the determination of latitude in Polynesia by star pillars, pairs of 
near-horizon stars, stars in the meridian, and zenith stars, and the effect on these methods of 
precession (i.e. the long-period movement of the earth’s pole). Also, the effect of precession 
on azimuth inferred from stars and constellations.  
 
Understanding the influence of precession can be helpful in contributing a strand of evidence 
when dating voyages, and in providing a rationale for voyaging and discontinuing voyages. 
Precession may also need to be factored in for archaeological and anthropological work, for 
example where oral histories record directions relative to bird migration paths but where in 
practice navigators converted these paths to sailing directions in terms of stars.  
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