The Dog Days

The phrase “The Dog Days” doesn’t stem from lazy dogs lying around on hot and humid days. Instead, to
find the answer, we only need to look to the summer sky.

The ancient Romans called the hottest, most humid days of summer dies caniculares or “dog days.”
The name came about because they associated the hottest days of summer with the star Sirius.

Sirius was known as the “Dog Star” because it was the brightest star in the constellation Canis Major (Large
Dog). Sirius also happens to be the brightest star in the night sky.

Sirius is so bright that the ancient Romans thought it radiated extra heat toward Earth. During the summer,
when Sirius rises and sets with the Sun, they thought Sirius added heat to the Sun’s heat to cause hotter
summer temperatures.

For the ancient Romans, the dog days of summer occurred from about July 24 to around August 24. Over
time, though the constellations have drifted somewhat. Today, The Old Farmer's Almanac lists the
traditional timing of the dog days of summer as being July 3 until August 11.

Although the dog days of summer are usually the hottest, they don’t have anything to do with either dogs
or the star Sirius. Instead, the tilt of the Earth explains why these days tend to be the summer’s hottest.

During summer in the Northern Hemisphere, the tilt of the Earth causes Sun’s light to hit the Northern
Hemisphere at a more direct angle, and for a longer period of time throughout the day. This means longer,
hotter days during the summer.

Finding Canis Major is quite easy, thanks to the presence of Sirius, the brightest star to grace the night sky.
All you need to do is find Orion’s belt, discern the lower left edge of constellation (the star Kappa Orionis or
Saiph) and look south-west a few degrees. There, shining in all its glory, will be the “Dog Star.”
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