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There can be little doubt that the supernova of 1054 remains one of the best known events 

to have been recorded in the history of astronomy. At a distance of about 6500 light years 

and located in the sky close to the star Zeta Tauri, its expanding nebula is just about visible 

through small telescopes as a faint smudge, although long exposure photographs reveal its 

fine structure, showing up a cataclysmic explosive splash of matter. Some of the remnant 

created a pulsar, known as the Crab Pulsar and is the most famous of its type. It has been 

found to emit radiation over nearly all of the whole range of wavelengths, and was one of the 

earliest radio sources to be found. 

When the French astronomer Charles Messier 

was watching out for the predicted return of 

Halley’s Comet in 1758, he actually confused the 

nebula for the comet, as he was unaware of its 

existence. It was due to this mistake that he 

subsequently produced his famous catalogue of 

non-cometary nebulous objects, in order to 

avoid future errors. Consequently, the Crab 

Nebula is designated M1 in the Messier 

catalogue, which was competed in 1781. 

In 1850 the Earl of Rosse, using his giant 72-inch 

telescope, known as the ‘Leviathan of 

Parsonstown’, at Birr, County Offaly, in Ireland, 

first recognised its shape as resembling that of 

a crab, at the same time producing an 

interesting sketch of it. 

The initial outburst of the supernova is well documented by Chinese and Japanese historians, 

whereas European records are relatively limited and inconclusive. Six different Chinese 

accounts have, so far, been identified which record its appearance, although all were made 

some considerable time after the actual event. Also, some of the reports are very similar and 

consistent, appearing to have been simply copied from one another. The event is described 

as the appearance of a ‘guest’ star and occurred during the reign of the Chinese emperor 

The Crab Nebula, named by  William Parsons, 3rd 

Earl of Rosse, who observed the object in 1842, is a 

supernova remnant and pulsar wind nebula in the 

constellation of Taurus. 
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Renzong, of the Song dynasty which lasted from 960 to 1279. It is recorded as having occurred 

during the first year of the Zhihe era, which corresponds to the years 1054 -1056. 

According to the Chinese reports, it was first sighted on 4 July 

1054, in the east at dawn, and it was also visible during the 

daylight hours, being compared to Venus. However, it had rays 

stemming in all directions with a reddish white hue. Whilst two 

of the reports claim that it lasted for only twenty three days, it 

would seem likely that this simply refers to the number of days 

that it was visible during daylight. Another source suggests it 

was visible for 642 days, with the last sighting being recorded 

on 6 April 1056. It has been estimated that its apparent 

brightness peaked at around magnitude of -5. 

The Japanese records of Fujiwara no Teika (1162-1241) in his 

diary, Meigetsuki, records that its first appearance took place 

somewhere between 30 May and 8 June 1054 – which is about 

a month earlier than the Chinese records. Rather than being 

compared to Venus, it was compared to Jupiter, which could 

imply that it had not yet reached its peak brightness at that point in time.   

Whilst the European records lack any real clarity, they do seem to date its first appearance 

even earlier than the Japanese records. This may be due to both the Chinese and Japanese 

manuscripts indicating a first sighting at a later stage in its initial outburst and only after it 

had become relatively bright -possibly representing a delay of many weeks since it first 

became visible to the naked eye. The extent of this delay depended upon the nature of the 

supernova, and it is clear that it constituted what is classified as a Type II variety. This means 

that it could have taken several months to build up to its peak brightness, as viewed from 

Earth.  

A brief summary of these various European accounts (in 1054) are as follows: 

Date   Location   Source    Description 

11 April Constantinople Diary of Ibn Butlan  Star 

19 April Flanders  Tractus de Ecclesia  Bright light 

24 April Ireland  Irish Annals   Fiery pillar 

Late April Rome   De Obitu Leonis  Bright light 

10 May Italy   Rampona Chronicle  Bright star 

14 May Armenia  Matenadaran   Star 

This drawing, made in 1844 by 

William Parsons, the Third Earl of 

Rosse, showing the Crab Nebula.  
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Could some of these reports be referring instead to a rare southerly aurora display or, 

perhaps, a planetary alignment? In the case of the latter, there was an extensive display of 

planets in the western sky in late April, comprising Jupiter, Mars, Venus, and Mercury, and 

these would have appeared quite close to the bright stars of Orion. Such a configuration also 

coincided with the death of Pope Leo IX, on 19 April 1054.  

It is possible that the Constantinople 

record of the supernova may be supported 

by an image on a coin of the Byzantium 

emperor Constantine IX (1042 – 1055). A 

gold histamenon nomisma minted in 1054 

displays his crowned facing bust flanked by 

a star on either side. Although opinion has, 

in the past, been divided as to whether 

these two stars are a representation of the 

supernova, it does now seem to be the 

only plausible explanation for their 

inclusion.   

It was Daniel McCarthy and Aidan Breen, of Trinity College Dublin, who first identified 

passages in the Irish Annals as relating to an unusual astronomical event in the year 1054. 

They published their findings in 1997, in |”An Evaluation of Astronomical Observations in the 

Irish Annals”, which appeared in Vistas in Astronomy, Volume 41. Recognising the fact that 

the monasteries in Ireland accurately recorded astronomical phenomena for many centuries, 

they made a detailed analysis of the information available. The description extracted from 

the Irish Annals was obtained from three sources, namely, The Annals of Tigernach, The 

Chronicum Scotorum, and The Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland by the Three Masters, and is 

reproduced as follows: “A round tower of fire was seen at Ros Ela on the Sunday of the feast 

day of Saint George, for the space of five hours during the day, and countless blackbirds 

passed before it, in the centre of which was a larger bird, and when the little birds would 

enter the round tower they would come under her plumage. They came forth and lifted up 

the hound that lay amid the town up in high into the air, and they cast him down again, and 

he straightaway died. And three mantles and two shirts they lifted up on high and down again 

they flung them. Now the wood whereon the birds perched fell beneath them, and the oak 

whereon the great bird sat was a tremble with its roots in the earth.” 

Ros Ela has been identified as Rostalla in County Westmeath and it is only two miles to the 

northeast of Durrow Abbey, a sixth century monastery which had been founded by Saint 

Colmcille. Consequently, it would seem to be a fair assumption to make that it was monks 

from that abbey who were responsible for the recording of the observation. 

Constantine IX Monomachus. 1042-1055. AV Histamenon 

Nomisma. Constantinople mint. Struck 1054-1055. Obv.: 

facing bust of Christ Pantokrator. Rev.: crowned facing 

bust of Constantine, holding globus cruciger and sword; 

two stars flanking crown. 

https://www.cngcoins.com/Coin.aspx?CoinID=216379 
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The date corresponds to 24 April, which is long before the sighting noted by the Chinese. At 

first glance, the description appears to be, to say the least, rather vague and mysterious. 

Unfortunately, it does not specify any location in the sky and only refers to a single day, 

although this could be because it represents a single observation – possibly when the event 

was first noticed. Does the unusual reference to birds suggest an object with some form of 

angular extension – rays perhaps? On the other hand, could the allusion to birds appearing 

to fly around in the sky imply that the object was bright enough to be visible during daylight? 

Not so fast! The strange description actually appears to have very deep connotations and is 

seemingly based upon a medieval account of the Antichrist, as written within the book of 

Revelations, in the New Testament. This interpretation was identified by Prof.. Dáithí Ó 

hÓgáin of the Department of Irish Folklore, University College Dublin. This tells us that shortly 

before the second arrival of Christ, at the end of time, the Antichrist, in the form of an angel 

of destruction, would wreak havoc by way of earthquakes, the darkening of the Sun and 

Moon, falling stars, and other earthly catastrophes. There is an analogy between the death 

of the hound, and the killing of Elijah, who had returned, by the Antichrist.  

Revelations 8:10 also refers to an angel 

blowing a trumpet and a great star falling 

from heaven, which blazed like a torch. 

And it is this star which unleashes the 

Antichrist. He is accompanied by a nasty 

swarm of demonic locusts which emerge 

from a smoking bottomless pit, which has 

been created by the fallen star. The 

parallel to this, in the Annals, is the 

destructive large bird which protects her 

flock of evil blackbirds. It emerges from 

the round tower in order to create 

absolute mayhem. In Irish medieval folklore, this great bird can be identified as Morrígu, the 

goddess of war and destruction. McCarthy and Breen also point out the familiarity of 

blackbirds and round towers, which have substituted the locusts and the bottomless pit, as 

outlined in Revelations.        

There may be external evidence to support the allusion to birds, circling or flying about a 

central object - in the form of an image on very rare Hiberno-Norse coins minted in Dublin 

not long after the event of 1054. Before proceeding, however, it is perhaps appropriate to 

briefly summarise the nature of these early Irish coins. 

The earliest Hiberno-Norse coins date to around the years 995/1000 and imitated 

contemporary Anglo-Saxon pennies of Aethelred II. Since we know fairly accurately when the 

Abaddon and the locusts. 'Queen Mary Apocalypse’, 

London 14th century.  

British Library, Royal MS 19 B XV, fol. 15v 
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Anglo-Saxon coins were produced, it is relatively easy to date the equivalent Irish coins to 

within a year or two of their English prototypes. These Irish pennies are known as Hiberno-

Norse issues, as they were minted by Vikings who had settled in Dublin. The earliest coins 

were usually in the name of king Sihtric, but some simply copied the name of Aethelred. The 

close similarity with the Anglo-Saxon coins, in both design and weight, helped to make them 

more acceptable to traders whose activities extended throughout Western Europe and 

beyond. They effectively became an early medieval equivalent of the euro.  

Rather than attempt to classify the coins according to the rulers of Dublin, or the kings of 

Ireland, it was found reasonable to divide the issues into seven phases, covering the period 

from around 995 to about 1150, shortly before the Norman invasion.  

By the year of 1054 the Danes were no longer in control of Dublin, and had long ceased to 

pose a realistic threat to take over the Island. Their settlements were no longer fortified 

camps, and they remained a small minority of the total population. But it was their activity as 

traders, both within Ireland and internationally, that their communities became noted for. 

Most had, by then, become Christians, and had intermarried with the local Irish. 

Whilst the Danish threat had been virtually eliminated, internal rivalries between aspiring 

kings and high kings meant that there was no realisation of the cherished concept of a single 

kingdom, as had been witnessed in Scotland, Norway, and England. The descendants of Brian 

Boru, and the other great leaders who emerged, could never re-establish the overriding 

authority that he had once secured. 

It is against this background that the Phase V coinage developed. These comprise the most 

varied and interesting coins of the Hiberno-Norse series, covering most of the second half of 

the eleventh century and representing mainly imitations of late Anglo Saxon currency. To 

some extent they also reflected the changing designs which developed on English coinage 

following the Norman Conquest. However, at the same time the quality of the engravings had 

become cruder in style, and the legends, or inscriptions, had become completely blundered, 

or meaningless. And perhaps more importantly, their weight had been reduced.   

The particular coin in which we are 

interested falls into this Phase V period. 

The obverse shows the long-standing 

and traditional radiant hair portrait of 

king Sihtric, albeit of a crude style, which 

had been copied from the coins of 

Aethelred II. The reverse, however, is of 

a distinctly Irish design and character, 

and does not appear to have been 

HIBERNO-NORSE Silver Penny, Phase V mule. Ca. 1080-1085. 

Obv: crude bust left, trefoil of pellets to left (S.6139). Rev: 

three birds around central pellet (S.6169). Collections NSI-NB. 
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copied from an English or European coin. It shows a small circle, or annulet, with a pellet in 

its centre. It is surrounded by a stylised image of three birds, a tribrach, comprising heads, 

wings and legs. The central annulet is unusual for this period, and is reminiscent of the images 

on Celtic coins of about a thousand years earlier, when such a symbol was frequently used to 

depict an astronomical object, usually the Sun, but sometimes a bright planet or star. So, do 

we have here an illustration of a bright object, visible in daylight, with birds appearing to fly 

around it? Or do we have an image of a round tower, or perhaps a pit, as viewed from above? 

It would seem to fit the description within the Annals.  

There are, however, two problems which 

need to be addressed. The first regards 

dating. Another issue of a similar coin with 

the same reverse design has, on its 

obverse, a portrait which is clearly a copy 

of the ‘canopy’ type of William I of 

England, and which can be dated to 

around 1070/72. This might suggest that 

the coin was issued too late to represent 

an image of, or allusion to, the supernova, 

which would have occurred nearly twenty 

years earlier. However, the time discrepancy may not be material on the following grounds: 

1. Another variety of the coin, this time including a central band on the reverse, instead of an 

annulet, can be dated to around the year 1067/8, as this feature has been copied from a 

penny of Harold II of England, which was minted in 1066. This could imply that the reverse 

design of the coin may have been in use for some time prior to 1072.  

2. The coin with the image of king Sihtric / Aethelred could have been produced earlier than 

the variety above, consequently dating it prior to 1067/8.   

3. The image could simply have been copied from a manuscript or drawing which had been 

prepared some years earlier. 

The second problem relates to the image of the birds. It has been suggested that these could 

possibly have been influenced by the reverse of an English penny of Edward the Confessor 

which has an eagle in each of the four angles of a short voided cross and which dates further 

back in time to 1056/1059. The reverse designs, however, are very dissimilar, and the bird 

images are completely different. 

HIBERNO-NORSE Silver Penny, Phase V. Ca. 1065-1095. 

Obv: facing bust derived from William I ‘Canopy’ type; 

blundered and illegible legend around. Rev: three birds 

around central pellet; blundered and illegible legend 

around. (S.6169) https://oldcurrencyexchange.com/ 
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We will probably never know for sure 

whether the Phase V coin is a 

representation of the supernova of 1054. 

My own personal opinion is that it does 

show an astronomical object - which could 

well be the supernova, as it was such an 

exceptional and spectacular event. The 

only other possible contender is Halley’s 

Comet, which appeared in 1066, and 

which was easily visible from Ireland, 

although that apparition had a clearly 

defined tail, something which the design 

on the coin does not suggest. It was also 

not visible during daylight – so why have birds appearing to fly around it?  

Halley’s Comet did become exceptionally bright - as it approached the Earth to within ten 

million miles, about a month after perihelion, and this was, in fact, the closest approach that 

the comet has made since AD 837. It is estimated that it reached a magnitude of at least -2, 

representing one of its brightest ever appearances to be recorded, and it would have been 

clearly visible in twilight. Therefore, it is considered appropriate to briefly examine some of 

the descriptive reports of that comet which are available to us.  

Unsurprisingly, there are numerous 

contemporary records of the comet from all 

over the world, with the Chinese, as usual, 

providing us with the most comprehensive 

coverage. Of all the Chinese descriptions 

available the Sung Shih presents us with the 

most detailed account, both of its 

characteristics and of its movement across the 

night sky. Having been first seen on 2 April, in 

the constellation of Pegasus, the Sung Shih 

implies that it reached its peak brightness in the northwest on April 24, producing a white 

vapour about three degrees in width and was like Venus, as it proceeded westwards. On the 

next day it had retained its rays and measured over ten degrees in length. The white vapour 

became breached, stretching horizontally across the heavens. By the following day the tail 

had extended to fifteen degrees in length with a broom like vapour and resembling a ten peck 

measure. It indicates that it was last seen on June 7, by which time it had entered the 

constellation of Hydra, having remained visible for sixty seven days.  

ANGLO-SAXON. Kings of All England. Edward the 

Confessor. 1042-1066. AR Penny. Sovereign type, 1056-

1059. Wallingford mint; Brand, moneyer. EADPAR X 

ANGLO, Edward enthroned facing, head right, holding 

sceptre and globus cruciger / +BRAND ON PALLI, voided 

cross with birds in quarters. 

https://cngcoins.com/Coin.aspx?CoinID=58683 

Halley's Comet on 8 March 1986 
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Japanese records also refer to a broom like star. The Korean text Koryo-sa (1451) reports that 

a star was seen on April 19 being described as like a moon that rose from the north west. 

Presently, it transformed into a comet.  

The Byzantium historian Michael Attaliates, in the eleventh century Historia, tells us that it 

was as bright as the full moon …. putting forth a smoky cloudy tail, and that by the next day 

it began to emit a curly tail. The Muslim text al-Kamil fi'l-Ta'rikh  (1233) refers to a star which 

appeared with long locks of hairs in the east. 

Another interesting account derives from Armenia, in the eleventh century text History, by 

Aristakes Lastivertsi, which states that: “The robe which it had donned so thickly enveloped 

it that it blocked those unbelievably brilliant rays, with its intensity so strong that the eye 

could not gaze at it.” 

From Russia, the Primary Chronicle (ca. 1110-1118), refers to an exceedingly large star with 

bloody rays. There is a similar description in the later Nikonian Chronicle (1520), which makes 

reference to a very large star with blood - coloured rays. This red - like appearance is also 

suggested from France, where the Annales Sanctae Columbae Senonensis (708-1218) 

describes the comet as scattering sulphuric fires. 

In England, Florence of Worcester, in Chronicon ex Chronicis, around the year of 1118 wrote 

that: “a comet was seen on April 24 not only in England, but, as it is reported, all over the 

world: it shone with excessive brilliance for seven days.” 

Henry of Huntingdon, in 1154, also tells us that in the year of 1066 all of England was alarmed 

by a flaming comet. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (1154) notes that: “Throughout all England, a 

sign such as men never saw before was seen in the heavens. Some men declared that it was 

the star ‘comet’, which, some men called the ‘haired star’, and shone all the week.”  

Perhaps the most famous illustration is that on the Bayeux Tapestry. This is said to have been 

prepared on the order of William the Conqueror’s wife, Matilda, a few years after the Battle 

of Hastings, although another theory suggests that it may have been commissioned by 

William’s half-brother, Bishop Odo of Bayeux, who is also depicted on it. The comet is 

displayed on the embroidery close to Harold II, sitting on his throne, with alarmed attendants 

pointing at it and with the words Isti Mirant Stella beside it, meaning that they were gazing 

in wonder at the star. 

In Ireland, the Chronicon Scotorum provides us with another interesting and colourful account 

of the comet: “A hairy star, strange, enormous, was seen in the air on Tuesday after Little 

Easter, at the eight of the Kalends of May (24 April) with the twenty sixth of the moon 

thereon. Such was its size and brightness that men said it was a moon, and to the end of four 

days it remained thus.” 
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This would seem to refer to four days when 

the comet was most prominent in the sky. It 

is also a remarkable coincidence that the 

comet’s appearance is first recorded on 

exactly the same day of the year that the 

supernova was, some twelve years earlier. 

And what a sight it must have been – and 

worthy, perhaps, of being recorded for 

posterity on a coin.    

Any bright supernova or comet would have 

been of great interest to medieval 

astronomers. However, European records 

of such events generally seem to be rather vague, and in short supply. One of the reasons for 

this is that during the Dark Ages the general belief was that God had created the heavens in 

a perfect and unchanging image, and therefore any phenomena which suggested otherwise 

tended to be disregarded. This was very much a result of the Christian church accepting into 

its doctrines the Aristotelian theory of the universe, as modified by Claudius Ptolemy. This 

basically said that the universe was a sphere, with the Earth at its centre, surrounded by the 

Sun, Moon, planets and fixed stars, which were carried around on a series of concentric or 

crystalline spheres, nestled inside one another. Consequently, when unusual objects such as 

novae and comets did appear, it was assumed that such events had to be atmospheric, 

developing, and sometimes moving freely about within the upper atmosphere of the Earth, 

and all taking place below the heavenly spheres. This helps to explain the incorporation of 

the term “was seen in the air” which is applied to both descriptions in the Annals when 

referring to the supernova of 1054 and the comet of 1066. Nevertheless, to have two major 

astronomical events within the space of a mere twelve years must have disturbed, or shaken, 

even the most devoted adherents to these beliefs. Thoughts would have been stirred, doubts 

cast, and questions asked.  

Many Hiberno-Norse coins of the Phase V period reflect the heavy influence of Christianity in 

their designs, by way of displaying Christian symbols on their reverse. These include crosses 

of various shapes and sizes, croziers, scourges, and blessing hands. This confirms that the 

coins were minted by believers who were quite willing to portray symbols that had biblical, 

and in this case, also apocalyptic, connotations. But the question remains - what event does 

it represent - the supernova or the comet? My opinion is that it could be a symbol of both, 

and that the coins were issued not long after the appearance of the comet in 1066. These 

two events may have led some, possibly in high authority, to the belief that the Antichrist 

Halley's Comet depicted on the Bayeux Tapestry 
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was, indeed, on his way, and that the end of time was imminent, for they took place at a time 

when religious fervour and superstitions reigned supreme.  
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