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Did Babylonian Astrology Die Out in the Classical World?

The question of whether Babylonian astrology died out in the Classical World, can’t be answered without definitions of ‘Babylonian’, ‘astrology’ and ‘the Classical World’. Clear distinctions between early civilizations of the Mediterranean and Near East are blurred in the biographies of astrologers, whose lives crossed several of these boundaries. The question demands a consideration of whether astrology has died out or alternately been replaced by another astrology, such as Hellenistic astrology or Egyptian astrology. Three fundamental aspects of astrology are investigated for evidence of their origin in Babylonia and their purported extinction in the Classical World. The division of the circle, including the ecliptic and horoscopic chart into 360 degrees is the first topic. The second theme is the division of the ecliptic into twelve signs of the zodiac and the third is advent of individual horoscopes in the late first millennium. The essay concludes with an assessment of whether these elements died out in the Classical World.
Definitions

The most global question that arises from this inquiry is the easiest to answer: has astrology died out? Patrick Curry’s working definition of astrology is, ‘any practice or belief that centered on interpreting the human or terrestrial meaning of the stars.’
 Margaret Hone recognizes that many definitions apply, but significantly chose, ‘astrology is a unique system of interpretation of the correlation of planetary action in  human experience,’ emphasizing the planets.
 Geoffrey Dean and Arthur Mather’s terse, ‘Astrology is symbolism based on astronomy,’ embraces the largest range of activities including the first documented planetary omens of Venus given to Sargon of Akkad (2334-2279 BCE).
 Research by Nicholas Campion indicates that astrology is very much alive today with 90% of the adult population in West knowing their sun sign and 70% reading horoscope columns.
 
The questions of astrology’s origins and transmission requires an analysis of the modern historiographical treatment of early historic civilizations. The term ‘Babylonian Astrology’ is used throughout the academic literature in discussing developments in astronomy and astrology throughout the Mesopotamian region of the Near East, starting with the Sumerians whose earliest surviving cuneiform text (late fourth millennium BCE) roughly translates to ‘Enlil, [Lord Air], arrow [Sirius]’.
 The Akkadians, who left the Venus omens for King Sargon were followed by hegemonies by Lagash, Gutia, Ur, Isin, Larsa, Babylon, Mari, and Assyria.
 After a Hittite invasion in 1595 BCE, Babylon established a new dynasty in southern Mesopotamia, while Assyria ruled the northern area, from the capital, Nineveh.
 The key astrological/ astronomical texts MUL.APIN and Enuma Anu Enlil, as well as astrolabes, diaries and compendiums were primarily written in Assyria or Babylon between 1300-700 BCE.
 Astronomy and astrology, both founded on mathematics, were considered a single subject, so the cuneiform texts used in this paper are referred to as ‘Mesopotamian’ and ‘astrological’.

Mesopotamian city-states shared the cuneiform script and an astral religion, but not a common language.
 Each city-state and its citizens belonged to a different tutelary astral deity, who communicated with the people through celestial and terrestrial signs, driving a strong omen tradition.
 Celestial omens were primarily applicable to kings or imperial matters and among the most foreboding omens were eclipses, indicating regal death.
 It’s a logical deduction that astrologers capable of predicting eclipses would have been richly rewarded.

Assyria and Babylonia fell to the Persians in 539 BCE.
 The first surviving cuneiform horoscope was written during the Persian era around 410 BCE in Babylon.
 Alexander the Great conquered Babylonia and Assyria in 331 BCE, initiating the Seleucid era which ended in in 63 BCE when Mesopotamia fell to the Parthians. The remaining cuneiform horoscopes analyzed by A. Sachs and Francesca Rochberg came from Seleucid or Parthian Mesopotamia.
 

Due to the mixing of cultures via wars and immigration, it is important to distinguish if the astrology of the Classical world (eighth century BCE - sixth century CE) arose from other cultures. The Persians were unlikely to have brought astrology to Babylon as Arkadiusz Sołtysiak states there is ‘no evidence of indigenous [Persian] contribution to skywatching.’
 According to Guilio Magli the Etruscans had extispicy and celestial divination, but no astrology, so an indigenous Roman astrology is unattested.
  Ptolemy attributes portions of his astrology to the Chaldeans (Mesopotamians) and the Egyptians, both of which practiced cosmotheistic traditions, but according to Campion, astrology was transferred from Babylonia to Egypt when both were under the Achaemenid empire (Persian), which extended from Iran to Thrace and Libya, including Babylonia, Anatolia and the Dodecanese islands.
 

The question of whether the astrology that survived the Classical world was Hellenistic or Mesopotamian is debatable. ‘Hellenistic’ horoscopes written in Greek date from 4 BCE to the end of the Classical world and were found in primarily in Oxyrhynchus, Egypt or in the astrology handbook Anthology, written by Vettius Valens (120-177 CE) in Rome.
 Claudius Ptolemy’s (100-178 CE) Tetrabiblos, the classic Hellenistic treatise on astrology, was written in Greek, the lingua frana of scholars, in his native Alexandria in the second century under Roman rule.
 Would Ptolemy have called himself Egyptian, Roman, or Greek? Other Hellenistic astrologers were Dorotheus of Sidon (modern Syria, late first century), Marcus Manilius (early first century) of Rome.
 To be fair ‘Hellenistic’ means ‘Greek-like’ and an undeniable aspect of Ptolemy’s astrology and the tradition he engendered was infused with Platonic and Aristotelian cosmology and philosophy, yet neither philosopher had been an astronomer.
 The debate extends into the history of science, since mathematics, astronomy, and astrology were not disambiguated until the Middle Ages.
 Scholars like  Mark Graubard contend a systemized and modeled astrology arose in Greece, whereas the Babylonians had only disorganized tables.
 R. C. Archibald disagrees citing that ‘certain mathematical results regarded as original with the Greeks must from now on, be attributed to the Babylonians and Egyptians.’
 Pingree points out that ‘hellenophilia’ is a kind of madness that makes scholars falsely ascribe science to Greeks, including the Greek discovery of proofing mathematical concepts, which denies the fact that those concepts were adopted from Mesopotamians.
 

The geographical pattern of Greek astronomers and mathematicians is revealing, beginning  with Thales of Miletus (6th century BCE), Anaximander (601-546 BCE) and Anaximenes (around 550 BCE) who all lived in Anatolia, which bordered at times the Assyrian and Babylonian empires.
 Most Greek astronomers lived in Anatolia, the Dodecanese islands or other regions which had been united under the Persians with Mesopotamia and Egypt. This included Eudoxus (406-355 BCE), Apollonius of Perga (c. 240-c. 190
), Aratus of Soli (315-250? BCE), Hipparchus (c. 190-c.120), Geminus (110-40 BCE) and Aristarchus (310-230 BCE).
 The earliest ‘Greek’ astrologer was Berossus, a priest of Marduk from Babylonia, who settled in Kos around 280 BCE, where he wrote Babylonica, in Greek.
 Significant exceptions from the Persian infusion are Pythagoras (586/570 – c.495 BCE), who set up his school in Samos after studying in Egypt and Babylon and Parmenides (515 - unknown BCE), of Elea (southern Italy), whose protegee Xenophon (c. 580/70 -475/2 BCE) emigrated from Anatolia.
 In the fifth century BCE, Meton of Athens’ discovery the Metonic nineteen year lunisolar was predated by the Mesopotamians, according to A. T. Olmstead.
 Campion commented on Meton and his contemporary Euctemon as, ‘Whatever the Greek star-watchers were doing in the fifth century, they were in touch with their Babylonian colleagues.’
 The lack of astrological texts from the Hellenic centers of Athens and Sparta undermines the argument for an independent evolution of astrology in Greece.  In the wake of the Greco-Persian war (492-449 BCE) new schools of thought and science emerged in Greece along the Anatolian coast, following an apparent redistribution of Mesopotamian knowledge. 

In summary, thousands of astrology books and practitioners in the West today, and the presence of a graduate program in Cultural Astrology and Astronomy attest astrology has not died out. Ptolemy, who laid the cornerstone of future generations of astrologers, claimed to be using Mesopotamian and Egyptian methods, in addition to the cosmological framework of the Greek philosophers. The evidence shows that the categorization of astrological origins requires analysis of individualized circumstances within complex social interactions, such as invasions, immigration, and colonization, affecting the transmission of information. The temptation to label early scientific discoveries as Hellenic is cautioned against by Pingree.
 The question remains whether the Mesopotamian elements were extinguished after the Classical world.

Mesopotamian Contributions to Astrology
Francesca Rochberg concluded that only a few minor aspects of astrology such as the trine, terms, and exultations were developed in Mesopotamia and incorporated into Hellenistic and subsequent astrologies.
 Pingree, Sachs, B. L. van der Waerden, and Olmsted, however, attribute the foundations of astrological, astronomical, and mathematical science to the Mesopotamians.
 This paper considers the division of the circle, ecliptic, and horoscope into 360 degrees; the subsequent division of the ecliptic into twelve signs of the zodiac; and the creation of individual horoscopes as Mesopotamian innovations which continue to form the framework of the contemporary astrology.
Circles of Three Hundred and Sixty Degrees
Numerous theories have been proposed to explain the origin of the circle being divided into 360 degrees. According to G. A. Miller, the 360 degrees represent days of the Mesopotamian year with twelve months of thirty days each, also derived from a sexagesimal system based on the Mesopotamian six-spoked wheel, which required the measurement of six equilateral triangles, in contrast to four-spoked wheel used in Egypt and ancient Greece.
 Alternatively, Hildegard Lewy claimed the original sexagesimal units were metrological measuring a monthly portion of grain for nobles.
 

F. Thureau-Dangin argued that the Sumerians began, like all people, with a decimal system but capped the next unit at sixty rather than at one hundred, because sixty is highly versatile for creating fractions.
 A true sexagesimal system would have 602 or 3600 as the next unit. Thureau-Dangin contended that Mesopotamians divided the day into twelve two-hour segments, measured by water clocks reflecting the twelve-month division of the year and then subdivided by thirty, like the days, resulting in the 360 degree circle divided by twelve segments of thirty degrees each.
 Mesopotamians standardized hour length to facilitate astronomical measurements regardless of solar declination.

The 360 degrees of the circle have been advantageous to astrology for precisely the reason that the Mesopotamians chose to adopt the sexagesimal system: it allows for division by many numbers. Trines are formed at one-hundred-and-twenty degrees, oppositions at one-hundred-and-eighty degrees, sextiles at sixty degrees and quartiles at ninety degrees. Rochberg-Halton [nee Rochberg] contended there was no evidence for Mesopotamian  use of quartile, opposition, or conjunction aspects.
 However, the MUL.APIN refers to conjunctions as ‘Saturn with the planets’ in Obverse II B3’-6’, according to Hermann Hunger and John Steele.
 A. Oppenheim attested that the opposition of Pleiades to the full moon was used to intercalate the lunisolar calendar.
 The lists of rising, setting and culminating stars mentioned by van der Waerden and John Steele, as well as the divisions of the night watch into half and quarter watches indicated an awareness of oppositions and quartile relationships.
 

Regardless of the inspiration, scholars agree the Mesopotamians developed the mathematics to divide the circle into 360 degrees. Astronomers and astrologers still measure the degrees of celestial right ascension from the First Point of Aries, using the 360-degree scale established by the Mesopotamians.
The Zodiac

The early Mesopotamian tablets of ‘The Thirty-Six Stars’ allowed the astronomical observers to track the celestial motion of stars at three latitudes simultaneously in twelve segments of the sky.
 The three night watches, measured by water clocks, each covered two segments, spanning sixty degrees of right ascension.
 The MUL.APIN listed eighteen (or seventeen) constellations, which rise and set along the ecliptic called the ‘path of the moon’.
 Both the twelve sections and the eighteen stations of the moon are logical division of the 360 degree year, although the ‘path of the moon’ being divided into twenty day segments strays significantly from the synodic month length. In the late second millennium BCE, a series of observational reports used a system of thirty-nine ‘Normal stars’ to mark the longitude of planets, which appear to be an observational tool rather than an mathematical division, according to Alexander Jones.
  According to Olmsted, ‘the course of the planets is definitely fixed in degrees and minutes with reference to constellations and stars…’ ‘illustrated in ephemerides prepared in 568 [BCE].’
 Olmsted goes on to list the planetary cycles of repetition known to the Mesopotamians by 500 BCE, which also implies that they were measuring exact positions of planets over decades and matching them to previous years.
 

The constellations delineated as the twelve signs of the zodiac were originally of many different sizes, with the larger ones like Virgo occupying 50 degrees of the ecliptic, while others like Aries was only 12 degrees long. According to van der Waerden, the Mesopotamians used Spica in Virgo as the start point for counting off thirty degrees for equal sign longitudes and contemporaneous reports have the year beginning with the spring equinox, when the sun was at 15 degrees Aries.
 The first cuneiform horoscope from 410 BCE assigned the planets to signs of the zodiac but didn’t list degrees of longitude. The production of such a horoscope implies the adoption of the zodiac of twelve signs of thirty degrees each.
 By the middle of the third century BCE, two horoscopes were created, which apparently used mathematical ephemerides, since they are the only horoscopes which ‘offer longitudes in terms of the number of degrees in a zodiacal sign and which, furthermore, do not offer a lunar position with respect to a Normal Star.’
 

In summary, Mesopotamians transitioned from an array of divisions of the celestial sphere to the zodiac of twelve signs of thirty degrees each by the early half of the first millennium BCE. Scholars such as van der Waerden argued, ‘one gets the very strong impression that this whole method of determining time during the night is of Babylonian origin.’
 Rochberg admitted, ‘The most fundamental tool for Greek astrology, the zodiac, is of Babylonian origin in the fifth century [BCE].’
 The division of the ecliptic into twelve equilateral signs of the zodiac is quintessential for astrology and enabled astrologers to measure planetary longitude not only by sign but also degree.

The Individual Horoscope

James Holden expressed the not uncommon opinion that Mesopotamians developed a ‘rudimentary natal astrology’, ‘while horoscopic astrology was invented by the Greeks (or at least Greek-speaking people) in the 3rd or 2nd century B.C.’
 Rochberg saw the omen prediction legacy of Mesopotamian astrology as a manifestation of a fated relationship with gods who had to be appeased with magic in contrast to Hellenistic astrology in which the planets were Aristotelian causations for circumstances in the lives of individuals.
 In Rochberg’s summary of Mesopotamian astrology, ‘The individual was consequently not central in this schema and the related question of human freedom therefore never came to the fore.’
 Sachs, however, warned against ‘an oversimplified contrast between Greek individualism and the alleged complete lack of it in ancient Mesopotamia.’
 
Of the extant twenty-eight Mesopotamian horoscopes only seven contains names, of which two are Greek.
 Longitudes of ascendants are lacking, but birth dates and rough timeframes in addition to planetary positions are listed in most examples, to which Ulla Koch-Westenholz attributed inherent meaning.
 Mesopotamian horoscopes often  included the first and last visibility of various planets and lunar information, rarely used in modern chart interpretation, such as the most recent eclipses, syzygies and conjunctions with ‘Normal’ stars.
 Rochberg saw the pragmatic interpretations regarding the ‘health and prosperity’ drawn from ‘terse, laconic’ horoscopes, as an extension of the celestial omens, such as in the Enuma Anu Enlil and nativity omens that preceded rather than an emergent horoscopic astrology. 
 Yet, astrology still answers questions of health and prosperity today. After millennia of Mespotamian celestial omens, the assumption of horoscopes lacking meaning due to the paucity of explicit cuneiform interpretations is a rigidly modernist assessment. 

Relatively few and late Mesopotamian horoscopes may be misleading given the documented use of horoscope boards, in Egypt and their presence in Mesopotamia.
 Few cuneiform horoscopes included a name and most only stated ‘a child was born’.
 In a society which deeply believed in astrology, one’s natal chart would have been powerful magic, worth guarding or destroying immediately. 
The historical context of the Persian dissolution of the Assyrian and Babylonian empires, may have encouraged the development of a more democratic and individual astrology. Astrologers who were no longer state employees may have turned to casting individual horoscopes for additional income. The cuneiform horoscope for Aristokrates, presumably a Greek aristocrat, may be an early example of the commercialization of the craft.
 Rochberg cited evidence of scribes receiving silver or land for astrological services.
 
The evolution of astronomical knowledge may have also given rise to individual astrology. Early omen texts considered eclipses evil omens for the life of the king, which incentivized the development of methods to predict eclipses. Once accomplished, the predictability of celestial events devalued astrologers as prognosticators.
 G. E. R. Lloyd draws parallels between the astrology of China and Mesopotamia, both of which had unemployed state astrologers turning to private clients and an extinction of the need for state astrologers with improved prediction methods.
 

The debate on the Mesopotamian influence on horoscopic astrology is likely to continue with highly polarized views such as Sachs stating, ‘there actually remains next to no chance that extra-Babylonian influences played a role in the earliest development of horoscopic astrology.’
 While Rochberg holds that,  ‘despite the incorporation of Babylonian elements at the inception of Greek astrology, the overall character and rationale of Greek astrology remains entirely a Hellenistic Greek product.’
 A strictly text-based analysis may fail to consider the meaning and power attributed by Mesopotamians to personal horoscopes.
Conclusion

In summary, the question of whether Babylonian astrology died out in the Classical world does, however, require an examination of modern tendencies to Hellenize ‘progressive’ or ‘beneficial’ historical events. A postmodernist approach considers individual astrologers’ biographies and the transmission of knowledge in the wake of colonization, wars, and commerce, which indicates that Greek and Egyptian centres of learning were seeded by Mesopotamian ideas under Persian rule. 

Several millennia of stellar and planetary observation by the ancient Mesopotamians resulted in a system for dividing the night sky into a framework that has persisted into modern times, where it remains in constant use by astronomers and astrologers. The elements discussed in this paper, such as the circle of 360 degrees, the twelve signs of the zodiac each representing thirty degrees of the ecliptic and the individual horoscope have not only survived the classical world but have been utilized continuously throughout the astrological tradition.

Reliance upon surviving texts may produce a skewed history, especially in the tracing of astrological charts among a population in which the information would have been considered very powerful or dangerous. Aspects of cuneiform horoscopes not containing explicit interpretation may contain inherent meaning, considering the long history of Mesopotamians imbuing the movements of the heavens with meaning through celestial omens.
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