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Did Babylonian astrology die out in the classical world?
Introduction
Before answering the question of whether Babylonian astrology died out in the classical world it is important to first identify what is meant by the terms: Babylonian, astrology and classical.

In ancient times, the land around the rivers Tigris and Euphrates was called Mesopotamia (literally, ‘between the two rivers’ in Greek). Babylon was an ancient city located in southern Mesopotamia and the associated region was known as Babylonia.
 The area was under the control of various empires, from the Akkadian Empire in 2400 BCE through to a Babylonian Empire, followed by an Assyrian Empire and a Neo-Babylonian Empire, and finally the Persians and then the Greeks under Alexander the Great in 332 BCE.
 In this essay, the word ‘Babylonian’ will cover the Old Babylonian (OB) period during which the 70 tablet Enuma Anu Enlil (EAE) was written,
 until the conquest of Alexander the Great.
There is a plethora of ideas about what astrology actually is, from divination to effects caused by the result of influences, as well as to what is studied from the planets to constellations. There is not one single astrology, but many. Indeed, Patrick Curry asserts that ‘what we call astrology has itself changed many times, and radically so, since its Babylonian and Greek origins.’


According to David Brown, early Babylonian astrology was intended purely for the king:
It was a study of celestial phenomena involving the decoding of divine messages to that king.

The celestial phenomena that Babylonian astrologers concerned themselves with could include events that are not commonly associated with astrology in modern times, such as thunder omens.


The classical world is the Greco-Roman world of the Greek and, later, Roman empires
 and is generally regarded as ending with the abdication of the last emperor of the Western Empire in 476 AD.
 
Context

According to David Brown, ‘it appears that EAE drew heavily on OB material, some of which was already known by that title (proto-EAE)’
, this would mean that some of the material in the EAE dates to at least as early as 1950-1530 BCE.
 The EAE consists of 68-70 cuneiform clay tablets, depending upon the recension
 (a recension is a revised edition based on critical analysis). The content consists of lunar, solar, weather and planetary omens.
 By the year 2000, only 24 of the tablets had been published in English,
 with another 6 published in 2012.


A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual was discovered written on eleven clay tablet fragments found in Kuyunijk,
 the principal mound of the ancient city of Ninevah.
 Two of the fragments are written in Babylonian script and the other nine are written in Neo-Assyrian.
 Oppenheim dated the Babylonian Diviner’s Manual to the time period of the Sargonid dynasty.
 The Sargonid dynasty begins with the Neo-Assyrian king Sargon II, followed by his descendants Sennacherib, Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal, and spans approximately 721-627 BCE.


According to Brown, the zodiac as a system of 30° signs first appears in the diaries kept by the Babylonian astronomers between 464-454 BCE.
 However, the names of the unequally sized zodiacal constellations were in use earlier, in the 7th and 6th century BCE, and the astronomers’ usage of different terminology with zodiac signs versus zodiac constellations is not rigorous, and is hence ambiguous.


There are thirty-two known Babylonian ‘horoscopes’
. The oldest dates from 410 BCE and the most recent dates from 69 BCE
. As Rothberg explains these are ‘documents that assemble and record a particular series of astronomical data which have been determined to occur either on or near the date of the birth of an individual.’
 The astronomical data recorded was the positions of the seven ‘planets’: Sun, Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter and Saturn.
 All the Babylonian horoscopes were written in cuneiform on clay tablets.


The Tetrabiblos was written by Claudius Ptolemy who was born in Ptolemais in Egypt.
 Ptolemy wrote the Almagest before the Tetrabiblos, meaning that the Tetrabiblos was written approximately 151-178 AD during the reigns of the Roman emperors Antoninus Pius and Marcus Aurelius.
 The Tetrabiblos was originally written in Greek most likely onto parchment or papyrus.
 The version used in this essay is a critical edition created using eleven manuscripts dating from the thirteenth to the sixteenth century as well as a copy of the Paraphrase attributed to Proclus dating from the tenth century.

The Enuma Anu Enlil (EAE)
Much of the EAE remains untranslated and unpublished, but some of the content of Tablet 63, the Venus tablet of Ammisaduqa reads as follows:
In month XI, 15th day, Venus in the west disappeared, 3 days in the sky it stayed away, and in month XI, 18th day, Venus in the east became visible: springs will open. Adad his rain, Ea his floods will bring, king to king messages of reconciliation will send.
In month VIII, 11th day, Venus in the east disappeared; 2 months n days in the sky it stayed away, and in month X, nth day, Venus in the west became visible: the harvest of the land will prosper.

“If Jupiter remains (in the sky) in the morning, enemy kings will become reconciled.”

Even from these short fragments, it is clear that Venus was considered to be beneficent: bringing moisture to what could otherwise be an arid region and bringing reconciliation between enemy kings (a trait Venus shared with Jupiter).
A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual

The Babylonian Diviner’s Manual translated by Oppenheim, begins with a catalogue of omens, first terrestrial, such as if a bird has a beard like a human man,
 and then celestial omens, concluding with a table of auspicious and inauspicious months and watches of the night.

The original author of the Diviner’s Manual declared that the terrestrial and celestial were inseparable since ‘Sky and earth both produce portents though appearing separately, they are not separate (because) sky and earth are related.’
 The interrelationship between the terrestrial and celestial went both ways in Babylonian astrology at this time. However, in the classical period, astrology was concerned only with the celestial (which at that time included everything above the Earth’s surface such as clouds and the weather),
 hence for the purposes of this essay it is only necessary to consider the celestial omens, such as:
“If the sky is constantly covered with a haze”
“If after the sun has moved higher, a star shoots and comes to a stop in front of it”

“If the planet Venus becomes stationary in the morning and its critical dates”

“If the planet Mars which has seven names is seen on the day of (its) opposition”

“If the opposition of moon and sun”

“If the first visibility of the moon and its ‘tiaras’”

“If the moon is constantly surrounded by a halo from the first to the fifth (var. thirtieth) day”

“If a star is seen that has a crest in front and a tail behind and the sky turns light”
“If Adad sends lightning and his ‘hand’ is seen together with the lightning”

“If the constellation Pegasus is seen in the month Nisannu”

“If a rainbow that is curved like the intestine(s) is seen in the sky”

The above extract clearly shows that celestial omens in A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual included everything from rainbows to moon halos, to the location of planets and constellations.
The Babylonian Zodiac

The MUL.Apin, which dates from around 700 BCE,
 lists all the constellations that the moon passes through as:

The hair bush: Pleiades
The bull of Anu: Taurus

Anu’s true shepherd: Orion

The old man: Perseus

Sicle sword: Auriga

The great twins: Gemini

Prokyon or Cancer
Lion or lioness: Leo
Furrow: Spica

The scales: Libra

Scorpion: Scorpio

Archer?: Sagittarius

Goatfish: Capricornus

Great star or giant?: Aquarius

The tails: Pisces

The great swallow: SW Piscis and ε Pegasi

The Goddess Anunitum: NE Piscis and the middle part of Andromeda
The hireling: Aries

While this list is clearly similar to the modern accepted list of zodiacal constellations, e.g. the great twins relates to Gemini, there are notable differences. There are more than 12 constellations in this list and constellations that are outside of the zodiac (e.g. Orion) are included. This is due not only to the Babylonian constellations being of different size and shape to their modern namesakes, but also because the sun’s apparent path across the sky (the ecliptic) and the moon’s apparent path are not quite the same and the moon’s path is inclined slightly.


By the fifth century BCE the Babylonian astrologers had replaced their list of constellations on the path of the moon with zodiacal constellations,
 where the zodiacal belt marked a region through the sky 8° either side of the ecliptic.
 The twelve constellations and their symbols were:
The Hireling; a ram

Bull of An; a humpbacked bull

The Great Twins; two figures with weapons

The Crab; a crab

The Lion; a lion

The Furrow; a maiden holding a stalk of grain

The Scales; scales(?)

The Scorpion; a scorpion

            ; A hippo-centaur with bow and arrow

The Goat-fish; a goat-fish
The Great; figure with streams of water flowing over his shoulders

The tails; swallow and fish

The above list clearly shows many similarities with the MUL.Apin list, but for the less obvious constellations in MUL.Apin such as Furrow and Giant, the similarity between their symbols and the figurative depictions of their modern counterparts (Virgo and Aquarius) is now obvious.


It is thought that astronomical diaries began being recorded in the reign of Nabû-nāṣir (747-734 BCE), although the earliest surviving is dated to 652 BCE.
 In the diaries data on ‘lunar, planetary, meteorological, economic, and, occasionally, political (or otherwise peculiar) events night by night, for 6 (or 7) months of a Babylonian year’ would be collected.
 A selected few entries published by Rochberg-Halton include:
Seventh century B.C.: diary -651 … "Mercury's last appearance in the east behind Pisces, and Saturn's last appearance behind Pisces; cloudy days, I did not observe (it)." 
 … "The fifth (night) Mercury's first appearance in the east in Pisces, [I did not observe it (?)]."
Sixth century B.C.: from an eclipse report of the first year of Nebuchadnezzar, -572 … "Saturn's first appearance in Capricorn, Mars 2 cubits to the west of Scorpius."
…

Fifth century: diary -463 … "(Saturn's) first appearance behind Virgo, Saturn being 1 cubit hi[gh] to the north."
…

Diary -453 … "the 28th, Mercury's last appearance in the east in the end of Aquarius.”

The dates in the cited text follow the astronomical dating convention (e.g. -651) as opposed to the historical dating convention (652 BCE).
 During the time that these astronomical records were kept, the zodiac developed from being 12 unequal constellations to 12 equally sized signs of 30°, with “in front of” and “behind” being used with zodiac constellations and “in” or “in the beginning of” or “end of” referring to zodiac signs.
 However, as can be seen above, these rules do not appear to have been applied rigorously in the earliest records, for example the entry for -572 uses ‘in’ but also cubits – a common measurement of length in the ancient world based on the length of a forearm. According to Rochberg-Halton, the mention of cubits suggests a zodiacal constellation is intended.

Babylonian Horoscopes

The earliest birth omens can be dated to the Old Babylonian period
 (1950-1530 BCE
). Babylonian birth omens include statements such as:
(If) a child is born in Taurus, the Bull of Heaven (is) Great Anu of heaven: That man will be distinguished, his sons and daughters will return and he will see gain

(If) a child is born and during his infancy a solar eclipse occurs: He will die in a foreign city (lit.: in a city not his own) and the house of his father will be scattered

These birth omens display a concern with individuals (not just kings) and make explicit the connection between celestial events either at birth or shortly after and the expected future life of that individual.


Rothberg-Halton argues that when these birth omens were combined with the celestial divination found in the EAE it led to the creation of Babylonian nativities or ‘horoscopes’.
 The earliest known Babylonian horoscope reads as follows:
Month(?) Nisan(?), night(?) of(?) the(?) 14th(?), ……

Son of Shuma-uṣur, son of Shuma-iddina, descendant of Dēkē, was born.

At that time the moon was below the “Horn” of the Scorpion,

Jupiter in Pisces, Venus

In Taurus, Saturn in Cancer,

Mars in Gemini. Mercury, which had set (for the last time), was (still) in[visible].

(Month) Nisan, the 1st (day of which followed the 30th day of the preceding month), (the new crescent having been visible for) 28 (UŠ), [the duration of visibility of the moon after sunrise on] the 14(?)th was 4,40(?) (UŠ);

The 27th was the-day-when-the-moon-appeared-for-the-last-time.

(Things?) will(?) be good before you.

There are several things to note regarding the horoscope above. Firstly, it contains sufficient astronomical data that a date for this horoscope can be determined: most likely April 29 410 BCE.
 Secondly, there is little in the way of a prediction beyond ‘things will be good for you’,
 this is common for Babylonian horoscopes.
 Thirdly, the person for whom the horoscope is recorded is not named. This has a little more information than many, giving the parental line, but often the person would merely be recorded as ‘the child’.


The latest known horoscope tablet dates from 69 BCE.
 A tablet dated to 16 April 69 BCE was published by Rochberg:
obv.

1
Year 243, Nisannu
2
the 20th, in the 9th hour, the child was born.

3
In his hour (of birth), the moon was at the end of Capricorn in 18°,

4
the sun at the end of Aries in 30°, Jupiter

5
in Sagittarius in 24°, Venus in Gemini

6
in 13°, Saturn in Aquarius in 15°,

7
Mars in Libra in 14°, Mercury which had set was not visible.

8
Nisannu […]

l.e.

1
27 …

rev.

1
Moonset after sunrise occurred on the 14th, last lunar visibility before sunrise on the 27th.
2
That year Abu the 28th day(?),

3
a solar eclipse when watched for, was not seen

4
in the end of Leo.

5
Ulūlu the 13th at sunset (literally: with the setting of the sun)

6
a lunar eclipse exceeding 1/3 disk

7
occurred; (the moon) was (already) eclipsed when it rose

8
in Pisces.

u.e.

1
That child good fortune …

2
(his) good fortune will diminish.

Where obv. means obverse, rev. means reverse, l.e. means lower edge and u.e. means upper edge and refers to the placement of text on the clay tablet itself. The child is unnamed and the locations of the planets within the zodiacal signs is given in degrees.
The Tetrabiblos

Ptolemy explained Venus’ beneficent nature in a manner that is reminiscent of Venus’ traits in the EAE:

she warms moderately because of her nearness to the sun, but chiefly humidifies, like the moon, because of the amount of her own light and because she appropriates the exhalations from the moist atmosphere surrounding the earth.

This extract mirrors the EAE in ascribing to Venus power to open springs and bring rain and floods.


Book II, 11-13 of the Tetrabiblos is concerned solely with divination according to the weather
 and is very similar in content to the Babylonion Diviner’s Manual, with halos around the moon and rainbows included as predictive tools. A broken, yellow halo around the moon predicts ‘storms accompanied by heavy winds’.
 

In Book III, Ptolemy describes the steps necessary for compiling a nativity, beginning with finding the horoscopic point
 (the ascendant or point on the ecliptic rising on the eastern horizon at the moment being calculated)
 and then explains the need for understanding of the locations of the planets:
to determine the quality of the prediction, we must consider the natures of the ruling planets themselves and of the signs in which are the planets themselves, and the places familiar to them.

Although Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos provides no examples of horoscopes this is the same information included in the Babylonian horoscopes. Greek examples of horoscopes were published by Neugebauer and van Hoesen, with one dated to 2 October BCE that bears a striking resemblance to the Babylonian horoscope from 69 BCE, including a lack of subject (whether person, city, etc.), zodiac signs for all the planets and minimal prediction.

Discussion

This essay began by stating one definition of Babylonian astrology, that it sought to decode divine messages transmitted through celestial phenomena to the Babylonian king.
 Examples of primary source material from the Babylonian cuneiform tablets were then described. There are a large number of clear parallels between the astrology practised in Babylonia and that described by Ptolemy in the classical period. The subject matter of Book II of Tetrabiblos, celestial omens transmitted through the weather, comets, shooting stars and halos around the moon
, is very similar to that of A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual.
 The EAE gives examples of the beneficence of Jupiter
 and Venus
 that echoes Ptolemy’s description of them in Book I.
 In Book III, the steps for calculating a nativity are laid out:
 the astrologer must use the zodiac whose beginning can be traced all the way back to the path of the moon outlined in the MUL.Apin
 and combine that knowledge with birth omens.


Classical period astrology included other important ideas not covered here: planetary exaltations, the micro-zodiac, the dodekatemoria, the rulerships and the trine aspect, evidence for all of which scholars argue can be found within cuneiform sources. Rochberg-Halton argues for the Babylonian origin of planetary exaltations, the micro-zodiac and the trine aspect.
 Campion discusses the origin of rulerships.
 Koch discusses the Babylonian origin of both the micro-zodiac and dodekatemoria.
 Reiner discusses that the assignation of types of trees, plants and stones to particular signs as seen in Hellenistic astrology actually began in the Late Babylonian period.


There are gaps. There is no evidence that the Babylonians used aspects other than the trine: there is no evidence for the Babylonian use of the opposition, the quartile and the sextile.
 This does not mean that the Babylonians could not have used these tools since the absence of evidence does not necessarily infer the evidence of absence. This is especially true when considering that an understanding of Babylonian astrology relies on ancient primary sources in the form of cuneiform tablets, many of which remain untranslated and unpublished.
 There is also some evidence that after Alexander the Great’s conquest, during the Seleucid period, some Babylonian divinations were written on parchment – a medium that is much more perishable than clay tablets.


That thousands of cuneiform tablets sit untranslated in the British Museum and other institutions around the world, and scholars are unable to make assertions as to the full nature of Babylonian astrology from all the sources available, is reflective of the Western preoccupation with the golden age of the classical period. A preoccupation that David Pingree calls Hellenophilia and causes its sufferers (for he describes it as a ‘form of madness’)
 that leads to four false beliefs:
The first of these is that the Greeks invented science; the second is that they discovered a way to truth, the scientific method, that we are now successfully following; the third is that the only real sciences are those that began in Greece; and the fourth (and last?) is that the true definition of science is just that which scientists happen to be doing now, following a method or methods adumbrated by the Greeks, but never fully understood or utilized by them.

If indeed scholars believe that the Greeks invented science, then there is no reason to expect to find evidence for its beginnings elsewhere. This is the root cause of historians of science who believe that ancient astrology and omens are ‘miscellaneous nonsense’.


Another problem that feeds into Hellenophilia is the question of what is science? The word ‘science’ in modern parlance has become tied to being objective, non-religious, experimental, manipulating nature, linked to technology and with universal laws.
 However, this wasn’t always so, the word ‘science’ originally came to English from the Latin scientia and was paralleled by the Greek word philosophia, both meaning ‘knowledge’.
 Science could be applied to all kinds of subjects including those now juxtaposed to science as part of the humanities, indeed historically theology was considered the ‘queen of sciences’.
 This science/humanities contrast is very much due to the English language itself, in German for example the word Wissenschaft means ‘a discipline or body of knowledge’
 and is used in much the same way that ‘science’ was once used. Interestingly, the very people whom modern scientists unquestioningly claim for their own earliest forerunners, men like Isaac Newton,
 called themselves natural philosophers and, far from striving for objectivity, sought to understand the natural world according to their philosophical ideas.
 

Historians of ‘science’ who accept a wider definition of the term and believe that ancient astrological beliefs form part of a continuum with the natural philosophy that became modern physics and astronomy have another problem: that of being over-eager to find modern science hidden in ancient sources. Not wanting to fall into the Hellenophilia trap, some German scholars fell in the opposite direction and became followers of Pan-Babylonianism who were committed to finding evidence for scientific astronomy much earlier than it actually arose.
 

Circling back now to Ptolemy who clearly fits the mould of a natural philosopher and whose reasoning in the Tetrabiblos is obviously indebted to Aristotle. Ptolemy describes the earth as enveloped in an ‘eternal ethereal substance’
 – ether being an Aristotelian idea.
 Joanna Komororowska argues that Ptolemy’s other works show signs of Platonic thinking
 and contrasts his philosophy with that of his contemporary Vettius Valens whose philosophical leanings are less obvious but seems to adhere to a form of Stoicism.
 The philosophical belief system of the astrologer is of vital importance to the practice of astrology,
 especially since classical astrology was sufficiently technically complex that contradictory interpretations of an individual horoscope were likely. 
 
While classical astrologers who followed a Stoic worldview believed that freedom came only in accepting your fate and to attempt to oppose it would be ‘a major transgression, the source of all possible suffering’,
 Babylonian astrologers viewed these divine messages as a form of two-way communication. Should an omen be sufficiently ill-boding, the king would be advised to perform an apotropaic ritual, a protective magic ritual that would ward off whatever evil might be approaching. These apotropaic rituals were known as namburbi among the Babylonian astrologers.
 Clearly, the Babylonians did not subscribe to Stoicism and believed that whatever gods were sending messages to them were either open to negotiation or were warning them so that the appropriate remedial steps could be taken.

That omens and divine messages could contradict each other was not unknown to the Babylonian astrologers either. As stated in the Diviner’s Manual, the terrestrial and celestial were inseparable,
 it would have been unthinkable for a Babylonian astrologer to have considered the celestial phenomena in insolation from the terrestrial. This mutual dependence was the reason the namburbi ‘worked’ at all. It was also the reason, why a namburbi might not be used even if a bad omen was seen in the sky, since a good omen on earth would counteract.


Finally, it is worth stating that while Brown defines Babylonian astrology as divine messages intended for the king.
 Very few horoscopes are named, and those that are important people for whom it may well have interested the king to have knowledge of the qualities that astrology could predict.
 How close Brown’s assertion is to the historical reality is unknown. It may be that the king just had the wealth and scribes to have his astrological reports recorded. It may be that there is an enormous store of material relating to the use of astrology by ordinary people that is, as yet, untranslated.
Conclusion
This essay has sought to answer the question: did Babylonian astrology die out in the classical world? There is certainly a wealth of information that much that is considered modern astrology began in the Babylonian milieu: the assignation of malevolence and beneficence, of types of trees, plants and stones to planets; the zodiac, including the use of zodiacal signs of 30°; the dodekatemoria; the mini-zodiac; rulerships; planetary exaltations; at least one aspect, the trine; and horoscopes. If these things survived until today, they must have survived the classical era. Indeed, given that Babylonian astrology was intended only for king, it seems that Babylonian astrology not just survived the classical period, but positively thrived. Or did it?

Would a Babylonian astrologer have recognised what astrology became in the Greco-Roman world? The author of A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual insisted that the terrestrial and celestial were inseparable. That was what necessitated the use of namburbi sometimes, but also what made their use possible. Where the Greeks saw only planetary influences that would act regardless of human actions, the Babylonians saw a two-way process of participation with the sky above.

The mechanics, the tools and techniques of astrological practice was the same in both periods. However, the underlying meaning and belief system seems to have changed radically. It is as if Babylonian astrology was cut off wholesale from its Babylonian roots and grafted onto a Greek rootstock. Is it the same or is it some new chimera?


Perhaps Hellenistic philosophy was widely accepted in Seleucid Babylonia and Babylonian astrology became chimeric in situ. Only a more complete catalogue of translated tablets will give the full picture.
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