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Donna Young - HPCA7001 – Essay 1

A Critical Comparison of Two JSTOR Papers

1500 words

This essay is a critical comparison of two JSTOR articles using the search terms ‘Astronomy’ and ‘Culture’. The two articles are from John Steele, 'Astronomy and Culture in Late Babylonian Uruk', International Astronomical Union, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, Jan 2011, Vol.7(S278), pp.331-341, and Leonard W. Clarke, 'Greek Astronomy and Its Debt to the Babylonians', The British Journal for the History of Science, 1 June 1962, Vol.1(1), pp.65-77.

Clarke’s article was written for a scientific audience, and Steele’s for a symposium on archaeoastronomy, and it is worth noting that the articles are dated almost 50 years apart. 

Clarke’s article, written in 1962, deals specifically with the Babylonian contribution to Greek astronomy. He tells us that the Greeks learned much of their time division from the Babylonians, and that the observational and quantitative work that they did originated there. Although Clarke’s article was written for the British Journal for the History of Science, it is unclear what Clarke’s primary occupation or interest is. 

He states that, although there were some very sound astronomers in ancient Greece, there were “a large number whose main preoccupation was simply ‘philosophizing’”[footnoteRef:1] and that this would not have been possible without the groundwork the Babylonians had laid.  [1:  Leonard Clarke, ‘Greek Astronomy and Its Debt to the Babylonians’, 
The British Journal for the History of Science, Vol.1-1 (1 June 1962), p. 71.] 


Steele is a professor of Egyptology and Ancient West Asian Studies at Brown University. His article, written in 2011, explores the role that astronomy played in the culture of the Babylonians of Uruk.[footnoteRef:2] Uruk was a major cultural centre in Mesopotamia during the Babylonian period from the late fourth to the first century BC. Cuneiform tablets were excavated from temple sites, a private home, as well as civic buildings. Among these, several hundred were astronomical in nature. According to Steel’s research, the major astronomical knowledge found in the tablets fell into three categories: astronomy in astral medicine, the calendar, and mathematical astronomy and astrology. In the latter two categories, an advanced understanding of planetary motion and mathematical concepts was necessary.  [2:  John Steele, 'Astronomy and Culture in Late Babylonian Uruk', International Astronomical Union. Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union No. S278, (Jan 2011), p. 331.] 


Both articles support the idea that the Babylonians were an advanced civilization who made major contributions to the field of astronomy, though their interpretation on how this information was initially gleaned is not clear.

Clarke states that there are “treasures of an advanced civilization of about 2500 B.C., and also evidence to show that the original owners of the treasures were of a race which had come from elsewhere and planted its way of life upon (perhaps) the ruins of a less advanced culture”[footnoteRef:3]. Steele makes no such mention, so we don’t know if he agrees with this theory. Both authors do agree that the Babylonians were using astronomical and mathematical knowledge that was more advanced than what the Greeks were using by the time we have record of the first Greek scientist or philosopher, Thales Of Miletus (c. 630-550 B.C.) who was an astronomer, engineer, philosopher, scientist and logician.[footnoteRef:4]  [3:  Clarke, Greek Astronomy pp. 68-69.]  [4:  Clarke, Greek Astronomy, p. 65.] 


In his opening paragraph, Clarke quotes a speech from a meeting of the British Society for the History of Science. This 1961 speech acknowledged that the Babylonians had contributed far more to the study of astronomy and mathematics to the Greeks than had been previously realized. The suggestions were that even the works of Plato were developed from source material that were not Greek.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  Clarke, Greek Astronomy, p. 1.] 


Clarke tells us that “Among the Egyptians, Babylonians and Greeks, the organization of society had long before reached a stage where there were plenty of people who need not concern themselves entirely with the elementary choirs of a community – farming and soldiering. Of the three races, the Greeks were the last to reach this stage. Greek civilization had begun at about the beginning of the second millennium B.C.”[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  Clarke, Greek Astronomy, p. 68.] 


Peter Whitfield, in his book, Astrology, A History, would agree with this statement. He says that “At the time when the great Babylonian star-catalogue Mul-Apin was taking shape, around 700 BC, Greek astronomy was on the level of folk-wisdom”[footnoteRef:7]. Plato and Aristotle were proposing a more complex universe by the fourth century BC, but the early model for the philosophers, astronomers and mathematicians of the time was conceptualized by the Babylonians. [7:  Peter Whitefield, Peter, ‘Astrology A History’ (London: The British Library 2001), p. 29. ] 


Steele focuses on the role of Babylonian astronomy. Here we learn that more recent archaeological excavations and research reveals that the Babylonians had advanced beyond the celestial omens found in the Enuma Anu Enlil. Towards the late Babylonian period, they were linking the moon to eclipses and the dodekatemoria scheme as well determining planetary positions calculated through the use of mathematical astronomy.[footnoteRef:8]   [8:  Steele, Astronomy, p. 339.] 


James Herschel Holden, in his book A History of Horoscopic Astrology, tells us that the Babylonians had been observing and recording astronomical phenomena by the 16th century BC, and that many documents compiling the Enuma Anu Enlil exist to support the evidence of advanced knowledge.[footnoteRef:9] He says that they did not have an orbital theory, but had “ingenious numerical methods” that allowed them to created ephemerides.[footnoteRef:10] [9:  James Herschel Holden, ‘A History of Horoscopic Astrology’, (Tempe, AZ: American Federation of Astrologers Inc, 1996), p. 1.]  [10:  Holden, A History p. 9.] 


According to Holden, there was a school of astrology around 280 BC, but that horoscopic astrology was invented in Alexandria a century later.[footnoteRef:11] Steele proposes that the evidence suggests otherwise, pointing to a tablet that contains a compilation of planetary data for the years of the owners life. The tablets in this collection are all connected to a man named Anu-Belsunu, and his conclusion is that this individual was using the information for the purpose of horoscopic astrology.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Holden, A History, p. 9.]  [12:  Steele, Astronomy, p. 339.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Chris Brennan in his book Hellenistic Astrology, The Study of Fate and Fortune, doesn’t separate Babylonian from Mesopotamian astrology, citing an overlap of political control during the time period.[footnoteRef:13] His research indicates that astrology continued to advance. And, although there is a lack of physical evidence, instructional manuals exist to support the idea that there was a transition to Greek astrologers/astronomers.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Chris Brennan, ‘Hellenistic Astrology, The Study of Fate and Fortune’ (Denver, CO: Amor Fati Publications, 2017), p. 1.]  [14:  Brennan, Hellenistic, p. 5.] 


Dr. Nicholas Campion supports Brennan’s claim. In his article ‘More on the Transmission of the Babylonian Zodiac to Greece: The Case of the Nativity Omens and Their Modern Legacy’, Campion states “The nature of the transition of Babylonian astrology and astronomy to Greece, especially after the fifth century BCE, is now well understood within the field, especially amongst cuneiform scholars”[footnoteRef:15]  [15:  Dr. Nicholas Campion, ‘More on the Transmission of the Babylonian Zodiac to Greece: The Case of the Nativity Omens and Their Modern Legacy’, ARAM, 24 (2012), p. 243.] 


Campion and Brennan’s work is from the current century, and support Steele’s conclusions.

Steele sites himself on many of his references, and it appears he has written extensively on the topic since 2000. But he also includes the work of many other researchers in this article. 

Although Clarke’s article reads well and seems to follow a logical path, he uses few references. The ones that he uses are related to lectures he attended, scientific journals, and scientific research including the role of science in the bible. Given that this was written for a scientific journal, perhaps much of what he was writing was assumed as common knowledge, but this assumption seems a weakness in his article. With limited references, it’s difficult for one unfamiliar with the work to verify the validity of many of his statements. 

Both articles site Otto Neugebauer (May 1899 – Feb 1990) who is acknowledged to be a major authority on the history of Egyptian and Babylonian sciences. Tamyson Barton, in her book Ancient Astrology, also refers to Neugebauer, and says that he “tended to argue that little more than a few concepts, numerical parameters and simple procedures passed from Babylon to Greece”[footnoteRef:16]. The more recent work that Barton references tells us that Babylonian methods continued to be relevant after the 2nd century CE, influencing the work of those who followed Ptolemy.  [16:  Tamyson Barton, Ancient Astrology, (New York: Routledge, 1994), p. 19. 
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Steele’s current work seems to support this theory. Given that Neugebauer died in 1990, it is reasonable that his research carried on, and that many of the conclusions in Steele’s article were built on his work. 

In the 50 years separating the writing of these articles, there appears to have been a significant amount of discovery, research, and translation efforts related to the Babylonian cuneiform tablets. Clarke’s 1962 paper, although lacking significant references for many of his claims, makes a strong case for the advanced knowledge of the Babylonians. Steele’s 2011 article adds additional evidence to support Clarke’s position. Both authors appear to be well versed on the subject. Both articles provide support for the idea that the Babylonian influence was much greater than previously thought. Both articles gave a solid and seemingly informed history before reaching their conclusions. But Steele himself appears to be more of an expert on the topic than Clarke, and his article is more academically inclined.

Steele’s research is also derived from a model that wasn’t available to Clarke. Were Clarke and Steele writing in the same time period, we might expect that they would be saying similar things on the theme of the Babylonian contribution to Greek Astronomy, but with this large gap in between, it’s to be expected that Steele’s article would be an expansion of Clarke’s. Given that his research was broken down in a different way than what was available to Clarke at the time, it’s not surprising that he was able to reach a different conclusion.  
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