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Divination, Oracles and Astrology
In Ancient Greece

The Greek Oracle Tradition and
Astrology: The Role of Questioning



Katarche and Kairos

e katarche (katapxn): (in religious sense)
beginning of the sacrificial ceremony or rite;
consecration of the victim first offered;* (in
astrology) astrologically significant moment
for beginning something

e kairos (kapoc): propitious time; the ‘right’
time; critical time, season, opportunity®

*Source: Liddell, Scott, Jones, Greek-English Lexicon, 9t ed. s.v. katapxn, KoLpoC



Rituals and Timing

Mesopotamia

e Texts giving the appropriate time to perform a

ritual: UD.DA.KAM (adannu) (Bodi 2019)

These texts are based first on the month and day
(STT 300, late 7t cent. BCE), and later correlated
to zodiacal signs (BRM 4.19, BRM 4.20, late 4th
cent. BCE)

Erica Reiner: ‘By determining the propitious time
for initiating an activity, the genre represents an
early example of the process known as catarchic
astrology.” [Astral Magic in Babylonia, p. 111]



Katarchic Astrology and Greek Ritual

Porphyry on astrology in ritual:

““But these [who generate effective images],” the letter says, “observe the movement
of the heavenly bodies, and they tell, from the presiding of a given star with another or
others around the heavens, whether the divination will be true or false, and whether
the rites performed will be of no purpose, or have annunciatory power and bring about
the [desired] effects (apotelestika).”’

Letter to Anebo 2.6¢c Sodano = DM 111.30, 173.7-10, trans. Clarke/Dillon/Hershbell,
modified

An example from astrologer Hephaestio of Thebes:

‘The composed katarché points out each [part of the ritual] before the opening of the
animal: the Hour-marker reveals the one making the sacrifice; the Setting [place] that
which is sacrificed or the sacrificial victim; the Midheaven the god or gods; the
Underground [place] the reason for the altar, the completion of the matter and how it
is sacrificed. One must carefully consider the stars —in what places they are, their
position and phase, and the four lots — Fortune, Daimon, Necessity, Love.

Apotelesmatika lll, 16.11, trans. Greenbaum

The importance of the right time for lamblichus:

‘Taking his cue from the Egyptian astrologers, he is aware of the opportune moment
(kairos) at which theurgic rituals, leading the soul to realms beyond fate and toward the
highest god, should be begun: but they recommend that we ascend through the
practice of sacred theurgy to the regions that are higher, more universal and superior to
fate, towards the god who is the creator, without calling in the aid of matter or bringing
to bear anything other than the observation of the opportune moment (kairos).

De mysteriis VI, 4, 267.6-10, trans. Clarke/Dillon/Hershbell, slightly modified



Katarchic astrology and Greek Ritual

For Valens, the katarché must be synchronised with the ‘right
moment’ (kairos):

‘...| keep a watch out for such days (kairoi) according to what is
possible, and make my katarchai for actions or friends
according to the time-description of the opportune moments
(kairoi)... but when | was wandering, and through untimely
(akairos) presence or alliance of a friend, or by necessity;, |
made a beginning of something, | received a result that was
liable to punishment and painful and causing delay.

Anthologies V, 2.22, trans. Greenbaum

And the right moment is coordinated with the movement of the
stars:

“For assuredly it was necessary for the time to be in harmony
with that which is about to be.” (IX, 12.30)

“...since the katarché comes to be authoritative for an action in
accordance with the cosmic movement...” (IX, 12.31)



Branches of Katarchic Astrology

e Elections
e Events

* Interrogations (also known as ‘horary’)
astrology

e Decumbiture

Here we’re interested in how these coordinate
with the questions a client asks the astrologer



Scholars on the use and antiquity of katarchic astrology

Richard Gordon: ‘To judge by the range of such issues, katarchic astrology must
have been extremely important in practitioners’ daily business.... ... There can be
little question that this relative neglect [of katarchic astrology in astrology manuals]
is due not to the lack of significance of katarchic astrology in daily life but to the
social and intellectual interest focused on the relationship between genethliacal
astrology, the imperial power and the struggle to control such knowledge by legal
means.” ‘Will my child have a big nose?’, p. 101

Auguste Bouché-Leclercq: ‘...clients who asked them [astrologers] if the moment
was favourable or not for such an enterprise. This kind of method, known by the
name ‘Initiatives’ (Katapyxati) or opportunities, was the normal occupation and the
fuel of popular astrology. It contains the germ of genethlialogy, which came from it
and which returned as a hybrid combination, as we will see in due course.”
L’astrologie grecque, p. 83 (my trans.)

‘...clients qui leur demandaient si le moment était ou non favorable pour telle enterprise. Ce genre de calculs, connu
sous le nom d””Initiatives” (Katapyail) ou opportunités, a été I'occupation normale et I'aliment de I'astrologie populaire.
Il contient en germe la généthlialogie, qui en est sortie et qui y est rentrée a I’ état de combinaison hybride, comme
nous le verrons en temps et lieu.

Wolfgang Hiibner: ‘By the middle of the 1st cent. CE at the latest, the doctrine [of
katarchic astrology] was essentially fully developed.” Raum, Zeit und soziales Rollen-
spiel der vier Kardinalpunkte in der antiken Katarchenhoroskopie, p. 245 (my trans.)

‘Spatestens seit der Mitte des ersten Jh. n. Chr. ist die Lehre im wesentlichen voll entwickelt.



Oracles and Astrology: Different ways to answer the
same questions

Oracle Topics
Buying property, building buildings
Business; trade; buying or selling property
Marriage
Travel
Travel/Sea voyages

Health and disease
Journeys abroad
Slavery
Crime (esp. stolen property)
Ritual activity
Inquiry questions/What client is thinking
Military campaigns
Requests for truth
Treasure
Topics from Eidinow 2007, pp. 72-121

Katarchic Question Topics
Building
Buying and Selling
Marriage
Journeys
Ships/Voyages
Letters
Sickness
Exile, foreign journeys
Fugitives/Slaves
Theft
Rituals
Thought-reading
Adversaries/who will win (later Militar
Truth of a report

Topics from Dorotheus V and Hephaestio |
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W|II my child live or die? (fol. 57)

Is the unborn child mine or from another? (fol. 66)

What blessings and what harm will befall me? (fol. 199)
Reading a sealed letter (fol. 206v)

Finding a thief (Erasistratus fol. 210v; Dor. V 35; Heph. Ill 42-46)

If you are asked about a time when goods are stolen... (Dor. V
35, 1)

Moving house (fol. 220); moving residence abroad (fol. 223v)

If two adversaries argue and plead before a judge, which will
be successful (Dor. V 33 title)

Will | find the slave/Will the slave return? (Serapion fol. 226v;
Dor. V 36.77; Heph. 111 47)

Buying land and residing there (fol. 230)

Folio numbers from Laur. plut. 28.33; Erasistratus in CCAG |, 94-97; Dor.=Dorotheus, Carmen
Astrologicum; Heph. = Apotelematika 111; Serapion in CCAG |, 101; see also Gordon 2013, pp. 99-101



Porphyry on trifling questions

e ‘Vain has their study of wisdom been, who
worried the divine mind about finding a
runaway slave, or buying a farm, or if a
marriage or business deal should happen...

— Letter to Anebo, 11.19b, ed. Sodano,
p. 30 (my translation)



Astrology and Oracles

Oracle Topics/Questions Katarchic Topics/Questions

Topics: buying property, building, buying & Topics: building, buying & selling,
selling, marriage, travel, health, makmagef Jo_iJrners, voyﬁgfes, I.ettelrs,
journeys abroad, slavery, crime, rituals, sickness, exile, slaves, theft, ritual,

-, . truth of a report
military campaigns, requests for truth

of safety and fortune’ [E, p. 111] What good or bad things will happen to
me?’ [fol. 199]

‘Whether the child with which Annyla is ‘Is the unborn child from mine or
pregnant is not from him? [E, p. 120] another?’ [fol. 66]

‘Whether he will do better if he migrates to ‘If you are asked about a man, whether he
Alyzea? [E, p. 76] will depart from his land and his city or
’ travel from it’ [Dor. V, 34.1]

[asked by a slave] What will happen to me if ‘the one inquiring about freeing slaves

| leave? [E, p. 102] (slave’s viewpoint) [Heph. lIl, 21.2-3]
‘Whether...what he has on his mind you ‘To know what someone wants to ask,

also foretell as an oracle [E, p. 121] from the Lot of Fortune [fol. 200 ch. 7]
‘Did Dorkilos steal the cloth?’ [E, p. 117] ‘To know the name of the thief’ [fol. 21v]

Folio numbers from Laur. plut. 28.33; Heph. Ill; Dor.=Dorotheus; E=Eidinow 2007



Astrology and Oracles
Oracular Language in Astrology

Maximus of Ephesus, 4t c. CE (astrologer associated with the Emperor
Julian)

Astrological poem on katarche: On Initiatives Mept katapx®v — critical
edition and translation (French) 2016 by Nicola Zito

Maximus uses oracular language and style in his poem

Formulaic words of the Pythia: ameinon and loion, ‘better’, ‘more
desirable’ The Pythia says: ‘it is/will be more desirable and better’ Awtov
Kal GUEWVOV £0TLV/EOTOL

Maximus uses these same words, and so does Dorotheus in a passage on
buying and selling (poem: Heph. I, 16.13-17)

The use of ‘if’ in katarchic questions recalls its use in oracles

Plutarch, The E at Delphi, 386C: ‘IF they will be victorious, IF they shall
marry, IF it is to their advantage to sail the sea, IF to take to  farming, IF
to go abroad...” (trans. Babbitt)

Citations from Zito 2016, pp. lvi-lviii
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