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Did Babylonian astrology die out in the classical world?
Word count: 2831

Introduction
This essay will consider whether Babylonian astrology died out in the classical world. It will do so by analysing the main astrological techniques that were used by the Babylonians, provide a description of each technique and its practical applications as well as the main sources of evidence. It will then look at astrology within the classical world, which for the purposes of this essay will be defined as the period between 330BCE – 529CE and consider whether the astrological techniques employed were the same as those used by the Babylonians and if so, were they used in the same context or was this altered. In doing so, it will answer the question posed by the essay. 

Babylonian Astrological Techniques
There were three key areas of astrological technique that the Babylonians employed which shall be discussed in detail in this essay. These are astral medicine, celestial divination (omen casting) and horoscopy. There are other techniques which have impacted on the history of astrology, such as the implementation of mathematical order to the heavens, calendar techniques and planetary measurement recordings but given the scope of this essay as outlined above, these areas will be left out of further detailed discussion.

Astral Medicine
Astral medicine is a field within astral magic, which Reiner defines as an ‘effort to use the influence of the heavenly bodies upon the sublunar world’.[footnoteRef:1] The most common use of celestial influence in medicine was in the preparation of remedies within which they sought to imbue celestial powers to aid healing.  Phrases such as ina kakkabi tušȃt, meaning ‘you have (it) spend the night in the star’ or as we would now understand, leave it overnight, were common place.[footnoteRef:2] There are also indications that certain celestial bodies were linked to certain areas of the body; for example, the spleen is associated with Jupiter, the kidneys with Mars and so on.[footnoteRef:3] [1:  E Reiner, ‘Astral Magic in Babylonia’, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series, Vol. 85, No. 4 (1995), p 2]  [2:  E Reiner, ‘Astral Magic in Babylonia’, p 48]  [3:  E Reiner, ‘Astral Magic in Babylonia’, p 60] 

Evidence for the use of astral medicine in Babylonian astrology comes from the kalendertexte tablets, which were owned by Iqišȃ, a priest in Uruk in the 4th Century BCE. There are two tablets of significance, SpTUIII 104 and SpTUIII 105 which are believed to have been part of a 12-tablet set, the rest of which are lost, which provide instructions on how to produce medical remedies in conjunction with the position in the zodiac given by the sign and degrees.[footnoteRef:4] Throughout the texts, the ingredients associated with each astrological zone are repeated whenever that sign is represented; i.e. Aries is associated with sheep parts, Taurus is associated with bull parts etc. Steele sums this up as Iqišȃ using the kalendertexte scheme ‘to determine which remedy is to be used each day.’[footnoteRef:5]  [4:  J Steele, ‘Astronomy and Culture in Late Babylonian Uruk’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, No. 7 (2011), p 336]  [5:  J Steele, ‘Astronomy and Culture in Late Babylonian Uruk’, p. 337] 

The evidence shows that astral medicine was an important aspect of Babylonian astrology that served an important function. Later in the essay will be considered whether there is evidence of astral medicine in the classical world and consider primary sources to establish this. 

Celestial Divination
Celestial divination was concerned solely with the welfare of the King and the political state and used to guarantee the survival of the state while seeking to gain military and political advantage over its rivals.[footnoteRef:6] Rochberg-Halton describes celestial divination as being characterised by an overall segregation of celestial phenomena and their portents into units, for example lunar omens are not combined with celestial ones.[footnoteRef:7] Pingree adds to this by explaining that it was ‘a systematic explanation of phenomena based on the theory that certain of them are signs sent by the gods to warn those expert in their interpretation of future events’.[footnoteRef:8] [6:  N Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p 57]  [7:  F Rochberg-Halton, ‘New Evidence for the History of Astrology’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 43, No.2 (1984), p 118]  [8:  D Pingree, ‘Hellenophilia versus the History of Science’, Isis, Vol. 83, No. 4 (1992), p 560] 

The most notable example of Babylonian omen casting, the most prevalent form of celestial divination, is the 7000 omens compiled in the 70 tablets which became known as the Enūma Anu Enlil from the seventh century BCE.[footnoteRef:9]  An example of one of the tablets in the series is tablet 63 which is also known as the Venus Tablet as it refers to the movements of Venus.[footnoteRef:10] The omens in tablet 63 are from the reign of Ammişaduqa and highlights the subjection of divinity to mathematical law in the sense that the goddesses’ messages were seen to conform to identifiable patterns of eight year cycles.[footnoteRef:11] [9:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p X]  [10:  E Reiner & D Pingree, Babylonian Planetary Omens, Part 1, Enuma Anu Enlil, Tablet 63: The Venus Tablet of Ammisaduqa, (Undena Publications, Malibu, 1975), p. 2]  [11:  N Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p 58] 

Tablet K6450 contains two omen catalogues and instructions on their interpretation, they deal with both celestial and terrestrial signs suggesting that what happens in the skies reflects what happens on earth. Oppenheim goes on to interpret this as omen portents are only valid when both realms are working in unison.[footnoteRef:12] Other evidence of astrological omens comes from UM 29-15-393 which has been categorised by Rutz as a solar omen compendium, with parallels to parts of the Enūma Anu Enlil.[footnoteRef:13] This tablet like the Enūma Anu Enlil indicate that solar eclipses were viewed by the Babylonians as dangerous events which warranted attention.  [12:  L Oppenheim, ‘A Babylonian Diviner’s Manual’, Journal of Near Eastern Studies, Vol. 33, No.2 (1974), p 208]  [13:  M Rutz, ‘Textual Transmission between Babylonia and Susa: A New Solar Omen Compendium’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies, Vol. 58 (2006), p 64 ] 

Alongside the omen texts were the more traditional celestial divination techniques, such as the interpretation of celestial portents in conjunction with hepatoscopy or extispicy and a more specific example in the form of whether the attainment of desire was possible based on the shape of a shooting star in the šumma ālu texts.[footnoteRef:14] There are also indications that negative portents could be thwarted through the employment of apotropaion rituals which emphasised the importance of participation in the negotiating of an individual’s fate with the higher powers.[footnoteRef:15] These included such rites as making sacrifices under certain constellations or reciting a prayer to Šamaš, the sun.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  E Reiner, ‘Astral Magic in Babylonia’, p 72]  [15:  N Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World, p 63]  [16:  E Reiner, ‘Astral Magic in Babylonia’, p 85 ] 

Celestial divination was arguably the most important function of Babylonian astrology as it facilitated the safety of the state and provided the King with a means of managing the state effectively. Later in the essay it will be considered whether celestial divination was used in the classical world and if so if it remained in the same format by considering primary sources. 

Horoscopy
From celestial divination whose sole concern was with the king and states comes horoscopy, which can be considered a form of omen on a personal level, with the appearance of a planet or a star at the birth of an individual being used to foretell personal matters.[footnoteRef:17] Three elements were needed to cast a horoscope; a belief that celestial events can be used to predict the future, a belief that predications could be made for individuals and the existence of the zodiac; all three existed in Babylon.[footnoteRef:18] The first known cuneiform horoscope dates to 410BCE and there are 28 identified from the translated tablets.[footnoteRef:19] Their intent is understood from the omen apodoses which were occasionally included in the horoscopes and create an important connection between them and celestial divination.[footnoteRef:20] The main difference between the omen tablets and the horoscope tablets, which sees them classified separately, is that their content is largely astronomical and no prognostications for the intended are included.[footnoteRef:21] There main purpose was to record the longitudes of the sun, moon and five planets in the zodiac at the time of the birth the horoscope is drawn for and are generally only interested in the first and last visibilities of the planet noted.[footnoteRef:22] [17:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, New Series, Vil. 88, No. 1 (1998), p IX ]  [18:  A Sachs, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 51]  [19:  A Sachs, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 52]  [20:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 15]  [21:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 3]  [22:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 46] 

Sachs defines horoscopy as ‘the prediction of an individual’s future on the basis of (at least) the positions of the planets, sun and moon at the moment of his birth.’[footnoteRef:23] Rochberg adds to this by stating that Babylonian horoscopes recorded a particular set of astronomical data which occurred on, or near, the date of birth of an individual.[footnoteRef:24] The horoscope tablets give the planetary positions in relation to the zodiacal sign degrees and this is the first known use of zodiac signs to record celestial movements.[footnoteRef:25] [23:  A Sachs, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, Journal of Cuneiform Studies, Vol. 6, No. 2 (1952), p 50 ]  [24:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 1]  [25:  A Sachs, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 64] 

Although horoscopy was not as significant as astral medicine and celestial divination, the evidence suggests it played a clear role within Babylonian astrology. Later in the essay it will be considered whether horoscopy continued into the classical world and consider primary source evidence in order to establish whether it remained in the same format, or was expanded on. 


The Classical World
For the purposes of this essay, the classical world has been defined as 330BCE-529CE, which is referred to as Hellenistic, Greek or Classical in terms of its astrology, interchangeably. One of the historiographical challenges that faces understanding of this area is what Pingree describes as Hellenophilla; a form of madness that blinds scholars to historical truth based on the supposition that the Greeks invented science and that they alone discovered a way to the truth.[footnoteRef:26] This issue can mean that it is difficult to answer a question such as that posed by this essay as the roots of some techniques are blurred or have been manipulated to fit in with the Hellenophiles agenda.  [26:  D Pingree, ‘Hellenophilia versus the History of Science’, p 555] 

Despite this, it is widely understood that Babylonian techniques were transferred and adapted into classical astrology, which Pingree believes grew out of a conjoining of advanced Babylonian celestial divination coupled with Aristotelian physics and scientific advances in Hellenistic astronomy.[footnoteRef:27] The classical world developed a preoccupation with an attempt to order the cosmos in both its philosophies and the way it used the sciences available to it. The transfer of astrology saw a move towards a cosmos which was believed to be a single living body from a view that the universe had multiple personalities co-habiting.[footnoteRef:28] It did however, remain concerned with action, just as Babylonian astrology was, and this is evident in the casting of talismans and the choosing of auspicious moments which is essentially an advancement on Babylonian celestial divination techniques.[footnoteRef:29] [27:  D Pingree, ‘Hellenophilia versus the History of Science’, p 560]  [28:  N Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World, p 185]  [29:  N Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World, p 221] 

In his De divinatione, Cicero (106–43 BCE) details that the Chaldeans who were astrologers of the Babylonian tradition or race, were active in Syria and are ‘pre-eminent for their knowledge of astronomy’.[footnoteRef:30] When authority was needed, it was the Chaldeans who were called on to set the standard and it was in the first century CE that the noticeable difference between astronomy and astrology began to arise.[footnoteRef:31] Before moving into the details of the astrological techniques which were employed, it is important to understand what several astronomical techniques were transferred. One such example is the application of numerical method to geometrical models by Hipparchus between 150-125BCE.[footnoteRef:32] [30:  Cicero, De divinatione, trans by W. A. Falconer, Loeb Classical Library 154, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), p 323]  [31:  L W Clarke, ‘Greek Astronomy and its Debt to the Babylonians’, The British Journal for the Histroy of Science, VOL. 1, No. 1 (1962), p 71]  [32:  A Jones ‘The Adaption of Babylonian Methods in Greek Numerical Astronomy’, Isis, Vol. 82, No. 3 (1991), p 442] 

The application of order to the planets is a Babylonian astrological technique that did not die out in the classical world. The Babylonian arrangement of the planets in their horoscopes became commonplace in Hellenistic astrology, with the planets being listed in order of beneficent and maleficent identities, Jupiter and Venus as beneficent, Mercury which had both tendencies and then Saturn and Mars which were maleficent.[footnoteRef:33] In his work Anthologies, which was written between 150-175CE, Vettius Valens attributes these qualities, and expands on them, detailing the role each celestial body plays within the universe.[footnoteRef:34] The zodiac was a fifth century BCE Babylonian creation, on which classical astrology depended, it is therefore the most notable technique that prevailed in the classical world and its continuing existence was essential to the continued presence of horoscopes.[footnoteRef:35] The first known evidence of the use of Greek astrology is a birth chart from 235BCE for a commoner called Aristokrates, indicating that Babylonian techniques were very much in use in the classical world.[footnoteRef:36] [33:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 10]  [34:  V Valens, Anthologies Book 1, trans by M. Riley (2010), https://www.csus.edu/indiv/r/rileymt/Vettius%20Valens%20entire.pdf – accessed 15.07.2018]  [35:  F Rochberg-Halton, ‘Elements of the Babylonian Contribution to Hellenistic Astrology’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 108, No. 1 (1988), p 61]  [36:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 84] 

Babylonian horoscopy’s bīt nişirti, referred to in the Enūma Anu Enlil, was undoubtedly the origin of Greek astrology’s exaltations of the planets. The cuneiform evidence for the planetary bīt nişirti identifies all the longitudes which are then seen within the Greek’s hypsomata, the theory that certain longitudes when assigned to certain celestial bodies were places of special influence.[footnoteRef:37] Classical astrology also sees the representation of the dodekatemoria, which is the result of subdivisions of each zodiacal sign into 12 equal parts which, in essence, then means that each zodiacal sign contained its own micro-zodiac within its 30o span. In classical astrology, it held the function of modifying the influence held by a celestial body and the Greeks went on to develop this technique further by adding additional portions.[footnoteRef:38]  [37:  F Rochberg, ‘Babylonian Horoscopes’, p 48]  [38:  F Rochberg-Halton, ‘Elements of the Babylonian Contribution to Hellenistic Astrology’, p59] 

Babylonian prognostications as seen in the Enūma Anu Enlil were able to provide warnings for the state, however it was not until the Hellenistic period that the stars and planets were thought to directly affect an individual’s destiny.[footnoteRef:39] This is an example of where the classical world has taken a Babylonian astrological concept and expanded on it to suit their needs. [39:  O Neugebauer, A History of Ancient Mathematical Astronomy, (Berlin: Springer, 1975) p. 613] 

Classical astrology made reference to astral medicine in its applications of catarchic astrology, the rules laid down for how to choose the most auspicious moments for a certain undertaking.[footnoteRef:40] Ptolemy’s Tetrabiblos, also referred to as the Apotelematika, was written in Alexandria, Egypt around 120CE in Greek and became one the most influential works of medieval and Renaissance astrology.[footnoteRef:41] In the Tetrabiblos, Ptolemy refers to Mars governing the kidneys and Jupiter governing the liver and stomach.[footnoteRef:42] This association between the planets and their celestial influence over parts of the body could be considered as a development to the Babylonian astral medicine ideas displayed in the kalendertexte tablets.  [40:  E Reiner, ‘The Uses of Astrology’, Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 105, No. 4 (1985), p 593]  [41:  N. Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume I: The Ancient World, (New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2009), p.208]  [42:  Ptolemy, Tetrabiblos, trans. by F.E. Robbins, Loeb Classical Library 435 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1940)., p 319 ] 


Conclusion
This essay has considered whether Babylonian astrological techniques died out in the classical world. It has done so by looking at three Babylonian astrological techniques; astral medicine, celestial divination and horoscopy and considered the key elements of each technique. It has then considered what astrological techniques were employed in the classical world and considered whether these were the same, different or expanded versions of those used by the Babylonians. It has looked at primary and secondary material to do so. It has also shown that without Babylonian astrology, the classical world would not have been able to make the advances in astrology and astronomy that it did, as its underpinning theories were Babylonian in origin. This essay has therefore shown through considered analysis that Babylonian astrology did not die out in the classical world but was employed and expanded upon. 
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