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THE LEGACY OF BABYLONIAN ASTRONOMY
GAZING AT THE STARS
By Ulla Koch
The Babylonians were famous in antiquity for their scientific prowess. They were expert diviners and were especially proud of their ability to interpret the will of the gods by reading the entrails of sacrificial sheep. Their fascination with the firmament and their advanced knowledge of its workings was acknowledged, and their observations, which were recorded over centuries, were used by Greek astronomers in Late Antiquity. Indeed, astronomical, and astrological, practice and lore are part of Babylon’s enduring legacy, elements of which are with us even today. Undoubtedly, the most famous is the zodiac circle of twelve signs, most of which still bear names related to their Babylonian origins.
Babylonian astronomy is attested in several thousand clay tablets inscribed in cuneiform writing. The oldest stem from the nineteenth century BC, the youngest date to the first century AD. The earliest preserved texts contain celestial omens. They are concerned with omens pertaining to lunar eclipses, other lunar phenomena, and the weather. The Babylonians valued their traditions: astrological texts were faithfully transmitted, copied, and edited over two millennia.
During the first 1200 years, Babylonian astronomy seems to have evolved slowly and hardly changed at all. The textual record is sparse, so of course, it is difficult to follow any development closely. From at least the eighth century BC, the astronomers in Babylon and Uruk assiduously made celestial observations and recorded them systematically, an endeavour that continued uninterrupted up until the first century AD. This mass of raw data eventually enabled them to develop sophisticated procedures of prognostication of celestial phenomena. For over a millennium they seem to have relied on relatively simple rules of thumb that allowed them to know when to be on the look-out for significant celestial phenomena, such as eclipses and first and last appearances of the planets at sunrise and sunset. Then in the fourth century BC, new methods were introduced. Babylonian scholars developed complex and precise mathematical algorithms for calculating the movements of the planets and the moon.
How Babylonian astronomy differs
Babylonian astronomy is fundamentally different from modern astronomy in several ways. First, the Babylonians apparently never constructed models of the universe to fit or explain their observations; second, astronomy and astrology were part and parcel, and it makes little sense to describe the one without reference to the other. The knowledge of the stars and planets, their movements, and periods, was all amassed primarily with the purpose of making astrology more reliable and easier to perform. Astronomy was ancillary to astrology, as indeed it was for most of history. Also, it should be kept in mind that all observations were made with the naked eye and with hardly any instruments at all apart from a water clock.
We know that astronomers would make observations from the flat rooftops of houses and palaces. According to the first century BC Greek historian, Diodorus of Sicily, they also used the huge temple towers, known as ziggurats, for this purpose. He was probably right; it certainly makes sense to observe celestial phenomena, especially those close to the horizon, from the highest possible vantage point. Given the lack of tools of observation, and the fact that most of the phenomena that interested them occur near the horizon – sometimes obscured by clouds – it is no wonder that the astronomers would disagree on observations, or fear that the king would doubt them.
Babylonian incorporation of Sumerian astronomy
Babylonian astronomy incorporated the celestial lore of their predecessors, the Sumerians. The Sumerians watched the sky and took note of the movements of celestial bodies; their main purpose was probably to regulate the calendar. Many of the names of stars, planets, and constellations used in Babylonian astronomy are Sumerian, and undoubtedly of ancient origin. The Sumerian goddess of fertility, Inanna, was associated with the planet Venus (the Roman goddess of love); the name and association of this planet is among the most ancient still in use today.
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