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Preface










It is the purpose of these lectures delivered under the auspices of
the American Committee for Lectures on the History of Religions, to
sum up the results of researches carried on by me for many years in
the field of ancient astrology and astral religion. For some facts
set forth here in a summary fashion, I can refer the reader
interested in the details to a number of special articles published
in various periodicals; the proof of other assertions will be given
in a larger work that I hope at some future date to publish on this
same general theme.



My sincere thanks are due to Mr. J. B. Baker of Oxford who has
carried out the task of translating these lectures in so
satisfactory a manner; and I am also largely indebted to my friend,
Mr. J. G. C. Anderson of Christ Church, who was kind enough to
undertake the revision of the manuscript. I also owe some valuable
corrections to Prof. Morris Jastrow, Jr., of the University of
Pennsylvania, who, as Secretary of the American Committee, may be
said to have called this book into existence, and to whom I take
pleasure in dedicating the volume, as a mark of recognition of his
own researches in the cognate field of Babylonian-Assyrian
astrology.



FRANZ CUMONT













Introduction










Ἐκ τ ῶν ο ὐρανίων τ
ὰ ἐπίγεια ἤρτηται

κατά τινα φυσικ ήν συμπάθειαν.



PHILO, De Opificio Mundi, c. 40.








After a long period of discredit and neglect, astrology is
beginning to force itself once more on the attention of the learned
world. In the course of the last few years scholars have devoted to
it profound researches and elaborate publications. Greek
manuscripts, which had remained a sealed book at a time when the
quest for unpublished documents is all the rage, have now been
laboriously examined, and the wealth of this literature has
exceeded all expectation. On the other hand, the deciphering of the
cuneiform tablets has given access to the wellsprings of a learned
superstition, which up to modern times has exercised over Asia and
Europe a wider dominion than any religion has ever achieved. I
trust, therefore, that I am not guilty of undue presumption in
venturing to claim your interest for this erroneous belief, so long
universally accepted, which exercised an endless influence on the
creeds and the ideas of the most diverse peoples, and which for
that very reason necessarily demands the attention of historians.



After a duration of a thousand years, the power of astrology broke
down when, with Copernicus, Kepler, and Galileo, the progress of
astronomy overthrew the false hypothesis upon which its entire
structure rested, namely, the geocentric system of the universe.
The fact that the earth revolves in space intervened to upset the
complicated play of planetary influences, and the silent stars,
relegated to the unfathomable depths of the sky, no longer made
their prophetic voices audible to mankind. Celestial mechanics and
spectrum analysis finally robbed them of their mysterious prestige.
Thenceforth in that learned system of divination, which professed
to discover from the stars the secret of our destiny, men saw
nothing but the most monstrous of all the chimeras begotten of
superstition. Under the sway of reason the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries condemned this heresy in the name of
scientific orthodoxy. In 1824, Letronne thought it necessary to
apologise for discoursing to the Academy of Inscriptions on "absurd
dreams" in which he saw "nothing but one of those failings which
have done most dishonour to the human mind,"
2 --as though man's failings
were not often more instructive than his triumphs.



But at the end of the nineteenth century the development of
history, from various sides, recalled the attention of
investigators to ancient astrology. It is an exact science which
was superimposed on primitive beliefs, and when classical
philology, enlarging its horizon, brought fully within its range of
observation the development of the sciences in antiquity, it could
not set aside a branch of knowledge, illegitimate, I allow, but
indissolubly linked not only with astronomy and meteorology, but
also with medicine, botany, ethnography, and physics. If we go back
to the earliest stages of every kind of learning, as far as the
Alexandrine and even the Babylonian period, we shall find almost
everywhere the disturbing influence of these astral "mathematics."
This sapling, which shot up among the rank weeds by the side of the
tree of knowledge, sprang from the same stock and mingled its
branches with it.



But not only is astrology indispensable to the savant who desires
to trace the toilsome progress of reason in the pursuit of truth
along its doublings and turnings,--which is perhaps the highest
mission of history; it also benefited by the interest which was
roused in all manifestations of the irrational. This pseudo-science
is in reality a creed. Beneath the icy crust of a cold and rigid
dogma run the troubled waters of a jumble of worships, derived from
an immense antiquity; and as soon as enquiry was directed to the
religions of the past, it was attracted to this doctrinal
superstition, perhaps the most astonishing that has ever existed.
Research ascertained how, after having reigned supreme in
Babylonia, it subdued the cults of Syria and of Egypt, and under
the Empire,--to mention only the West,--transformed even the
ancient paganism of Greece and Rome.



It is not only, however, because it is combined with scientific
theories, nor because it enters into the teaching of pagan
mysteries, that astrology forces itself on the meditations of the
historian of religions, but for its own sake (and here we touch the
heart of the problem), because he is obliged to enquire how and why
this alliance, which at first sight seems monstrous, came to be
formed between mathematics and superstition. It is no explanation
to consider it merely a mental disease. Even then, to speak the
truth, this hallucination, the most persistent which has ever
haunted the human brain, would still deserve to be studied. If
psychology to-day conscientiously applies itself to disorders of
the memory and of the will, it cannot fail to interest itself in
the ailments of the faculty of belief, and specialists in lunacy
will do useful work in dealing with this species of morbid
manifestation with the view of settling its etiology and tracing
its course. How could this absurd doctrine arise, develop, spread,
and force itself on superior intellects for century after century?
There, in all its simplicity, is the historical problem which
confronts us.



In reality the growth of this body of dogma followed a course not
identical with, but parallel, I think, to that of certain other
theologies. Its starting-point was faith, faith in certain stellar
divinities who exerted an influence on the world. Next, people
sought to comprehend the nature of this influence: they believed it
to be subject to certain invariable laws, because observation
revealed the fact that the heavens were animated by regular
movements, and they conceived themselves able to determine its
effects in the future with the same certainty as the coming
revolutions and conjunctions of the stars. Finally, when a series
of theories had been evolved out of that twofold conviction, their
original source was forgotten or disregarded. The old belief became
a science; its postulates were erected into principles, which were
justified by physical and moral reasons, and it was pretended that
they rested on experimental data amassed by a long series of
observations. By a common process, after believing, people invented
reasons for believing,--" fides quaerens
intellectum,"--and the intelligence working on the faith
reduced it to formula, the logical sequence of which concealed the
radical fallacy.



There is something tragic in this ceaseless attempt of man to
penetrate the mysteries of the future, in this obstinate struggle
of his faculties to lay hold on knowledge which evades his probe,
and to satisfy his insatiable desire to foresee his destiny. The
birth and evolution of astrology, that desperate error on which the
intellectual powers of countless generations were spent, seems like
the bitterest of disillusions. By establishing the unchangeable
character of the celestial revolutions the Chaldeans imagined that
they understood the mechanism of the universe, and had discovered
the actual laws of life. The ancient beliefs in the influence of
the stars upon the earth were concentrated into dogmas of absolute
rigidity. But these dogmas were frequently contradicted by
experience, which ought to have confirmed them. Then not daring to
doubt the principles on which depended their whole conception of
the world, these soothsayer-logicians strove to correct their
theories. Unable to bring themselves to deny the influence of the
divine stars on the affairs of this world, they invented new
methods for the better determination of this influence, they
complicated by irrelevant data the problem, of which the solution
had proved false, and thus there was piled up little by little in
the course of ages a monstrous collection of complicated and often
contradictory doctrines, which perplex the reason, and whose
audacious unsubstantiality will remain a perpetual subject of
astonishment. We should be confounded at the spectacle of the human
mind losing itself so long in the maze of these errors, did we not
know how medicine, physics, and chemistry have slowly groped their
way before becoming experimental sciences, and what prolonged
exertions they have had to make in order to free themselves from
the tenacious grasp of old superstitions.



Thus various reasons commended to the attention of scholars these
old writings of the Greek astrologers so long neglected. They set
to work to re-read and to re-publish these repulsive-looking books
which had not been reprinted since the sixteenth century. The last
edition--and a shockingly bad one--of the Tetrabiblos of
Ptolemy is dated 1581. Further, a number of unknown authors emerged
from obscurity, a crowd of manuscripts mouldering in the tombs of
libraries were restored to light.
3



The profit which can be gained from them is not confined to the
science of which they treat and to the adjacent domains, which
astrology has more or less penetrated. Their utility is much more
varied and general, and it would be difficult to set out in full
their manifold applications. 4



I shall not dwell on the interest afforded to the scholar by a
series of texts spread over more than fifteen centuries, from the
Alexandrine period to the Renaissance. Nor, again, will I attempt
to estimate the importance which might be claimed in the political
sphere by a doctrine which has often guided the will of kings, and
decided their enterprises. Nor can I prove here by examples how the
propagation of astrological doctrines reveals unsuspected relations
between the oldest civilisations, and leads him who traces it from
Alexandria and from Babylon as far as India, China, and Japan,
bringing him back again from the Far East to the Far West.



So many questions of such varied interest cannot be considered all
at once. We must exercise restraint and confine ourselves to one
view of the subject. Our object in this course of lectures shall be
limited to showing how oriental astrology and star-worship
transformed the beliefs of the Græco-Latin world, what at different
periods was the ever-increasing strength of their influence, and by
what means they established in the West a sidereal cult, which was
the highest phase of ancient paganism. In Greek anthropomorphism
the Olympians were merely an idealised reflection of various human
personalities. Roman formalism made the worship of the national
gods an expression of patriotism, strictly regulated by pontifical
and civil law. Babylon was the first to erect the edifice of a
cosmic religion, based upon science, which brought human activity
and human relations with the astral divinities into the general
harmony of organised nature. This learned theology, by including in
its speculations the entire world, was to eliminate the narrower
forms of belief, and, by changing the character of ancient
idolatry, it was to prepare in many respects the coming of
Christianity.


















Lecture 1. The Chaldeans










During the period of the French Revolution citizen Dupuis, in three
bulky volumes "On the Origin of all Forms of Worship" (1794),
developed the idea that the primary source of religion was the
spectacle of celestial phenomena and the ascertainment of their
correspondence with earthly events, and he undertook to show that
the myths of all peoples and all times were nothing but a set of
astronomical combinations. According to him, the Egyptians, to whom
he assigned the foremost place among "the inventors of religions,"
had conceived, some twelve or fifteen thousand years before our
era, the division of the ecliptic into twelve constellations
corresponding to the twelve months; and when the expedition of
Bonaparte discovered in the temples of the Nile valley, notably at
Denderah, some zodiacs to which a fabulous antiquity was
attributed, these extraordinary theories appeared to receive an
unexpected confirmation. But the bold mythological fabric reared in
the heavens by the savant of the Revolution fell to pieces
when Letronne proved that the zodiac of Denderah dated, not from an
epoch anterior to the most ancient of the known Pharaohs, but from
that of the Roman emperors.



Science in her cycles of hypotheses is liable to repeat herself. An
attempt has recently been made to restore to favour the fancies of
Dupuis, by renovating them with greater erudition. Only, the mother
country of "astral mythology" is to be sought, not on the banks of
the Nile, but on those of the Euphrates. The "Pan-Babylonists," as
they have been called, maintain that



Behind the literature and cults of Babylon and Assyria, behind the
legends and myths, behind the Pantheon and religious beliefs,
behind even the writings which appear to be purely historical, lies
an astral conception of the universe and of its phenomena,
affecting all thoughts, all beliefs, all practices, and penetrating
even into the domain of purely secular intellectual activity,
including all branches of science cultivated in antiquity.
According to this astral conception, the greater gods were
identified with the planets, and the minor ones with the fixed
stars. A scheme of correspondences between phenomena in the heavens
and occurrences on earth was worked out. The constantly changing
appearance of the heavens indicates the ceaseless activity of the
gods, and since whatever happened on earth was due to divine
powers, this activity represented the preparation for terrestrial
phenomena, and more particularly those affecting the fortunes of
mankind. . . . Proceeding further, it is claimed that the
astral-mythological cult of ancient Babylonia became the prevailing
Weltanschauung of the ancient Orient, and that whether we
turn to Egypt or to Palestine, to Hittite districts or to Arabia,
we shall find these various cultures under the spell of this
conception. It furnishes the key to the interpretation of Homer as
well as of the Bible. 5 In
particular, all the Old Testament should be explained by a series
of sidereal myths. The patriarchs are "personifications of the sun
or moon," and the traditions of the Sacred Books are "variations of
certain 'motifs,' whose real significance is to be found only when
they are transferred to phenomena in the heavens."



Such is a wholly impartial summary of the theories professed by the
advocates of the Altorientalische Weltanschauung. I borrow
it, with slight abbreviation, from an address delivered by Morris
Jastrow, Jr., at the Oxford Congress in 1908.
6 Now of this system. it may
be said that what is true in it is not new, and what is new is not
true. That Babylon was the mother of astronomy, star-worship, and
astrology, that thence these sciences and these beliefs spread over
the world, is a fact already told us by the ancients, and the
course of these lectures will prove it clearly. But the mistake of
the Pan-Babylonists, whose wide generalisations rest on the
narrowest and flimsiest of bases, lies in the fact that they have
transferred to the nebulous origins of history conceptions which
were not developed at the beginning but quite at the end of
Babylonian civilisation. This vast theology, founded upon the
observation of the stars, which is assumed to have been built up
thousands of years before our era,--nay, before the Trojan
War,--and to have imposed itself on all still barbarous peoples as
the expression of a mysterious wisdom, cannot have been in
existence at this remote period, for the simple reason that the
data on which it would have been founded, were as yet unknown.



How often, for instance, has the theory of the precession of the
equinoxes been brought into the religious cosmology of the East!
But what becomes of all these symbolical explanations, if the fact
be established that the Orientals never had a suspicion of this
famous precession before the genius of Hipparchus discovered it?
7 Just as the dreams of Dupuis
vanished when the date of the Egyptian zodiacs was settled, so the
Babylonian mirage was dispelled when scholars advanced methodically
through the desert of cuneiform inscriptions and determined the
date when astronomy began to take shape, as an exact science, in
the observatories of Mesopotamia. This new delusion will depart to
the realm of dreams to join the idea, so dear to poets of old, of
Chaldean shepherds discovering the causes of eclipses while
watching their flocks.



When we have to ascertain at what date oriental star-worship
effected the transformation of Syrian and Greek paganism, we shall
not find it necessary to plunge into the obscurity of the earliest
times; we shall be able to study the facts in the full light of
history. "An astral theory of the universe is not an outcome of
popular thought, but the result of a long process of speculative
reasoning carried on in restricted learned circles. Even astrology,
which the theory presupposes as a foundation, is not a product of
primitive popular fancies but is rather an advanced scientific
hypothesis." 8 In this first
lecture, then, we shall have to begin by asking ourselves at what
date a scientific astronomy and astrology were developed at
Babylon, and then proceed to examine how they led to the formation
of a learned theology and gave to Babylonian religion its ultimate
character.



Let us consult, the historians of astronomy. The original documents
of Chaldean erudition have been deciphered and published during
these last twenty years mainly by the industry of Strassmaier and
Kugler, 9 and we are able
to-day to realise to some extent what knowledge the Babylonians
possessed at different periods.



Now here is one first discovery pregnant with consequences: before
the eighth century no scientific astronomy was possible owing to
the absence of one indispensable condition, namely, the possession
of an exact system of chronology. The old calendar already in use
about the year 2500, and perhaps earlier, was composed of twelve
lunar months. But as twelve lunar periods make only 354 days, a
thirteenth month was from time to time inserted to bring the date
at which the festivals recurred each year, into harmony with the
seasons. It was only little by little that greater precision was
attained by observing at what date the heliac rising of certain
fixed stars took place. So inaccurate a computation of time allowed
of no precise calculations and consequently of no astronomy worthy
of the name. In fact, during the first twenty or thirty centuries
of Mesopotamian history nothing is found but empirical
observations, intended chiefly to indicate omens, and the
rudimentary knowledge which these observations display, is hardly
in advance of that of the Egyptians, the Chinese, or the Aztecs.
These early observers could employ only such methods as do not
necessitate the record of periodic phenomena. For instance, the
determination of the four cardinal points by means of the rising
and setting of the sun, for use in the orientation of temples, was
known from the very earliest antiquity.



But by degrees, direct observation of celestial phenomena, intended
either to enable soothsayers to make predictions or to fix the
calendar, led to the establishment of the fact that certain of
these phenomena recurred at regular intervals, and the attempt was
then made to base predictions on the calculation of this recurrence
or periodicity. This necessitated a strict chronology, at which the
Babylonians did not arrive till the middle of the eighth century
B.C.: in 747 they adopted the so-called "era of Nabonassar." This
was not a political or religious era, or one signalised by any
important event. It merely indicated the moment when, doubtless
owing to the establishment of a lunisolar cycle, they kept properly
constructed chronological tables. Farther back there was no
certainty in regard to the calculation of time. It is from that
moment that the records of eclipses begin which Ptolemy used, and
which are still sometimes employed by men of science for the
purpose of testing their lunar theories. The oldest is dated March
21, 721 B.C. 10



For the period of the Sargonides, who reigned over Nineveh from the
year 722, the documents of the famous library of Ashurbanapal, and
especially the reports made to these Assyrian kings by the official
astrologers, allow us to form a sufficiently clear idea of the
state of their astronomical knowledge. They had approximately
traced the ecliptic, that is, the line which the sun seems to
follow in the sky during its annual course, and they had divided it
into four parts corresponding to the four seasons. Without having
succeeded in establishing the real zodiac, they attempted at any
rate, with the object of testing the calendar, to draw up the list
of constellations whose heliac rising corresponded to the various
months. From the fixed stars they already distinguished the planets
to the number of five; they had traced their course, now forwards
now backwards, and determined, at least approximately, the duration
of their synodic revolutions,--for instance, one tablet calculates
that this duration in the case of Venus is 577.5 days, instead of
the actual 584. But as yet they had no idea of their respective
distances from the earth, for the order in which the seven
principal stars are enumerated in the inscriptions of Nineveh,--the
Moon, the Sun, Jupiter, Venus, Saturn, Mercury, Mars,--has no
relation to any astronomical fact. Jupiter, or Marduk, is put at
the head of the five planets, because Marduk is the principal god
of Babylon. Finally, those priests had not only fixed with
remarkable accuracy the duration of the lunar period at a little
more than twenty-nine and one half days, but, having ascertained
that eclipses occurred with a certain periodicity, they had gone so
far as frequently--but not regularly--to predict their recurrence.
In their reports to the kings of Nineveh astrologers often prided
themselves on the fact that an eclipse which they had foreseen, had
occurred. This was their great achievement.



The destruction of Nineveh in the year 606 B.C. did not interrupt
the conquests of astronomy. Under Nebuchadnezzar (604-561) Babylon
returned to the days of her past glory, and in this ancient
sanctuary of science, amid the general prosperity, astronomy
received a new impetus, which was not checked by the almost
voluntary submission of the old Semitic capital to the kings of
Persia in 539. A valuable tablet, dated 523, shows the astonishing
advance made since the fall of Assyria. Here for the first time we
find the relative positions of the sun and the moon calculated in
advance; we find, noted with their precise dates, the conjunctions
of the moon with the planets and of the planets with each other,
and their situation in the signs of the zodiac, which here appears
definitely established,--or, to put it more briefly, the monthly
ephemerides of the sun and the moon, the principal phenomena of the
planets, and eclipses. All this indicates an intensity of thought
and a perseverance in observation of which we have as yet no other
example, and F. X. Kugler has therefore very properly regarded this
tablet as the oldest known document of the scientific
astronomy of the Chaldeans. True science is at length disencumbered
of the empirical determinations which had accumulated in the course
of many centuries. From that time some fifty documents, now
deciphered,--the most recent of which belongs to the year 8
B.C.,--enable us to follow its development under the dominion of
the Persians, the Macedonians, and the Parthians until about the
commencement of our era. There is noticeable a continual advance
and an increasing improvement in the methods employed, at least up
to the end of the second century B.C., to which belong the most
perfect examples which we possess. Chronological reckonings are
rendered more accurate by the adoption of a lunisolar cycle of
nineteen years; the zodiac is definitely established by the
substitution for the ancient constellations of variable sizes of a
geometrical division of the circle in which the planets move, into
twelve equal parts, each subdivided into three portions or decans,
equivalent to ten of our degrees. If the Babylonians were not aware
of the precession of the equinoxes before the Greeks, at least they
discovered the inequality of the seasons, resulting from a
variation in the apparent speed of the sun. Above all, they
calculated with astonishing accuracy the duration of the various
lunar months, and, if they did not fully grasp the data of the
problem of solar eclipses, they determined the conditions under
which those of the moon took place. Finally,--and this was a still
more arduous and complicated problem,--having determined the
periods of the sidereal and synodic revolutions of the planets,
they constructed perpetual ephemerides giving year by year the
variations in the position of these five stars; then in the second
century before our era they became so bold as to attempt an a
priori calculation of planetary phenomena, such as they had
previously worked out for the moon and the sun.



We have been obliged to introduce into this description certain
technical details in order to fix exactly the period at which
Chaldean science became established. It was not, as we have been
asked to believe, in the remote obscurity of the fourth or even the
fifth millennium that the mighty fabric of their astronomy was
reared. It was during the first millennium that it was laboriously
and gradually constructed. From this it follows that in Babylonia
and in Greece, the two nations among whom the methodical study of
the heavens led to the construction of systems which imposed
themselves on the world, the development of these theories was
partly contemporaneous. In the sixth century, when Thales is said
to have predicted an eclipse, the Greeks began by being disciples
of the Orientals, from whom they borrowed the rudiments of their
knowledge. But towards the middle of the fifth century they soared
aloft on their own wings and soon reached greater heights than
their former teachers.



The Babylonians after all had studied astronomy only empirically.
By applying to it trigonometry, of which their predecessors were
ignorant, the Greeks attained a certainty hitherto unknown, and
obtained results previously impossible. But for several centuries
the development of the two sciences went on side by side in East
and West, and to a large extent independently. It would now be
impossible to say to whom amongst the Greeks or the Babylonians
belongs the credit of certain discoveries.
11 But it is the peculiar
distinction of the Chaldeans that they made religion profit
by these new conceptions and based upon them a learned theology. In
Greece science always remained laic, in Chaldea it was sacerdotal.



There is every reason for believing that religious origins were
much the same among the Babylonians as among other Semitic peoples.
Here as elsewhere differentiation comes only with progress.
Numerous traces are found of a primitive "animism" which regarded
as divinities animals, plants, and stones, as well as wind, rain,
and storm, and believed them to have mysterious relations with
mankind. Being experts in divination, the Chaldeans devoted
themselves from the first to the practice of deriving omens from
phenomena and occurrences in which they saw manifestations of the
will of that motley host of spirits which filled the universe:
movements of the clouds, direction of the wind, thunder and
lightning, earthquakes and floods, as well as the birth of
monstrous animals, the inspection of the liver, or even the
appearance of locusts seemed to be portents favourable or
unfavourable to human undertakings. All this was set down in
writing and codified by the priests--for, every kind of
superstition was codified by these Semites as well as the laws of
Hammurabi. But among the countless multitude of gods who peopled
the realm of nature, the Babylonians attributed a particularly
powerful influence to the stars. These brilliant objects, which
they saw moving unceasingly over the vault of heaven,--conceived as
a solid dome quite close to the earth,--inspired them with
superstitious fear. Any one who has experienced the impression
produced by the splendour of an Eastern night will understand this
sense of awe. They believed that in the complicated patterns of the
stars, which gleamed in the night, they could recognise fantastic
shapes of polymorphous monsters, of strange objects, of sacred
animals, of imaginary personages,--some of which still figure on
our celestial maps. These formidable powers might be favourable or
inimical. In the clearness of their transparent atmosphere the
Chaldean priests continually watched their puzzling courses: they
saw them appear and disappear, hide themselves under the earth to
return at the other extremity of the horizon, rising again to a new
life after a transitory death, always victorious over the darkness;
they observed them losing themselves in the brilliance of the sun
to emerge from it presently, like a young bridegroom entering the
bridal chamber to issue forth again in the morning; they followed
also the windings of the planets, whose complicated path seemed to
aim at throwing off the track an enemy who threatened their course;
they were astonished that in eclipses the moon and even the sun
himself could grow dim, and they believed that a huge black dragon
devoured them or concealed them from view. The sky was thus
unceasingly the scene of combats, alliances, and amours, and this
marvellous spectacle gave birth to a luxuriant mythology in which
there appeared, subject to no law but their own passions, all the
heroes of fable, all the animals of creation, all the phantoms of
imagination.



Between beings and objects, all alike conceived as living,
primitive animism everywhere establishes hidden and unexpected
relations, which it is the object of magic to discover and utilise.
In particular, the influence which the stars exerted upon our world
seemed undeniable. Did not the rising and setting of the sun every
day bring heat and cold, as well as light and darkness? Did not the
changes of the seasons correspond to a certain state of the sky?
What wonder, therefore, that by induction men arrived at the
conclusion that even the lesser stars and their conjunctions had a
certain connection with the phenomena of nature and the events of
human life. At an early time--and here the Pan-Babylonists are
right--arose the idea that the configuration of the sky corresponds
to the phenomena of the earth. Everything in sky and earth alike is
incessantly changing, and it was thought that there existed a
correspondence between the movements of the gods above and the
alterations which occurred here below. This is the fundamental idea
of astrology. Perhaps in this scheme of coincidences the
Babylonians even went so far as to divide the firmament into
countries, mountains, and rivers, corresponding to the geography
known to them.



Here, as everywhere, the human mind long sought the way of truth in
the maze of conjectures and chimeras. But the very delusion which
peopled the heavenly abodes with kindly or hostile powers, whose
incessant evolutions were a menace or a promise to mankind, urged
the Chaldeans to study assiduously their appearances, evolutions,
and disappearances. With indefatigable patience they observed them,
and noted the most important social or political events which had
accompanied or followed such and such an aspect of the heavens, in
order to assure themselves that a given coincidence would be
regularly repeated. Thus they engraved on their tablets with
scrupulous care all the astronomical or meteorological phenomena
from which they derived their prognostications: phases of the moon,
situation and conjunctions of the planets, eclipses, comets, falls
of aerolites, and halos.



The purely empirical and very simple determinations, accompanied by
predictions, which have been preserved to us, are naive and almost
puerile: even in the time of the Sargonides there is nothing in
them which recalls the learned precision of a Greek horoscope. But
from this mass of documents, laboriously collected in the archives
of the temples, the laws of the movements of the heavenly bodies
were disengaged with increasing precision. Primitive man commonly
believes that new stars are produced each time they disappear, that
the sun dies and is born each day or at least each winter, that the
moon is swallowed up during eclipses, and that another takes its
place. To these early ideas, all vestiges of which did not
disappear, nay, have not disappeared--we speak still of a "new
moon"--there succeeded the discovery that the same stars always
traversed the upper spheres with a brightness which increased and
diminished by turns. With the irregularity of atmospheric
disturbances was necessarily contrasted the regularity of side-real
revolutions and occultations. Little by little the priestly
astronomers, as we have seen, succeeded in constructing an
astronomical calendar and foretelling the return, at a fixed date,
of phenomena previously described, and they were able to predict to
the astonished crowds the arrival of the eclipses which terrified
them. There is nothing surprising in the fact that, as they
ascribed to the heaven itself the revelation of this marvellous
knowledge, they should have seen in astronomy a divine science.



It is impossible to exaggerate the religious importance which an
eminently superstitious people attached to these discoveries.
Schiaparelli, a most competent historian of the exact sciences in
antiquity, has remarked that "the tendency which dominates the
whole Babylonian astronomy is to discover all that is periodic in
celestial phenomena, and to reduce it to a numerical expression in
such a manner as to be able to predict its repetition in the
future." 12 The scientific
discoveries which were made from the Assyrian period onwards
enabled astrologers, as we have seen, to foresee certain events
with an absolute certainty which no other kind of prognostication
attained. An endless perspective reaching far into the future was
opened to minds astonished at their own audacity. Divination by
means of the stars was thus elevated above all other methods which
were in contemporary use. It is beyond doubt that the pre-eminence
henceforth assigned to astrology was bound to lead to a
transformation of the whole of theology. "The science of the
observation of the heavens, which had been perfected little by
little by the priests, became in their hands a body of astral
doctrine, which never lost the flavour of the school, but which
nevertheless permeated the entire Babylonian religion, and at least
in part transformed it." 13



The development of the old Babylonian religion bears no relation to
astronomical theories. It was rather political circumstances which
gave to certain gods in turn the primacy among the multitude of
divinities worshipped in the land of Sumer and Accad, and, in
accordance with a process which is repeated everywhere, caused the
functions of other local powers to be attributed to their
all-usurping and all-absorbing personality. When Babylon is the
capital of the kings, it is the patron of this city, Marduk,
identified with Bel, that occupies the foremost place in the
Pantheon; when Nineveh is the seat of empire, it is Ashur. Even the
groupings and hierarchies, which most plainly betray the
intervention of priestly combination, do not appear to be prompted
by astronomical speculations. In the system of triads, which
theologians conceived, the primacy was given to Anu, Enlil, and Ea,
spirits of Heaven, Earth, and Water; below these they placed Sin,
Shamash, or Ramman, and Ishtar, the genii of the Sun and the Moon
or the atmosphere and the goddess of the fertility of the earth,
identified with the planet Venus. In spite of the presence in this
symmetrical arrangement of the two luminaries at all times
worshipped in that country, and sometimes of the most brilliant of
the stars, it is impossible to see an astral principle in this
grouping. Prof. Jastrow, the best judge in these matters, does not
hesitate to regard the truly sidereal cult, which grew up at
Babylon under the influence of the learned theories developed by
the priestly caste, as a new religion. I quote his words:
14
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