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Abstract

The goal of this dissertation will be to explain how it was that the Jews of the Hellenized world adopted and adapted astrology. There will be a focus on the zodiac mosaics found in the synagogues of Byzantine period Israel. The dissertation will begin with a chapter on the origins of astrology in Mesopotamia. There we will see how astrology grew from the beliefs that the planets manifested the gods, and that one could predict the gods' wills by predicting, mathematically, the planets' motions. The result was the first horoscopes. 

The second chapter will tell how the Hellenistic world adopted the Mesopotamian practice and blended it with Greek science to produce the mathematical "scientific" astrology familiar to most twentieth century readers. The following third chapter will show how astrology's religious side fared in the Hellenized Near East. The planets were important gods, astrological art was used to praise the gods, and to portray their power and ability to care for the world and their worshippers. Horoscopes and astrological magic allowed one to communicate with the gods and persuade them to help one through life. 

Chapter four will deal with Jewish astrology, both "scientific" and "religious." We will examine a variety of Jewish writings from the Hellenized Near East to demonstrate that Jews did indeed practice astrology. We will conclude that Jews adapted the polytheistic assumptions of astrology to their own monotheistic world-view by interpreting the planet gods as planet angels, beings superior to humans, but subordinate to the one genuine god, YHWH. 

The fifth and final chapter will discuss the various zodiac mosaics, both as archaeological sites and as works of art, and the various theories which try to explain what they meant. Finally, we will conclude that, since the planets are the subordinates of YHWH, administering His will in the world as part of His creation, the zodiac mosaics are best explained as indirect portrayals of God. The sun and the zodiac signs were His creatures. They carried out His commands. They were the satraps of His cosmos. Thus, they were appropriate visual substitutes for the God whom even Moses might not see. 
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Introduction

Astrology is one of the most remarkable practices to come to us from the ancient world. Born in ancient Mesopotamia, reared in the Hellenistic world, it was at once a science and a religion. It quickly spread throughout the known world, from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, and is with us still. Its appeal was and is varied. An important factor is the awe-inspiring beauty of the heavens. The developed system also had an intellectual beauty, which many still find appealing. Another factor was the belief that the planets were manifestations of important gods. If one could predict the gods' plans from the planets' movements, one could make plans for the future. Likewise, one could appeal to the planet gods to smile on one's goals. Thus, astrology was at once beautiful and practical. 

Astrology was adopted by most of the peoples of the ancient world, who proceeded to adapt its principals to their peculiar needs and society. Perhaps the most interesting example of this phenomenon was the adoption of astrology by the Jews. Their religion differed from those of other ethnic groups within Hellenistic society in its allegiance to only one god, YHWH. Astrology was polytheistic; yet there is no doubt that more than a few Jews practiced it. Rabbinic literature often refers to it. There survive a number of astrological manuals written by Jews. The most dramatic and surprising evidence of a Jewish adaptation of astrology is on the floors of the synagogues of Byzantine period Israel. Jews were notorious in the ancient world for eschewing religious images as well as polytheism. Yet numerous examples of mosaics of the zodiac and the sun god may be seen today. This dissertation will describe the history of astrology broadly before concentrating on how Jews adopted and adapted astrology. It will demonstrate that astrology was seen as the power of YHWH managing the universe and caring for His people Israel, and that the zodiac mosaics symbolized His power and concern. 

Chapter One 
Astrology In Mesopotamia

Astrology was part of polytheism in the Hellenistic and Roman Near East. The planets were named for gods and they were worshipped as gods, who worked their wills by their movements through the sky. Furthermore, many Jews practiced astrology, as seen in mosaics of the zodiac on the floors of several synagogues of the Byzantine period in Israel. How did they over-look or explain away the polytheistic implications of what they put on their floors? This is the vital question which this dissertation will try to answer. 

First, it is necessary to demonstrate the origins of astrology in Mesopotamian religion. This will be done in four sections. In the first we shall introduce Mesopotamian religion and the major gods. Next, we shall demonstrate that the planets were worshipped as incarnations of the gods. Thirdly, we shall show that the Mesopotamians believed that the planet-gods spoke to them by means of astral omens, that is, by extraordinary events in the sky. Finally, we shall see how the horoscope was invented as a combination of astronomy and astral omens. 

Mesopotamian religion was basically similar to other ancient religions. It was polytheistic, with literally thousands of gods,/1/ personifications of every aspect of nature and of human society. The gods were imagined to be much like human beings, save that they never died/2/ and were far more powerful./3/ The gods were married and had children, they lived in their temples, where they were represented by their statues. Much of divine worship paralleled the everyday life of a Mesopotamian king. The statues were presented with meals, accompanied by music and incense, just as the king was./4/ The various cities were each the estate of a particular god, although the others would have temples there, too. Human beings in general were created to be slaves, doing work the gods did not care to do./5/ Human rulers were the supervisors of the gods' estates, while the universe as a whole was the kingdom of the gods. The events of history and of everyday life were decided by a divine government, the prototype of earthly governments./6/ 

Of the thousands of gods listed in Mesopotamian literature, only a few, the "Great Gods," were thought to rule the universe. The "Great Gods" were the ones identified with the planets, who became the gods of astrology. This is not to say that all the "Great Gods" were primarily astral deities. Some had little or no connection with the heavens, and even those who did had other important aspects as well. Nevertheless from the early days of Mesopotamian history there was a prominent association between the gods and the sky, one which grew more prominent with time. It is significant that the determinative/7/ for a god was originally a picture of a star, the "dingir" sign./8/ This tells us that the stars were identified with the gods even in prehistoric times, when the cuneiform writing system was invented. 

Most of our attention will be given to the later periods, from the Neo-Assyrian period down to the Parthian, when astral religion and astrology were most prominent. Not only was this the period astral religion was most highly-developed, but it also gives us the most documents. Many of these documents were composed in the earlier periods, although the exact dates are often quite uncertain. But whenever composed, they illustrate the thinking of the period which used them and which created astrology. The astrology and astral religion of this period were, in turn, transmitted to the rest of the world in the over-lapping Hellenistic period. It is this transmitted astral religion which will be important in the rest of our discussion. 

Some definitions are in order at this point. Astral religion is used here to mean not only the identification of the stars and planets with the gods, but the worship of the planets and stars. Prayers and sacrifices were made to the gods in their stellar aspects, just as to their other aspects. Astrology means the use of the movements of the planets for divination. This includes the earlier Mesopotamian practice of observing omens/9/ in the sky (which is what Assyriologists call astrology) as well as the later practice of calculating the planets' positions at any given time, which Assyriologists call "horoscopy." Horoscopy, in turn, is what we call astrology today. 

The most prominent of the heavenly bodies are the sun and the moon. It is thus not surprising that they were the oldest and most important astral deities. Sin, the moon-god, was more important to the Mesopotamians than his son, Shamash, the sun. His major duties included giving light at night and providing the lunar calendar./10/ As we shall see, the various phenomena of the lunar cycle were important occasions for omens, as were lunar eclipses. Sin's chief cultic centers were Ur in the south and Harran in the north,/11/ where he was worshipped into Late Antiquity and even the Islamic period./12/ Sin was married to the goddess Ningal and they had three children, Shamash, Ishtar, and Adad. 

Shamash was the most important astral deity after Sin. He not only illuminated the world, crossing the sky from entrance to exit in a mule-drawn chariot,/13/ but was also the god of justice and protector of the oppressed. Together with his brother Adad, a god of storm and rain, Shamash was the patron of divination. His special cities were Sippar and Larsa./14/ 

The five lesser planets, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, are less obvious to the casual watcher than the sun and the moon, but are still easy to tell from the other points of light in the night sky, the fixed stars. They are brighter, and are thus visible in twilight or a hazy sky when the fixed stars are not. An even more obvious difference is that they seem to wander from night to night, something easily seen against the unmoving background of the fixed stars. This gave them their Greek name, # # g , plants or "wanderers." One Mesopotamian said "The planets are those whose stars pass on their own road over themselves."/15/ 

The brightest and most easily noticed of the five lesser planets is Venus, always close to the sun as the morning or the evening star. Thus, the third important, primeval, astral deity was the Mesopotamian Venus, Ishtar, the "Queen of Heaven."/16/ She was by far the most important goddess in the later days of Mesopotamian civilization, absorbing most of the others. Her name even became a generic word for "goddess."/17/ Ishtar was also the patron of all aspects of sexuality, protector of kings, and goddess of war. Her major city was Uruk, where she was the wife of the sky-god, Anu, who had lost most of his importance by the time our records begin./18/ 

The remaining planets are not as easy to see. They were also associated with major gods, but the association was not as fundamental as in the case of Sin, Shamash and Ishtar. They had other functions before they were associated with the planets, and these functions remained more important. Nevertheless, their astral aspects were not trivial. 

Jupiter is the brightest of the planets after Venus, and, unlike Venus, can be seen throughout the night, not only at dawn and dusk. It was the star of the king of the gods, who, during our period, was Marduk, the patron-deity of the city of Babylon./19/ Originally both Babylon and Marduk were unimportant, but as Babylon became the greatest city in Mesopotamia, Marduk rose in importance, too. In the creation epic, Enuma Elish, he assigned the gods to their stars, and took Jupiter for himself./20/ 

The remaining planets visible to the naked eye are Saturn, Mars and Mercury, associated with the gods Ninurta, Nergal, and Nabu, respectively. 

In early times, Ninurta was the god of the spring thunderstorms./21/ By the first millennium, however, he had become the god of hunting and warfare. His wife was Gula, the goddess of healing, and who was associated with the constellation Aquarius./22/ Curiously, the planet Saturn was also sometimes considered a second sun, representing law and justice./23/ 

Nergal was the god of death, especially by disease and violence, and by extension, the god of the underworld, the land of the dead./24/ His chief myth tells how he conquered and then married the previous ruler of the dead, the goddess Ereshkigal. His major cult center was Cutha./25/ 

The last of the planet-gods was Nabu, the son of Marduk. He was patron of agriculture and commerce, but he was especially the god of scribes and of scholarship./26/ His most important role was to be the scribe of the gods and keeper of the "tablets of destiny" which recorded the decisions of the gods./27/ Nabu achieved his greatest importance after 800 BCE and during the Neo- Babylonian dynasty may have been replacing Marduk as the most important of the gods, much as Marduk had replaced Enlil./28/ Certainly many of the Neo-Babylonian kings bore his name in theirs (e.g., Nebuchadnezzer, Nabonidus). His special cult city was Borsippa, near Babylon./29/ 

The fixed stars and the constellations into which the Mesopotamians grouped them were also associated with various gods. As a whole they were divided into three bands parallel to the celestial equator, the "Ways" of Anu, Enlil, and Ea,/30/ three gods who were not primarily astral. Anu was the sky god, Enlil was the god of storms, as well as king of the gods before Marduk./31/ Ea was the god of fresh water and magic, as well as the father of Marduk./32/ The "Ways" were primarily an astronomical, not a religious, concept. The constellations were sometimes worshipped, particularly in magic or medicine. But the most important constellation for religion was the Pleiades, associated with a group of seven unnamed gods, the Sibittu, often called upon to witness oaths and treaties./33/ Whether or not they were the "seven evil gods" who caused eclipses by attacking Sin is unclear./34/ 

The Cult Of The Planet-Gods

Having introduced the chief gods, we shall now examine literary evidence demonstrating the cult of the planet-gods. We shall look at the Creation Epic and at a variety of prayers and magical texts. I shall use simple and common definitions for prayer and magic here. In prayer, one makes a request of a god. The magician tries to coerce or even command a god. In practice, however, the distinction may break down. For example, knowing the habits of a god, his likes and dislikes, one might make a request in such a way that it would be unlikely, even impossible to reject. Certainly, there was no clear distinction between prayer and magic in Mesopotamia./35/ It is the modern scholars who have drawn it, and in many cases they have been force to "fudge," coining the term "Gebetsbeschwrungen," or "Prayer-spells" to cover texts which are neither clearly magical nor prayers./36/ 

Magical ceremonies in Mesopotamia were private, small-scale, versions of the rituals performed publicly in the temples. Magical practitioners of different sorts were usually priests. References to the astral aspects of the various gods are common, although they do not crowd out other aspects./38/ 

Enuma Elish, the Mesopotamian epic of creation, is not actually about creation ex nihilo in the traditional Christian sense, but about how a pre-existing universe was put into its present shape and organization. In particular, it tells how Marduk became the king of the gods and shaped the universe./38/ Enuma Elish has a complicated history. In the form we now have it, it probably dates to the mid-second millennium BCE. At least, the language is the Akkadian of that time./39/ For our purposes, the exact date of composition is not very important. The myth uses materials from Sumerian times (when Enlil was probably the hero), and was in regular use during the Neo-Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian periods, when it was read as part of the New Year Festival. (In the Assyrian version, Assur replaced Marduk as the hero.)/40/ Enuma Elish emphasizes the assignment of the stars to gods and Marduk's association with Jupiter. This is not to say that the author's main purpose was to explain how the gods came to be associated with the planets. Probably his goal was political, to demonstrate that Marduk was king of the gods, and that his city Babylon thus deserved to rule the earth. But it does so by giving Marduk the responsibility for putting the universe into its present form, which includes assigning the stars and planets to their gods. For this reason Enuma Elish is an appropriate text to begin our discussion of the planets and stars as gods. 

The Enuma Elish begins with a description of primal chaos, and quickly proceeds to a list of primal gods who beget successive generations. Tiamat, Apsu, and Mummu are the first gods. The fourth generation is Anu, the first of the "Great Gods," and he soon begets the rest. This younger generation of gods soon quarrels with their elders, and a war breaks out between Apsu, Tiamat, and Mummu, on one side, and Anu and his young gods on the other. Apsu and Mummu are disposed of by Ea in the opening skirmishes./41/ But when Tiamat continues the war more vigorously,/42/ all the gods are afraid to fight her, save Marduk, Ea's son./43/ He agrees to fight Tiamat if the gods will vote him supreme power,/44/ which they do. Tiamat is defeated in short order./45/ 

This is the point where the story begins to relate to astral religion, for Marduk uses Tiamat's body to make the universe we know. 

"He split her open like a mussel (?) into two (parts);
Half of her he set in place and formed the sky (therewith) as a roof
. . . .
He created stations for the great gods;
The stars their likeness(es), the signs of the zodiac/46/ he set up.
He determined the year, defined the divisions;
For each of the twelve months he set up constellations.
/47/ After he had de[fined] the days of the year [by means] of constellations,
He founded the station on Nbiru/48/ to make known their duties (?).
That none might go wrong (and) be remiss,
He established the stations of Enlil and Ea together with it.
He opened gates on both sides,
/49/ And made strong locks to the left and right.
In the very center thereof he fixed the zenith.
The moon he caused to shine forth; the night he entrusted (to her).
He appointed her, the ornament of the night, to make known the days
`Monthly without ceasing to go forth with a tiara.
At the beginning of the month, namely, of the rising o[ver] the land,
Thou shalt shine with horns to make known six days;
On the seventh day with [hal]f a tiara.
At the full moon thou shalt stand in opposition (to the sun) in the middle of each [month].
When the sun has [overtaken] thee on the foundation of heaven,
Decrease [the tiara of full] light and form it backward.
[At the period of invisi]bility draw near to the way of the sun,
/50/ And on [the twenty-ninth] thou shalt stand in opposition to the sun a second time. . . .'
/51/

It is significant that one of Marduk's first acts in shaping the universe was to organize the heavenly bodies, and particularly the schedule of the moon. In fact, he was creating the Mesopotamian calendar, which was based on the lunar month. The moon's monthly cycle was also important in the collection of celestial omens, Enuma Anu Enlil. It is also important to note that the heavenly bodies were personal beings and not lifeless things. This view of the stars and planets as persons is confirmed in the following sections, where Marduk continues creation. In line 42 of tablet 7, and again in line 81, 300 gods were set in the sky as guards. Perhaps they were the fixed stars./52/ 

After Marduk finished shaping the universe, the victorious gods celebrated with a banquet, and praised Marduk by reciting his fifty names and the powers they imply. In lines 126-131 he was named the planet Jupiter: "Nbiru shall be in control of the passages in heaven and earth, . . . Nbiru is his star which they caused to shine in the sky."/53/ In other words, among his other powers, Marduk was an astral deity too, both a personal god and a shining star. 

Enuma Elish is not only important for what it tells us about Mesopotamian thinking. Its conceptions may also have had some influence on Hellenistic astrology and astral religion. For Berossus, the Babylonian priest credited with bringing astrology to Greece, gave a creation account which is quite close to the one in Enuma Elish./54/ The fifth century CE philosopher Damascius also refers to a creation account similar to Enuma Elish, calling Bel demiurge, or creator./55/ 

The divinity of the heavenly bodies was not merely a literary motif. Numerous prayers and rituals from a variety of sources address the divine stars. One fairly common example is the so-called "Prayer to the Gods of the Night." An example published by Oppenheim reads thus, beginning with line 19: 

Samas-star, [. . .]-star, Marduk-star,
Nabu-star, [. . .]-star, Eritu-star,
and enter, you, (too) Istar (i.e., Venus),
great queen--
he who mentions (all of) you (stars) is sure to obtain what he desires.
I conjure (all of) you, pure heaven, pure earth,
pure upper stars, pure lower stars,
pure gods, pure goddesses . . . .
My lips are clean, my hands washed . . . .
I have called you, stars in the north, the south, the east, and the west-
the famous stars (as well as) the lesser stars that the eye cannot see (well),
the casual observer cannot observe,
those of (the paths of) Anu, Enlil, and Ea--
Surround me, all of you, gather around me! . . .

I have prepared for you a pure sacrifice,
scattered for you pure incense, . . .
Stand by today that I may obtain what I want! . . .

Remove and drive away (all) the evil from the body of NN, son of NN --may I, NN, son of NN, be well and happy again upon your supreme command which never changes . . . . In case of evil portended by confused dreams, by omens, [there follows a long list of bad omens] (if you dispel all this) then I shall sing the praise of your great divine powers!/56/

The document ends with a ritual, including offerings of food and incense, to be performed with the prayer./57/ 

Oppenheim's text dates to the Neo-Babylonian period./58/ Other such "Prayers to the Gods of the Night" are known, as well. One example opens the Maqlu texts,/59/ a collection of exorcism spells meant to counter the effects of witchcraft./60/ The date of the Maqlu texts' composition is uncertain,/61/ but our extant collection comes from the Neo-Assyrian period./62/ Another version, perhaps the original, is found on a tablet of the Old Babylonian period./63/ One version is even found in the Akkadian texts from Hatussa, the capital of the Hittite Empire, in Asia Minor./64/ 

The "Prayer to the Gods of the Night," in all its versions, shows that the planet-gods (and some stars, too, in the fragmentary section lines 1-18) were actually worshipped. In the example quoted, the object was to ask the stars to counteract the evils which a bad omen warned about. In the version in the Maqlu texts, the exorcist wants help against disease caused by witchcraft. The Old Babylonian version asks for help with extispicy, the use of animal entrails to divine the future!/65/ The common factor is that all versions assume that the heavenly bodies paid attention to human affairs and requests, and might take a hand in them. In other words, the planets were treated just like the other gods. 

Astral deities were also invoked in the Shurpu texts, another collection of magical prayers, similar to the Maqlu texts, but meant to end diseases sent as divine punishment for sins./66/ The Shurpu collection was also much used in the Neo-Assyrian period. Both the Shurpu and the Maqlu texts were used by the same practitioners, the asipu or exorcists./67/ The most interesting example is from the second of the nine tablets. 

"[Incantation. Be it released], great gods,
[god and] goddess, lords of absolution,
[NN, son of] NN, whose god is NN. . .
[who is . . . .], sick, in danger (of death), distraught, troubled,
who has eaten what is tab[oo] to his god, . . ./68/ 

[There follows a long list of possible misdeeds.] 
may the Warrior Shamash, may mentioning them release,
may TI.BAL, SAG.KUD, Kajamanu, Immerija release,
may the Bow-star, the Pleiades, Sirius, Mars Narudu release,
may Hendursanga, the star Sibzianna release . . . ./69/

As in earlier quotations, we find here a series of celestial bodies invoked as gods in a list of gods filling fifty-six lines. Some are planets (i.e., SAG.KUD, Kajamanu, Mars) while others are fixed stars. Several cannot be identified (e.g., TI.BAL). Some of the celestial bodies are even written with the dingir sign, which is prefixed to the name of a god. 

This passage is particularly interesting because it has a biblical connection. SAG.KUD and Kajamanu are names for the planets Mars and Saturn, respectively./70/ Both names are mentioned in Amos 5:26 (RSV): "You shall take Sakkuth your king and Kaiwan your star-god, your images, which you made for yourselves." This implies that some Israelites of the divided monarchy period worshipped the Mesopotamian star-gods. 

Magical rituals involving the worship of astral gods are also to be found in the Namburbi texts, yet another collection of spells, in this case used to negate the evils warned by a variety of omens./71/ The 140 known copies of the Namburbi texts were written between the eighth and the sixth centuries BCE./72/ Most have come from Assyria, but copies have also been found in Uruk, in Hama, in northern Syria, and in Tarsus in Cilicia./73/ References to them are also found in the letters and reports of Assyrian diviners, who from time to time recommended they be used to counter bad omens, especially astral omens. The thirteenth namburbi text, for bad omens in general, was used for astral omens./74/ 

Text # 3 includes a sacrifice to a star: 

Namburbi [to dissipate] the evil of every kind of bow, that it may not approach. [Its ritual]: you set out [an offering arrangement for] Ea and Ishtar. you sacrifice [a kid befo]re the Bowstar. [You pou]r out [a censer of juniper and fine flour]. You express greeting to Marduk. You present to [Nin-ild]u [a bronze axe and a saw]. You recite before Ishtar [the incantation 

You are merciful, . . . You are life-g]iving." You set out [. . . before Ea, Asalluhi]/75/ and Shamash. You sacrifice [. . . on] the river bank./76/

Once again, we find the heavenly bodies treated as deities. The Bowstar (Sirius) receives offerings just as do Ea, Ishtar, Marduk, Nin-ildu, and Shamash, with the expectation that all will help the sick person. The namburbis, in fact, resemble the temple rituals closely, with prayers, ritual actions, and offerings in the form of a meal./77/ Even the incense, of juniper and fine flour, parallels table etiquette used in the temples./78/ The major difference is that namburbis are performed privately by the asipu for one person's benefit, instead of publicly for the good of the community, although performing even a private rite for the king gave the asipu a public, political, role./79/ 

We could continue in this way throughout all of Mesopotamian religious literature. The "Prayers of the Lifting of the Hands," a collection best known from Assurbanipal's library,/80/ contains praise-songs/81/ to a variety of gods, including stars and planets: "Zalbatnu, grosser Herr, barmherziger Gott, der erfasst die Hand des Gest rzten, der erlst den Gebundenen, belebt den [Toten]!"/82/ The Pleiades,/83/ Scorpio,/84/ and Orion/85/ were also invoked. The heavenly bodies accompanied gods, even when it is not their astral aspect which is being emphasized, as in a prayer to Marduk: "Marduk, grosser Herr, barmherziger Gott, . . . . Patrouille und Wachposten mgen Gutes (von mir) sprechen!"/86/ "Patrouille und Wachposten," literally "patrols" and "sentries,"/87/ are in fact planets and constellations./88/ 

A number of the "Handlifting" texts contain appeals for help against the evils predicted by a lunar eclipse. 

Ich, Sargon, der Sohn seines Gottes, der Knecht, der deine Gottheit furchte bei dem Ungluck der schlimmen, unguten Zeichen (und) Omina, die sich in meinem Palaste und meinem Lande ereigneten, bewirke mire Bewilligung auf (mein) Sprechen, deine Grosse Will ich r hmen, dir huldigen!

Beschwoerung(en) durch Handerhebung zur Adad./89/

As in our other examples, the heavenly bodies are treated as if they were as powerful and as open to persuasion as the other gods mentioned in the collection. The planet-gods were not only invoked in private rituals, but also publicly. One text from Seleucid Uruk gives the details of a sacrifice to Anu and the seven planets. 

In der ersten Nachtwache,/90/ auf den Dach des Hochtempels der Ziggurat, des Resh (- Heiligtums)/91/ wenn (der Stern) "der grosse Anu des Himmels aufglaenzt wenn (der Stern) "die grosse Antum des Himmels im "Lastwagen" (= im Grossen Wagen) aufglaenzt (sprichts) du: "Gleich der Schnen Erscheinung der Stern des Himmels Anu, der Knig, geht auf, das schne bild," das handwasser richtest dem Tisch zurecht; Fleisch von Rind, Schaf, und Voegeln richtest du zurecht; erstklassiges Bier und "gepressten" Wein stellst du hin, alle Arten von Gartenfruechte gibst du reichlich, streust . . . und mashatu-Mehl auf das goldenen Weihrauchbecken, giesst mit der goldenen "hohen Tische," spendest du Jupiter, Venus, Merkur, Saturn, und Mars, Mond und Sonne, bei ihrem Erscheinen, Handwasser, richtest den Tisch zurecht, richtest Fleisch von Rind, Schaf und Vgeln zurecht . . . . der Mahhu- priester, der mit einem nibittu-Kleid geguert ist, z ndet eine grosse Fackel, in die aroma- tische Stoffe eingefugt sind, die mit guten Olivenoel gesprengt ist und an der (der Ritus der) "Mund-waschung"/92/ vollzogen ist, an Schwefelfeuer an, stellt sich dann mit richtung auf den Tisch auf, erhebt seine Hand zum grossen Anu des Himmels, sprich den Spruch: "Stern des Anus, Held des Himmels." Den "Hohen Tisch" raeumst du ab, reichst Handwasser./93/

This text is interesting as an example of the public worship of the planets, together with the sky, Anu. It is the large-scale equivalent of the magic rituals cited above. Like them, and like the offerings made to the cult images within the temples, the rite includes a meal as well as various hymns and prayers. Once again, the planets and stars are shown to be divine, as divine as the cult statues. 

Another interesting feature is that this ritual, while perhaps originating in an earlier period,/94/ was performed during just the period when astrology was spreading throughout the rest of the Hellenistic world./95/ Uruk had a large Greek or partially hellenized population, which included many of the priests./96/ In later chapters, I will demonstrate that astral cults such as Uruk's spread with astrology, and that by the period of the synagogue mosaics such cults should have been well-known to their builders. 

Astral Omens

The bridge between the astral religion described above and the mathematical astrology of Hellenistic times was the Mesopotamian practice of looking into the sky for messages from the gods, or omens. 

The Mesopotamians, in fact, looked for omens everywhere, not just in the sky. The collection and analysis of omens of every sort was a major scholarly activity. Omen texts made up the largest single category in Assurbanipal's library--ca. 300 tablets out of perhaps 900 total./97/ Omen collecting was considered practical, much as taking opinion polls is today, a way to avoid potential disaster./98/ Since an omen was a warning that the gods were unhappy, it could be countered by changing one's ways. Usually this meant ritual offerings and prayers./99/ The namburbi texts, in particular, were meant to annul bad omens by an appeal to the gods. There is little evidence that many people were at all skeptical about the reality of omens, although some did, at times, mistrust the professional honesty of diviners. All Assyrian diviners had to take a loyalty oath,/100/ and Sennacherib once split his soothsayers into two groups to avoid collusion. 

The fundamental assumptions behind omens were that the gods spoke to people by means of the phenomena they controlled,/101/ and that whatever happened under a given set of circumstances would always happen whenever those circumstances reappear./102/ Thus, anything out of the ordinary could be a warning from the gods. The result was that Mesopotamian scholars, from early times, kept records of all sorts of unusual phenomena for reference./103/ The records were eventually collected into lengthy lists of omens and consequences, called series by modern scholars./104/ Each series concentrated on a different sort of omen./105/ There were many types besides celestial omens. One series even includes a section on the behavior of ants!/106/ 

Extispicy, or looking for omens in the shapes of an animal's internal organs, was also prominent, although its most important days had been in the Old Babylonian period./107/ The oldest surviving records of omens are models of odd- looking livers from Mari, dating to Old Babylonian times./108/ 

The omens themselves tended to deal with the country as a whole, or with the king, who represented the country to the gods, not with private individuals--an important difference from the astrology of the Hellenistic period./109/ 

Collecting and interpreting omens was primarily the job of a type of priest called the baru./110/ They formed a hereditary "guild" and went through a long education. They were supposedly descendants of Enmeduranki, the legendary king of Sippar before the Deluge. The gods Shamash and Adad revealed to him all the details of divination./111/ The actual origin of the baru is unknown, but they existed from at least the days of Urukagina of Lagash in the third millennium BCE./112/ 

During the period which most concerns us, the most important series was Enuma Anu Enlil, the major series which dealt with omens in the sky./113/ In the reports which the baru sent to the Assyrian court this was the standard, canonical, reference work for any sort of celestial event./114/ The baru priests referred to other, unofficial, series from time to time, but always note this when they did so./115/ 

When Enuma Anu Enlil was composed is uncertain. Its present form dates from the Neo-Assyrian period./116/ Many copies come to us from Assurbanipal's library./117/ Some of the materials in it are clearly older. Assurbanipal's baru required extensive commentaries to explain the archaic and obscure language of Enuma Anu Enlil, implying that it was old in their day./118/ Tablet 63 contains what seem to be observations of the planet Venus made during the reign of Ammisaduqa, of the Old Babylonian dynasty./119/ The most intriguing evidence of age, however, is a series of Old Babylonian tablets of celestial omens. Ironically, most were found on the fringes of Mesopotamia proper. Sites include Mari, on the Euphrates;/120/ Hatussa, the capital of Hittite Anatolia;/121/ Qatna, in Syria;/122/ and Elam, in Iran./123/ 

Astrology (of a sort) was already attractive to the rest of the world. A number of fragments are also known from Middle Babylonian Nippur and Nuzi,/124/ and copies are common from the Neo- Babylonian period. Finally, Persian and Hellenistic Uruk have also yielded copies./125/ It was clearly a popular and important work! 

The practice of looking for celestial omens seems to have been at its height during the reigns of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal,/126/ when there was an empire-wide network of scholars watching for omens and sending reports to the capital. 

Whenever Enuma Anu Enlil may have been composed, its final version consisted of ca. 70 tablets and perhaps 7,000 omens./127/ Enuma Anu Enlil contained omens on anything that happened in the sky: weather (e.g., rainbows), optical illusions (e.g., sun-dogs), as well as astronomical events (e.g., eclipses). Inconsistently, earthquakes are also included./128/ The omens were grouped by topic into four large sections, "Sin," "Shamash," "Ishtar," and "Adad."/129/ 

"Sin" held the lunar omens and was much the largest section, filling tablets 1-23./130/ Nearly one third of "Sin," tablets 15 -22 were devoted solely to lunar eclipses, showing the importance of the eclipse./131/ A representative section reads: 

Findet an 14. Nisan eine Finsternis statt, verfinstert sich der Gott bei seiner Verfinsterung auf der S dseite oben und klart er auf der Nordseite unten auf, [. . . .] beim Weh seines Herzens ein Westwind (in) der dritten Nacht[wach . . . .] . . . . tritt in seinem surinnu Venus in das Innere des Mondes ein, so wird der Sohn des Knigs den Thron seines Vaters oder das Haus seines Vaters betreten. Die Finsternis, bei deren surinnu Venus in seines Inneres eintrat, ihre Verfinsterung beobachtest du und hltst den Westen mit deiner Hand fest, dadurch gibt (d)er (Gott) fuer A k k a d eine entscheidung: der Knig von Akkad wird sterben, aber seine Leute werden wohlbetaten sein, die Regierung des Knigs von Akkad wird verwirrt werden, (aber) seine kuenftigen (Geschicke) werden sich gut entwickeln [. . . . . . . .]. Der Gott, der mit seiner Verfinsterung in der dritten Nachtwache einsetze, 2/3 der Nachtwache verstrichen und (der dann) aufhellte [. . . . . . . . . .]. am 28. oder 29. Kislev beobachtest du den Beginn seines Erschienens, und tritt Venus in ihn ein, so wird der Sohn des Knigs in das Haus seines Vaters eintreten. Am 28. [oder 29.] Kislev beobachtest du [den Beginn] seines [Er]scheinens und deutest (ihn) auf den Wahrspruch einer Finsternis. Der Neumondstag zeigt dir die Finsternis./132/

As the quote illustrates, eclipses were usually bad omens. They were supposedly caused when demons kidnapped Sin or Shamash./133/ But their specific meaning depended on the circumstances. For example, darkness in one section of the full moon's face meant trouble for the king of Akkad (i.e., Mesopotamia), but if the darkness were in another quarter, it would refer to another king. The presence of Venus made a difference. So did the time of night and the day of the month./134/ Finally, an "eclipse," in the terminology of Enuma Anu Enlil, meant any type of obscuration, and not solely what we call an eclipse./135/ 

Lunar omens also included variations in the dates the moon appeared, was full, and disappeared. The lunar month (the basis of the Mesopotamian calendar) was from new moon to new moon, which was theoretically thirty days. The new moon appeared on the thirty-first day after the previous new moon,/136/ was full on the fourteenth day after the first crescent, disappeared on the twenty- seventh day, and remained invisible from the twenty-seventh through the thirtieth./137/ Sin spent the three invisible days visiting the underworld./138/ For the moon to do any or all of these things on schedule was a good omen. Any deviation was bad,/139/ with the exact meaning determined by the exact circumstances. Since the moon's actual movements are extremely complicated,/140/ the moon deviated often, resulting in many bad omens. Enuma Anu Enlil gives all the possibilities. 

Tablets 24-36 form "Shamash," which is similar to "Sin," save that it gives the interpretation of solar phenomena. Solar omens are rather fewer than lunar omens, probably because the sun's movements are rather more regular than the moon's./141/ "Shamash" includes eclipses, colors at sunrise, sun-dogs and halos, among other phenomena./142/ Solar eclipses were the most important omens involving the sun, calling for the most dramatic apotropaic ceremony, the "substitute king" ritual./143/ 

"Adad" (tablets 36-50) contains omens drawn from earthquakes, thunderclaps and lightning flashes, rainbows, clouds and rain--not what one usually considers astrology at all. Save for earthquakes, however, all these phenomena do take place in the sky, winning them a place in Enuma Anu Enlil. Why earthquakes were included is a mystery./144/ 

"Ishtar" deals with the fixed stars, the five lesser planets, meteors and comets./145/ This is rather more like the sort of phenomena that horoscopy deals with, particularly the influences of the planets. The tablets containing the planetary omens are fragmentary,/146/ but Venus seems to have been the most important, which is not surprising when one remembers that the planet was always one of the major gods./147/ Most of the Venus omens were concerned with the date that the planet changed from morning star to evening star and vice versa./148/ The date of Venus' heliacal rising/149/ received particular attention. It was anticipated and officially observed, just as the first crescent of the new moon was./150/ As with the moon, if the period the planet was invisible was normal, it was a good omen; if not, it was bad./151/ Likewise, the month in which Venus rose heliacally made a difference; so did the fixed stars near which it rose. Unusual brightness or dimness were also ominous./152/ 

Much less is known about the omens for the other planets since they are in the most fragmentary part of Enuma Anu Enlil's text./153/ Jupiter was called the planet of the king, obviously because Marduk is the king of the gods./154/ Jupiter omens were generally favorable, especially when it appeared, was particularly bright, or approached the moon./155/ 

Mercury was the planet of the crown-prince, and its omens were the most favorable, since Nabu was Marduk's son./156/ When it came near another heavenly body with particularly bad associations, such as Scorpio, it even neutralized the latter's omen./157/ In horoscopy, by comparison, Mercury is a neutral planet, taking on the influences of those heavenly bodies to which it comes near. 

Little remains of the Saturn omens, but since Saturn was associated with justice and stability, they were generally favorable, similar to Jupiter's./158/ This is quite a contrast to Saturn's role in horoscopy, where it is the most dangerous of the planets. 

In Enuma Anu Enlil Mars was the only consistently "evil" planet./159/ When Mars was bright, or approached the moon, or another celestial body, the omen was bad. It was good when Mars was dim or disappeared./160/ Mars, the planet of Nergal, the god of war, was called "violent" and "ill-omened."/161/ 

Stars and constellations, comets and meteors, were also interpreted in "Ishtar." Some were favorable (e.g., Cancer, Regulus, and Spica), others ill- omened (e.g., Sirius, and Scorpio)./162/ Their meaning depended on their positions relative to each other, or to the planets, and on how they looked. This last, in turn, involved atmospheric effects, such as twinkling, brightening or dimming./163/ Refraction caused by the atmosphere when a star was close to the horizon could also cause some more unusual effects. Sometimes a star would be separated into a spectrum (blue-green-red, from top to bottom). Occasionally there would be two or three such images at once./164/ A representative segment from the stellar section of Enuma Anu Enlil reads thus: 

XV 8 If the Old Man leaves the Crook behind: the king's functions? will leave him. 
XV 9 If the Old Man's chest is very dark: thieves will make a breach in the palace. 
XV 10If the Old man's feet are not visible: the king will [. . .] from the chariot. 
XV 11If the Crab's stars scintillate: high water [will come.] 
XV 12If the Crab's stars are faint: high water will not come. 
XV 13If the Crab's front stars scintillate and [. . .]: high water will come but will not irrigate the field of the commons. 
XV 14If the [Lion?] is very black: the land will not be happy./165/

Enuma Anu Enlil does show some slight connection with the astronomy of its time. The section on stars is related to the appropriate sections of the astronomical works Astrolabe B and MUL.APIN./166/ The order of the constellations in tablet 51, in particular, resemble the order in Astrolabe B./167/ As we shall see below, the development of mathematical astronomy was paralleled by the rise of mathematical astrology, or horoscopy, in Persian and Hellenistic Mesopotamia. 

There were other collections and series which also used the sort of materials in Enuma Anu Enlil. One good example is the hemerology series Iqqur Ipush, which used the date on which an omen fell to make predictions./168/ As is so often the case with the documents discussed here, no one knows when Iqqur Ipush was composed. The earliest copy dates to the reign of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser I (1115-1077 BCE), and its colophon says it was copied from a tablet of the Babylonian king Nazimaruttas (1323-1298 BCE)./169/ It exists in two versions, one with the omens arranged by events, the other arranged by month./170/ 

Sections 67-102 contain the celestial omens,/171/ and section 71, in particular, parallels section 24 of "Sin" closely./172/ The other sections of Iqqur Ipush include non- astrological omens which parallel other series./173/ 

In general, Iqqur Ipush's celestial omens are about humble people and occupations, although the "astrological" section is an exception. As in Enuma Anu Enlil, Iqqur Ipush's astral omens are about king and country. It, likewise, deals with the full range of matters found in Enuma Anu Enlil, from eclipses to earthquakes./177/ 

Section 71 reads: 

Si, au moins de Nisan, une e'clipse se produit durant la veille du soir: il y aura une (tell) d solation que le fr`ere| (var.: tuera) son fr`ere| Si (c'est) au mois d'Aiar: le roi mourra et les fils du roi acc deront au trne de leur p`ere| Si (c'est) au mois de Siwan: invasions de sauterelles (var.: de poissons).| Si (c'est) au mois de Du'uzu [sic]: la moisson du pays prospera; le jouira d'un march abondant.| Si (c'est) au mois d'Ab: Adad pleuvra verse dans le pays.| Si (c'est) au mois d'Elul: l'ennemi infligera une de'fait au pays; l'ennemi jouira de mes biens les plus pr cieux.| Si (c'est) au mois de Teshrit: il y aura une re'volte.| Si (c'est) au mois d'Arahsamna: e'pide'mie.| Si (c'est) au mois de Kislev: e'pide'mie.| Si (c'est) au mois de Tebet: Adad pleuvra verse dans le pays ennemi.| Si (c'est) au mois de Shebat: Adad au pays en[nemi?] sera; Adad pleuvra vers dans le pays de son ennemi.| Si au mois d'Adar: malheur pour le pays d'Akkad.|/178/

Another, more specialized, collection of texts, published by Hunger, using omens to predict prices of commodities, is known from the fourth century BCE Uruk:/179/ 

Wenn Jupiter schwach leutet oder negative Breite hat, oder auch verschwindet, und Mars hell leuchtet oder Breite hat, oder auch, (wenn) Mars und Jupiter in Konjuction stehen, wird der Handelsertrag sehr gering werden, und die Menschen werden einer schwere Hungersnot erleben./180/

Besides the omen series themselves, we can see Mesopotamian astrology in use at the Assyrian court./181/ A large collection of official reports and letters sent in by a network of baru comes to us from Assurbanipal's library./182/ 

Most of the letters and reports which have survived date to the years 672-669 BCE. Approximately 80% were addressed to Esarhaddon, and most of the rest to his son Assurbanipal,/183/ although we do have references in other texts to similar reports and letters as early as the reign of Sargon II (721- 705 BCE)./184/ Likewise, the network seems to have survived into the succeeding Neo-Babylonian period. One report survives from the twelfth year of Nebuchadnezzar, in the form of a bronze model of a deformed fish, with a quotation from the appropriate series engraved on it./185/ This last report illustrates something about all the reports, that baru in the network were concerned with omens of all sorts, not solely with celestial omens. Only extispicy was left to specialists./186/ 

"Letters" were usually answers to questions from the court. The queries themselves do not survive. The letters usually began with an elaborate salutation to the king, which included the writer's name./187/ 

To the king, my lord, (from) your servant Ishtar-Shumu-eresh: Good health to the king! May the gods Nab and Marduk bless the king, my lord! The 20th, the 22nd, and the 25th are good days for taking the oath . . . . they may take it whenever the king, my lord, says./188/

Reports, in contrast, were sent in by the observers in the network whenever an omen was seen. They begin and end abruptly, and have the baru's signature at the end./189/ Usually they include an account of the phenomenon seen, and an interpretation, which includes an appropriate quotation from Enuma Anu Enlil or another series. Occasionally technical terms in the quotation are explained. The phenomena include all the great variety in Enuma Anu Enlil, weather and earthquakes, as well as genuine astronomical phenomena./190/ One longer example illustrates many of the above statements: 

Last night a halo surrounded the Moon and Jupiter (Sagmigar) and Scorpio stood within it. When a halo surrounds the moon and Jupiter (Sagmigar) stands within it, the king of Akkad will be besieged. When a halo surrounds the Moon and Jupiter (Nibiru) stands within it, there will be a slaughter of cattle and beasts within the field. (Marduk is Uminpauddu at its appearance; when it has risen for two (or four?) hours, it becomes Sagmigar; when it stands in the meridian it becomes Nibiru.) When a halo surrounds the moon and Scorpio stands within it, it causes men to marry princesses (or) lions will die and the traffic of the land will be hindered. (These are from the series `When a halo surrounds the Moon and Jupiter stands within it, the King of Aharru will exercise might and accomplish the defeat of his foe.' This is unpropitious.) From Nabumusisi./191/

Often the writer tried to reassure the king by putting as favorable an interpretation as possible/192/ When this was not possible, the baru might suggest an apotropaic ritual to counter the evil portended./193/ The namburbi rituals were often used, usually a "general" or "universal" namburbi, covering all evil omens in general./194/ "The night of the . . . day Jupiter (Sagm!gar) stood within the halo of the moon. Let them make a nambulbi [sic] ceremony. The halo was open on one side. From Nab-ah- iriba."/195/ 

In a serious case, when the king's life was threatened, a substitute king would replace the real one for a time, then be killed. Approximately thirty letters dealing with the substitute king ritual survive, implying that it was not a rare event. In each case, the ritual was a response to an eclipse of the sun or moon./196/ 

Since the baru advised the king what to do and when to do it, they potentially had great influence on Assyrian politics. This was presumably why they all swore loyalty to the crown. In the surviving records, however, there is no hint of influence. Indeed, the baru went to some trouble to avoid any appearance of influencing the king, as we saw in the letter quoted above. 

Horoscopy

We have already dealt with the first two stages in the development of astrology, astral religion and astral omens. The third stage is horoscopy--what most modern people think of as astrology. This is the version of astrology which spread throughout the known world during the Hellenistic period, taking astral religion with it. The connection between horoscopy and the worship of the planet- gods, in turn, is what raises questions about mosaics of the zodiac in Jewish contexts. As with the observation of astral omens, horoscopy uses the movements of the heavenly bodies to divine the gods' wills. But it differs in that it uses calculation instead of observation. Instead of waiting for an omen to happen, the positions of the planets are calculated for any moment desired. The positions are given precisely, relative to a celestial "yardstick," the zodiac. A horoscope gave the baru an omen of an omen, as it were. The omen and its meaning could be predicted in advance, and the proper rituals would be ready when needed. The increase in safety for the baru and his master is obvious. 

But all this depended on the ability to calculate the motions of the heavenly bodies with the required degree of precision, in other words, on mathematical astronomy. This developed fairly late in Mesopotamian civilization. The oldest known examples (ca. 1100 BCE) of simple mathematical astronomy are the so-called astrolabes,/197/ called "three stars each" by the Mesopotamians./198/ These are charts which correlate the heliacal risings of selected stars with dates on the calendar, three stars for each month./199/ Each month is split into thirds, with an appropriate star from one of the three "Ways" assigned to each third./200/ This told the Mesopotamians when the lunar months were shifting out of synchronization with the seasons. 

An excerpt from astrolabe B illustrates the description given above./201/ 

	  
	Month 
	Ea-Stars 
	Anu-Stars 
	Enlil-stars 

	I 
	Nisannu 
	IKU 
	DIL.BAT 
	APIN 

	II 
	Aiaru 
	MUL.MULS 
	HU.GI 
	a-nu-ni-tum 

	III 
	SIMANU 
	SIBA.ZI.AN.NA 
	UR.GU.LA 
	MUSH 


Most astrolabes have a circular format rather than a rectangular one. In that case, the Ea column is the outer circle, the Anu column the middle circle, and the Enlil column is the innermost circle. Radial lines divide the months./202/ 

The risings and calendar dates were both further linked with values for the changing length of daylight through the year. The values for the changes in the length of daylight are in the form of an arithmetic progression. For the Ea stars they are: 2 2;20 2;40 . . . 4 3;80 3;60 . . . 2./203/ This is the first example of a "zig-zag function," a method of calculation much used in later astronomy./204/ These values are derived from the amount of water needed in a water clock to measure the length of a "watch" at different times of the year./205/ (The daytime and nighttime were each divided into three "watches.") The Anu and Enlil columns give the lengths of half watches and quarter watches, respectively./206/ 

The MUL.APIN texts, dating ca. 700 BCE, are a further development of the astrolabes. They contain the same sorts of information, if often more detailed and more accurate./207/ For example, both give figures for the length of daylight at different seasons. In the astrolabes, the ratio of the longest day to the shortest is 2:1, while MUL.APIN has 3:2. MUL.APIN's figures are closer to reality for Babylon./208/ 

MUL.APIN also has a great deal of information not found in the astrolabes. The astrolabes deal with three things: calendar date, heliacal risings, and length of daylight. MUL.APIN, by comparison, has eighteen topical sections in the two tablets published. (A third tablet is unpublished.)/209/ 

Some of the new information supplements the old. For example, the list of heliacal risings in MUL.APIN is the same as in the astrolabes. But it is supplemented by a list of ziqpu-stars, stars which culminate (cross the meridian) at the same moment as the other stars rise heliacally. Thus, if a certain heliacal rising cannot be observed because of clouds or dust on the horizon, its ziqpu can be observed instead./210/ 

Other new information includes the periods of the planets, the astronomical seasons, gnomon tables,/211/ intercalation, and the constellations which hold the paths of the sun, moon, and planets./212/ 

These eighteen constellations are particularly interesting for astrology, for they are the predecessors of the zodiac. Some of them gave their names to the signs of the zodiac./213/ The zodiac itself, an artificial division of the sun's annual path (the ecliptic) into twelve equal sections, may be a development of MUL.APIN's section on the astronomical seasons. 

This section uses the boundaries of the three "Ways" of Ea, Anu, and Enlil to divide the ecliptic into four parts, and assigns each portion to one of the seasons. It also gives the calendar date when the sun, for example, leaves Ea and summer to enter Anu and fall. This is clearly a schematic calendar, based solely on the sun, and not the ordinary lunar calendar, since a date in the lunar calendar would vary quite a lot from year to year. The tables of heliacal risings in the astrolabes and MUL.APIN would also fit with such a calendar. If the ecliptic were divided into twelve sections, corresponding to the months in the schematic calendar, the zodiac would be the result./214/ 

The astrolabes and the MUL.APIN texts are both comparatively secular, in the sense that both describe what happens in the heavens without trying to say what it all means./215/ But they have only the simplest kind of mathematical analysis. By the Hellenistic period, we find the ephemerides and the procedure texts, which contain quite sophisticated mathematical analyses of the heavenly bodies' motions./216/ But for the centuries in between, the Neo-Babylonian and Persian periods, we have almost no documents on astronomy. There is, however, a certain amount of indirect evidence. We know, for example, that a new system of intercalation for the calendar was introduced between 480 and 380 BCE./217/ 

As noted earlier, the Mesopotamian month lasted from new moon to new moon. Unfortunately, twelve lunar months add up to 354 days, while the solar year, which rules the seasons and agriculture, is 365 days long./218/ The difference adds up quickly, and if nothing is done, the months will shift through all the seasons in about thirty years. Such a calendar is not very useful for any sort of long-range planning, and the obvious solution is to add an extra, intercalary, month every few years, to keep the months and the seasons in rough alignment. In the earlier periods of Mesopotamian history intercalary months were decreed whenever needed, not according to any system./219/ The lists of heliacal risings mentioned above may have been used to tell when it was time to add a month./220/ But about 380 BCE,/221/ a new system of seven intercalations spread evenly over a cycle of nineteen years/222/ was in use. 

This intercalation cycle is based on the knowledge that 235 lunar months equal 19 solar years almost exactly. Such relationships between periods are very important in Hellenistic Mesopotamian astronomy./223/ To calculate them takes not only records of what the planets do, but a sophisticated mathematics to analyze regularities in the records. 

Probably the zodiac was also invented during the fourth or fifth century BCE./224/ While people had noticed very early that the sun, moon, and planets all had paths through the same constellations, the idea of a celestial yardstick was new. The zodiac was a great circle of the sky, divided into twelve sections, each 30 degrees long./225/ Providing a uniform system of reference for positions,/226/ the zodiac was a convenient tool for calculators./227/ But observers continued to use the older system. Positions were given relative to well-known fixed stars, called "Normal Stars" by modern scholars./228/ 

About 300 whole and fragmentary tablets of mathematical astronomy survive from Hellenistic Mesopotamia./229/ Most date from the third through the first century BCE. The latest is the last known cuneiform text, dating to 75 CE./230/ Approximately 100 of the tablets come from the Re temple of Anu in Uruk, the rest from some unknown site in Babylon./231/ 

The colophons of the Uruk tablets give us some information about the people who made and used the tablets./232/ All the tablets belonged to members of two well-known scribal families./233/ It is particularly interesting to discover that the scribes often signed themselves as "scribes of Enuma Anu Enlil."/234/ Copies of Enuma Anu Enlil were common in Hellenistic Uruk, and often the same people owned both astronomical works and Enuma Anu Enlil./235/ The ritual text, offering sacrifices to the planets, quoted above also comes from Hellenistic period Uruk. Astral religion, astral omens, and mathematical astronomy all lived together quite happily. The result, as we shall see, was the true horoscope. 

Mathematical astronomy texts fall into two categories, ephemerides, and procedure texts./236/ Procedure texts tell how to compose ephemerides./237/ A modern ephemeris is a "tabular statement of the assigned places of a celestial body"/238/ The Mesopotamian ones told when important astronomical events would take. For example, a Mesopotamian ephemeris might give the dates predicted for each new moon in a particular year, or for each time Jupiter rose with the sun during one circuit of the zodiac./239/ 

Given the importance of the moon for the calendar (not to mention religion and divination) it is not surprising to find that nearly half of the surviving ephemerides are for the moon./240/ The lunar ephemerides give rather more precise data than do planetary ephemerides. These include information on a variety of lunar and solar events. Since lunar and solar phenomena are closely intertwined, they must be considered together. The phenomena found in lunar ephemerides include first visibility of the new moon, last visibility of the old moon, opposition and conjunction of the sun and moon, lunar and solar eclipses, and solstices and equinoxes./241/ 

Some explanations are in order at this point. A conjunction is when the sun and moon come their closest to each other. How close a conjunction is varies, but in the very closest ones, the moon completely covers the sun, causing a solar eclipse./242/ The sun and moon come into conjunction once each month, during the two to three days between last and first visibility. An opposition is when the sun and moon are their farthest apart, at opposite ends of the sky. When sun and moon are exactly 180 degrees apart, with the earth on the line between them, a lunar eclipse occurs. Opposition also takes place once a month, at the full moon./243/ 

The solstices are the longest and shortest days of the year. On the solstice the places where the sun rises and sets changes direction. At the winter solstice, the sunrise begins to shift north, and the days begin to lengthen. On the summer solstice, the sunrise starts shifting south again and the days begin to get shorter. 

The equinoxes are the two midpoints between the two solstices, when day and night are the same length. Together, the solstices and the equinoxes mark the astronomical seasons. In MUL.APIN, they were the dates the sun passes from one "Way" to another. The solstices are both days in the calendar and points on the ecliptic./244/ 

First Visibility was the most important lunar event, and the other phenomena were calculated from it. There are three major factors: the distance between the sun and moon, which depends on their daily motions; the angle between the zodiac, which can vary quite a lot over the course of the year; and the moon's latitude, or position above or below the ecliptic./245/ 

A typical lunar ephemeris would have fourteen columns of figures, on such things as the moon's latitude, its longitude (i.e., its position in the zodiac east-west), how far and how fast it moved each day, to calculate the appropriate phenomena./246/ 

There are also ephemerides for the five lesser planets. Of 81 which survive, 41 are for the planet Jupiter./247/ As with the lunar ephemerides, the goal is to calculate when and where certain "characteristic phenomena" will take place. This in contrast to Greek astronomy, where the goal is to give the celestial latitude and longitude of any heavenly body at any moment desired./248/ The "characteristic phenomena" of the lesser planets are heliacal rising, heliacal setting, oppositions, stations, phases, and retrogradations. 

Heliacal rising has been mentioned frequently above. Heliacal setting means that the planet or star is setting on the western horizon at the moment the sun rises./249/ A planet is in opposition when it is 180 degrees from the sun in the zodiac. Stations and retrogradations are peculiar to the lesser planets. Planets all move west to east in the zodiac, just as the sun and moon do. But every so often, the lesser planets each stop, move backwards (east to west) for a time, stop again, then begin to move forward again. The stations are the points where the planet stops, while the period it moves backwards is its retrogradation. Phases are times when a planet becomes invisible, or when it becomes visible again. These take place when a planet, such as Venus or Mercury, moves from the evening to the morning sky./250/ 

The methods of calculation are the same as for the lunar ephemerides, but the results are less precise. For example, only the changes in longitude are given, not the changes in latitude./251/ 

Most ephemerides do not give the planets motions for each day, although there was a complicated interpolation procedure, if the planet's position were needed for some date between the "characteristic phenomena."/252/ One surviving ephemeris does give Mercury's position day by day./253/ Thus we can see that the information needed to cast a horoscope was available to Mesopotamian diviners. Some horoscope themselves also survive. 

It is important to note that "scientific" astronomy did not conflict with astral omens or horoscopy. We have seen that the same people kept works on all three disciplines. It is probably significant that the phenomena thought important in the ephemerides were also important in Enuma Anu Enlil. Also, since the ephemerides give the shifts in latitude only for the moon, the movements of the other planets were not completely predictable. This would have reinforced the assumption that the planets were living beings, who might have habits, but who could change them if asked, rather than mere points of light, obeying inexorable laws. The same is true for eclipse predictions. The Mesopotamian astronomers could predict when an eclipse was possible, but they could not predict if it would be seen in Mesopotamia./254/ Apotropaic rituals were performed whenever an eclipse was expected, and when an eclipse did not happen, the aipu would congratulate themselves that their rituals worked. 

By the Persian and Hellenistic periods, the elements needed to invent the true horoscope were available. The Mesopotamians believed that the gods were incarnate in the planets. They believed the movements of the planets revealed the gods' wills, not only for the state, but also for the individual. Finally, they knew how to calculate where the planets were at any time./255/ Evidence for the early days of horoscopy is rare. Most of the ancient horoscopes which survive are in compilations made during the Roman Empire. At one time, scholars debated whether the horoscope was invented in Mesopotamia, in Egypt, or by Hellenistic Greeks./256/ The late compilers were ambiguous about their predecessors. Some do credit horoscopy to the "Chaldaeans," others, the Egyptians, yet others, divine revelation. Likewise, Hellenistic Greek horoscopes include many practices and ideas based on Greek physics and astronomy which were quite alien to Mesopotamia./257/ The debate has finally been settled by the publication of a series of cuneiform horoscopes, including one dating to 410 BCE--far too early for any Greek or Egyptian influence. The great days of Greek astronomy did not begin until the time of Alexander, a century later, while the earliest Greek and Demotic horoscopes date to first century BCE./258/ 

How the horoscope was invented is unknown. The key change was to relate the planets' positions to an individual's "fate." Possibly this began with noting what planets were visible and invisible when a person was born./259/ This is not much different from what the Assyrian baru did for their king. One report survives which relates the usual astral omens to one of Aurbanipal's sons./260/ He was not exactly a private individual, but he was not the king, either. When the Persian kings abolished the Mesopotamian monarchy, the baru may have turned to private customers. Other omen series (E.g., shumma alu) had always been used by private persons./261/ 

Speculation aside, one cuneiform document survives which does predict people's fates from the planets visible when they were born, tablet AO 6483./262/ A representative quotation reads: 

Obverse

27) If a child is born when the moon has come forth, (his life? will be) bright, excellent, regular and long. 
28) If a child is born when the sun has come forth, (then) <......> 
29) If a child is born when Jupiter has come forth, (then his life? will be) regular, well; he will become rich, he will grow old, (his) day(s) will be long. 
30) If a child is born when Venus has come forth, (the his life? will be) exceptionally (?) calm; wherever he may go, it will be favorable; (his) days will be long. 
31) If a child is born when Mercury has come forth, (then his life? will be) brave, lordly ............ 
32) If a child is born when Mars has come forth, (then) ......, hot (?) temper (?). 
33) If a child is born when Saturn has come forth, (then his life? will be) dark, obscure, sick, and constrained./263/ . . . 

Reverse

7) If a child is born when Jupiter comes forth and Venus (had?) set, it will go exceptionally well with that man; his wife will leave and <......>. (Variant:) wife will reach (?). 
8) If a child is born when Jupiter had come forth and Mercury (had?) set, it will go excellently with that man; his oldest son will die. 
9) If a child is born when Jupiter has come forth and Saturn (had?) set, it will go excellently with that man; his personal enemy will die./264/ . . . 

29) [If? a? child? is? born? when #[a] bootis comes forth, he will .........] . . When n [e] bootis comes forth, he will not [have?] a son. 
30) [When [b] coronae borealis comes forth, he will ..........] When [B] herculis comes forth, he will, death (caused) by a crane (?). 
31) [z] herculis comes forth, he will ..........] When f [m] herculis comes forth, he will be poor. /265/ 

These lengthy excerpts from a long document are reminiscent of Enuma Anu Enlil. They are in the same protasis--apodosis format, correlating event and meaning. They differ in that they are applied to private individuals. The stars in the last portion of the quotation, lines 29-31, are ziqpu-stars, stars whose culminations are important in the MUL.APIN texts./266/ 

This portion of AO 6483 cannot be dated. The order of the planets in obverse line 27 to reverse line 6 is neither the one standard in Hellenistic texts, nor the one used in earlier times. Reverse lines 7 through 38 use the Seleucid order, which may give the general period when the tablet was inscribed, if not when the original was composed./267/ 

Note that there neither the "Normal Stars" nor the zodiac are mentioned. Only the visibility of the planets and stars is important. 

Of the six horoscope tablets published by Sachs, the oldest, AB 251, dates to the fifth century BCE, four to the third century BCE, and one to the second century BCE./268/ The oldest horoscope was cast for 29 April 410 BCE and reads: 

(Perhaps one line is missing.) 
1) Month (?) Nisan (?) of (?) the (?) 14th (?), ......... 
2) Son of Shuma-usur, son of Shuma-iddina, descendant of Deke, was born. 
3) At that time the moon was below the "Horn" of the Scorpion, 
4) Jupiter in Pisces, Venus 
5) in Taurus, Saturn in Cancer, 
6) Mars in Gemini. Mercury, which had set (for the last time), was (still) in[visible]. 
7) (Month) Nisan, the 1st (day which followed the 30th day of the preceding month), (the new moon having been visible for) 28 (US), [the duration of visibility of the moon after sunrise on] the 14(?)th was 4,40 (?) (US); 
8) The 27th was the-day-when-the-moon- appeared-for-the-last-time. 
9) (Things?) will (?) be good for you. 
10) Month Du'uz, year 12, 
11) [ye]ar (?) 8 ........ 
12) [..................] 
(Rest . . . , probably not more than one line, destroyed.) /269/

The date of the tablet was not given. Instead, Sachs deduced it from the positions given for the planets. Although the date 410 BCE was "startlingly early" no other date was possible./270/ Likewise, the tablet does not say where it was cast, but the family name of the subject, Dk is found in Babylon./271/ Unfortunately, the subject's own name is destroyed. 

The "Horn" of the Scorpion mentioned in lines 3 is not one of the "Normal Stars," but a Mesopotamian name for Libra. A scorpion's claws were its "horns" to the Mesopotamians, and "the claws of the Scorpion" is an alternative name for Libra in Greek astrology, too./272/ 

Lines 7-8 give the dates for the moon's first and last visibility, which are important in both the ephemerides and Enuma Anu Enlil. The dates given are "normal" and thus would be good omens. Presumably the prediction in lines 9 is only a summary of a more detailed oral explanation of what the horoscope meant. Such summaries were common in omen reports from earlier periods./273/ 

Finally, it is interesting to note that in the cuneiform text, Venus is written with the "dingir" sign, signifying a god, "[dingir] dili-pat," or "the goddess Venus."/274/ The other planets' name are written without the "dingir." 

The next surviving horoscope, MLC 1870, is date to year 48 of the Seleucid Era, or 263 BCE, probably for April 4. It reads: 

1) Year 48 (of the Seleucid Era, month) Adar, night of the [23rd (?)], 
2) the child was born. 
3) That day the sun was in 13;30 [degrees] Aries. 
4) The moon was in 10 [degrees] Aquarius, 
5) Jupiter at the beginning of Leo, 
6) Venus with the sun, 
7) Mercury with the sun, 
8) Saturn in Cancer, 
9) Mars at the end of Cancer. 
10) [Ge]mini (?), Aries, and Aquarius: the house (?) of his ...... 
11) [Months II (?)], V, VIII, and VII (?): the house (?) of his ...... 
12) [......]... was born ................ 
13-6) [......]......................... 
17) [......]...... love (?) .............. 
18) ......]................................... ........ ..... 
19) [...].................. they made. 
20) He will be lacking in wealth, ........... 
21) ....................................... 
22) His food (?) will not [suffice (?)] for his hunger (?). 
24) The 36th year (or: 36 years) he will have wealth. 
25) (His) days will be long (in number). 
26- 
27) His wife, whom people will seduce (?) in his presence, will ......... (Or: His wife, in whose presence people will overpower him--she will bring (it) about (?). 
28) He will have .....s and women. He will see profit./275/

One notable feature of this text is that it gives a precise position, in degrees, for the sun and moon, while the planets are only said to be present in a certain sign. This parallels the practice of the Hellenistic period ephemerides. The statement that Venus and Mercury are "with the sun" is also found in the procedure texts and means that they are too close to the sun to be visible./276/ Just what the "houses" in lines 11-12 are is unclear, but it would be rash to assume they are the "houses" of Greek astrology. 

The predictions are rather obscure. Lines 12-21, in particular, contain much that Sachs was not able to translate (hence the many dots)./277/ The portions which can be understood, lines 12-21 are still interesting, and parallel, somewhat, the apodoses quoted above from AO 6483. 

Tablet BM 33667, cast for 15 September, 258 BCE, is the third surviving horoscope and reads: 

1) Year 53 (of the Seleucid Era) intercalated (month Adar, on) the night of the 1st, the moon 
2) [passed] below the star [b] arietis 2 1/2 cubits (away). 
3) The 12th day: (vernal) equinox. 
4) The 1st day: the moon ..... Pisces. 
5) Year 54 (of the Seleucid Era, month) Kislim, the 1st (day which followed the 30th of the preceding month, on) the night of the 8th, 
6) in the beginning of the night, the moon was 1 1/2 cubits below the star ( [n] ?) piscium, 
7) the moon (having already) passed 1/2 cubit to the east. 
8) the 20th day: (winter) solstice. 
9) The 13th day: the na of the moon was 11 (US). 
10) At that time, Jupiter was in Capricorn, Venus in Scorpius, 
11) --on the 9th (day), Mercury disappeared (for the last time) in the east in Sagittarius-- 
12) Saturn and Mars in Libra./278/

The most notable feature about this horoscope is that it uses both the date of conception (lines 1) and the date of birth (lines 5-7). The astrologer assumes 273 days between conception and birth, an assumption also used by those Greek astrologers who used the conception date./279/ The positions of the sun and the moon are given as so many "cubits" from one the "Normal Stars," and not as degrees in the zodiac./280/ This is the practice in the non-mathematical astronomical texts of later Mesopotamia, such as the "diaries."/281/ A "cubit" in astronomy was either 2degrees or 2 1/2 degrees./282/ "I do not see what relation existing between the moon and Pisces can be referred to here" in lines 4./283/ A "na" (line 9) is how long the moon can be seen between sunrise and moonset. 11 US equals 44 minutes./284/ 

The fourth surviving horoscope, MLC 2190, was calculated for 4 p.m., 3 June 253 BCE. It reads: 

1) Year 77 (of the Seleucid Era, month) Siman, (from?) the 4th (day until? some? time?) in the last part of the night (of?) the 5th (day), 
2) Aristokrates was born. 
3) That day: Moon in Leo. Sun in 12:30 in Gemini. 
4) The moon will set its face from the middle toward the top; 
5) (the relevant omen reads:) "If, from the middle toward the top, it (i.e., the moon) set its face, 
6) (there will ensue) destruction." Jupiter ..... in 18 [degrees] Sagittarius. 
7) The place of Jupiter (means) (His life? will be) regular, well; he will become rich, he will grow old, 
8) (his) days will be numerous (literally) long. Venus in 4 [degrees] Taurus. 
9) The place of Venus (means): Wherever he may go, it will be favorable (for him); 
10) he will have sons and daughters. Mercury in Gemini, 
11) with the sun. The place of Mercury (means): The brave one 
12) will be first in rank, 
13) he will be more important than his brothers,............ 
14) Saturn: 6 [degrees] Cancer. Mars: 24 [degrees] ..... 
15) the 22nd and 23rd of each month ........ /285/

This horoscope is particularly interesting for several reasons. First, it was cast for a Greek. It dates to just the period, some two or three generations after Alexander, when horoscopy was becoming well-known throughout the Mediterranean. Another interesting feature is that all the planets are placed at specific degrees of the zodiac, rather than just present in a sign. The moon is the only exception. This means that there must have been ephemerides for the daily motion of all the planets, not only for Mercury (see above). 

Finally, the predictions are not grouped at the end, after the positions, as in the other horoscopes. Instead, the position of each planet is paired with its meaning in the traditional protasis-apodosis format. We have apodoses for the positions of Jupiter, Venus, and Mercury, but not for the sun, Saturn, and probably not for Mars. There is no apodosis for the position of the moon, but there is one for the setting of the moon. 

There are no known omen series which link planetary positions and interpretations in this fashion, but clearly one must have existed. The quotation from AO 6483, above, is not such a text, but nevertheless, it may be significant that the prediction for Jupiter (lines 7-8) is identical to the one for Jupiter in AO 6483, obverse lines 29 (see above)./286/ 

The fifth horoscope is too fragmentary to indicate more than that it was cast for a Greek, one Nicanor, for 3 July 230 BCE./287/ The sixth and most recent of the known horoscopes on clay was for 1 March 142 BCE. 

1) [Year 1]69 (of the Seleucid Era), Demetrius being king, 
2) month Adar, (the 1st day of which coincided with what would have been the) 30th (of the previous month), the night of the 6th, at the beginning of the night, the moon 
3) was 1 cubit in advance (i.e., west) of [b] tauri-- 
4) the 6th, in the morning the child was born. 
5) At that time, the moon was at the beginning of Gemini, 
6) the sun in Pisces, Jupiter in Libra, Venus 
7) and Mars in Capricorn, Saturn in Leo. 
8) That month (the moon was) visible (for the first time in the morning after sunrise on the) 14th; 
9) last visibility of the moon (on the) 27th. 
10) Year 170 (of the Seleucid Era, 
11) month), Nisan, 4th day: (vernal) equinox. 12- 
12) The child was born in the brilliant house of Jupiter. /288/

This horoscope is not very different from the others. It gives all the planetary positions as simple signs, not as precise degrees within a sign. There are no interpretations. Presumably the client was given one orally. The formula in lines 2 is the usual way of saying that the last month was only 29 days long./289/ First and last visibility of the moon were important in the ephemerides as well as in Enuma Anu Enlil It is impossible to say what "the brilliant house of Jupiter" is, but to assume it is one of the "houses" of Greek astrology would, again, be going too far./290/ 

Only two of the six horoscopes were calculated from ephemerides, those for 263 BCE and 235 BCE, because only they use degrees for the planets' positions. The rest were probably based on the "diaries," which list astronomical and other events by date and give planetary positions relative to the "Normal Stars."/291/ 

There seems little reason to doubt that the basic horoscope was invented in Mesopotamia, and only later adopted and elaborated by Hellenistic Greeks, creating the sort of astrology which has come down to us. But there is also evidence that a number of refinements on the basic horoscope also have their roots in Mesopotamia. 

In Greek astrology, angular relationships between planets (aspects) and between various signs of the zodiac (triplicities, quadruplicities, etc.) are important in interpreting a horoscope./292/ Francesca Rochberg-Halton believes that she has found the prototype of this practice in a tablet of the fourth century BCE, BM 36476./293/ This gives twelve lunar eclipse omens, in the traditional format./294/ The protases follow a common pattern: 

if a lunar eclipse occurs in a zodiac and the night watch comes to an end and the wind (north, south, east, west) blows, Jupiter (or Venus) is (or: is not) and Saturn and Mars stand in zodiac sign[2] and zodiac sign[3] (respectively) [then...]./295/ 

The apodoses are assigned to the four regions of the world, Akkad, Elam, Amurru, and Subartu, (in that order), much as in Enuma Anu Enlil/296/ The zodiac signs for the moon, Saturn, and Mars fall into four groups, three signs in each group. If the zodiac is drawn as a circle and the signs in each group are connected with lines, the result is four equilateral triangles, one for each of the four sign-groups./297/ This is just the definition one finds of the "triplicities" in, for example, Manilius' Astronomica 2.270-286. "Triplicities" of months are also found in Enuma Anu Enlil./298/ Very similar angular relationships used for interpretation are to be found in the introduction to astronomy of Geminos,/299/ writing in the mid-first century CE./300/ 

Another refinement is what the Greco-Roman astrologers called the "dodekatemoria"/301/ and which modern Assyriologists call "microzodiacs." This is the practice of subdividing each of the twelve signs into twelve parts. Each sign thus contained its own "microzodiac," with the same names. Tablet AO 6483, quoted above, also has a section on how to calculate a microzodiac, in lines 6-20./302/ Of the two methods used by Greco-Roman astrologers,"A" and "B," AO 6483 uses "B,"/303/ while "A" has also been traced to Mesopotamia./304/ When the "microzodiac" was invented in unknown, but it can be no earlier than the regular zodiac./305/ 

E. F. Weidner believes he has found reference to the doctrine of hypsomata, or "exaltations," in a microzodiac text, VAT 7851./306/ Supplementing the text, the tablet has a series of line drawings of animals, humans, and stars, labelled with the names of constellations and planets. The planets are drawn next to the constellations in which they were strongest, or "exalted," in Greek astrology./307/ 

Besides strictly astrological practices, a number of medicinal and magical practices involving the planets and stars, known from Greek and even medieval Arabic sources, can be traced to ancient Mesopotamia. The various "microsigns" in the microzodiac tablets are each assigned a plant, a tree, a stone and a temple or city. In earlier periods, these things are found in lists of materials used by magicians. Apparently, a variety of traditional magical and medical beliefs were being given astrological explanations at this time./308/ 

In this chapter I have demonstrated that the Mesopotamians saw their gods as incarnate in the planets, that they believed that the planet-gods communicated with them by means of the planets' motions, and finally, that they used mathematics to analyze the planet's movements and thus to better communicate with their gods. We likewise have seen that none of these practices replaced each other. The planet-gods were supplicated with offerings of food and incense at the same time that horoscopes were being cast to discover the gods' plans for the individual. Traditional astral omens were used as well. In the following chapters, I will demonstrate that as horoscopy spread through the Hellenistic world, it took its religious presuppositions with it. 
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Chapter Two 
Hellenistic Scientific Astrology

Our goal in this chapter is to demonstrate how astrology in its various forms came to pervade the Hellenistic world, including Judaea. We will concentrate on horoscopy. Our account may seem very detailed, but it will serve to demonstrate the all-encompassing nature of astrology, potentially touching every aspect of life. We will emphasize, too, that astrology worked because the planet- gods made it work. We do not claim that everyone believed in the doctrines of horoscopy or worshipped the planet-gods. What we do hope to demonstrate is that when ordinary people throughout the Hellenized Near East looked into the sky, they thought they saw living creatures, who caused the changes in the seasons and the changes in their lives./1/ We hope, too, that the reader will see the beauty of the system, as elegant in its proportions and intricate in its details as a Doric temple. This, too, was part of the appeal of astrology. 

Adoption Of Astrology

In chapter one we saw how horoscopy grew up as an adjunct to Mesopotamian religion. By 410 BC, when Socrates was an old man, and Plato a young one,/2/ a Mesopotamian could find out what the gods planned for him by calculating the future positions of the planet-gods. 

Astrology continued to be associated with the "Chaldaeans," but it was the version of horoscopy developed by the Greeks which conquered the world. By far the majority of the horoscopes surviving from antiquity are in Greek, as well as almost all the treatises on how actually to cast a horoscope./3/ Some of this, of course, is due to the accidents of preservation. Also, cuneiform is much harder to learn than Greek, and far fewer cuneiform tablets have been published than Greek manuscripts. But there is a more important reason. Cuneiform literature is the relic of a completely dead civilization, without any direct descendant continuing to read its writings, nearly indestructible though they are. Greek civilization went through great changes, but the Greek language has not died out, and the literature of the Hellenistic astrologers and other writers was copied and used by their Byzantine descendants. Most of the Hellenistic astrological treatises come to us in medieval copies, and the astrology used in our own society is a direct descendant of the astrology created in the Hellenistic era. 

Greek astrology is a product of the Hellenistic era, although there is some slight evidence that a few Greeks knew that horoscopy existed before that. Eudoxus of Knidos, for example, a contemporary of Plato and Aristotle, is quoted by Cicero as saying that one should not believe the claim of the "Chaldaeans" that they could predict a person's future from their birthdate./4/ But how the Greeks learned of this practice and how they turned it into a Greek science, the practical branch of astronomy,/5/ we know only in faint outline./6/ 

The Hellenistic era began when Alexander conquered the Persian Empire. Politically, it did not last very long. The kingdoms founded by Alexander's generals were quickly supplanted by the Roman and Parthian Empires. By contrast, Greek culture dominated the Near East for nearly a thousand years, until the Arab conquests. This was partly due to the large number of Greek colonies which Alexander and his successors founded throughout their realms. There had been Greek colonies before, of course, but the Hellenistic era saw a different sort of colony. They were not independent communities founded by a city-state, as Miletus or Syracuse had been. The Hellenistic colonies had local autonomy, but not true independence or freedom. They were meant to provide security and local government for the Macedonian kings. Thus, they were founded wherever Alexander or one of his successors ruled, from Egypt to India. The colonies also helped spread, more widely than before, the Greek language and the Greek way of life, which proved very attractive to non-Greeks as well. Greek was not only the language of administration, but of business and high culture as well. Any writer or thinker who wanted to address an international audience, be he Josephus the Jew, or Asoka Maurya in India, had to do so in Greek, no matter what his vernacular was./7/ 

Horoscopy was "Hellenized" in this society, although just how and where remain puzzling. We know that there were Greek colonies in Mesopotamia, the home of astrology. Indeed, one of the two capitals of the Seleucid kingdom was Seleucia on the Tigris, some 90 miles north of Babylon. When it was founded, many of Babylon's inhabitants were deported to the new city. Babylon itself also had a Greek settlement. Remains of Greek-style houses, a theater, a gymnasium, and Greek inscriptions were found there by the excavators./8/ The same was true of many other cities, and even those which did not receive colonists were still partly hellenized./9/ Cuneiform tablets with Greek superscriptions are known, and native Mesopotamians sometimes took Greek names as well./10/ Likewise, we know that Greek astronomers had access to data collected by their Mesopotamian colleagues./11/ Ptolemy, for example, explicitly says that he had access to records of eclipses from seventh century BCE Mesopotamia. He also tells us that his greatest predecessor, Hipparchus, was using Mesopotamian values for the periods of the planets in the second century BCE./12/ We know from other sources that Hipparchus was interested in astrology; the first remark Pliny makes in his _Natural History_ is to say that Hipparchus had done more to prove humanity's connection with the stars than any other man. Mesopotamian and Greek astronomy both reached their heights during the Hellenistic period, and there was ample opportunity for Greeks to learn of horoscopy as they learned the contents of the ephemerides. But of how they actually did work together, we know virtually nothing. It is probably a safe speculation that Greek-speaking Mesopotamians played the major role;/13/ it was almost unknown for a Greek to learn a "barbarian" language./14/ Both Oppenheim and Pingree have speculated that at least some of the cuneiform scholarly literature was translated into the Aramaic language and script, which was the vernacular of Mesopotamia from Assyrian times. They believe that it was this Aramaic Mesopotamian literature which was transmitted to neighboring civilizations. But until some of these hypothetical documents are discovered, the theory remains only an intriguing possibility./15/ 

We do know of one Mesopotamian scholar, Berossos, a priest of Bel, who moved to Greece, settling on the island of Kos in the mid-third century BCE. Berossos wrote an introduction to Mesopotamian culture about 281 BCE,/16/ called the _Babyloniaca_, which brought astrology to Greece proper./17/ Like much written in the Hellenistic era, it survives only in fragments quoted by later writers./18/ In its own day, however, it was so popular that the Athenians voted Berossos an honorary statue with a golden tongue--a very unusual honor for a "barbarian" whose Greek was not very elegant./19/ 

Berossos was probably not the only Mesopotamian astrologer to tell Greeks about his art. We do know of others who worked as professional diviners at Hellenistic courts, such as Sudines at Pergamon in the generation after Berossos./20/ But despite horoscopy's Mesopotamian origins, the distinctively Hellenistic version of horoscopy seems to have been formulated, not in Mesopotamia, but in Hellenistic Egypt. Alexandria, the capital of the Ptolemaic dynasty ruling Egypt, was the greatest economic and intellectual center of the Hellenistic world, and the Ptolemies promoted scientific research. Astronomy, in particular, made spectacular advances during this time,/21/ and it was probably as a part of research into Mesopotamian astronomy that horoscopy came to Egypt. Certainly there is no hint of any horoscopy in Pharaonic Egypt, which had only the simplest astronomical knowledge./22/ There are some examples of the sort of omens found in _Enuma Anu Enlil_ from Achaemenian period Egypt when both Egypt and Mesopotamia shared the same rulers./23/ Egyptian priests of the Hellenistic period definitely added astrology to their stock of traditional learning, and even claimed that astrology was invented in Egypt, by their god Thoth./24/ 

In any case, it was a work written in Egypt by some unknown person and falsely ascribed to "Nechepso/25/ and Petosiris"/26/ which popularized horoscopy for the Hellenistic world. Like so many other Hellenistic writings, "Nechepso and Petosiris" survive only in quotes in later writers./27/ But the way later astrologers love to cite "the Egyptians" or "the Ancients" as authorities for their favorite practices is a witness to Nechepso's prestige, while it also makes it hard to recognize the genuine fragments./28/ It was this formulation of horoscopy which spread across the known world, even back to Mesopotamia, and which is with us today./29/ 

A number of factors in Greek life and thought prepared the way for horoscopy. Greek religion was basically similar to that of Mesopotamia. It was polytheistic, and the heavenly bodies were thought to be divine, although they were not major deities. Few Greek cities had cults of the sun and moon, let alone the lesser planets. Divination was definitely an important institution, just as in Mesopotamia./30/ 

Several important philosophers and scientists did promote the divinity of the planets, notably Plato and Aristotle. In his _Timaeus_, Plato offers a remarkable creation story, unlike any other in Greek literture before his time. The spherical universe was created by a Creator, or _Demiurge_ (divine Workman),/31/ who gave it an intelligent Soul, concentrated in the celestial equator and the ecliptic. The ecliptic is subdivided into seven paths for the planets, the "visible gods," who run the universe for the Demiurge./32/ Subordinate to the planets are four kinds of living creatures, one for each of the four elements. The farther from the celestial sphere and the closer to the earth they were, the less divine they were. The fiery animals lived closest to the planet-gods, the aerial animals in a zone within the fiery ones, next the watery creatures, and finally the earthy ones, who were not divine at all. The gods of mythology were fit in somewhere between the airy and the earthy creatures./33/ 

Human beings were earthy creatures and human bodies were filled from the stars with souls, who return to the sky if they have behaved justly./34/ The human head was made an imitation of the spherical heavens surrounding the earth, and just as the intelligent Soul of the universe inhabits the sky, so the human soul inhabits the head./35/ This is an early example of the idea of the macrocosm and the microcosm, the idea that the human being is a miniature copy of the universe, which played an important role in the scientific and philosophical justification of horoscopy. The picture given in _Timaeus_ provided a sort of theology for astral religion, connecting the technique of horoscopy with the belief that the planets were personal gods. In _Laws_ and _Epinomis_, Plato went farther, even calling for the formal worship of the planet-gods./36/ 

By Plato's time, it had become customary to name the planets for the Olympian gods, and, generally speaking, the Greek names corresponded to their Mesopotamian equivalents./37/ The planet Mercury, for example, named for Nabu in Mesopotamia, was called #eg g f , _ho astr tou Hermou_, "the star of Hermes," in Greek. Eventually, the circumlocution "the star of--" was abandoned, and the planet Mercury was just Hermes. The change in name does imply a certain change in thinking: from being one of the god's possessions, the planet became the god himself. We use the Latin equivalents of the Greek divine names./38/ 

There was also a set of descriptive, scientific, names for the planets, which lacked the religious implications of the divine names. Mercury was g , _Stilbn_, Venus was h e[ , _Phospros_, Mars, n , _Pyroeis_, Jupiter, h#n , _Phaethn_, and Saturn, h# , _Phainn_. These names were most popular among Alexandrian scientists, but were not used exclusively even by them. By the time of the Antonine emperors, the descriptive names were forgotten, save by scholars of earlier literature./39/ 

The development of astronomy in Greece also played a role. As in Mesopotamia, the stimulus for astronomy was the calendar. The earliest references to simple astronomy are in Hesiod's _Works and Days_ (ca. 700 BCE), where seasonal chores and seasonal changes in the weather are dated by means of heliacal risings of, e.g., the Pleiades./40/ Many later astronomers also wrote calendars, called _parapegmata_, correlating seasonal shifts in the weather with the rising and setting of prominent stars./41/ This helped promote the assumption that the stars _caused_ the changes in weather, which in turn made astrology's assumptions about the planets more believable. 

The first Greek mathematical astronomers we know of were Meton and Euctemon, who offered the Athenians an intercalation system much like the Mesopotamian one during the early fifth century BCE./42/ Eudoxus of Knidos, in the fourth century BCE, was the first Greek to attempt to analyze the intricacies of the planets' movements, using a set of imaginary spheres, concentric, but rotating around different axes./43/ Eventually, this was replaced by the epicyclic model which is usually associated with Claudius Ptolemy,/44/ but which was usually ignored by astrologers. Eudoxus also invented the system of celestial coordinates and compiled the standard map of the constellations and star used throughout antiquity. This map of the heavens became the major source of one of the most popular books of antiquity, Aratus' _Phainomena_, composed in the fourth century BCE./45/ 

But Greek astronomers were not only interested in describing the celestial phenomena mathematically. Unlike the Mesopotamians, they also tried to analyze the size and shape of the universe, and how it worked. In _Timaeus_, as we have seen, Plato assumed that the whole universe, including the earth, was a giant sphere. This remained the standard belief throughout antiquity, assumed by every astrologer. 

Aristotle, like Plato, believed that the heavenly bodies were divine./46/ He also accepted Eudoxus' concentric sphere hypothesis to explain the planetary motions, although he changed them from mathematical fictions to actual, physical, spheres pushing each other around./47/ But it was his formulation of physics which proved most important to astrology, because it became the standard view in antiquity./48/ Aristotle said that all that we see around us on earth is compounded from the four elements, earth, air, fire, and water./49/ The elements themselves are made of _hyl_, or primal matter, plus two of the four qualities, heat, coldness, moisture, dryness. If the amount of a quality changed in an element, it changed into another element. This and the intermingling of the elements caused physical and chemical changes on earth./50/ Each element had its natural place in the universe, to which it tried to move in a straight line./51/ Earth was at the center, water around it, then air, and finally a sphere of fire before one came to the heavens./52/ The movements of the heavenly bodies made the changes in the elements occur, but the heavens themselves never changed. They were made of a fifth element, ether, which had an eternal circular motion./53/ Astrologers, such as Ptolemy, assumed that the planets' influences changed the qualities in earthly beings. 

Zeno the Stoic was a contemporary of Berossos, and, like him, was honored with a statue by the Athenians./54/ It is therefore not surprising that his philosophy, Stoicism, was especially congenial to astrology. Stoicism was as much a system of psychotherapy as a philosophy in the modern sense. Its goal was to teach people how to live without anxiety by living in accordance with Nature. Therefore a physical model of the universe was an important part of Stoicism. The Stoics took for granted the spherical universe and four element physics, but they rejected Aristotle's theory that the stars and planets were made of a fifth, extraterrestrial, element. The same rules of physics held true everywhere. All things were pervaded and connected by _pneuma_ or spirit, a material substance primarily of elementary fire. This phenomenon of connection was called cosmic "sympathy," or "feeling together." _Pneuma_ connected the planets and earth, and was the medium carrying the planets' influences to the earth./55/ Likewise, moisture from the earth rose and nourished the heavenly bodies./56/ 

An important consequence of Stoic philosophy and physics was determinism. _Pneuma_ was the substance of the human mind and soul. Just as each of us is intelligent because of our _pneuma_, so the _pneuma_ pervading the universe was a giant mind, which was the Stoic God. This God decided everything which happened. All events were the result of previous causes, going back the creation of the universe. Likewise, anything that happened was destined by the Stoic God from Creation. And because everything was planned for a good outcome by a just God, the individual could adjust to the "slings and arrows of outrageous Fortune," knowing that it was for the best./57/ The effects of the planets were among the more obvious parts of this chain of destiny, or n f# fn , _heimarmen_, and Stoic philosophers, especially Posidonios, defended astrology as an illustration of their world-view in action./58/ 

Horoscopy

Now that we have discussed how and why the Greeks adopted horoscopy and made it their own, it is appropriate to discuss the system itself. First of all, one must always remember that Hellenistic astrology was both a religion and a science. The planets were gods, who ruled the universe according to scientific law. Astrologers might emphasize the religious or the scientific aspects as it suited them, but both were always present. Even Ptolemy, who tried hard to explain everything in terms of four element physics, says that ultimately the planets move as they do because of "divine, unchangeable destiny,"/59/ and a famous poem attributed to him in the _Greek Anthology_ says: 

I know that I am the creature of a day; but when I search into the multitudinous revolving spirals of the stars my feet no longer rest on the earth, but, standing by Zeus himself, I take my fill of ambrosia, the food of the gods./60/ 

Likewise, one must remember that attitudes towards astrology were not uniform. At one end of the spectrum was strict determinism, associated with Stoicism. Manilius illustrates this attitude when he says (in Goold's translation): 

Fate rules the world, all things stand fixed by its immutable laws, and the long ages are assigned a predestined course of events. At birth our death is sealed, and our end is consequent on our beginning. Fate is the source of riches and kingdoms, and the more frequent poverty; by fate are men at birth given their skills and characters, their merits and defects, their losses and gains. None can renounce what is bestowed or denied; no man by prayer may seize fortune if it demur, or escape if it draw nigh./61/ 

At the other extreme, one might reject astrology completely. This position is associated particularly with Carneades, the leader of the skeptical phase of the Academy, and with the Epicurean school in general. But it was also the view of most of the Church Fathers./62/ Even some Stoics, such as Panaitios, rejected astrology./63/ In between were probably the majority of astrologers, then and now, who believed that the stars left room for free will, and that with foreknowledge one might avoid a bad fate./64/ Finally, we must remember that astrology, like philosophy, appealed to people from every background, not only the wealthy and well-educated. There was not a great deal of social mobility in Greco-Roman society, which meant that the lower orders included many individuals with intellectual interests, while chronic unemployment gave such people time to think. The best known example is Socrates, a professional stone mason. Zeno the Stoic was a seaman. Gregory Nazianzus is a witness that the christological controversies of the fourth and fifth centuries CE interested many humble people./65/ 

Nor were intellectuals the only people who found astrology interesting and useful. Divination of all sorts had flourished in Greece before the Hellenistic era. The destruction of Athens' expedition in Sicily because of a lunar eclipse is only one dramatic example of the importance of divination. Once introduced, "lay astrology" replaced almost all the earlier methods./66/ Works listing the hours favorable for various activities are among the most common astrological texts to come down to us. Juvenal and Ammianus Marcellinus both speak of people who did nothing without first checking their lists of favorable hours./67/ Astrological medicine and magic were also popular. Likewise, astral religion became widespread, particularly in Syria, which had a long history of Mesopotamian influence before the Hellenistic era. Works of lay astrology, astrological medicine, and astrological magic show the religious assumptions of horoscopy more clearly than do the more "scientific" texts./68/ 

The basic principle in a Greek horoscope is that the planets each radiate individual "influences," which are modified by their positions relative to each other, to the signs of the zodiac, and to the time and place of the individual in question. We on earth respond because of cosmic "sympathy."/69/ In general, the signs of the zodiac were most important early in the development of astrology, and decreased over time, while the planets became more important./70/ Manilius, for example, who lived in the first century CE, but used early sources, all but ignores the planets and exalts the zodiac./71/ Ptolemy, active in the second century CE, and a more competent, up-to-date, scientist by far, emphasizes the planets almost exclusivel/72/ 

While the planets were identified with the Olympian gods, their mythology was not usually transferred to the sky. However, the powers assigned to the planets often were derived from mythology and the personalities it portrayed. The appearance of the planet also played a role./73/ 

The planets were usually listed according to the times each took to go through the zodiac once (their sidereal periods) on the correct assumption that this corresponded to their distance from the earth./74/ Plato's _Timaeus_ gives the earliest example, where the planets, from outside in, are: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Moon. This was later called the "Egyptian order."/75/ By at least the second century BCE another order, known as the "Chaldaean," became standard: Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, Sun, Venus, Mercury, Moon./76/ The difference is that Mercury and Sun have traded places./77/ It makes no difference mathematically, because Sun, Mercury, and Venus all have the same sidereal period. But putting the Sun in the middle position was used to explain the different influences of the planets. The upper planets, Saturn, Jupiter and Mars, are farther from the sun and the earth, thus were cooler and drier, and hence male. Venus and the Moon are closer to the Sun and the earth, were warmer and moister, and female./78/ Mercury the hermaphrodite is left unexplained. The "Chaldaean" order also emphasized the Sun as the leader of the planets./79/ 

The "Chaldaean" order of the planets is also the source for our seven day week, which was in general use by the time of Augustus./80/ According to one doctrine, each planet ruled over certain hours of the day. Each period sunrise to sunrise was divided into twenty-four hours, either seasonal or equinoctial. The first hour of the first day was Saturn's, the second was Jupiter's and so on in order through the twenty-four. The first hour of the second day would then be ruled by the Sun, the first hour of the third day was the Moon's, and so on. Tuesday belonged to Mars, Wednesday to Mercury, Thursday to Jupiter, and Friday to Venus. Even now, our weekdays are named for the planet-gods, although this is more noticeable in a Romance language such as French. Wednesday, for example, is Mercredi, from Mercurii dies, the day of Mercury. Our English names are from the Germanic gods who corresponded to the Roman ones. Tuesday is the day of Tiuw, the Germanic equivalent of Mars, Wednesday is named for Wodin, the Germanic Mercury, Thursday is Thor's day, who corresponds to Jupiter, and Friday is for Freya, the German Venus. Saturn had no Germanic equivalent, and the days of the Sun and Moon need no explanation./81/ 

Saturn, who was Ninurta in Mesopotamia, became Kronos for the Greeks. Kronos was a sinister figure in mythology, who overthrew his father Ouranos (which means sky) and castrated him with a sickle. He devoured his own children to keep from being overthrown in turn, but was eventually exiled to the underworld by his son Zeus. Astrologers pictured him as an old man, slow, shrewd and hostile, often holding a sickle. A pun associated him with _Chronos_, or Time. Our own artistic motif of Time as an old man with a scythe probably comes from this image. His influences were very cold and dry, making Saturn the most dangerous of the planets./82/ 

Jupiter was Marduk, the king of the gods, in Mesopotamia, who naturally became Zeus, the king of the gods, among the Greeks. He was pictured as a king, often with his eagle, the bird of Zeus, or his thunderbolt, since Zeus was also the rain god. His influences were moderately warm and moist, making him the most favorable of the planets./83/ 

Mars, identified with Nergal, the Mesopotamian war god, became the Greek war god, Ares, or sometimes Herakles. The red color and the sudden movements of the planet helped create the image of a capricious, violent tyrant. He was usually shown bearing arms. Mars's influences were quite hot and dry, making him the second worst planet./84/ 

The Sun was one of the two great luminaries, but was not important in Greek mythology. In Homer he was Helios, a Titan, and without much authority. When Odysseus' men killed his cattle, he could only complain to Zeus, rather than take independent action as Poseidon did when he was offended. In the Classical period, he was identified with Apollo. In astrological art, he is usually shown wearing a crown of rays, driving a four-horse chariot. His influences were hot and somewhat dry. He was generally favorable, but dangerous in excess./85/ 

Venus, or Ishtar in Mesopotamia, was Aphrodite. Aphrodite grew from the severed genitals of Ouranos and was the patron of sexuality and reproduction. She was usually portrayed as an attractive woman, often holding a mirror. Her influences were moderately warm and quite moist, which promoted growth in plants and animals. Venus was the second most favorable of the planets. The morning and evening star were identified with Aurora and Cephalos or Astraeus, lovers of Aphrodite./86/ 

Mercury was Nabu, the son of Marduk and scribe of the gods in Mesopotamia. The Greeks identified him with Hermes, or occasionally with Apollo. Hermes was the son of Zeus in mythology. He was associated with cleverness and success in business. He was also the messenger of the gods, which fit in well with the speed of the planet's movements. Mercury guided the souls of the dead to the underworld, as well, which helped give him an ambiguous image. In Egypt, he was identified with Thoth, the Egyptian god of writing, and scholarship, and especially magic. Many astrological and other works are ascribed to this syncretized "Hermes Trismegistos." Hermes was usually shown in his role as messenger, wearing a winged cap and winged sandals, and holding a staff entwined with snakes. The planet Hermes was hermaphroditic, male or female, depending on relationships with other planets. His influences were likewise ambiguous, changing quickly from dry to moist and back again./87/ 

The Moon had almost no mythology. In earlier times, she was Selen or Men, the sister Helios, while later she was Artemis, the twin sister of Apollo. Artemis was a major Greek deity, but her role as moon-goddess was far from her most important one. In art, the Moon is usually shown driving a chariot, like her brother, and wearing a crescent. Her influences were moist and somewhat warm. Generally, she was a favorable planet, but too much lunar influence did cause mental illness, which gives us our word "lunatic."/88/ 

Besides their individual characteristics, the planets were grouped together in a bewildering variety of ways. They "saw" one another, they were friendly or unfriendly, they each had houses for the daytime and houses for the night in certain signs of the zodiac. The groupings were often quite anthropomorphic, and all affected the planets' influences./89/ 

Influences particularly modified each other according to the angular relationships, or "aspects" between the planets. The planetary aspects were probably derived from the aspects between the signs./90/ The Greeks wrote of them as polygons inscribed within the zodiacal ring./91/ There were four major aspects: _opposition_, when a diameter of the zodiac connected the planets; _trine_, when the planets were at the points of an equilateral triangle; _quartile_, the points of a square; and _sextile_, the points of a hexagon; sometimes _conjunction_, when two planets crossed paths, was also counted as an aspect (see figures 1-4). Trine and sextile were favorable aspects, with trine somewhat the stronger. Quartile and opposition were unfavorable, with quartile the stronger. The nature of a conjunction depended on the nature of the planets./92/ 

There was disagreement on just how the aspects worked. Ptolemy (1.13) tried to derive the aspects from the mathematics of musical intervals. Porphyry, the fourth century CE Neoplatonist, believed that the planets emitted their influences in seven beams, which left the planets at precise angles, and formed the aspects when the beams from different planets met. Pseudo-Manetho the astrologer, who also wrote in the fourth century, simply said that was how the gods wanted to do it./93/ 

In the previous chapter we saw that the zodiac began as a celestial yardstick, useful for calculating a planet's position. The signs were named for constellations which they contained. The Greeks took over the Mesopotamian zodiac and used it in the same way. Even the names and the iconography of the zodiacal signs and constellations were nearly the same./94/ The correspondences between the Mesopotamian and the Greek signs, in tabular form, are:/95/ 

	


One change in the iconography was that the Greeks usually showed the zodiac as a ring (figures 5-6). Mesopotamian art often showed pictures of the constellations, but never in a ring, perhaps because they did not think of the universe as a sphere, as the Greeks did. Eventually the ring motif even spread back into Mesopotamia. 

Unlike the planets, the constellations were closely connected with Greek mythology. _Catasterism_, or becoming a constellation, was a popular motif in Hellenistic poetry. Manilius identifies Aries with the ram of the Golden Fleece, Taurus with the bull that carried Europa to Europe, Leo with the Nemean lion, and so on. Other writers made other identifications. Taurus was also the Apis bull of Egypt, Pasiphae's bull, or Io to different writers. Gemini, which Manilius forgot to mention, was variously identified with Castor and Pollux, Apollo and Herakles, Apollo and Bacchus, and Theseus and Herakles, among others./96/ This variety arose because the zodiacal constellations were late additions to Greek mythology. 

Connected with their myths and their iconography, the signs each had natures which modified the influences of the planets. Aries people, for example, were hot-tempered but timid, as a ram is. They also tended to go into the textile business, because of the sheep's wool./97/ 

Like the planets, the signs were grouped and divided in a great variety of ways, many based on the constellations' appearance in art. Manilius groups signs according to posture, disfigurement, fertility, single or double, human or animal, day or night, male or female, among other categories./98/ Other astrologers use similar categories, if rarely so many./99/ Perhaps the most important grouping was aspect./100/ Zodiacal aspect is probably older than the aspects among the planets. The triangular aspect, at least, has been traced back to Mesopotamia, but the Greek astrologers elaborated the principle, perhaps stimulated by Pythagorean ideas./101/ The zodiacal aspects have the same powers as the planetary ones, and are likewise pictured as polygons within a circle./102/ The triangle and the hexagon were favorable aspects, with the triangle the stronger. The square aspect was unfavorable, while astrologers disagreed as to whether the diameter was good or bad./103/ The signs connected were supposed to share certain qualities in common. For example, the signs connected by the triangular aspects (called _triplicities_) were "sympathetic" with the four elements. The first triplicity, Aries-Leo-Sagittarius, was the fiery triplicity, and was ruled by the Sun (see figure 2)./104/ A fiery planet in a fiery sign would have a stronger influence. The same principle holds true for all other groups and divisions of the signs: they serve to weaken or strengthen somehow the influences of the planets. 

Particular signs or parts of signs were assigned to particular planets according to three different systems, the "houses," the "terms," and the "exaltations."/105/ The houses were just what they sound like: the homes of the planet-gods, where they were particularly strong (figures 7- 8)./106/ There are several different systems for assigning the planets to houses. Firmicus Maternus, writing in the fourth century CE, uses an "Egyptian" system, which says the planets are at home in the signs they occupied when the Demiurge created the world./107/ (This is the so- called "Thema Mundi," or horoscope of the world, first found in "Nechepso and Petosiris.")/108/ This order was used in astrological medicine, but left five signs unclaimed./109/ Other astrologers, such as Manilius and Ptolemy, preferred to assign each lesser planet one house for the night and another for the daytime. Again, there were several conflicting methods. Manilius gives three alternatives, while Ptolemy uses only one./110/ 

The "terms"/111/ are segments within each sign assigned to the five lesser planets. The "terms" have different sizes for each planet with in the sign. Nor does any given planet have the same size "term" in all the signs. There were two major competing systems for assigning the terms, the "Egyptian," the most widely used, and the Chaldaean. Ptolemy discusses both, then offers his own improvement on the Egyptian terms, which he claims he found in an ancient manuscript./112/ 

The "exaltation" of a planet is the degree at which it is most powerful. Opposite it in the zodiac is its "dejection," its weakest point./113/ The exaltations may have a Mesopotamian origin (see figure 8)./114/ 

In the previous chapter, we discussed the Mesopotamian origin of the _dodekatemoria_, the practice of dividing each sign into a "microzodiac." Ptolemy mentions the practice only to reject it as "illogical."/115/ Manilius, however, discusses the dodekatemoria in detail (see figures 9- 10)./116/ The first dodekatemorion is allotted to the sign holding it, the second dodekatemorion belongs to the next sign, the third dodekatemorion to the third sign, and so on. Thus, the first dodekatemorion in the sign Aries is Aries, the second is Taurus, the third, Gemini, and so on. (Other writers use other systems.)/117/ The dodekatemoria serve to increase the possible strong points for a planet within a sign, which in turn helps to explain the varied characters of people with similar horoscopes./118/ Manilius even subdivides each dodekatemorion into five subsections, one for each of the five lesser planets (see figure 10)!/119/ 

There was also another set of subdivisions, which was really a sort of alternate zodiac, the decans./120/ In Hellenistic astrology, each sign was divided into three decans of ten degrees, but the decans began as a set of constellations used to tell time at night in Pharaonic Egypt. There were thirty-six decans because there were thirty-six "weeks" (each ten days long) in the Egyptian calendar. A new constellation was chosen as the time-teller for each "week."/121/ The decans were also definite personalities, divine lords of time, in Egyptian thought and remained so in the astrology of Hellenistic Egypt./122/ Reliefs of the zodiac with the decans are found at several temples in Egypt, most notably at Denderah./123/ The decans had individual names/124/ and in the Hermetica they are even called rulers of the universe. They also played an important role in medical astrology and in magic./125/ Manilius assigns the natures of the signs to the decans, in the order of the signs. That is, the first decan, in the first sign, Aries, is also Aries. The second decan is Taurus, the third is Gemini, and so on. The sequence repeats three times (see figure 11)./126/ Most writers, however, assign the natures of the planets to the decans, and use aspects and planetary lords to analyze their influences, as with the signs (see figure 12)./127/ The third major factor in casting a horoscope is the division of the zodiac into _mundane houses_ (figure 13). The planets may radiate influences, the signs of the zodiac modify them, but the mundane houses relate the influences to a particular time and place, which usually means to a particular individual (called the _native_). This practice was probably invented by Greeks, since it assumes a spherical earth. 

This is done by extending the planes of the individual's horizon and meridian until they cut the zodiac, dividing it into four sections. Since the horizon changes when the individual moves, these planes will divide the zodiac differently at different longitudes and latitudes. Likewise, since the zodiac is constantly rotating with the rest of the sky, the planes will cut a different part of the zodiac each moment that passes. Thus, for any given position at any specific moment, there is a unique division of the zodiac by the horizon and the meridian./128/ 

The four points where the planes cut the zodiac were called the n g #, _kentra_ (centers) or _cardines_ (hinges). Each had a name. The center on the eastern horizon was the most important and was called the ascendant or e # , _horoskopos_./129/ Opposite, on the western horizon, was the descendant, or k e , _dusis_. The center overhead, cut by the meridian, was the midheaven, or fne # f#, _mesouranma_, while opposite, invisible below the earth was the lower midheaven, or # n , _hupogeion_./130/ The angles between these four centers were split into three to form twelve divisions on the zodiac. These are the mundane houses proper, called _loci_ or g # , _topoi_./131/ Together the twelve houses form a sort of a framework against which the zodiac and the planets rotate, as a clock face does for the hands (see figure 13)./132/ 

To construct the houses for a nativity, an astrologer had to be able to calculate what points of the zodiac were rising over the horizon and crossing the meridian at a given time and latitude./133/ To do this properly took a good command of mathematics, and few could do it accurately before Ptolemy introduced tables based on spherical trigonometry./134/ Most Greek astrologers used systems of linear progressions derived from Mesopotamian methods of calculating the rising times of stars. Sometimes they did not use even these systems correctly. A common mistake was to take formulae which were correct for Alexandria or Babylon and assume they were correct everywhere./135/ Manilius first rejects, then mistakenly accepts, a scheme which assumes a new sign rises every two hours./136/ This could work only if the zodiac were the equator, instead of being angled to it. In fact, the different signs rise at very different speeds, and the exact speed depends on the latitude. The result is that the four centers do not divide the zodiac into four equal sized segments, and the twelve houses are unequal too./137/ 

The houses are both numbered and named. The first house is that of the ascendant, the second house the next to rise, and so on. If they are pictured like the numbers on a clock, the first house is at nine o'clock, the second at eight o'clock, the third at seven, and so on, counter- clockwise./138/ The names vary from author to author, but names like # k# f , _kakou daimn_, bad luck, # # k# f , _agathou daimn_, good luck, n#, _thea_, goddess and # , _poin_, work, are common./139/ Each house represented an area of life: the first house represented the native's life, the second, finances, the seventh house, marriage, and so on. A planet's presence in or aspects with a house told how that planet's influences would effect that area of life./140/ Together they "provide a spectrum of human experience against which the zodiac with its ever- varying planetary pattern can form a kaleidoscope reflecting the infinite variety of man."/141/ 

The last technical feature we must discuss was the lots or , _klroi_. These are moving points on the zodiac, like invisible planets. Like houses, they represent different aspects of life./142/ The most important was the lot of Fortune, but usually there are seven, one for each planet, lots of _Daimn_, of Necessity, of Eros, and so on. More than twelve names are known from several systems./143/ A lot's position was calculated as being as far from the ascendant as one planet was from another. For example, the lot of Fortune was as far from the Moon as the ascendant was from the Sun. The lot of _Daimn_ was as far right of the ascendant as the lot of Fortune was left (see figures 14-15)./144/ The lot of Fortune was also sometimes called the ascendant of the moon, and Manilius does give a sort of alternative system of mundane houses, which he called the _athla_ (see figure 16). These may have been used in katarchic or medical astrology./145/ 

Horoscopes were used in a variety of ways. Predicting an individual's future from the horoscope of his birth, called _genethlialogy_, goes back to Mesopotamia./146/ But horoscopes might also be cast for collective enterprises, such as cities, armies, even whole nations. This is _universal_ or _judicial_ astrology./147/ A variant of this was astrological geography, which used astrological sympathies to explain cultural differences and to make political predictions about foreign countries./148/ A horoscope could also be used to chose the moment which the planets favored most for some activity. This practice was called _katarchic_ astrology, from #g# # , _katarchai_, beginnings./149/ Katarchic astrology was somewhat less fatalistic than genethlialogy, since it assumed that with foreknowledge one could avoid what the planets had in store. It also had connections with medicine and magic. The procedure involved casting a chart for a proposed event, and comparing it to the clients nativity. The aspects of the ascendant and the moon were given particular attention, while the mundane houses were also important./150/ It may not be too fanciful to say that katarchic astrologers played a social and political role in the Roman empire like that of pollsters and economists today. 

One of the most important writers on katarchic astrology was Dorotheus of Sidon./151/ He wrote in the first century CE, but survives only in an Arabic translation made ca. 800 CE./152/ A sample of a katarchic warning from his book reads, in Pingree's translation: 

""If a man wants to make a will, let him commence this when the "ascendant or the Moon is in a tropical sign/153/ as it "indicates that the will and the legacy will be changed. Let him "make his will when the Moon is increasing [in latitude], "decreasing in computation and increasing in light, and its "motion is from the middle of the ecliptic ascending towards the "seas [the North], and conjoining with a star in its station, and "not under the [Sun's] rays. If it is under the [Sun's] rays "[but] not in this sign but in another sign and emerging from "under the rays, then it does not indicate immediate death. Avoid "making your will in the hour in which Mars is with the Moon or "in the ascendant as if one makes his will at this hour it "indicates that the will will not be changed, and the patient "will die from this illness of his, and the will will not be "executed after his death, but someone after him will refute him "in his will and write in the will or steal the will./154/ 

Medical astrology, or _iatromathematics_,/155/ is based on the _melothesia_, the idea that the planets and the signs of the zodiac each rule over specific parts of the body. The usual version assigns one part of the body to one sign: Aries rules the head, Taurus rules the neck, Pisces rules the feet, and so on./156/ This is the origin of the picture of the "zodiac man" still seen in modern almanacs (see figure 17). There are also versions which assign parts of the body to the decans, to the planets, and even to the dodekatemoria./157/ The principle is the same in each case. A bad planet or an unfavorable aspect with one of the signs causes a problem in the corresponding body part./158/ The idea of the melothesia probably comes from Egypt, where parts of the body were long identified with different spirits./159/ Also the Egyptians pictured the sky as a giant woman, Nut, from Pharaonic times. The Hellenistic melothesia combines the "cosmic woman" with the spirits of the decans or the signs./160/ There are indeed, a number of Hellenistic reliefs that show Nut with the signs and the decans superimposed on her body (see figure 18)./161/ The system seems to have been popularized by "Petosiris and Nechepso."/162/ Perhaps the Greek idea of the macrocosm and the microcosm reinforced the concept of the melothesia, as well./163/ 

Astrological healing was based on similar thinking. Plants, animals, stones and minerals were also "sympathetic" with the signs and planets./164/ If one were ill with a headache, for example, the physician would prescribe medicine made from substances which increased favorable influences, probably substances sympathetic with Aries. Health could be maintained by wearing amulets which attracted favorable influences./165/ Clearly the assumption that one could change physical reality by manipulating the influences from the planets has connections with magic./166/ And as in Mesopotamia, magic was not sharply distinguished from religion. Preparing an astrological prescription often included an invocation to the appropriate planet or decan./167/ One prescription, from a Hermetic work,/168/ reads thus, in Festugiere's translation: ""5. Be'lier: 1er d can. Il a nom Chenchlori, et il a la forme "ici represent [sic]: son visage et d'un petit enfant, ses mains "sont dress s vers le haut, il tient un sceptre qu'il eleve sur "un pierre de Babylone poreuse, place en dessous la plante "_isophryn_, fixe dans un anneau de fer et porte. Garde-toi de "manger la tte d'un verrat. C'est ainsi que tu gagnera la "bienveillance de chaque d can en le gravant sur sa pierre et "avec son nom./169/ 

The origins of this astrological pharmacy are obscure. Egypt, Greece and Mesopotamia all had old medical traditions which included herbal medicine. The astrological connection has definite precursors in Mesopotamia, where plants were picked at certain phases of the moon and compounded medicines exposed to the stars./170/ Sudines is credited with a book on the properties of stones./171/ Egypt had a long tradition of animal-gods, and may have contributed the sympathies with animals./172/ It is probably best to say that Hellenistic Egypt produced a synthesis of elements from a variety of traditions--a remark which describes Hellenistic astrology overall. 

_EXAMPLES OF HOROSCOPES_ 

Sixteen cuneiform horoscopes survive: the six discussed in the previous chapter and others not yet published./173/ Nine Egyptian horoscopes are extant, written in Demotic./174/ In contrast, nearly 180 Greek horoscopes survive, dating from the first five centuries of our era./175/ They are found in a variety of sources: technical handbooks on astrology, such as Vettius Valens' work, reliefs, graffiti, ostraca, papyri. All known examples have been collected and translated by Neugebauer and van Hoesen./176/ The oldest known example is a relief from the monumental tomb of Antiochus I of Commagene, at Nimrud Dagh in the foothills of the Taurus mountains (see figure 19). It shows Jupiter, Mercury, and Mars in Leo in pictorial form, and was cast for 7 July 61 BCE, probably the date Antiochus was reconfirmed king as a Roman vassal./177/ 

Most of the surviving horoscopes are not in pictures, but in words. Diagrams are not common before the Middle Ages./178/ The oldest reasonably complete papyrus horoscope reads (figure 20):/179/ 

""1. Year 27 of Caesar (Augustus)| "2. Phaophi 5 according to the Augustan calendar| "3. about the 3rd hour of the day.| "4. sun in Libra| "5. moon in Pisces| "6. Saturn in Libra| "7. Jupiter in Cancer| "8. Mars in Virgo| "9. [Venus in Scorpio]| "10. [Mercury in Virgo]| "11. [Scorpio is rising]| "12. [Leo is at Midheaven| "13. [Taurus is the] setting.| "14. Lower Midheaven Aquarius| "15. There are dangers.| "16. Take care for 40 days| "17. because of Mars./180/ 

| Most of the ancient horoscopes are as simple as this one. Many do not even give a warning. As Neugebauer and van Hoesen remark, one would never guess that the horoscopes were supposed to tell the future if there were no technical treatises surviving./181/ Presumably the astrologers gave their customers oral explanations along with the simple list of positions. For example, Mars was dangerous when the horoscope was cast because it was in the ninth house, _agathos daimn_, in sextile with the ascendant, and in trine with the descendant, but one would not know this from the text./182/ 
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Chapter Three 
Astral Religion

There was more to Hellenistic astrology than the "wheels within wheels" of horoscopy. There was also an astral religion. By this term we do not necessarily mean anything as formal as the Christian religion, with theologies and liturgies, although astral theologies and liturgies did exist. Rather, we mean that when people looked into the sky, they thought they saw living creatures, who looked back at them, who planned their lives, and who communicated with them. The "laws" of astrology were the habits of the gods from this point of view. Astral religion was based on the sort of awe we see in Ptolemy's epigram or the opening passage of Julian's Hymn to Helios. 

. . . from my childhood an extraordinary longing for the rays "of the god penetrated deep into my soul; and from my earliest "years my mind was so completely swayed by the light that "illumines the heavens that not only did I desire to gaze "intently at the sun, but whenever I walked abroad in the night "season, when the firmament was clear and cloudless, I abandoned "all else without exception and gave myself up to the beauties of "the heavens; nor did I understand what anyone might say to me, "nor heed what I was doing myself. I was considered to be "over-curious about these matters and to pay too much attention "to them, and people went so far as to regard me as an "astrologer."/1/

This belief in a living sky, a sort of empire of the heavens, was part of the "common coin" of thought in the Hellenistic world, found in the civic cults of the Fertile Crescent, in mystery religions such as Mithraism,/2/ in magical texts,/3/ and in philosophies as diverse as Hermetism,/4/ Stoicism, Gnosticism,/5/ and Middle and Neo Platonism./6/ It was shared, with qualifications, by Jews and Christians as well, and, indeed, remained an important part of the medieval world-view, among Jews, Christians, and Muslims alike./7/ 

Since it is not practical to discuss astral religion in all regions of the Greco-Roman world,/8/ we will concentrate on the geographical region of Syria. We will concern ourselves specifically with the civic cults, since they represent the beliefs of the public. The views of the philosophers, the devotees of the mystery religions, the magicians and the patrons of the synagogue mosaics were probably derived from the public cultus of the planets and the heavens, not vice versa. 

Our evidence is of several sorts. Little survives of whatever pagan Syrians may have written about their religion. Lucian's On the Syrian Goddess is the major exception, but it says little about astral religion. Christian writers, especially those in northern Syria, do refer to pagan religion frequently, although they are usually polemical and rarely give many details about the actual cultus. Islamic writers, too, preserve interesting accounts which pertain to our period. Elsewhere we must rely on archaeological evidence, especially art. The composite result is a picture of Syrian polytheism which involves astral religion and which uses astrological symbolism to emphasize the power and majesty of the gods. 

Geographical Syria is the region south of the Taurus mountains, and north of Egypt. It is bounded on the west by the Mediterranean Sea, while the Syrian Desert separates Syria from Mesopotamia, almost like a second ocean. At the northeast, it merges into Mesopotamia to form the Fertile Crescent./9/ Its southern part, Palestine, included Judaea and Galilee (the sites of the synagogue mosaics) among its regions. A series of mountain ranges parallels the coast, effectively separating it from the interior. This, in turn, is further divided by the Rift Valley, also running north- south. The Rift is deepest in Palestine, where it contains the Jordan River, the Sea of Galilee, and the Dead Sea./10/ 

But while the coastal mountains and the Rift Valley divided coastal and central Syria, they allowed north-south travel without too much trouble. Indeed, the major land routes between Egypt, on one hand, and Anatolia and Mesopotamia, on the other, pass through Syria. Likewise, the Rift Valley and the coastal mountains can be crossed in places, connecting the Mediterranean ports with the caravan cities of the interior. This has been both a blessing and a curse, depending on whether the roads were used by invading armies or travelling businessmen./11/ 

Syria was subject to Mesopotamian influences from long before our period. Akkadian cuneiform was the diplomatic language of Bronze Age Syria, even within the Egyptian Empire. Mesopotamian divination was well known, including the sorts of omens that were collected into Enuma Anu Enlil. The connection became even closer during the Iron Age, when Syria was incorporated into the Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian empires. Indeed, Aramaic, the chief language of Iron Age Syria, eventually replaced Akkadian as the vernacular of Mesopotamia. Even during the following Hellenistic period, the Aramaic language continued to unite Persian-controlled Mesopotamia and Roman Syria./12/ 

After Alexander's conquests, Syria became a major center of Hellenism as well. Under the Romans, it was one of the richest and the most important parts of the empire. The cities of Syria produced many important Greek intellectuals and artists. Its temples, which are among the most famous examples of Classical architecture, are often decorated with astrological art. Arabs were also influential in Syria during the Hellenistic period, especially outside the major cities./13/ 

Clear examples of astral religion and astrological symbolism may be seen in the temples of hellenized Syria. We will give particular attention to Harran and Edessa in the north, to Palmyra in the Syrian Desert, to Heliopolis in the Beqaa Valley of modern Lebanon and to Khirbet Tannur in the Nabataean kingdom on the southern and eastern fringes of Palestine. They will allow us to put the synagogue zodiac mosaics into their Syrian context. 

Syrian astral religion was connected with two other religious trends. One was the increasing importance of the sun-god, which may be connected with the increasing importance of the Arabs./14/ Already in the first century CE, Vespasian's soldiers at the Battle of Cremona saluted the rising sun "after the Syrian custom."/15/ By the third century CE the emperor Aurelian had made the Syrian sun-god, as Sol Invictus, the official protector of the Roman Empire./16/ Even Constantine promoted Sol Invictus early in his career. His nephew Julian, the last pagan emperor, was a Mithraist, who wrote a famous hymn to the sun./17/ 

The other trend was a certain tendency towards what we may call "monotheism," for want of a better word./18/ In the Bronze Age, Syrian pantheons had been communities of equals, like the pantheons of Mesopotamia and of Classical Greece. They resembled the ruling class of a city-state. But by the Hellenistic period, the pantheons had come to resemble the rulers of the Persian Empire. The chief god was no longer the first among equals; rather, he was seen as all-powerful, with the other gods viewed as servants merely carrying out his orders, much like the civil servants of a Great King or a Caesar. An astral version of this picture identified the chief god with the sky and his subordinates with the planets./19/ Throughout much of hellenized Syria the chief god was Baal Shamin, the Lord of Heaven, sometimes identified with, sometimes separate from, Hadad, the rain- god./20/ Both were identified with Zeus by Greek-speakers. Astrological art was used to represent this conception./21/ 

There was a comparable development in some varieties of Judaism, which, after all, was also a Syrian religion. YHWH is called "the God of Heaven" seventeen times in Daniel, Ezra and Nehemiah./22/ The epithet and the conception are both similar to the title "Baal Shamin." Extra-biblical sources also show the same conception. For example, the Jewish colony at Achaemenian Elephantine called its god, Yahu, mr' smy', "Lord of Heaven" in Aramaic./23/ 

The period also saw a great expansion of angelology. The "Sons of God" are present, but not prominent, in the Hebrew Bible. In later writings, however, they are extremely numerous, powerful, and important. They do the actual work of running the universe for YHWH./24/ To polytheists such as Celsus there might seem to be little or no difference between YHWH and His angels, and Baal Shamin and his divine subordinates./25/ 

Another development which is relevant, if not directly related, was the rise of Christianity during the period. Christianity was another of the religions of Syria; the very name "Christian" was coined in Antioch, the capitol of Syria. The Christian church was small and persecuted during the first three centuries CE, but became strong and persecuted the pagans from the fourth century onward. Constantine granted toleration to the Christians in 323 CE; seventy years later, the Christian emperor Theodosius outlawed pagan worship. In practice, however, Christianity replaced paganism very slowly during the following centuries. Worshippers of the old gods, including the planets, were found throughout the Byzantine Near East into the seventh century and later./26/ We shall give particular attention to the period after the triumph of Christianity, because this is also the period of the synagogue zodiacs, and a formative one in the history of Judaism in general. 

Edessa And Harran

Edessa and Harran were in the region where Anatolia, geographical Syria and northern Mesopotamia merge./27/ The region combined Mesopotamian and West Semitic cultures in many ways, and particularly in religion. Edessa is an inhabited city today, while Harran has been abandoned since the thirteenth century CE. Edessa has never been excavated, while Harran was excavated during the 1950s./28/ An extensive literature in Syriac and Arabic provides most of our evidence. 

Harran had a distinguished history long before the Hellenistic era./29/ The date of the first settlement is unknown. A probe 10 meters deep in the eastern slope of the tell failed to reach virgin soil./30/ The lowest stratum reached dated to the Early Dynastic II-III periods, in the third millenium BCE. The oldest potsherd found on the site was Samarra ware, dating ca. 6000 BCE./31/ 

The first written reference to the city and its famous shrine of the Moon was in a letter from Zimri-Lim, the king of Mari, ca. 1850 BCE./32/ The Bible tells us that Abraham lived in Harran before moving on to the land of promise./33/ He buried his father Terah in Harran, according to Genesis. His brother's family stayed in Harran when Abraham moved on to Canaan, and both Isaac and Jacob returned to Harran to find wives among their relatives./34/ 

Harran also played an important role in the Neo-Assyrian Empire. It had a special tax exemption and its governor was ex officio the senior commander of the Assyrian army./35/ Sin's temple, E-HUL-HUL, was restored by both Shalmaneser and Assurbanipal, and both Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal went to Harran for coronation at the hands of Sin of Harran. Indeed, when the Assyrian Empire finally collapsed, Harran was the last city to be held by the army and the king./36/ Nabonidus, the last Neo-Babylonian king, was a native of Harran and his zeal for Sin of Harran played a significant role in his downfall./37/ Much of what is known of his reign comes from four stelae he and his mother erected in Harran./38/ 

Harran was rather less important in Achaemenian and Hellenistic times. Alexander did found a colony of veterans there,/39/ and, under the name of Carrhae, it was the scene of Crassus' famous defeat at the hands of the Parthians./40/ Septimius Severus and Caracalla also settled veterans at Carrhae, and in 217 CE the emperor Caracalla was assassinated after visiting a moon-temple there./41/ Coins minted in Harran during the Hellenistic and Roman empires show the continuation of the cult of Sin./42/ 

With the advent of official Christianity and the outlawing of polytheism, Harran became famous as a pagan stronghold. In fact, it had a notable pagan community well into the Muslim period. The city was finally destroyed by the Mongols in the thirteenth century./43/ 

Edessa's history is somewhat different. It is a much younger city, founded in 302 BCE by Seleucus Nikator, as one of ten colonies in the region./44/ When the Seleucid kingdom collapsed in the second and first centuries BCE, it became the capital of a small successor kingdom, Osrhoene,/45/ under a dynasty of Nabataean origin./46/ Harran was also part of Osrhoene./47/ The whole region was the scene of much conflict between the competing Roman and Persian Empires, and in the early second century, the kingdom was formally annexed by Rome, perhaps in conjunction with Trajan's planned conquest of Mesopotamia./48/ Osrhoene also was an important trade center, particularly during the days of the Sasanian Persians,/49/ because of its geographical position where Anatolia, Syria and Mesopotamia met./50/ 

Despite the Greek colonies, the city and the region remained largely Aramaic-speaking. This did not keep Osrhoene from sharing the same intellectual culture as the rest of the hellenized Near East, however. Edessa even became an academic center, and its dialect of Aramaic, called Syriac, became a major literary vehicle for Near Eastern intellectuals. The Persian school of the fifth and sixth centuries CE was particularly well-known./51/ Edessa produced at least one important thinker, Bardaisan, who attempted to reconcile Christianity, astrology, and Platonic philosophy at the end of the second, and the beginning of the third, centuries CE./52/ Harran also had an astral theology. 

The polytheistic religion of Osrhoene was a mixture of Greek, Syrian, and Mesopotamian influences, including astral religion. Bel-Marduk and Nebo were the chief gods of Edessa. In Drijvers' words, Bel was: 

The kosmokrator, lord of the planets and stars, who guided the world and gave it fertility. He symbolized order in the cosmos and society, because he gave and guaranteed the laws. In his cult astrological practice kept an organic place, because astrology made known the divine creator of order . . . ./53/

Nebo mediated between humanity and his father, and was also the divine patron of Edessa's academics./54/ Melito of Sardis, writing in the third century CE, identified him with Orpheus, the subject of a well-known mosaic at Edessa, while others linked him with Hermes Trismegistos and Hermetic philosophy./55/ 

Atargatis, the famed Syrian Goddess, the equivalent of Aphrodite, was also worshipped in Osrhoene. Her most famous shrine, at Hierapolis or Mabbog, was not far away./56/ Pools filled with sacred fish were, and still are, to be found in both Edessa and Hierapolis. Her Edessan temple probably stood somewhere near the pool./57/ 

A temple to the sun stood somewhere near the Beth Shemesh Gate; the name means temple of the sun. Likewise stars and crescent moons were often on Edessa's coins. Julian, in his Hymn to Helios, 150 D, says that the Edessans had worshipped the sun "from time immemorial." He associates the sun-cult of Edessa with Azizos and Monimos, whom he says are Hermes and Ares./58/ Monimos and Azizos were Arab gods. Their names mean "the gracious" and "the strong," respectively. While they were worshipped widely, Monimos usually was not a planet-god. Azizos, by contrast, represented the war-like aspects of the planet Venus. More often, however, these aspects were personified as a goddess, al-Uzza, one of the major deities of pre-Islamic Arabia. Her name means the same thing as Azizos, but in the feminine gender./59/ The best known shrine of the moon was at Harran, of course./60/ 

Edessa took a different road from Harran early in the Christian Era. By the year 200 CE, Edessa had a prominent Christian community, which included important people such as Bardaisan. A century later, Edessa had become officially Christian./61/ 

The traditional story is found in The Teaching of Addai, usually dated ca. 400 CE. The story tells how king Abgar corresponded with Jesus. After Jesus' ascension, Addai (the Thaddeus of Matthew 10:3 and Mark 3:18), one of Jesus' disciples, was sent to preach the Gospel to Abgar and the Edessans./62/ For our purposes the most interesting section is a sermon which describes Edessa's religion while denouncing it: 

I see that this city is filled with paganism which is "contrary "to God. Who is this [man-]made idol Nebo which you worship, and "Bel which you honor? Behold there are those among you who "worship Bath Nical, like the inhabitants of Haran [sic], your "neighbors, and Taratha, like the inhabitants of Mabbog, and the "Eagle, like the Arabs, and the sun and the moon, like the rest "of the inhabitants of Haran who are like you. Do not be led "captive by dazzling lights or the brilliance because everyone "who worships created things is cursed before God./63/

Some explanations are necessary. Bel is probably Marduk, the chief god of Babylon, although Sin was called "Bel Harran," Lord of Harran. Taratha is Atargatis. Bath Nical means "daughter of Nikkal." Nikkal, in turn, is NIN.GAL, the wife of Sin. Her daughter may have been Atargatis again. The Eagle may be the constellation Lyra, as among the Arabs, or the sun, as at Hatra, or it may symbolize the sky-god./64/ 

According to the Doctrine, Abgar and Addai forced no one to become Christian, and even the priest of Bel and Nebo admired the priests ordained by Addai./65/ Addai told his new Christians to avoid pagan people and pagan practices, such as magic, divination in general and astrology in particular. ". . . beware of the pagans who worship the sun and the moon, Bel and Nebo, and the rest of those they call gods . . . ."/66/ 

One should note that Edessa's cult is explicitly said to be like its neighbors', particularly Mabbog and Harran. The Teachings of Addai also lets slip the information that not all of Edessa's citizens became Christians. Other sources confirm this. When Egeria visited Edessa in the late fourth century or early fifth century/67/ she found the temple of Atargatis open for business. Bishop Rabbula demolished several temples in the fifth century./68/ By his day, of course, such vandalism had the support of the Imperial government. In the fifth century, Jacob of Sarug, a neighboring city, in his The Downfall of the Idols, described the local paganism in much the same terms as Addai: " Nebo, Bil, et beaucoup d'autres dieux."/69/ Even when the Muslims conquered the area in 639 CE, there were a few polytheists left in Edessa; the people of Harran asked their advice before surrendering./70/ 

Nonetheless, it is clear that Edessa became a largely Christian city early, while Harran remained the local pagan stronghold. Much of Edessa's "paganism" was probably ethnophronia or "pagan-mindedness."/71/ In other words, many Edessans went to church, but also practiced magic, divination, and astrology. Ephrem Syrus denounced astrology in the context of heresy, along with Marcionites, Manichees and followers of Bardaisan./72/ Some of the alleged "paganism" was also the observation of traditional pre-Christian festivals. One example is the New Year's Festival, probably originally the local version of the Babylonian _Akitu_./73/ 

If the traditional cults had been stronger at Edessa, Julian would not have snubbed the Edessans when he passed through the region on his invasion of Persia. Instead, he stopped to worship in Harran./74/ The genuine pagans of Edessa were not strong enough to keep Rabbula from destroying their temples. By contrast, the pagans of Heliopolis threw him down a staircase when, earlier in his career, he tried to vandalize the idols there./75/ The people of Harran still had a pagan temple as late as the eleventh century./76/ 

As we have stressed, Harran was a notorious stronghold of polytheism all through the Byzantine period and into the Islamic period. Indeed, the most detailed accounts of Greco- Syrian astral religion come from Islamic period Harran. And unlike Edessa, Harran partially excavated in the 1950s. Almost nothing remains to be seen of the pre-Islamic period, save architectural fragments re-used. The most prominent remains now visible are the Ummayad mosque (where three stelae of Nabonidus were doorsteps), the Christian basilica, and the citadel. From Islamic period sources, we know that these were believed to be built atop ancient temples./77/ The citadel appears to have been built and re-built four times. The original structure is largely covered by later additions, but may be the moon temple of the early Islamic period./78/ 

Harran had no bishop until one was appointed by the emperor Constantius in 361 CE./79/ He cannot have had much success, for Julian still found the people of Harran congenial a few years later. Theodoret of Cyrrhus, writing ca. 450 CE,/80/ says Harran was full of pagans in the reign of Valens./81/ When Egeria visited the city, she reported that "except for a few clergy and holy monks who live there, I found no Christians, for they are all pagans."/82/ In the Acts of the Council of Chalcedon, 449 CE, the bishop of Harran, Daniel was listed as "bishop of a pagan city."/83/ Daniel himself was a scapegrace who owed his office solely to his important uncle, bishop Huna of Edessa./84/ 

Procopius of Caesarea, writing in the sixth century CE, says that Harran was still a pagan city in his day. This led to one unexpected circumstance. In 549 CE, the Persian king Khusrau I invaded Syria, and extorted ransom from many cities. But he refused to take a ransom from Harran, not out of friendliness, but because he did not wish to touch the money of polytheists./85/ 

Harranian paganism outlasted Christian rule in Syria. In fact, the most detailed accounts of their cultus and philosophy are by writers of the Islamic period./86/ The "Sabians," as they called themselves to gain toleration,/87/ played an important role in the development of Arabic science and philosophy and were very interesting to Muslim scholars. Al-Nadim, the tenth century bibliographer, gives the most information, including a complete cultic calendar, listing many sacrifices to the seven planets./8 8/ Other authors describe temples that once existed, with a different shape for each of the planet- gods,/89/ and magical rituals to gain this or that god's help with some enterprise./90/ 

Even if we discount much as exaggeration, the accounts make it clear that astrology and astral religion was an important part of the native religion of Harran. Moreover, very similar magical rituals are found in the _Nabataean Agriculture_ of the ninth century CE agronomist, Ibn Wahsiyya. If this work is based on Mesopotamian sources of the fifth and sixth centuries CE, as now seems likely, Sabian religion may represent astral religion throughout Sasanian Mesopotamia as well as Byzantine Syria./91/ 

Palmyra

From northern Syria we now move to Palmyra. Palmyra is a large oasis in the Syrian Desert, roughly halfway between the Mediterranean coast and the Euphrates, and about 120 miles northeast of Damascus./92/ This position made it an ideal shortcut between the Euphrates and the Mediterranean when times were peaceful./93/ Thus it is appropriate that the oldest known reference to Palmyra is to a merchant, "Puzur-Ishtar the Tadmorean" in the Old Assyrian tablets from K ltepe, ca. 2000 BCE./94/ (Tadmor is still Palmyra's Arabic name; the Greek name, "Palmyra," is probably derived from the Semitic name, which means "date palm.")/95/ Texts from Mari, contemporary with Hammurabi, also speak of merchants from Tadmor./96/ When law and order did not reign, however, both trade and oasis were vulnerable to attackers from the desert, as we see in an inscription of Tiglath-Pileser I (1115-1100 BCE), who fought the Ahlammu Aramaean nomads at Tadmur sha Amurru, "Tadmor of the western country."/97/ 

Palmyra may also be the "Tadmor in the wilderness" built by Solomon, according to I Kings 9:18 and II Chronicles 8:4./98/ Although there is no general agreement among scholars, the passage in question is about central Syria, and control of the oasis would fit with Solomon's general policy of controlling trade in Syria./99/ 

Palmyra presumably shared in the same social and political developments as the rest of the Fertile Crescent. It is likely that Palmyra was subject in turn to the Assyrian, Neo-Babylonian and Achaemenian empires. Presumably the Palmyrenes went through the same cultural changes as their neighbors. West Semitic languages have always predominated, and Aramaic was the vernacular during the Roman period./100/ It would not be surprising if a Mesopotamian colony were planted there by the Neo-Assyrian or the Neo-Babylonian dynasties in accord of their general policy of mixing ethnic groups. It would certainly be a neat explanation of how Bel-Marduk became Palmyra's patron deity. Likewise, no one would be surprised if a copy of a Mesopotamian divination text were to be found at Palmyra. They have been found at enough other places in greater Syria. But all this is speculation. No one has found any evidence of Neo-Babylonian or Neo-Assyrian occupation, perhaps because no one has looked. While Western scholars have studied the site of Palmyra since the early eighteenth century, almost all of the research has been concentrated on the spectacular remains of the Roman period. 

The first reference to Palmyra in Classical literature is in Appian's Civil War, 5.9. The passage tells how Marc Antony sent troops to plunder the city, without success. Pliny the Elder mentions Palmyra briefly in the geographical section of Natural History: 

Palmyra is a city famous for its situation, for the richness "of its soil, and for its agreeable springs; its fields are "surrounded on every side by a vast circuit of sand, and it is "as it were isolated by Nature from the world, having a destiny "of its own between the two mighty empires of Rome and Parthia, "and at the first moment of a quarrel between them always "attracting the attention of both sides. It is 337 miles distant "from Parthian Seleucia, generally known as Seleucia on the "Tigris, 203 miles from the nearest part of the Syrian coast, "and 27 miles less from Damascus."/101/

Despite Pliny's statement, Palmyra was firmly in the Roman orbit by his day. During the period of the "Soldier Emperors," in the later third century CE, Palmyra, led by Odenathus and Zenobia, even tried to take over the eastern part of the empire./102/ The attempt was crushed, and the city destroyed, by Aurelian. The city never recovered; trade routes were already shifting north, to the region of Edessa. In later times both Diocletian and Justinian used the oasis as a frontier outpost against the Sasanian Persians, but it had no other importance. 

No Greek or Roman writer ever wrote the history of Palmyra. The survey of its history just given is the result of a great number of incidental references in works on other topics. Pliny's paragraph is one of the longest of them. This points up the difference in researching Edessa and researching Palmyra. Edessa left a sizeable Christian literature, which often discusses the traditional cults of its region. But, in the words of Robert Wood, who published the first scholarly book on Palmyra and Baalbek: 

It seems very remarkable that Palmyra and Balbeck [sic], perhaps the two most surprising remains of ancient magnificence which now are left, should be so neglected in history, that, except what we can learn from the inscriptions, all our information about them would scarce amount to more than probable conjecture./103/

Archaeology is not much more helpful. Little remains of the pre-Roman period. A few flint tools and potsherds remain from the Neolithic and Bronze ages. The temple of Bel is on the site of the ancient tell, making it nearly inaccessible to archaeologists./104/ Judging by the material remains, Palmyra first became an important commercial center in the mid-first century BCE./105/ Fragments of an earlier temple of the late Hellenistic period were found in a probe trench in the present Bel temple. Most of the major building activity took place during the first and second centuries CE. 

The most important building was the Temple of Bel. It is one of the largest and most elaborate temples of the Roman empire, so much so that it may have been a gift from the emperor Tiberius. Its sculptures provide some of the most interesting evidence of astral religion at Palmyra. The temple is a combination of classical and Near Eastern elements. Externally, it appears to be quite classical, with its Corinthian columns and its rectangular ground plan. One unexpected feature is the elaborately decorated portal in the midst of the columns on the western long side (figure 21). Both Greek and Roman temples usually have the entrance in one of the short sides, inside the columns. Internally, the temple is quite unclassical. Inside, one finds a rectangular naos, with a small room, or thalamos at each end. Three staircases led to the roof, where there may have been an observatory. 

Bel-Marduk, the chief god of Babylon, was also the chief god of Palmyra./106/ In Greek inscriptions he was called Zeus./107/ Probably he was originally Bol, the local pronunciation of Baal. "Bol" and "Bel" were used interchangeably in theophoric names, for example./108/ At what time the local theos patroos (ancestral deity) was identified with the Babylonian king of the gods is unknown, but the Neo-Babylonian period is a reasonable assumption. 

Whatever and whenever the circumstances of the identification, it was thorough./109/ An inscription on the temple of Bel tells us that it was dedicated on 6 Nisan 32 CE. This is called "the good day" in Palmyrene inscriptions/110/ and is the date on which Enuma Elish was read during the Babylonian Akitu festival./111/ The Akitu festival throughout Mesopotamia re-enacted the victory of cosmic order over primeval chaos and Babylon's version portrayed Marduk as victor over the monster Tiamat. One of the reliefs on the Bel temple of Palmyra shows a snake- footed monster fighting two deities while other gods watch (figure 22)./112/ This is probably a local version of Bel's combat with Tiamat, celebrated on the day the temple was dedicated./113/ 

In Palmyra as in Babylonia and in Osrhoene, Bel also maintained the status quo in the universe by means of astrology. "Bel is the supporter of law and order par excellence and guides everything that happens."/114/ His divine subordinates were the planets. This is clearly portrayed in the relief (figures 23, 24) within the north thalamos the temple, where the cult statue probably stood./115/ The ceiling is a square monolith. In the corners are four eagles, the birds of Zeus and of the Syrian sky god. They uphold a zodiac ring. The zodiac animals are the usual ones in Greek astrology./116/ Scorpio's claws hold the scale as a reminder that Libra was also called the Claws of the Scorpion. Within the zodiac is a dome carved into the monolith. The dome is divided into seven hexagons, one at the center surrounded by six others. In each hexagon is a human bust, identified by its attribute as one of the Greek planet gods./117/ Aphrodite is veiled, as everywhere in Syria. The Moon is not male, as usual in Palmyra, but female, implying the sculptors came from elsewhere, perhaps Hierapolis./118/ Bel as Jupiter stands in the central hexagon, surrounded by his subordinates, the divine planets./119/ The message of the sculpture is clear: "Les bas-reliefs qui ornent la loge de son idole le represent comme un maitre des plan zodiaque, et par la du destin qui conduit le monde."/120/ Bel is the supreme ruler of the universe and all other deities are his subordinates. The laws of nature, such as astrology, are his laws. 

The lintel of the thalamos is also sculpted with a comparable relief (figure 25). On it is an enormous eagle, wings outspread, holding a snake in its claws. The left side is largely destroyed, but beneath the right wing are stars, and a human figure with a halo of rays, probably the sun- god. Seven of the stars are noticeably more elaborate than the others, and one is placed on top of a disk. These are probably the seven planets, the disk-star being the sun. The eagle represents the god of the sky, Bel, and the snake is the sun's annual path through the sky, the ecliptic./121/ Presumably something similar stood under the left wing, with the moon god in the place of the sun. Once again, Bel, the lord of Palmyra, is shown as lord of the universe, sheltering the stars under his wings./122/ A simpler version of this last motif is very common in Palmyrene art. This is the triad of Bel, three human figures, showing Bel flanked by Yarhibol and Aglibol, sun and moon gods, respectively. Statues of all three gods may have stood in the north thalamos./123/ 

Baal Shamin, the West Semitic sky god, was also worshipped at Palmyra, although his temple was smaller and less important than Bel's. Like Bel, he was called Zeus in bilingual inscriptions./124/ Functionally, both were sky gods. Elsewhere in Syria Baal Shamin was a god of agriculture because he provided the winter rains. In Palmyra, irrigation provided water for most purposes, but rain for pasturage was still important to the Arab herding population./125/ Thus, perhaps they were seen as the same god, worshipped under different names by different ethnic groups./126/ Baal Shamin was also portrayed in a triad similar to Bel's (sun-sky-moon) (figure 26). But in his triad Aglibol was the sun and Malakbel was the moon./127/ The message was the same, even though the gods involved did not have the same names: the god of the sky ruled the universe with the sun and moon as his chief helpers./128/ 

The reliefs at the temple of Bel and of the two triads are the major pieces of evidence of an astral aspect to Palmyra's religion, but not the only ones. Tesserae were clay tokens admitting their bearers to cultic banquets (figures 27, 28). Those for cosmic deities such as Bel often have stars or a sphere for the world on them./129/ 

Another example is a graffito (figure 29), dated 149 CE, from Khirbet Ab Dhr, in the northwest part of the oasis. It shows a human figure seated in front of a pedimented temple. The pediment has an eagle with wings out-spread, usually a symbol of a sky god,/130/ in each corner. Between them is a head with rays, probably a sun god. The seated figure holds, in his right hand, a ball with a cross on it./131/ The ball is probably the spherical cosmos of Hellenistic astronomy, with the equator and the ecliptic forming the cross, as at, e.g., Dura-Europus./132/ The figure is almost certainly a sky god, either Bel or Baal Shamin. Again, the sky god, under whatever name, holds the whole world in his hand. The fact that this is a piece of popular art, from the rural areas of the oasis, not one of the urban temples, is evidence that astral religion was a popular belief, not restricted to an educated priesthood. 

A fragment of a second zodiac relief was found re-used in a building from Diocletian's reign (figures 30, 31)./133/ Originally it was probably the ceiling of a tomb tower, dating to perhaps 100 CE. Only about one quarter of the original circle survives. In the center is a feline figure, perhaps Dionysus' panther. Of the zodiacal signs, Gemini and Taurus are complete, while only the last half of Aries and the first half of Cancer are extant. The planets are shown as symbols in the signs. A crescent moon stands over the Bull's back, while a small star (Venus?) is over its head. Larger stars are behind Aries and in front of Cancer. The positions of the planets are such that the relief may be an actual horoscope, like Antiochus' tomb at Nimrud Dagh./134/ 

Baalbek

From Palmyra, midway between Rome and Parthia, deep in the desert, we move to Heliopolis, the modern Baalbek. Baalbek is in the center of the Beqaa valley,/135/ one of the leading agricultural regions of geographical Syria. A part of the Rift Valley, between the Lebanon and Antilebanon mountain ranges, and close to the Mediterranean, it is the Biblical Aram-Zobah (Psalm 60:1; II Samuel 10:6-8) and the classical Coelesyria/136/ Both the Litani and the Orontes, two of Syria's most important rivers, have their sources near Baalbek./137/ It was a stopping point on a major north-south route between Damascus and Hama,/138/ but Baalbek was most famous and important for the temple of Jupiter Heliopolitanus. This was one of the most important shrines of one of the most important gods in Syria. The temple itself is one of the largest of Classical Antiquity. As we shall see, Jupiter Heliopolitanus was portrayed as a cosmocrator in the same way as Bel of Palmyra and as the gods of Edessa and Harran. 

Almost nothing is known of Baalbek's history before the Roman period. A German expedition studied the site of the temple 1900-1904, and found that the Roman period temple does stand on top of a tell. The Germans were largely interested in restoring the Roman remains, but they did find potsherds from the Early Bronze and Middle Bronze periods./139/ Likewise, there have been a variety of unsuccessful attempts to identify Baalbek with sites mentioned in Ancient Near Eastern writings. For example, it may, or may not, be the Tunip of the Amarna Tablets, or the Biq`at Aven of Amos 1: 5./140/ The modern name "Baalbek" is probably also the original name./141/ Its exact etymology is uncertain, but the first syllable, "Baal," means "Lord," and probably refers to the local god later identified with Zeus and Jupiter./142/ The Greek name of the city, Heliopolis, is first mentioned in accounts of Pompey's conquest of Syria, although it was probably bestowed earlier. The region had been quite important to the rival Seleucid and Ptolemaic empires./143/ Heliopolis means "City of the Sun," but exactly why the name was given is quite unknown. There is no evidence that Syrians identified the chief god of Baalbek with the sun, and inscriptions usually call him Zeus, not Helios. Perhaps the usual iconography of the god, with a whip raised, reminded Greek settlers of Helios,/144/ who was often shown as a charioteer./145/ 

Pompey added Heliopolis to the Roman empire, along with the rest of Syria, in 63 BCE. It was probably during the time of Augustus that Heliopolis became one the first Roman colonies in Syria, as _Iulia Augusta Felix_./146/ From that time the god was identified with Jupiter as well as with Zeus, and his priests were all Roman citizens, many of them legionary veterans./147/ The region was already quite hellenized, with the result that all the dedications to the Heliopolitan gods are in Greek or Latin./148/ 

The temple complex was built over a long period of time, probably with Imperial funds. The podium of the main temple was begun before Pompey, and some ornamental carvings were left unfinished centuries later when Constantine stopped the work./149/ Construction was busiest under Antoninus Pius, which may explain why John Malalas credits the whole complex to him. It was still largely finished under Caracalla./150/ 

Constantine not only stopped construction, but he also forbade cultic prostitution in honor of Venus Heliopolitanus, Jupiter's partner./151/ Theodosius closed the temples to worshippers throughout the empire, and also built a sizeable church (dedicated to the Virgin) at Heliopolis in the main courtyard of the temple complex. Nevertheless, Heliopolis remained a stronghold of polytheism under the Christian emperors, much like Harran. Rabbula of tried to vandalize the cult statues at Heliopolis early in his career as a fanatic, but was beaten and thrown down the main staircase for his trouble./152/ As late as 579 CE John of Ephesus says that Christians were few and poor in Heliopolis, while the local pagan aristocrats felt secure enough to mock Christianity openly. Anti-Christian rioting in that year brought about a purge of upper class pagans throughout the empire, beginning at Heliopolis./153/ There are no references to these pagans when the Arab conquerors arrived sixty years later./154/ 

Many pilgrims visited Heliopolis, perhaps because it was famous for oracles. The emperor Trajan saw fit to consult Jupiter Heliopolitanus at the beginning of his Parthian campaign./155/ The cult of the Heliopolitan gods was carried throughout the empire by Syrian soldiers and businessmen. Dedications to Jupiter, Venus and Mercury of Heliopolis have been found from Britain to Palmyra./156/ They were particularly popular throughout geographical Syria./157/ It is interesting to discover that the gods of Heliopolis were worshipped in many of the pagan cities in Judaic Palestine./158/ One of the best known examples is a votive foot from Mt. Carmel, dedicated to # g# # f , Dii Heliopolitanei Karmeli./159/ This is probably the same deity whom Elijah fought in I Kg 18, and whom Vespasian consulted when considering becoming emperor. The god of Carmel was worshipped also in Akko/Ptolemais, near Mt. Carmel, and the foot itself was dedicated by someone from Caesarea./160/ It is curious that when Tacitus discusses Vespasian and the god of Carmel, he emphasizes that the god was worshipped without a temple or cultic images. Perhaps Tacitus thought the god of Carmel was the God of the Jews./161/ 

Three gods were worshipped at Baalbek/Heliopolis, called Jupiter, Venus, and Mercury, or Zeus, Aphrodite and Hermes. It is almost certain that they were the major Syrian gods, Hadad or Baal, Atargatis, and a young god similar to Adonis, whose native name is unknown./162/ No inscriptions label them with their native names, although Macrobius does say that "the god whom they revere as highest and greatest they have given the name of Adad . . . ." He also says Atargatis was Adad's partner./163/ The first two had dominated Syrian religion for millennia, making the equation quite likely./164/ Mercury's Semitic equivalent has not been identified with certainty, but such family groups of father, mother and son were common throughout geographical Syria./165/ Jupiter was much the most important of the Heliopolitan triad./166/ Throughout Syria, in every historical period, Baal-Hadad was the god of fresh water, especially of the winter storms, but also of fresh water springs. By extension, he was the patron of agriculture, which was impossible without fresh water, and ruler of the sky, whence the rains came./167/ In the Hellenistic period Hadad filled many of the same roles as Baal Shamin and Bel did at Palmyra and in northern Syria. Greeks and Romans correctly saw all of them as equivalents of their own Zeus and Jupiter./168/ Also, like all his counterparts, Jupiter Heliopolitanus was cosmocrator, or ruler of the entire universe, including the other gods./169/ A Latin inscription from Beirut calls him: "Regi deo[r(um)] I(ovi) O(ptimo) M(aximo) H(eliopolitano) . . . . ," "to the king of the gods, Jupiter the Best and Greatest, of Heliopolis."/170/ Another, from Heliopolis itself, says: "I(ovi) O(ptimo) M(aximo) H(eliopolitano) Regulo," "Jupiter the Best and Greatest of Heliopolis, ruler." Regulo here is derived from the verb rego, to rule./171/ Astrological art was especially used to emphasize his role as cosmic emperor. 

There are no astrological reliefs to be seen in the temples of Heliopolis. Instead there is a large number of dedicatory reliefs and votive statuettes. These are found throughout the Roman Empire, particularly in Syria, but as widely scattered as Palmyra and Britain. Much the most common is what Hajjar calls the "Oriental" type./172/ This resembles an atlantid, a man-shaped column, more than it does an ordinary Greek statue. It is tempting to assume that these votive statuettes copy the cult statue, the balanion,/173/ in the main temple, but there is no certain proof of this./174/ The god is portrayed standing at attention, right hand raised and holding a whip, left hand at the waist, holding a thunderbolt or a sheaf of grain. Often a bushel basket is on his head as he stands on a socle./175/ The socle often has an image of Tyche on it./176/ He usually wears a gown with a variety of astral symbols on it. Sometimes these are merely disks or rosettes, but often they are busts of Helios and Selene or of all seven planet-gods, identified by their usual attributes (figures 32, 33)./177/ In two examples, twelve busts for the twelve signs of the zodiac occur (figs 34, 35)./178/ In another example, a statue of Jupiter Heliopolitanus from Sohne, near Palmyra, has the Bel triad on its chest (figure 36)./179/ Many examples have an eagle with wings outspread on the back./180/ The image of the god wearing the planets means the same thing as the cupola relief and the eagle relief at Bel's temple in Palmyra: the chief god, the god of the sky, is supreme over the universe and the other gods, ruling the world by means of the planets and astrology./181/ The image of Tyche on a socle says the same thing. Tyche here is a personification of heimarmene, the power of the planets to compel. And, as elsewhere, the eagle was used to symbolize the sky-god, spread out over the earth./182/ The fact that this iconography is found on dedications and ex votos implies that the ideas that it symbolized were common, well-known to worshippers. 

Khirbet Tannur

Our last example of astral religion comes from Khirbet Tannur, a Nabataean site. The Nabataeans were an Arab people who became important in the southern and western parts of geographical Syria in the centuries after Alexander. The most important part of the Nabataean realm was the region south of the Wadi el-Hesa, the biblical land of Edom. Their capital was in this region, at Petra,/183/ although the kingdom, at its height, stretched from Eilath, on the Red Sea, to Auranitis, northwest of the Sea of Galilee./184/ The Nabataeans were best known to Greek and Roman writers as merchants, although modern scholars are equally impressed by their skill at desert agriculture./185/ In particular, the Nabataeans controlled the caravans which brought south Arabian spices and Far Eastern goods from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean./186/ (Given these connections with Mesopotamia and Alexandria, it would be surprising if the Nabataeans did not know about astrology!) The Nabataean caravan traffic was at its height before the Roman conquest of the eastern Mediterranean and declined sharply in the first century CE, for a variety of reasons: competition with sea transport to Alexandria, with river transport to Palmyra, and political instability in Judaea were perhaps the most important. Finally, early in the second century CE, the Nabataean realm was made into the Roman province of Arabia./187/ Nabataean Arabia remained, however, a prosperous agricultural region until the Ummayad period. 

Neighboring countries, Nabataea and Judaea had close commercial and cultural relations. Nabataean caravans sold their goods at Gaza, in the southeastern part of the Judaean kingdom. Herod the Great married his son, Antipas, to the daughter of the Nabataean king, Aretas IV./188/ One of Herod's goals in building his artificial harbor at Caesarea Maritima was probably to replace Gaza as the Mediterranean end of the Nabataean caravan trade. The region of Auranitis passed back and forth between the Nabataean and Herodian dynasties until both finally were abolished by the Romans. The largest of all Nabataean shrines, the temple of Baal Shamin at Sia, was probably built by Herod the Great, king of the Jews. It certainly contained a statue in his honor./189/ Later on, six of the thirty-five documents found in the so-called "Cave of Horrors," near En-Gedi, were in Nabataean. They belonged to a second century Jewish woman, Babatha, and illustrate commercial relations between Jews and Nabataeans at the grass-roots level./190/ Cultural contacts are illustrated by the fact that both peoples used versions of the Babylonian calendar, as well as the use of the zodiac in religious art./191/ 

Nabataean religion was much like that in the rest of Syria. The most important deities were those who controlled agricultural prosperity./192/ Astrology and astrological symbolism were used to discover the gods' wills and to praise their power. Many Nabataean temples and holy places are known, but astral religion is most easily seen at Khirbet Tannur. 

Khirbet Tannur is much less well-known than the other sites we have discussed. It is a small temple atop Jebel Tannur (Mt. Oven), a solitary mountain, formed by the junction of the Wadi el-Hesa (the biblical brook Zered) and the Wadi el- Aban./193/ 

In antiquity a major trade-route, the King's Highway, came within a mile of the site, and the temple would have been clearly visible to travellers. Although no branch road connects Jebel Tannur and the highway, a path to the top was carved into the mountain./194/ Just who used the temple is something of a mystery, since there was no village nearby. Triclinia are part of the complex, showing that worshippers did eat cultic meals there. Once destroyed, the site was never rebuilt./195/ 

Khirbet Tannur's ancient name is unknown; the current one probably comes from Jebel Tannur. No ancient writer mentions the site. All we know of it comes exclusively from the physical remains. It was excavated in 1937 by Nelson Glueck for the American School of Oriental Research. He found almost no stratigraphy on the site. His research consisted largely of photographing and measuring the visible remains. 

He found a series of enclosed courtyards, 11.5 X 12.5 meters overall (figure 317). At the center was a square altar, the shrine proper. The main entrance to the complex was at the eastern end. There were three major phases of construction at Khirbet Tannur, each with elaborate decorations. In each phase the new construction merely encased the previous work, meaning that Glueck essentially found three shrines within each, like three cardboard boxes nestled inside one another (see plan A)./196/ Overall, it resembles many temples throughout Syria, but particularly the two older temples at Sia./197/ 

Dating the phases is not easy. Only one dated inscription survives, saying that the shrine was built during the second year of the reign of Aretas IV, or 7 BCE. To which phase it belongs is unclear, unfortunately. Glueck believed that the temple was founded ca. 25 BCE and was destroyed ca. 125 CE. More recently, scholars would lower the terminus ad quem and date the first two phases and most of the sculptures to Aretas' time./198/ A moderate number of sculptures provide the evidence of astral religion at Khirbet Tannur. A large bust of Atargatis, with leaves and fruits growing from her face and hair, and a frieze of busts of the planet-gods probably decorated the facade (figure 38, nos. 33, 34). (Few of the sculptures were found in situ.) An eagle with out stretched wings stood over the goddess' head, perhaps symbolizing the sky-god, as elsewhere (figure 39)./199/ Of the seven planets, only Mars was missing, and that may be due to the accidents of preservation (figures 40-42)./200/ A full length relief of a male figure holding a thunderbolt and flanked by bulls, and thus resembling Zeus-Haddad, may have been the cult statue (figure 43)./201/ Glueck believes that this statue and the bust of Atargatis imply that the temple was dedicated to Zeus-Haddad and Atargatis, although no inscriptions say so./202/ In fact, the only dedication found is to the Edomite god, Qos. But "comme la plupart des divinit s suprmes, il tait assimil au grande dieu syrien de la foudre, aussi appele Be`el-shemn . . . ."/203/ Whatever they were called, the gods who lived at Khirbet Tannur filled the same roles as Zeus-Hadad and Atargatis-Aphrodite and visitors would have equated them./204/ 

But the most interesting astral sculpture is a zodiac wheel held aloft by Victory (figure 44)./205/ In the center of the zodiac is a goddess. The mural crown she wears identifies her with Tyche or Fortune. Tyche was a major deity throughout the Hellenistic period. She was sometimes a protective goddess, and most cities had their own "Fortune."/206/ Often she was also the power of the planets personified. But the "Fortune of Khirbet Tannur" also has a crescent above her right shoulder, identifying her with the moon goddess, Selene. Over her left is an unknown symbol resembling a distaff. Glueck believes the goddess is also Atargatis, who was indeed identified with Tyche elsewhere in the hellenized Near East./207/ 

The Zodiac circle itself is somewhat unusual. Instead of the signs proceeding in an unbroken ring from Aries to Pisces, the Khirbet Tannur zodiac divides the signs into two halves. The signs Aries through Virgo run counter clockwise from the top of the circle, while the signs Libra through Pisces run counterclockwise from the top./208/ In effect, both equinoctes are placed at the top of the ring. Perhaps this is best explained by postulating that the Nabataean calendar, like the Jewish one, had two New Years, one civil, at the spring equinox, the other religious, at the autumnal equinox./209/ The signs follow the usual Hellenistic, iconography save for Aries (an Athena figure), Sagittarius (a young man with an arrow rather than a centaur) and Capricorn (a young woman instead of a goat-fish)./210/ 

The sculpture praises the power and glory of Atargatis by identifying her with the personified power of astrology. Likewise, the facade of planet-gods praises Qos and Atargatis in the same way that the circle of planet-gods praises Bel in Palmyra. They rule the world and grant their worshippers requests by means of the rules of astrology./211/ 

There is other, more general, evidence of astral religion among the Nabataeans, as well. Strabo/212/ tells us that the sun received daily offerings of incense at Petra, and a defaced bust of Helios may be seen at Qasr Rabbah, north of Khirbet Tannur./213/ Avraham Negev's excavations at Mampsis found seal impressions with signs of the zodiac as well as the month (figures 45, 46). The seals themselves are the official seals of Petra, Characmoba and Rabbathmoba. One copied from a coin dates them to ca. 130 CE. The signs (Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Aquarius, and perhaps Capricorn) all belong to the winter. Negev thinks this confirms Glueck's theory that the Nabataeans had two New Years./214/ 

In this chapter we have looked at three sites, Harran, Palmyra, and Khirbet Tannur, as examples of astral religion. The examples could easily be multiplied. Apamea also had a cult of Bel, called "Fortunae rector," the ruler of Fortune, in one inscription. The art of Dura-Europus, on the Euphrates, has its share of astrological symbolism. Parallels to both Khirbet Tannur and Palmyra are to be found in Auranitis, particularly at Sia and Soueida./215/ But our point has been made, that the planet-gods of astrology were worshipped throughout geographical Syria, and that astrological symbolism was used to emphasize the power and glory of the chief deity of a pantheon. In the next chapter we will look at astrology and astrological symbolism among the Jews. 
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Chapter Four 
Jewish Astrology

In this chapter, we will discuss astrology and the Jews. We will examine a variety of astrological documents from the centuries between Alexander and the Arabs, the Second Temple and the Rabbinic periods in Jewish history. Our goal is to show that ancient Jews used astrology in much the same way as their neighbors in Palmyra or Nabataea. The Jewish variety of astrology, in turn, will help explain the famous zodiac mosaics. A zodiac in a synagogue meant the same thing as it meant in a temple: it was a symbol of the Supreme Deity, Who ran the universe by the laws of astrology. It is important to emphasize this, for some major scholars of ancient synagogues deny that the ancient Jews did anything as irrational as practice astrology./1/ In earlier chapters we demonstrated that astrology was not irrational in Hellenistic society, but a routine part of science and art. In this chapter and the following one, we will show that ancient Jews used astrology in the same ways as their fellow Syrians. 

Astrology In The Bible

Let us begin with a discussion of Mesopotamian astrology and the biblical tradition. The problem for the Jews was with assimilation to non-Jewish culture, which included astrology. The Israelites and their descendants, the Jews, inhabited the southern part of geographical Syria, and they were certainly aware of the religious ideas and practices of their neighbors. But according to the biblical tradition, the Israelites were forbidden to join in these practices. Instead, Israelites were commanded to worship only their own god, YHWH. The classic statement of Israelite monotheism/2/ is the first commandment "You shall have no other gods before me (Exodus 20: 3; Deuteronomy 5: 7)." Another revealing passage is Deuteronomy 17: 2-7: 

If there is found among you . . . a man who or woman who "does what is evil in the sight of the LORD your God . . . and "has gone and served other gods and worshipped them, or the sun "or the moon or any of the host of heaven, which I have forbidden ". . . . Then you shall bring forth to your gates that man or "woman and stone them to death with stones.

This attitude was not a common one in the ancient world and, of course, not all Israelites were as obedient and as monotheistic as the biblical writers thought they should be. The authors of the historical and prophetic books of the Hebrew Bible often condemn their fellow Israelites for worshipping alien gods. And, as the passage just quoted tells us, the alien gods included the heavenly bodies./3/ When Josiah reformed Judah's religion in the sixth century BCE, he found the sun, moon, and stars worshipped along with Baal and Asherah in YHWH's temple in Jerusalem. The sun even had horses and a chariot for his use in Solomon's temple./4/ Likewise, as we saw in the last chapter, Baal and Asherah could also be astral deities. Ezekiel (8: 16) also speaks of sun-worship in the Jerusalem temple. In a famous passage, a group of Judaeans tell Jeremiah why they worship "the Queen of Heaven": 

But we will do everything that we have vowed, burn incense to "the Queen of Heaven and pour out libations to her, as we did, . ". . for then we had plenty of food, and prospered, and saw no "evil./5/

The passage does not give the personal name of this "Queen of Heaven." The title was used by Ishtar in Mesopotamia, and by a variety of similar goddesses throughout the Ancient Near East, including Anath in Bronze Age Ugarit./6/ Anath and Astarte merged during the Iron Age to become Atargatis, whose major myth was set at Ashkelon in the Philistine plain./7/ It is probably a safe assumption that Jeremiah's "Queen of Heaven" is Atargatis or one of her ancestors./8/ The apparent success of Mesopotamian civilization may have made her a more attractive goddess than otherwise./9/ 

The author of Jeremiah and the other biblical writers, of course, believed that both Israelite monarchies were destroyed by YHWH in punishment for worshipping the stars, among many other alien gods. But the Bible also has positive things to say about the heavenly bodies. The Genesis 1 creation story says: 

And God said, 'Let there be lights in the firmament of the "'heavens to separate the day from the night; and let them be for "'signs and for seasons and for days and nights, let them be "'lights in the firmament of the heavens to give light upon the "'earth.' And it was so. And God made the two great lights, the "greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the "night; he made the stars also.

YHWH is clearly portrayed as the Creator and the master of the heavenly bodies./10/ Marduk, too, was portrayed as master of the heavenly bodies in Enuma Elish. But there is one large difference in Enuma Elish, as in pagan myth in general, the universe produced the gods, who then put it into the present shape. But in Genesis, it is YHWH who produced the universe./11/ Some scholars believe that the Genesis 1 creation story may have been a deliberate reaction to Enuma Elish and similar creation myths./12/ 

It is interesting that the author avoided using the normal names for the sun, Shemesh, and the moon, Yareah. Perhaps the author wanted to avoid connotations from Canaanite mythology, where Sun and Moon are definitely gods./13/ (Rabbinic writings also prefer religiously neutral names for the sun, moon, and other planets.)/14/ The passage as it stands certainly emphasizes the Creator rather than the creature./16/ The statement that the sun and moon are "for signs and for seasons" is slightly ambiguous. The phrase probably refers to the calendar. Certainly this was how it was understood in Talmudic times./16/ The Bible does not describe the Israelite calendar in detail, but, like most ancient calendars, it definitely used astronomy to schedule religious festivals and farm chores for the correct seasons./17/ "Signs" may refer to the different constellations which precede seasonal changes,/18/ but it may also refer to astral omens. Probably it does not; there is little other evidence that the Israelites observed the skies for omens before they met the Babylonians./19/ But, as with many references to the stars in the Hebrew Bible, the passage can be re-interpreted astrologically by people who already believed in astrology. There are many examples of such astrological re-interpretations in later Jewish literature. See, for example, the creation account in Pesikta Rabbati, 20: 2 and 53: 2. 

The idea that the heavenly bodies are the creatures of YHWH, carrying out His will, appears often in the Hebrew Bible. Psalm 74, while asking God to rescue the author, lists the events of creation, including the creation of the sun and moon. Psalm 104 emphasizes that YHWH rules the natural world, including the sky and the seasons./20/ 

At the same time, the heavenly bodies are often personified. Psalm 19 says the heavens praise YHWH, and compares the sun to a bridegroom eager to perform his husbandly duties. Job 38: 4-7 clearly draws a parallel between the stars and the angels "Where were you when I laid the foundations of the world? . . . when the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?" Similar examples might be listed at great length. The general view found in the Hebrew Bible is that the sun, moon, and stars were living creatures with definite roles to play in the universe, but who were always subordinate to YHWH, their Creator./21/ The emphasis is always on the Creator. 

As we have seen, astral religion was a continual temptation to the Israelites. But while divination of various sorts was part of Israelite tradition,/22/ watching the skies for omens was not. The practice is mentioned and condemned several times, but usually as a foreign practice. Jeremiah 10: 2 probably refers to Mesopotamian astral omens "Learn not the customs of the nations, fear not the signs of heaven, even though the nations stand in fear of them."/23/ Isaiah 47: 12-14, in an attack on Mesopotamian religion, makes an explicit reference to the art of the baru: 

Stand fast in your enchantments and your many sorceries, with "which you have labored from your youth; perhaps you may be able "to succeed, perhaps you may inspire terror. You are wearied with "your many counsels; let them stand forth and save you, those who "divide the heavens, who gaze at the stars, who at the new moons "predict what shall befall you. Behold, they are like stubble, "the fire consumes them.

The author correctly links Mesopotamian religion, omen watching, and magic./24/ Daniel also has a number of references to astrologers in the story of Nebuchadnezzar's dream./25/ The gzryn in Daniel 2 are probably astrologers, as are the ksdym and ksdy'./26/ These last two names both mean "Chaldaean" in Hebrew and Aramaic, respectively. The point of the story is that the gods and the learning of the Babylonians were inferior to YHWH speaking through Daniel, His servant./27/ 

Second Temple Period

Astrology came to the Jews as a Hellenistic practice, and there was as wide a range of attitudes towards it as towards any aspect of Hellenistic culture. At one extreme works such as I Enoch/28/ and Jubilees/29/ condemn astrology as demonic. Humans learned astrology from the Watchers,/30/ angels who rebelled against God, and who also begot the demons. Abraham rejected astrology when he became a monotheist./31/ The Sibylline Oracles (3: 20-24, 219-27)/32/ say that God created the sun, moon, and stars, and compliments the Jews as "a race of most righteous men . . . for they do not worry about the cyclic course of the sun or the moon . . . . Neither do they practice the astrological predictions of the Chaldeans."/33/ 

At the other extreme are authors such as Artapanus, an Egyptian Jew (late third or early second century BCE) who claimed that Abraham taught astrology to the Egyptian priests of Heliopolis. He also believed that Hermes Trismegistus was really Moses and that he had invented all the features of Egyptian culture including polytheism, and the worship of animals./34/ Similarly, Eupolemus (late third or early second century BCE)/35/ claimed that Enoch had learned astrology from the angels, and that Abraham later taught the technique to the Phoenicians and the Egyptians./36/ 

Most Jewish writers avoided either extreme. For example, in the Wisdom of Solomon 13, written in the late second century or the early first century BCE,/37/ polytheists are ridiculed, but star- worshippers are said to be the most tolerable of the lot 

For all men who were ignorant of God were foolish by nature; . ". . but they supposed that either fire or wind or swift air or "the _circle of the stars_, or turbulent water, or the "_luminaries of heaven_ [my emphasis] were the gods that rule the "world. . . . Yet these men are little to be blamed, for "perhaps they go astray while seeking God and desiring to find "him./38/ 

Josephus and Philo both reject "scientific" astrology, but nevertheless, they do not hesitate to identify the twelve signs with the twelve loaves of bread offered each day in the temple or the seven planets with the seven branches of the menorah./39/ The Jewish astrological writers whom we will discuss would probably agree with one modern colleague ". . . our ancestors considered Astrology to be the hand of God written across the heavens."/40/ 

Artapanus and Eupolemus were both contemporary with the first major works of Hellenistic astrology, such as "Nechepso and Petosiris." However, they were not concerned with astrology per se, but wanted, rather, to improve the image of the Jews by showing that they were an ancient people who had made important contributions to "modern" culture./41/ Artapanus and Eupolemus took a "scientific" practice which they believed true and tried to make it look Jewish by associating it with Jewish heroes. This was the approach of most of the Jewish astrological writers, just as it was for the Egyptian astrologers mentioned in chapter two. As we shall see, a great variety of astrological treatises ascribed to angels or biblical heroes survive in Greek and in Aramaic or Hebrew./42/ One ascribed to Abraham is known to have existed in the third century BCE, making it one of the oldest works of Hellenistic astrology, and Vettius Valens does list Abraham along with Hermes and Nechepso as among the earliest astrologers./43/ Jews used all the astrological practices that their neighbors did. Only the interpretive filter was different. 

Qumran

The first Jewish astrological document which we shall consider comes from Khirbet Qumran, one of the most famous and important of all archaeological sites. Situated in the Judaean Wilderness next to the Dead Sea, it was the home of a Jewish sectarian community for several centuries during the Second Temple Period. The group that lived there probably belonged to the Essenes,/44/ one of the four broad categories into which Josephus grouped Jewish thinkers./45/ The most important artifacts found at the site were the extensive remains of the community's library, hidden in caves in the neighborhood, shortly before the community was destroyed by Vespasian's troops in 67 CE. These documents are among the very few primary documents to survive from antiquity. They give us a unique look at the beliefs of a group of Jews living at the end of the Second Temple Period, just the time and the milieu which gave birth to both Rabbinic Judaism and to Christianity. The inhabitants of Qumran were exceedingly zealous for Jewish traditions as they understood them, and were rather unfriendly to the Gentile world. Thus modern scholars were quite startled when fragments of astrological documents were found in 1952 at cave 4./46/ 

The best known document is in two fragments, collectively labelled 4Q Cryptic (earlier 4Q186). The document was written in a simple code, using a mixture of Greek, paleo-Hebrew, and square Hebrew letters. The sentences read left to right,/47/ rather than the right to left direction usual in Hebrew and Aramaic. The reason for the code is unclear. Perhaps the scribes simply thought that an esoteric document should _look_ esoteric./48/ 

The fragments are short enough to quote in full: 

4Q186(1) II . . . and his thighs are long ans lean, and his "toes are thin and long. He is of the second Column./49/ His "spirit consists of six (parts) in the House of Light and three "in the Pit of Darkness. And this is his birthday on which he (is "to be/was?) born: in the foot of the Bull./51/ He will be meek. "And his animal is the bull.|

4Q186(1) III . . . and his head . . . [and his cheeks are] fat. "His teeth are of uneven length (?). His fingers are thick, and "his thighs are thick and very hairy, each one. His toes are "thick and short. His spirit consists of eight (parts) in the "House of Darkness and one from the House of Light . . .

4Q186(2) I . . . order. His eyes are black and glowing. His "beard is . . . and it is . . . His voice is gentle. His teeth "are fine and well aligned. He is neither tall nor short. And he ". . . And his fingers are thin and long. And his thighs are "smooth. And the soles of his feet . . . [and his toes] are well "aligned. His spirit consists of eight (parts) [in the House of "Light, of] the second Column, and one in the House of Darkness. "And this is] his birthday on which he (is to be/was) born: . . . "And his animal is . . ./51/

It is not possible to say when 4Q Cryptic was written, save that it must have been before 67 CE. It is clearly not a collection of horoscopes,/52/ but rather a work of physiognomy, the practice of judging someone's personality from their physical appearance. Only 4Q186(1) II, is intact enough to preserve definite references to astrology. Such works are well known in general Hellenistic astrology. They are simple examples of "scientific" astrology, based on the principle that the human body is a miniature copy of the universe, or microcosm. If one's appearance is the result of one's nativity, it should be possible to use one's appearance to extrapolate backwards, and reconstruct the birthchart./53/ The sect of Qumran took the practice one step farther, and used astrology and physiognomy to judge a person's spiritual character./54/ Each person's spirit was divided into nine parts, some from the House of Light and the rest from the House of Darkness. The proportions of Light and Darkness and the person's physical appearance were both determined by the person's sign./55/ Thus appearance allowed the Qumran leaders to judge people in general and would-be members in particular./56/ 

A related document is 4Q Mess Ar, in handwriting which probably dates to the beginning of the Common Era./57/ It is very fragmentary, but seems to describe the appearance at birth of a remarkable child: ". . . of his hand: two . . . a birthmark. And the hair will be red. And there will be lentils on . . . and small birthmarks on his thigh."/58/ 

There are no references to astrology in what survives, but the physical description does clearly resemble those in 4Q Cryptic./59/ The text has been the subject of much discussion because a later passage refers to an "Elect of God" ( , bhyr 'lh')./60/ Some good manuscripts of the Gospel of John 1: 34 also call Jesus the "Elect of God" ( n n g g n , ho eklektos tou theou)./61/ I Enoch 37-71, too, uses the phrase for a superhuman being./62/ Some scholars have concluded that 4Q Mess Ar is the horoscope of a messianic figure./63/ But others are not persuaded. "Elect" is a variant in John 1: 34, and other equally good texts say "Son of God" ( g n , huios tou theou)./64/ Nor does 4Q Mess Ar say that it is about a messiah,/65/ and, in any case, the Qumran concept of the messiah was somewhat different from the Christian one. The main alternative explanation is that 4Q Mess Ar is part of a legend about the birth of Noah, who was indeed a superhuman character in some of the pseudepigrapha, notably the Genesis Apocryphon found at Qumran./66/ 

There are also other, unpublished, astrological documents found at Qumran, notably fragments in Aramaic of a brontologion, a work using thunderclaps and astrology to predict the future. Brontologia were among the oldest and most popular varieties of lay astrology. They had the advantage of combining traditional methods of divination with the new. Indeed, some of the surviving brontologia seem to be related to Enuma Anu Enlil, the famous Mesopotamian astrological work./67/ A representative quote from the Qumran brontologion reads "On the 13th and 14th (of the month of Tebet), Cancer . . . . If it thunders in the sign of the Twins, terror and distress caused by foreigners . . . ."/68/ The formula "If in the sign X it thunders . . ." [ , 'm b- yr`m], introduces each segment and clearly resembles the typical if . . . then . . . format of Mesopotamian omen texts./69/ Astrology was not the hobby of a few isolated eccentrics at Qumran. Indeed, it may have been used to screen applicants./70/ This may seem odd, since I Enoch, which condemns astrology, was one of the most popular books in the Qumran library. But even I Enoch does not condemn astrology completely. Astrology was one of many technological skills which the Watchers revealed to an unready humanity. Writing was another such skill, but this did not keep the Qumran community from having a library and scriptorium. Astrology was just one more dubious activity that could not be avoided in a fallen and imperfect world. 

Moreover, 4Q Cryptic has parallels with key documents of Qumran literature. For example, the practice of dividing a person's character into nine parts, some from the House of Light, others from the House of Darkness, is unlike anything in Greek astrology, but reminds one of the Qumran doctrine of the Two Spirits./71/ This doctrine is most clearly seen in the so-called _Manual of Discipline_. According this work, both the universe and each human soul is a battleground for two spirits 

He [i.e., God] has created men to govern the world, and has "appointed for him two spirits in which to walk until the time of "His visitiation: the spirits of truth and falsehood. Those born "of truth spring from a fountain of light, but those born of "falsehood spring from a source of darkness. All the children of "righteousness are ruled by a Prince of Light and walk in the "ways of light, but all the children of falsehood are ruled by "the Angel of Darkness and walk in the ways of darkness. . . . "For it is He who created the spirits of Light and Darkness and "founded every action upon themand established every deed [upon] "their [ways]./72/

This document illustrates very well the dualism and determinism characteristic of the Qumran sect./73/ The phrases "Fountain of Light" and "Wellspring of Darkness" are obviously similar to the Vaults of Light and Darkness mentioned in 4Q Cryptic. Indeed, some scholars think that Qumran determinism is derived from astrology./74/ Probably, in Qumran thought, the signs and planets are angels under the authority of the two spirits, apportioning Light and Darkness to individuals as God commands./75/ Moreover, all these documents from Qumran also fit nicely with what Josephus says about the Essenes/76/ "The sect of the Essenes, however, declares that Fate is the mistress of all things, and that nothing befalls men unless it be done in accordance with her decree."/77/ And it is likely that the more hellenized Judaeans were even more open to astrology in all its varieties than were the sect of Qumran./78/ 

Treatise Of Shem

Our next example of Jewish astrology is the Treatise of Shem. This is a calendologion, a book which makes predictions from the astrological situation at the beginning of the year. Like physiognomies and brontologia, such works were a common variety of lay astrology./79/ This example survives in one Syriac manuscript, dating to the fifteenth century. The manuscript has many minor corruptions and several lacunae,/80/ but there is no real problem understanding it. The text and a translation were first published early in this century by Mingana along with a number of other Syriac works./81/ More recently Charlesworth has republished the text with a new translation./82/ The two translations show many small differences, but no major ones. 

The Treatise of Shem is the oldest datable, reasonably complete, example of Jewish astrology./83/ It is quite short; the translation in The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha takes up nine pages, and half of them are notes on the text. The opening segment gives a good idea of the nature of the work: 

The Treatise Composed by Shem, the Son of Noah, Concerning the "Beginning of the Year and Whatever Occurs in it._ 1 _If the year "begins in Aries_/84/ The year will be lean. Even its "four-footed (animals) will die; and many clouds will neither be "visible nor appear. And grain will not reach (the necessary) "height, but its rye will (reach good height) and will ripen. And "the Nile will overflow at a good rate. And the king of the "Romans will not remain in one place. And the first grain will "die, but the last grain will be harvested. And from Passover/85/ "[until the New Year]/86/ produce will have a blight. And the "year will be bad, for a great war and misery will be on earth, "and especially in the land of Egypt. And many ships will be "wrecked when the sea billows. And oil will be valued in Africa; "but wheat will be reduced in value in Damascus and Hauran; but "in Palestine it will be valued. And (in that region there will "be) various diseases, and sicknesses, even fighting will occur "in it. But it will be allowed to escape from it and be "delivered./87/

The Treatise of Shem claims to predict events, especially the next year's crops,/88/ from the sign in which the New Year begins. The treatise goes clockwise through the zodiac, Aries to Pisces./89/ In general, the predictions become more favorable as the New Year progresses through the zodiac./90/ Probably it is the ascendant which progresses through the zodiac at the first moment of the new year. An alternative explanation is that it is the moon which is in the sign on New Year's Day; the moon traverses the entire zodiac in a month. It is not clear what calendar the author used, but there was no calendar used in the ancient world which allowed its first day to shift through the zodiac in this way. The Treatise gives a rather deterministic impression, overall, not unlike 4Q Cryptic./91/ 

As a work of "scientific" astrology, the Treatise does not make many religious references. There are no references to procedures to counter unlucky stars, and few to prayer. It lacks any pagan or Christian references./92/ The religious references which do occur are probably Jewish. The title attributes the work to Shem, the son of Noah, although this could have been added later. Chapter one uses Passover as a date. There are three references to prayers to God (8: 3, 11: 17, 12: 9), not the gods. Verse 8: 3 uses the biblical phrase "the living God." This might seem to conflict with the rather deterministic over-all tone to the work, but the author could argue that it is God who does the determining, and that He can certainly change His mind if He wishes./93/ Verse 8: 3 does say that God grants prayers. On the other hand, there is no mention of such common features of Second Temple Judaism as resurrection, angels, or the seven heavens./94/ Nevertheless, the author was almost certainly a Jew./95/ 

Shem was an important person in the midrashic tradition. Jubilees says that Noah passed on the secrets of herbal medicine which could counter the demons to Shem (Jub. 10: 12; 21: 10-11)./96/ The rabbis believed that Shem had founded a Beth Din (a rabbinic court) and a school of Torah./97/ Curiously, Jubilees condemns exactly the sort of astrology represented by the Treatise of Shem. Jubilees 12: 16-18 tells how Abraham sat up one New Year's night to predict the rainfall from the stars./98/ But while watching them, "a word came to his heart, saying `all the signs of the stars and the signs of the moon are in the hand of the Lord. Why am I seeking?'" As soon as Abraham reached this conclusion, he received the command to go to Palestine and the promise of a son./99/ 

The Treatise makes no explicit statements of when or where it was composed. Almost certainly it was composed either in Egypt or Palestine, for readers concerned with one or both countries. Damascus and Auranitis are the regions in Palestine most frequently mentioned. No biblical towns are mentioned, but there are several references to Galilee./100/ The only Egyptian city mentioned is Alexandria, but each section predicts the Nile floods. There are references to Egyptian crops, as well. Line 11: 11 speaks of bandits coming from Palestine, so perhaps it is somewhat more likely that the Treatise was composed in Egypt rather than Palestine./101/ If that is the case, then Alexandria is probably the home of the Treatise of Shem. Alexandria was the most important center for every sort of astrological research and writing./102/ It was also the home of one of the most important Jewish communities outside Palestine. Conceivably, the Treatise was composed by an immigrant from Galilee or the Golan living in Egypt. The work does mention the prospects of immigration./103/ 

The original language was either Hebrew or Aramaic. The text is too corrupt to tell which it was, but if the Treatise was composed in Alexandria, then Aramaic is somewhat more likely./104/ The date of the Treatise also follows from the provenance. Mingana and Charlesworth both note the many references to the "kings of the Romans" and to warfare and banditry. Mingana believes the Treatise has no clear provenance and no datable references. Therefore, he concludes that the most likely date for the Treatise of Shem is in the era of the two revolts against Roman rule./105/ This would make the Treatise roughly contemporary with 4Q Cryptic. 

Charlesworth believes that the Treatise was written in Egypt. This provenance makes the vague political references more specific. He dates the work to the late first century BCE, shortly after the battle of Actium./106/ According to this point of view, verses 3: 5f ("And the Romans [and the Parthian]s will make severe wars with each other.") refers to Antony's invasion of Parthia, while verses 1: 5-9 (in the quotation above) refers to the Battle of Actium, on this reading, as does 2: 10. Verse 12: 4 ("Egypt will rule over Palestine") best fits 34 BCE, when Antony gave much of Syria to Cleopatra. The many references to bandits also fit in well with the chaotic conditions in Egypt during the last days of the Ptolemaic dynasty, before Augustus pacified the country./107/ Given that Egypt is most likely to be the home of the Treatise of Shem, Charlesworth's date, the 20's BCE, also seems the most likely. The Treatise and the astrological documents from Qumran together demonstrate that many Jews, hellenized and unhellenized alike, had adapted scientific astrology to their own tastes by the first century CE. 

Josephus says that the Essenes were expert in herbal magic as well as in predicting the future./108/ This remark and the statement in the book of Jubilees, that the angels revealed herbal medicines to Noah to cure the diseases caused by the demons, links us to the next work which we shall consider, the Letter of Rehoboam./109/ This is a work of magic and medicine in which astral religion and the powers of the planet-gods play an important role. It will show that astral religion was "judaized" as well. 

Letter Of Rehoboam

One might think that the connection between the planets and the pagan gods in Hellenistic astrology would give Jews pause. But in fact ". . . the Jewish astrological documents show the religious character of astrology stronger than any other similar texts."/110/ The planets were still personified, but as angels, that is, divine messengers,/111/ rather than independent deities. This approach is not unique to books on astrology. There was a general tendency in Jewish thought during our period to believe that God had isolated Himself from his world and had turned over day-to-day management to his subordinates, the angels./112/ This is as true of works hostile to astrology, such as 1 Enoch,/113/ as it is of strongly astrological works, such as the Letter of Rehoboam. 

In theory, angels and gods were quite different beings. In pagan thought, gods were rough equals, beings of the same sort, while in Judaic tradition, angels were definitely beings of another, lower, order than YHWH. But when one looks at the actual texts, especially magical texts, these differences are not so clear. As we shall see, the angels, in theory utterly dependent on the Almighty,/114/ were offered prayers and sacrifices not greatly different from those of pagan magicians./115/ For that matter, pagan magical texts often contain Jewish elements, usually names and titles of YHWH, but sometimes references to Jewish angels, too./116/ 

The difference between the astrological magic of an ancient Jew and his pagan colleague was not in what they did, which was often much the same, but in the way they interpreted those actions./117/ Even documents which look quite polytheistic, such as the Letter of Rehoboam or the Sepher Ha-Razim (the Book of Secrets), have sections praising or invoking the aid of YHWH in ways not found in truly pagan works. The authors believed that invocations of angels, planets, or demons implicitly recognized the supremacy of YHWH, while magic which assumed innate, impersonal, powers was idolatrous./118/ 

While the Letter of Rehoboam has received a number of short discussions over the years,/119/ only recently have scholars paid much attention to the Letter for its own sake./120/ For our purposes, it is important as an example of Jewish interest in both "scientific" astrology and astral religion. It contains prayers to angels and planets, but it is also a work on favorable hours as well as a work of astrological medicine, or iatromathematics. The Letter is particularly closely related to a work ascribed, probably correctly, to a well-known physician of the first century CE, Thessalus of Tralles./121/ But its literary frame also links it to the legends of Solomon as great magician and master of the demons. This tradition first appears in the Wisdom of Solomon 7: 17-22, where "Solomon" says that God taught him wisdom of all sorts, including astrology, "the powers of spirits" and "the varieties of plants and the virtues of herbs." This passage could be a pr cis of the Letter of Rehoboam! Another, canonical, source connecting Solomon, chronology and astrology is Ecclesiastes 3: 1-9 "For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven a time to be born and a time to die . . . ." Those so inclined may take the "times" and "seasons" as astrological ones. For this reason the verse is a favorite with modern astrologers. Josephus, too, speaks of Solomon as a great magician./122/ 

There are five known manuscripts of Letter of Rehoboam, dating to the fifteenth through the seventeenth centuries CE./123/ These, in turn, may be grouped into three textual traditions, A, B, and C. At present, it is not possible to tell which textual tradition is closer to the original. Tradition C at least has the virtue of being reasonably complete, and it is the one discussed here./124/ 

In all likelihood, the author of the Letter was a Jew. While a pagan magician might have known of Solomon, it is unlikely such a person would know about Rehoboam. Also, some of the technical terms are Judaic. For example, Friday is called the "Day of Preparation," and Saturday is the Sabbath throughout. The angel- names are typical Hebrew angel-names. The names include those of biblical persons, such as Ezekiel, Joel, Samson, and Samuel./125/ Sunday is called the "Lord's Day," but this is perhaps best explained as a Byzantine scribe's gloss. Otherwise, the Letter lacks the Christian references which one would expect to find if the author were a Christian. By contrast, the Testament of Solomon, another well-known magical work ascribed to Solomon, has many Christian references./126/ 

Letter of Rehoboam does not have the references to time and place which we found in the Letter of Rehoboam. However, date and provenance may be deduced. The Letter is written in a Koin Greek which closely resembles the New Testament, both in grammar and vocabulary. This implies that both belong to the same general time and milieu. But the lack of Christian references, explicit or implicit, means that the Letter was probably written before Christians were numerous and well-known. Later magicians, Jewish or pagan, did not hesitate to invoke Jesus' name./127/ Thus the most likely date is during the first century CE or the early second century. 

One may speculate that Alexandria is the most likely home of the Letter of Rehoboam. Several Egyptian gods, such as Sarapidie, Apios, Osthridie (i.e., Osiridie), are listed among the demons, but no deities from other lands./128/ Alexandria was the greatest center for research in both astrology and medicine. Thessalus, whose astrological herbal closely resembles the Letter, supposedly studied medicine and astrology in Alexandria./129/ Likewise, Alexandria had the largest and most creative Jewish community outside of Judaea. This conjunction of opportunities would make it relatively easy for a Jew interested in astrology to adapt pagan books on favorable hours and iatromathematics to his own purposes./130/ But while interesting, such speculation proves nothing. In truth, the Letter contains nothing not common to the whole of the Eastern Mediterranean. For example, Isis and her associated deities were worshipped in many of the Hellenized coastal cities of Palestine and Phoenicia./131/ Like 4Q Cryptic and the Treatise of Shem, the Letter of Rehoboam represents the sort of astrology Jews would have encountered anywhere in the Hellenized world. 

The Letter may be divided into seven sections. The first section sets the framework. It supposedly is from Solomon to his son and heir Rehoboam, telling him that the work will allow him to exploit the powers of the planets. "The complete method, benefit, and power of this pursuit lies in the use of plants, prayers, and stones, but above all you must know the positions of the seven planetary gods."/132/ The remainder of the Letter consists of instructions on using the planets for a wide variety of purposes. Each succeeding portion also has a short introduction. 

Section 2 tells which hour is the best to begin various activities, depending on the planet which rules each hour and each day. Letter of Rehoboam lists the hours and their activities for each day of the astrological week. The planet who rules the first hour of the day has a general supervision over the entire day. Section three lists the angels and demons associated with each hour of the week./133/ Sections 4 and 5 are the most interesting for our purposes, since they give prayers for each of the planets (section 4) and offerings to accompany the prayers (section 5). To make the prayers more Judaic, and thus more acceptable, each prayer begins with an invocation of a supreme god to make the planet obedient. The following is a typical example: 

"IV.2 THE PRAYER FOR SATURN 

""First, utter the appropriate prayer to obtain the services of "the planetary god who rules that hour. Then adjure the angel and "the attendant . . . demon. The prayer for Saturn is as follows . ". . Eternal God, resistless in power, the One who regulates all "things which pertain to our salvation, grant us favor that I "might make a certain planetary god [# # g , plantn] subject "to me for the accomplishing of my will. 

""I adjure you planet Saturn [ # # g# n, planta Krone], by "your orbit, your position in the sky, your inheritance, your "heaven, your brilliance and energy, and also by your other "names-- Gasial, Agounsael, Atassar, Beltoliel, Mentzatzia--that "you grant me favor and energy and power during the hour you "rule./134/ 

"V.2 THE MAGICAL SYMBOLS FOR SATURN 

""Make the magical symbols for Saturn with ink made from the "dross of lead mixed with vinegar. Write the symbols on a sheet "of he- goat skin and burn them along with tiaphe as "incense./135/ 

Section four ends with a general prayer to the "certain angel who rules this hour . . . ." Here, too, the angel is invoked by the authority of "God, the One who appointed you to keep watch during this hour . . . ." This prayer tells us that the demon listed earlier is under the angel's control./136/ In conception, if not in the verbal details, this prayer resembles the Sabian prayers found in the Picatrix. But note that each prayer begins with an invocation of a supreme deity, asking that the planet be obedient. Moreover, the first prayer is put in terms appropriate to the powers of the planet in question. Only then is the planet addressed. The prayer was made at the correct hour, of course, and with it own special drawings and incense offerings. The implication is that while the planets are relatively autonomous, they must obey the person who has the ear of their Creator. The planets, in effect, are God's deputies,/137/ much as the governor of a Roman Imperial province was the deputy of Caesar. 

Sections 6 and 7 list the plants sympathetic with the signs and the planets, respectively, along with instructions for gathering them and using them. These sections are the ones related to the work of Thessalos and ultimately, to "Nechepso and Petosiris." A typical account of a plant reads thus: 

"" VII.4 The plant associated with Saturn is the heliotrope. This "plant appears in the very hour that Saturn rules. For it to be "effective, you must recite the appropriate prayer and invoke the "ruling angels. The plant holds for you the following powers. If "you secretly feed the flower to an enemy, he will be overcome "with fits of heat and cold. If you give him a double-dose of "flowers, his misery will be doubled, and if a triple-dose, then "his misery will be tripled . . . and so forth. If you secretly "put the leaves on someone's pillow, he will not wake up, unless "you remove them. If you feed the leaves to an enemy, he will "become deathly sick for the rest of his life; he will not arise "from his sick bed until you feed him some of Jupiter's plant. "Also you should wear the upper portion of the root on yourself "like a phylactery./138/ 

When one considers the materials that went into the Letter, it seems a bizarre mixture of religion, medicine and science from Greece, Egypt, and Judaea. But when one looks at the work over- all, it is coherent and well- organized. It is clearly the product of a single, rather orderly, mind, and was probably as useful as any medical work of its day. The general impression is of a sort of "monotheism" similar to that described earlier. The author clearly believes in a supreme god, but one served by many subordinates. In the Letter of Rehoboam, God is at the head of a hierarchy. Beneath the Almighty one finds the personified planets and signs, then angels, next demons, and finally the plants. It is somewhat similar to the earthly governments of the Hellenized world, as well as the outlook of the pagan iatromathematicians. If one wants to use a plant to do something, one first petitions the King of Heaven and Earth to order his subordinates to help you. Celsus might consider the author a fellow-traveller. The difference would not be what the author thought or did, but his commitment to the Jewish tradition and the Jewish people. 

Talmudic Period

The works which we have discussed up to this point date to the Second Temple period. But the Second Temple period ended in two very destructive wars, the First and Second Jewish Revolts. Losing the two revolts brought about great changes in Judaean society. The Judaean state ceased to exist until modern times. The Temple in Jerusalem, previously the center of Jewish religion, was destroyed permanently in 70 CE. After the Bar Kokhba revolt (132-35 CE) Jerusalem became a pagan city, Aelia Capitolina, and Jews were forbidden to live anywhere in Judaea. Galilee and Idumaea became the major centers of Jewish population in Palestine. New institutions, the rabbinic movement and the synagogue, replace the state and the temple. Both had existed before, but now had no competitors for leadership in society. 

Intellectual life changed, too, and not only in Palestine. The Diaspora revolts of 115-17 CE were just as destructive and futile./139/ During the Second Temple period there had been a great variety of sectarian opinion, seen in the diverse literature from those centuries. But after the first century CE only the Pharisees and the Christians remained, and the Christians more and more defined themselves as a non-Jewish movement. Many of the pseudepigraphal works which we have cited survive in Christian copies, but not in Jewish ones. The rabbinic movement became the dominant intellectual force among Jews. Greek was still used for secular affairs, but there were no more attempts to take part in Hellenistic intellectual life. There were no more Judaeo-Greek philosophers like Philo or Judaeo-Greek historians like Josephus in the rabbinic era./140/ The rabbis produced a voluminous literature, notably the famous legal commentaries on the Law of Moses, the Mishna and the two Talmuds. But they did not conduct a dialogue with Greek intellectual tradition. 

However, despite the many changes in Jewish thought and life after the end of the Second Temple period, ideas about the invisible world in general and astrology in particular did not change much at all. The rabbis were experts on Jewish law, concerned to define the details of the godly way of life. They could not ignore astrology, whether in its "scientific" or religious forms. But we find the same ambivalent attitudes towards astrology which we saw during the Second Temple period./141/ In the midrash Pesikta Rabbati, we are told that the planets and signs of the zodiac were among God's first creations./142/ The same work tells us that the Law was revealed to Moses in the month of Sivan because Sivan is equivalent to Gemini, the first human sign, and it was more appropriate that the law be praised by a human than a ram or a bull./143/ This passage is particularly relevant to our study, because the zodiac mosaics are sometimes explained as representations of the calendar. Another midrash, Leviticus Rabbah, tells us that the sun and moon dislike travelling across the sky each day, because then "People burn incense to us, worship us." Each day God must order them to "go forth and shine against their will." Eclipses are punishment for malingering./144/ Humans stupid enough to worship the planets rather than their Creator will have to answer for it at the Judgement./145/ As in the Second Temple period, the assumption is that the sun and moon are angels, with relatively free wills, but ultimately subject to YHWH./146/ 

One of the most important passages on "scientific" astrology is in the Babylonian Talmud, tractate Shabbat./147/ Two pages contain a number of related stories illustrating the varied attitudes toward "scientific" astrology. In the first story Rabbi Judah the Prince claims that it is the day of the week which determines one's personality, while in the following one, R. Hanina Bar Hama says "Not the constellation/148/ of the day but that of the hour is the determining influence." He follows with a list of the personality traits associated with the planets. These reflect the qualities usually attributed to the planets in Hellenistic astrology. But note that Mercury is said to be the scribe of the sun. This may be from Mesopotamian rather than Greek tradition. These two stories assume that Judah and Hanina used documents similar to the Letter of Rehoboam and the Letter of Rehoboam. A number of similar works on favorable hours and days do survive from the Talmudic era and milieu./149/ Also, it is interesting that both Judah and Hanina were natives of Palestine, not Babylonia, which makes their belief in astrology relevant to the zodiac mosaics found in Palestine's synagogues. 

The third story is more ambivalent. In it, R. Hanina Bar Hama, from Palestine, and R. Johanan Bar Nappaha, from Mesopotamia, debate whether astrology affected the Jews. Hanina said "the stars make us wise, the stars make us rich, and there is a star for Israel." Johanan replied "there is no star for Israel."/150/ Both agreed, tacitly, that astrology works for humanity in general. Also, it is interesting to note that while the story is found in a Babylonian document, the text itself is in the Palestinian dialect of Aramaic. This may imply that the story was first told in Palestine. Jews in both halves of the Fertile Crescent shared similar beliefs about astrology./151/ 

The fourth story, again attributed to R. Judah the Prince, tells how God changed Abraham's horoscope so that he might beget Isaac. God said to Abraham ". . . [cease] thy planet [gazing], for Israel is free from planetary influence. What is thy calculation? Because Zedek [Jupiter]/152/ stands in the West? I will turn it back to and place it in the East."/153/ This story implies that God runs the universe via astrology, but He may easily make an exception for Abraham, or for anyone else. The three stories remaining repeat the theme "Israel is immune from planetary influences." [ , mzl] In each we are told an anecdote to the effect that someone astrologically fated to die is allowed to live because "charity delivereth from death."/154/ 

We also have evidence, from a non-jewish source, that astrology was practiced by the rabbinic community in Palestine. Epiphanius, in his Panarion, 1.1.16, "Kata Pharisain," tells us that "both Fate and astrology are practised zealously among them."/155/ Epiphanius was born in Eleutheropolis, near Gaza, in 315 CE, and was bishop of Constantia in Cyprus from 367 until his death in 403./156/ Panarion is a major work on Christian heresies. Epiphanius was one of the most learned men of his day, and could read five languages, including Hebrew and Aramaic. He was not always particularly critical of his sources, but on astrology among the Jews, he was well- informed and accurate. He may have been born a Jew himself./157/ 

Not only does he tell us that the Jews practised astrology, but gives some information found nowhere else. His lists of the Hebrew names of the planets gives two sets of names. One list contains the names well-known from rabbinic literature./158/ These are descriptive and religously neutral. But Epiphanius also gives another, less neutral, set of names. The sun is Shemesh and the moon, Yareah. Jupiter, called Zedek, "Justice," by the rabbis, is also Chocheb Baal, the star of Baal, according to Epiphanius. These are probably the older Canaanite names, although their ultimate origin is unknown./159/ 

The debate between R. Hanina and R. Johanan sums up the ambivalent attitude of the rabbis toward astrology. The majority opinion in the Babylonian Talmud agrees with Johanan Bar Nappaha, but the opposing point of view was not suppressed./160/ As long as outright worship of foreign gods was avoided, astrology was not seen as an active danger./161/ A righteous life could annul the decrees of the planets more easily than any namburbi or spell. 

Sepher Ha-Razim

Astral magic and astral religion were not forgotten, either. Perhaps the most famous example of rabbinic astral magic is the Sepher Ha-Razim, or the Book of Secrets. The Sepher ha-Razim was re-discovered in the 1960s by Mordecai Margalioth among fragments from the famous Cairo Genizah. He recognized that they were similar to other magical fragments, and theorized that they came from a single magical treatise./162/ While he did not find a single complete Hebrew manuscript of the work, he did manage to reconstruct the text from Hebrew fragments, translations into Arabic and Latin, and later magical works which had used Sepher ha-Razim as a source./163/ Although the present text is a reconstruction, there seems to be no real doubt that Margalioth had discovered a genuine work./164/ 

"The fifteen year cycle of the reckoning of the Greek kings" (1.29)/165/ gives us the earliest possible date for the work's composition, since it probably refers to the Late Roman indiction cycle. Taxes were reassessed every fifteen years in the later Roman Empire. This periodic reassessment was called the "indiction" and remained the most common way of dating events throughout Byzantine history. Since the cycle was introduced in Egypt in 279 CE and extended to the entire empire in 312 CE, _Sepher ha- Razim_ cannot have been written earlier, although its contents may be quite a bit older./166/ Most scholars follow Margalioth in dating Sepher ha-Razim to c. 350-400 CE, when it had become common to use the indiction for a calendar./167/ The language and the contents of Sepher ha-Razim also fit an early Byzantine date. It is written in the Mishnaic Hebrew of the period, and is clearly related to contemporary mystical doctrines and writings, as well as to the Greek magic papyri and Mesopotamian incantation bowls./168/ We have few clues on the provenance of Sepher ha-Razim. Of course, using a Roman dating system implies that the work was written within the Roman Empire. Likewise, the fact that the first two firmaments bear names like those in the "so-called Palestinian list of heavens" may imply the author lived in Palestine, or at least used Palestinian materials./169/ Similarities with the Greek magic papyri known from Egypt or the Mesopotamian incantation bowls might suggest an Egyptian or Mesopotamian origin. But, as with the documents discussed earlier, the materials in Sepher ha-Razim are the sort of thing any magician in the Hellenized Fertile Crescent might have known./170/ 

Like the Letter of Rehoboam, Sepher ha-Razim gives the impression that it was written by a single person, not a committee. The author appears to have been a learned man; an uneducated person is unlikely to have written in Hebrew, let alone know the details of mysticism./171/ Otherwise we can deduce little about the author. The usual rabbinic view was that a sage should understand the principles of magic, but should not practice it./172/ But, as with astrology, there was no uniformity. Certainly the author went to some trouble to avoid the usual Hebrew word for magic, _keshafim_. He applies it solely to other people's spells./173/ Probably, as with our other authors, he thought that astral magic was acceptable if placed in a properly Jewish garb. 

The text of Sepher ha-Razim is even more highly organized and homogeneous than the Letter of Rehoboam. There is an introduction, which says that the _Sepher_ was revealed to Noah by the angel Raziel. Noah not only learned the usual occult arts, such as astrology and making the angels obey, but also how to build the Ark. Later, Sepher ha-Razim was handed down, father to son, until it reached Solomon,/174/ when it became the most important of all Solomon's magical books./175/ 

The body of the _Sepher_ is divided into seven sections, one for each of the seven heavens of rabbinic cosmology./176/ Each heaven or firmament has a number of subsections, each subsection with one or more angel commanders of angel armies. The first firmament is named _shemayim_, the usual Hebrew word for "sky" or "heaven." It has seven "camps" each with an enthroned commander over an army of angels. It is tempting to identify these camps with the planets, but they are not called planets, and later we find the sun in the fourth heaven. Again, the thirty-six angels in the third camp may be the thirty-six decans, but they are not labelled decans. They do perform similar functions./177/ 

The second firmament, _shemei-shemayim_, or "heaven of heavens,"/178/ has twelve "steps," which may or may not be the signs of the zodiac. Each "step" has nine to twenty angel armies./179/ The third heaven has three groups of angels./180/ The fourth firmament holds the sun, who is led across the sky in a chariot drawn by thirty-one angel- armies in the daytime, and another thirty-one angel-armies by night./181/ The fifth heaven contains the "princes of glory"/182/ over the twelve months of the Jewish calendar. "They make known month by month what will be in each and every year."/183/ Again it is tempting to compare these angels to the signs of the zodiac in, for example, the Letter of Rehoboam. They do similar things, but the _Sepher_ does not make the comparison. The sixth heaven is divided between two warlords, the eastern one over 28 armies, the western over 31. The seventh firmament is the home of God, and contains no spells. Instead it is a lengthy hymn of praise to the Almighty./184/ 

The subsections are usually arranged thus: 

I. Firmament 

A. description of subdivision and its uses 

1. angel-names 2. descriptions of angels and functions 3. actions angels will do 4. preparations for invocation 5. invocation (sometimes missing) 6. variations on invocation, to vary results (sometimes missing)/185/ 

_Sepher_ contains two sorts of materials, the spells, which have close parallels with many other magical texts, and the framework describing the heavens, which is related to the mystical _Hekhalot_ texts./186/ They form a notable contrast. The framework strongly emphasizes ritual purity. An idea repeated many times in one form or another is "And so, (as in) every operation, act in purity and you will succeed."/187/ But the spells call, for example, for biscuits made from blood; blood is never pure./188/ The framework emphasizes that God is in ultimate control "I adjure you O angels of strength and might, . . . by the God revealed at Mount Sinai, . . . by the Lord who saved Israel, . . . to aid me at this time in every place that I will go."/189/ In this it resembles the works we have discussed earlier in this chapter. But the spells invoke, by name, Greek gods such as Aphrodite, Hermes, or Helios./190/ There are even differences in language. The framework uses a more complicated style, with biblical allusions, and without loan words. The spells use a simpler style, with loan words from Greek and Aramaic./191/ They have clear parallels with other magical traditions. For example, most of the spells in Sepher ha-Razim begin "If you wish to do such and such, take such and such . . . ." [. . . . infinitive , 'm bqqshth l infinitive, q . . . . ], while many spells in the Greek magic papyri also start "if you wish" [ # n , ean thels]./192/ The cosmology takes a syncretistic magical cookbook and makes the recipes kosher./193/ Still, the differences between the cosmology and the practices of _Sepher ha- Razim_ should not be over- emphasized. The spells also have parallels to the Aramaic incantation bowls of Mesopotamian Late Antiquity, and many of these were certainly made by and for Jews./194/ The importance of the angels and their names in the _Sepher_'s spells are a distinctively Jewish feature,/195/ although it must be noted that the work has rather unusual angel- names. They take the place of the magical gibberish-words so important in the Greek magic papyri./196/ Likewise, as we have noted before, there was no sharp distinction between Jewish and Gentile magic./197/ _Sepher ha-Razim_ links the religious specialists of Byzantine Jewry with the beliefs and practices of more ordinary people./198/ 

For our purposes, the most important spells in Sepher ha-Razim are the astrological ones. There are few or no examples of "scientific" astrology in the work, but it does have a strong dose of astral religion. Some spells involve exposing the ingredients of a potion to the stars, (e.g., 1.54-55; p. 26, Morgan) reminiscent of some Mesopotamian spells. Others invoke the heavenly bodies. A lengthy spell in 1.107-51 invokes "the brilliant star, the name of which is that of Aphrodite . . . and (the name of the) angel HASDY'L . . . ." to "win the heart of a great or wealthy woman." The Greek name "Aphrodite" is transliterated into Hebrew letters./199/ There is a variety of such spells, in which the planets are invoked in the same way as the angels. Indeed, a later passage (2.147)/200/ even calls the sun an angel. We may safely conclude that all the other planets were angels, too. 

The most important astral spell is an elaborate invocation of the sun which takes up the whole of the fourth firmament. The section begins with a description and list of the angel groups which lead the sun's chariot by day and by night. The invocation allows one to see the sun and to "ask him (to foretell questions) of life and death, of good and evil."/201/ Since the sun sees the entire earth each day, he is obviously well-informed. There are separate procedures for day and night. The procedure to interview the sun during the daytime begins with an invocation of the angels who draw the sun's chariot: 

""I adjure you angels that lead the sun in the power of your "strength . . . by the One whose voice shakes the earth, . . . by "His great . . . name . . . . I repeat (your names) . . . and "adjure you that you will do my will and desire at this time and "season, and will remove the radiance of the sun so that I may "see him face to face as he is in his bridal chamber./202/ 

When finished, one releases the sun with "I adjure you that you return the radiance of the sun to its place as in the beginning." Note that the angels are invoked in each case, not the sun. It is unclear if this means that they are the sun's superiors in the heavenly hierarchy, or if, as on earth, one had to bribe the doorkeepers before seeing the emperor. Also, as in the prayers to the planets in Letter of Rehoboam, the angels are invoked in the name of the supreme god. We find the same "monotheism." Perhaps YHWH is more prominent in _Sepher_ as a whole than in Letter. We do have an elaborate doxology in the seventh heaven, after all. But the difference is one of degree, not of kind. 

The procedure to view the sun at night is rather more complicated. First the angels who draw the solar chariot by night are invoked. Note that one line of the invocation (4.50) calls God "the Ruler of the planets." Unlike the day procedure, the magician next invokes the sun personally: 

""Holy Helios [ , Swylyh, hylyws] who rises in the east, "good mariner, trustworthy leader of the sun's rays, reliable "(witness), who of old didst establish the mighty wheel (of the "heavens), holy orderer, ruler of the axis (of the heaven), Lord, "Brilliant Leader, King, Soldier. I, N son of N, present my "supplication before you, that you will appear to me without "(causing me) fear, and you will be revealed to me without "causing me terror, and you will conceal nothing from me and will "tell me truthfully all that I desire./204/ 

After this the magician should bow, and may ask his questions. Finally the sun is dismissed, again directly. The dismissal calls him "Orpiel" [ , _'wrpy'l_], a typical angel-name meaning something like "Marvelous light of God."/205/ The implication is that Helios is an angel of YHWH. This is somewhat surprising./206/ The cult of the sun god was one of the strongest in late paganism. Julian was writing his _Hymn to the Sun_ at approximately the same time that Sepher ha-Razim was being composed. The author portrays even the supreme god of the Roman state as a subordinate of the God of Israel./207/ 

All the spells involving the planets are important. Like prayers to the planets in Letter of Rehoboam, they show that Jews in the Talmudic period saw the heavenly bodies as living beings, angels, whom one might ask for help in a great variety of activities without ceasing to be a good Jew. Technical treatises such as 4Q Cryptic and the Letter of Rehoboam lead to the same conclusion. The prayers in Sepher ha-Razim are particularly relevant to our study of the zodiac mosaics, since they date to the same period. In Morgan's words "Jews who could place a mosaic of Helios on their synagogue floors certainly would not have found it strange to offer invocations to that same god."/208/ We may reverse his thought and say that the fact that pious Jews could invoke the aid of the heavenly bodies helps explain the zodiac mosaics. The heavenly bodies, like the angels in general, are God's managers. This is the assumption behind all the astrological works which we have discussed in this chapter. The God of Israel is the Creator of all, including the angels. The angels carry out God's orders, and to that extent substitute for His direct action. Portraying them visually is a way of showing God at work, maintaining the world He created. In a sense, they are a substitute for portraying the God Whom even Moses might not see. 
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Chapter Five 
Astrology In Synagogue Art

In this fifth and final chapter, we will discuss the synagogue zodiac mosaics mentioned so often in earlier chapters. We will begin with a discussion of art and the synagogue generally, and progress to descriptions of the zodiacs themselves. Next we will discuss the various theories which try to explain the presence and meaning of the synagogue zodiacs. Finally, I will present my own explanation, incorporating the best points of the others. 

The Synagogue

The synagogue was a unique invention, unlike any earlier religious institution. A temple in the ancient world was the home of a deity and only professional priests entered routinely. Devotees, whether individuals or communities, worshipped outside the temple, usually with a request and an offering./1/ This was as true of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem as any of other. But the synagogue introduced congregational prayer, and, particularly, ritual reading and study of a sacred scripture. Worship might be led by anyone, not only members of a hereditary priesthood./2/ This sort of worship did not exist before the synagogue, but has since come to be the norm throughout much of the world. The church and the mosque are the children of the synagogue. 

The origins of the synagogue as an institution are unknown, and little more is known of its early history./3/ The Hebrew Bible never mentions the institution explicitly, although prayer is a common topic. Instead, the Temple was the focus of formal worship./4/ The first concrete evidence for the existence of the synagogue is a series of dedicatory inscriptions from Ptolemaic Egypt./5/ By the first century BCE, when literary evidence becomes common, the synagogue was definitely a well-established institution, found wherever Jews lived./6/ Both Josephus and the Gospels speak of synagogues quite casually, as if it were an old, traditional, institution. Indeed, the synagogue was so well-known a Jewish institution in the Diaspora, that anti- Jewish rioting often began with an attack on the local synagogue./7/ After the destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, the synagogue became the center of Jewish life in Palestine, too. Most of the literary evidence dates to the era after the destruction./8/ 

The synagogue as an institution is rather older than the synagogue as a building. Originally, a synagogue was a congregation./9/ People met to read and study the Bible wherever was convenient, in community buildings or private homes, much as the early Christians did. The oldest known synagogue buildings all date to the late first century BCE or early first century CE. The oldest known synagogue building from the Diaspora, c. 50 BCE, is on the Aegean island of Delos./10/ Inscriptions tell us there were synagogues in Ostia during the time of Augustus./11/ The Greek Theodotus inscription from first century BCE Jerusalem is the oldest evidence for synagogues in Israel proper./12/ Three buildings are known from Israel, at Masada, Herodium, and Gamla. All have a rectangular plan, benches along the walls and internal columns./13/ The Masada and Herodium synagogues were built during the First Revolt, 63-70 CE. Gamla's synagogue was built some time before the Revolt, perhaps 50 CE./14/ But, as with literary evidence, most of the material evidence for the ancient synagogue dates from the Talmudic era, the third through sixth centuries. The zodiac mosaics date to this period, as well. 

The study of ancient synagogue buildings begins in the mid nineteenth century, with the first archaeologists. Western scholars, such as Robinson, Renan, and Kitchener, began to travel throughout Palestine, trying to identify ancient sites, and recording the remains visible./15/ The Deutsche Orient-Gesellschaft, at the turn of the century, sponsored the first large scale surface survey devoted solely to recording the remains of ancient synagogues./16/ The printed account of this research, Antike Synagoge in Galila,/17/ is still an important reference work. 

Excavation of synagogue buildings became common under the British Mandate. Enough examples were known to group them into three types, based on artistic style./18/ The groups were also thought to represent successive periods of time. The first type was the early or "Galilean" synagogue, where the first and best examples were discovered. It had an elaborate facade, including three portals, in one of the short walls, facing Jerusalem. The members of the congregation entered and turned 1800 to worship. The scrolls of the Torah, the focus of ritual, were stored outside the prayer hall, and brought in when needed. The "Galilean" synagogue was dated to the second and third centuries CE./19/ Eventually, it was thought to evolve into the "Byzantine" or "basilica" synagogue, so-called because it resembles the basilical parish churches of Byzantine Palestine./20/ "Byzantine" synagogues were built from the fourth through seventh centuries CE./21/ The "Byzantine" synagogue had an apse in the wall facing Jerusalem, and the main entrance in the wall opposite. The scrolls were permanently placed in a book case, the aron or Holy Ark, which was kept in the apse. A "transitional" category, dated to the third and fourth centuries CE, held buildings which did not fit into these two categories./22/ The change in the orientation of the main entrance was assigned to this era. Likewise, most examples of the "broadhouse" plan, with the entrance in one of the long walls, were put into this pigeon hole. All three varieties typically had benches along the walls, a U-shaped colonnade separating a nave from aisles, and an ornate artistic decoration./23/ 

This typology of synagogues was widely accepted for a generation. It is the one found in such standard reference works as the Encyclopedia Judaica and the works of E. L. Sukenik and Michael Avi-Yonah./24/ But, beginning in the 1950s, newer methods of archaeology have allowed sites to be dated more precisely and objectively. Since the 1970s, the old typology has been largely abandoned. The "Galilean" and "Byzantine" synagogues exist as artistic categories, perhaps reflecting local traditions, but not as chronological ones./25/ Synagogues are now known to have been built in a variety of styles throughout the centuries of Roman rule. These developments in methodology are important to this chapter because the synagogue zodiacs are known solely from archaeology. Moreover, most of them were excavated using older methods and approaches, and thus, their dates are not very precise. It is safe to date all the zodiacs to the Byzantine period of Israeli archaeology, the centuries between Constantine and Umar. But attempts to put them into chronological order and construct a typology of the development of the Jewish zodiac are premature, to say the least./26/ Too few examples are known, and their dates are too imprecise. 

ART AND THE SYNAGOGUE

The Jewish attitude towards visual arts varied a great deal over the centuries. The Hebrew Bible forbids idolatry as part of its ban on worship of other gods,/27/ and the prophets never tire of ridiculing the folly of worshipping the product of a man's hands./28/ At the same time, the Biblical writers did not hesitate to tell how Solomon ornamented his Temple with lions, bulls, and cherubim./29/ Even when Solomon is criticized for worshipping foreign gods, his images are not mentioned. In contrast, Josephus, born and raised during the Second Temple period, saw these animal figures as the first sign of polytheism./30/ With very few exceptions,/31/ Josephus' attitude was the common one among Jews of the Second Temple period./32/ There were serious riots in Jerusalem when Herod placed an eagle over the entrance to his Temple and when Pilate brought standards bearing Tiberias' portrait into Jerusalem./33/ And even Herod preferred aniconic motifs in his palaces, as any visitor to Masada may see. 

This attitude changed dramatically in the centuries after the destruction of the temple. Synagogues and tombs of the Talmudic period were highly ornamented with human and animal figures. The eagle, absolutely unacceptable on Herod's Temple, is very common over the entrance of synagogues./34/ The discovery of this art was a genuine revelation, quite unanticipated by scholars at the turn of the nineteenth century./35/ 

NAARAN

Naaran/36/ was not only the first zodiac mosaic, but the first synagogue mosaic of any sort to be discovered./37/ It was uncovered, in a suitably dramatic way, by a Turkish shell in 1918./38/ The site is at Ein Duk, the ancient Naaran, and is next to a spring about 6.5 kilometers from modern Jericho./39/ Naaran was never an important settlement, but it is mentioned several times in ancient literature./40/ The most important notices for our purposes are in Byzantine period Christian sources, which tell us it was a thoroughly Jewish village./41/ 

The ruins were inspected casually by British officers on the spot in 1918, and more thoroughly in 1919, by Vincent and Lagrange of the Ecole Biblique in Jerusalem. In 1920, Vincent and Carri the synagogue completely./42/ 

The excavation consisted of clearing debris from the floor and wall stubs, and drawing up a plan of the remains, with rather less attention given to the earth covering the ruins. Approximately 350 square meters were cleared. The synagogue proper was part of a larger complex inside a courtyard (figure 47). Walking north from the entrance to the complex, one came into a courtyard, an atrium with a pool, an L-shaped narthex, and finally the synagogue proper. About 10 meters separated the facade of the synagogue from the entrance to the courtyard. The atrium, narthex, and prayer-hall were all on a north-south axis, and thus were not oriented to Jerusalem. A door in the west wall of the prayer-hall led into another room./43/ 

Three doors connected the narthex and the prayer-hall proper, which was built according to a basilica plan, meaning that it was rectangular with two parallel rows of columns. The south end of the prayer-hall does not survive, but what remains measures 14.94 meters wide and 19 meters long, with ten square columns. It was perhaps 22 meters long originally. Vincent's restoration has a square south wall, without apse, but that does not rule an apse out./44/ Apses on synagogues were not known when Naaran was excavated. The walls were of mud-brick on a foundation of stone rubble and mortar. The frames of the doors were cut stone. The building was apparently remodelled twice, and was violently destroyed, perhaps by an earthquake./45/ 

The most notable feature of the Naaran synagogue is its "sumptuous" mosaics (figure 48)./46/ Sadly, the human and animals figure were deliberately vandalized in antiquity, but enough survives to allow reconstruction of the original conception./47/ Entering the narthex and walking north, one comes to an unusual menorah/48/ with twelve flames and an inscription panel listing donors in Hebrew./49/ Next, just within the main portal, are two gazelles feeding on a bush. This panel was damaged and repaired in antiquity. In the prayer-hall proper, the aisles are covered with ornate abstract designs, forming a carpet in stone. But the most important designs are in the nave of the prayer-hall./50/ 

The mosaic in the nave is surrounded by a guilloche pattern and is subdivided into four panels./51/ The first and largest is a series of circles and polygons separated by geometric pattern ribbons. The medallions once contained pictures of plants and animals./52/ The second panel, in the center of the building, is the zodiac./53/ Beyond the zodiac panel is a biblical scene of Daniel in the lions' den, and a Hebrew inscription, "Shalom Daniel," and a list of donors./54/ The last panel is one often found in ancient synagogues. It shows Jewish symbols, particularly the Ark which held the Scrolls of the Law, standing between two menorahs. Hanging from the menorahs are vases resembling mosque lamps. Above the menorahs is another Hebrew inscription listing more donors./55/ Presumably the genuine Ark of the congregation stood beyond the panel picturing it, perhaps in an apse or aediculum./56/ 

The Naaran zodiac panel (figure 49) is a large square, 4.05 meters on a side, containing two concentric circles, 1.6 meters and 3.5 meters in diameter, respectively./57/ The corners hold female figures. They are damaged, but Hebrew labels tell us that they represent the four seasons. Each season was named for one of the Jewish months it contained. Summer is Tebet, for example. The seasons are also marked with appropriate symbols. Spring, for example, has a bird and tree, while Fall has a star, perhaps for Sirius, the Dog- star, which appears in the autumn./58/ 

The space between the two circles is divided into twelve wedges, each just over a meter long. Each held a figure for one of the signs as well as a label in Hebrew./59/ The signs run clockwise, while the seasons run counterclockwise. The signs are not aligned with the proper seasons. Spring, for example, is next to Libra and Virgo, rather than Aries or another of the spring signs./60/ The figures are badly damaged,/61/ but they seem to follow the usual Greek iconography of the signs. The only unusual figure is the crab. It is portrayed as a species found in the Jericho region, Maia squinado./62/ 

The center circle holds a picture of Sol Invictus, the deified sun, driving a four horse chariot (figure 50). Two horses are on either side of the chariot. He wears a cloak with stars, a crown of rays, and holds a whip. His face is gouged out, as are those of the horses./63/ Again, the iconography is quite typical./64/ 

The mosaics are not great works of art, but the style is distinctive. All the figures in the synagogue are in a "Oriental" style reminiscent of Palmyra or Khirbet Tannur, which became typical of Byzantine art in general./65/ All surfaces are shown in the same plane, with the result that Sol is shown full-face, while the wheels of his chariot are portrayed side-on and the horses run to either side./66/ The most unusual feature about the Naaran mosaics is the vandalism which they have suffered. The iconoclasts attacked only animals and humans, especially their faces. Plants, Jewish symbols, and Hebrew inscriptions were left untouched. This may imply that the vandals were Jews, probably with religious motives, since they showed respect for the sacred script./67/ Moreover, the scale of the damage is impressive. It is not unusual to find a few small figures hammered into oblivion in ancient synagogues, but rarely so many. But whether the vandals were local zealots, or representatives of a larger Iconoclastic movement is impossible to say without more evidence./68/ 

Vincent originally dated the Naaran synagogue to the third century CE for several reasons. The building overall resembled the "Galilean" synagogue, which in those days was assigned to the second and third centuries./69/ Literary evidence confirmed that there had been a Jewish village at the site in the third century./70/ Finally, he identified a Samuel mentioned in the entrance inscription with the third century Babylonian rabbi, Mar Samuel, who was a noted astronomer. This seemed to fit with the zodiac panel./71/ However, now much more is known about ancient synagogues than in the 1920's, and the building is currently dated to the fifth or sixth century CE./72/ 

BETH ALPHA

The next synagogue zodiac discovered was at Beth Alpha. Its mosaics are probably the most famous found in any synagogue, and are certainly the best preserved. As works of art, too, they are impressive, and probably have inspired more research than any of the other examples. 

The Beth Alpha synagogue was discovered by a group of kibbutzniks digging an irrigation canal in December, 1928. They reported the discovery to the authorities at the Department of Antiquities of the Palestine Mandate, who sent Eleazer Sukenik to investigate. Sukenik excavated the site for the Hebrew University during January and February, 1929./73/ 

The synagogue is part of an ancient village, Khirbet Beit Ilfa. It is on the slopes of Mt. Gilboa, overlooking the Jezreel Valley, and west of Beth Shan./74/ It is never mentioned in any ancient source. The name is ancient and may imply that it was once the property of a landowner named Alpha, a common name in rabbinic literature./75/ 

The synagogue complex at Beth Alpha consisted of a courtyard, a narthex, a prayer-hall, and a subsidiary room./76/ The first three are on a north-south axis, with the courtyard at the north end, and the prayer-hall at the south end, nearest Jerusalem (figure 51). The subsidiary room adjoins the southwest corner of the prayer-hall. The prayer-hall has a basilica plan, with two rows of columns dividing it into three aisles, and there is an apse in the southern wall, facing Jerusalem./77/ The overall complex is 27.7 meters long and 14.2 wide, while the prayer-hall measures 10.75 X 12.4 meters. The apse is 2.4 meters deep, 75 centimeters higher than floor level in the prayer-hall, and probably held the Ark./78/ Benches lined the east, south, and west walls and both were covered with lime plaster. A fourth bench and a bema or reading platform were added later, atop the mosaic, near the apse./79/ 

The synagogue was built in the later fifth century and went through several phases. Byzantine ribbed pottery in the wall-plaster, a hoard of Byzantine coins hidden in the apse and a mosaic inscription all date the structure to the Byzantine period./80/ It was destroyed by earthquake at some date between the sixth and seventh centuries CE./81/ 

The courtyard, narthex, and prayer-hall were all paved with mosaics (figure 52). Most are simple geometric designs, with the more elaborate figures reserved for the nave, as at Naaran./82/ Inside the main portal one comes on two mosaic inscriptions, each in a tabula ansata. The first is in Aramaic, and although fragmentary, dates the mosaic to the reign of one of the two emperors Justin. Both lived in the sixth century CE. Justin I, 518-27 CE is somewhat the more likely, as Justin II was a persecutor of non-Christians generally./83/ The second inscription is in Greek and asks for a blessing on the builders of the mosaic, Marianos and his son, Hanina./84/ In all likelihood, they were Jews. Hanina, in particular, is a common name in Rabbinic literature. Both men worked on other mosaics in the Beth Shan area./85/ 

The entrance inscriptions are flanked by a bull and a lion, part of a frame of animals and plants surrounding the three main panels./86/ The first panel, closest to the door, shows the sacrifice of Isaac, called the Akedah in Jewish tradition./87/ From left to right, we see Abraham's two servants with a donkey, a sheep tied to a bush,/88/ Abraham holding a knife and his son Isaac, and a burning altar. All are labelled in Hebrew. A hand from a cloud is probably the "angel of the Lord" who stopped Abraham in the biblical story (Gen. 22)./89/ It is labelled by a quote from Genesis 22: 11-12: , 'l tslh . . . , "Do not lay [your hand upon the boy]."/90/ 

The second panel is the zodiac (figure 53). It is the largest of the three panels at Beth Alpha, and, in general, is quite similar to the Naaran zodiac, if rather more detailed./91/ It is nearly square, 3.55 X 3.75 meters. As at Naaran, the square holds two concentric circles, 3.12 and 1.2 meters in diameter, respectively./92/ The corners contain winged female busts representing the seasons. Each is labelled with its Hebrew name, such as Tequphat Tishri, as well as with appropriate attributes./93/ Spring, or Nisan, holds a shepherd's crook, for example, while Summer (Tammuz) sits among fruit and grain crops. Fall has a star overhead, as at Naaran. Winter is marked by red cheeks./94/ The Beth Alpha seasons are somewhat closer to the usual Greco-Roman iconography than Naaran's, although still not too close./95/ Both seasons and signs run counterclockwise./96/ 

The space between the circles is, again, divided into twelve segments. The figures generally follow the usual Greek iconography, but at a distance. Marianos and Hanina took a traditional design and made it their own by means of style and details. The Ram is the middle eastern fat-tailed sheep and the Bull is the Indian Zebu. Gemini is a pair of Siamese Twins. The Crab is a species found in the Jezreel Valley, Potamion potamios. Virgo is portrayed as a queen, sitting on a throne and wearing shoes of Imperial purple./97/ Libra is a man holding the scales, which is not unusual; but he has only one leg! The other is omitted because it is behind the balance./98/ In two cases, the image is based on the Hebrew name rather than the traditional iconography. Sagittarius is , qst, or "Bow" in Hebrew; at Beth Alpha, the bow is held by a man, rather than the usual centaur. Capricorn was damaged and crudely repaired in antiquity. Aquarius is , dly or "pail" in Hebrew. The figure is a person pulling a pail from a well, an everyday sight, even today./99/ In general, the iconography is similar to the signs at Naaran./100/ Each figure is labelled in Hebrew. As in the inscriptions, the Hebrew letters are less skillfully made than the Greek ones. There are a few spelling mistakes. , tlh, or Ram, is spelled , tl', that is with an aleph ( ) instead of a h ( ). , 'ryyh, or Leo, is spelled with two yods ( ) instead of one. Aquarius and Pisces, the last two signs, each have a waw ( ) or "and," , wdly wdgym, not just the final Pisces./101/ 

As at Naaran, the center circle contains Sol Invictus and a four horse chariot. It is in a particularly abstract style. The head and forelegs of the horses are visible, two on either side of the chariot. Sol wears a crown of rays and is surrounded by the moon and stars. Only his head and neck are shown. Beneath is a square covered with curving colored stripes, perhaps representing the rainbow colors seen at dawn and dusk. The square is probably Sol's chariot, not his torso, since it is attached to small wheels./102/ The third panel, next to the apse and the aron, is a panel of Jewish symbols like Naaran's, but more elaborate. The Ark is flanked not only by menorahs but also by lions, palm fronds, citron-fruits, ram's horn trumpets or shofars, and square objects usually identified as incense shovels and shrubs. Drawn curtains frame the whole scene. The Ark itself has acroteria, and a gable with birds running up the sides. Probably the real Ark stood in the apse just behind this panel./103/ 

Marianos and Hanina made their mosaic in a rather idiosyncratic "Oriental" style. It particularly resembles Palmyrene art in its frontality and in the line outlining the brow and nose of human faces. Sol is especially non- classical. But their work is by no means as childlike or primitive as is sometimes stated./104/ They were skilled and imaginative artists, and produced an impressive work of art. 

HUSIFA

A third zodiac was discovered in 1930, in the Arab village of `Isfiya (Husifa in Hebrew), on Mt. Carmel, about 12 kilometers from Haifa. The present village of Isfiya is no older than the eighteenth century, but it is on the site of a Jewish village dated by coins and pottery to the Roman, Byzantine and Early Arab Periods. The synagogue was excavated for the Department of Antiquities of the Palestine Mandate by N. Makhouly and Michael Avi-Yonah in 1933./105/ 

The structure was in the midst of the modern village, beneath a private dwelling, a public courtyard and some outbuildings. Only the portion of the building beneath the courtyard and the outbuildings was excavated, between one half and three fifths of the whole (figures 54, 55)./106/ The building was apparently oriented toward Jerusalem,/107/ with the result that the corners are closer to the cardinal directions than the walls. The whole of the northwest wall, 10.1 meters long, was excavated, as well as 6.2 meters of the southwest wall and 5.5 meters of the northeast one./108/ The building was probably close to square, without an apse. One line of columns was uncovered and it is probably a safe deduction that a parallel colonnade lies unexcavated. The entrance was probably at the southwest wall, and there is some evidence of a narthex beyond./109/ 

The whole floor was originally paved with mosaics, now badly damaged. Probably the damage was done by the modern village, not in antiquity, since the damaged area corresponds to the public courtyard. The layout seems to have been similar to those we have seen up to now. The aisles next to the walls was paved with geometric designs, one meter wide,/110/ while the nave and the entrance had images of living creatures. Three small panels survive near the southwest wall. The two outer panels each hold a menorah with other symbols, as at Beth Alpha (figure 55). The center panel is damaged, and contains a wreath with a Hebrew inscription: , slwm `l ysr'l, "Peace upon Israel." The phrase comes from Psalm 125: 5. It is very common in synagogue mosaics, and is usually found near the entrance, as here./111/ 

The nave has three panels. The first, walking from southwest wall, is a narrow one listing donors. Next is a large panel, mostly destroyed, of grapevines and birds./112/ 

The third panel, at the eastern end of the nave, closest to Jerusalem, is the zodiac (figure 56). It, too, is badly damaged./113/ Like the other zodiacs so far discovered, it is in the form of two circles inscribed on a square. It is the smallest synagogue zodiac yet found. The square is 2.76 meters on a side, and the outer circle is 1.38 meters in diameter. The inner circle is almost entirely destroyed, but is estimated to have been 6 centimeters in diameter. No central figure remains./114/ The north corner is intact, with one female bust of a Season. Heads of grain and pomegranates designate it Fall./115/ 

Fragments of five signs, from Sagittarius to Aries, may be identified. The iconography of the figures resembles that of Beth Alpha. Their style is "Oriental" and comparable to both Naaran and Beth Alpha. Sagittarius is a nude human, not a centaur, holding a bow, and draped in a mantle, somewhat like Hercules' lion skin. Only two horns remain of Capricorn. Aquarius is reasonably intact. It is an amphora emitting water, but without any person pouring it. Pisces is destroyed, save for a fin and a tail. Only Aries' hind hooves and tip of tail are still intact. All have their heads toward the center, unlike Beth Alpha or Naaran. Neither the signs nor the seasons were labelled, nor are they correlated. The signs run counterclockwise, as at Naaran./116/ 

The Husifa synagogue cannot be dated directly, but it is similar enough to the Beth Alpha and Naaran synagogues that it may be safely dated to the Byzantine era as well. It was destroyed by fire, perhaps during the reign of Justinian./117/ 

HAMMATH-TIBERIAS

The most recent zodiac to be discovered is at Hammath-Tiberias. It is probably the best preserved and the best known example, after Beth Alpha. "Hammath" means "hot springs"/118/ and the site is indeed a group of hot springs along the western shore of the Sea of Galilee./119/ The rabbis identified them with the Hammath-Naphtali of Joshua 19: 35./120/ The place first became important when Herod Antipas founded the city of Tiberias near the springs in 18/19 BCE. Named for the Roman emperor, it was meant to be the capital of the Tetrarchy of Galilee, Antipas' share of his father's kingdom. It remained one of the major cities in the region well into the Arab period./121/ Tiberias was a Hellenistic city, but it also became an important Rabbinic center from the third century CE until 429 CE, when the Patriarchate was abolished./122/ The Jewish Patriarchs, whom the Romans allowed to function as hereditary supreme judges of Jewish law,/123/ had their headquarters in Tiberias, from the time of Judah the Prince, in the mid third century. It was here that the Jerusalem Talmud was compiled in the early fifth century CE./124/ 

The synagogue with the zodiac/125/ is about one mile south of the modern city of Tiberias. It is close to the lake shore, and to the hot springs. The city wall of the Byzantine city is just south./126/ Ruins in the area have long been known, but the synagogue in question was discovered in 1947, while expanding the bath house at the hot springs. A trial excavation in 1948 was stopped by the Israeli War of Independence, and work did not resume until the 1960s. The site was excavated by Moshe Dothan, for the Israeli Department of Antiquities, in 1961-63./127/ 

The synagogue is on one of several natural terraces which run SE--NW, parallel to the lake shore. Dothan excavated an area of about 1200 square meters, and found four major periods of occupation, labelled I-IV, top to bottom./128/ Period II is the "Synagogue of Severus,"/129/ containing the zodiac wheel. It was left largely intact, which means that the greater part of lower levels were left buried. Period IV apparently held a settlement of some sort dating to the Hellenistic and Hasmonaean periods./130/ A somewhat larger area of period III was uncovered. It held a public building of some sort, perhaps a synagogue, perhaps a gymnasium, and dates to the first or early second centuries CE./131/ 

The site was apparently abandoned for some time between periods III and II./132/ Period II holds the zodiac wheel, and received the greatest attention from the excavator. The building which he found is definitely a synagogue, and went through two phases of construction, IIb, the older, and IIa, the younger./133/ 

The level II synagogue is a somewhat strange looking building (figure 57). Due to the terrace on which it was built, it has an odd orientation./134/ The corners are closer to the cardinal directions than are the walls./135/ The prayer-hall has an odd shape. It is almost rectangular, but none of the corners are truly square, and none of the sides have the same length./136/ The northern corner has a 1.2 meter "nook"/137/ which makes the plan look more like a boot than a basilica. Nine columns are arranged in three rows of three. The aisles between have unequal dimensions. The second from the west wall is the widest and functioned as a nave./138/ It held the major mosaic panels (figure 59). There are two small rooms stuck onto the main structure. This is common, in itself. But these rooms do not seem related to the overall plan in the way extra rooms do at, for example, Beth Alpha. 

The long narrow room (11.3 X 3 meters; figure 11) on the southeast side of the synagogue apparently functioned as a narthex in synagogue IIb. Worshippers entered by a door in its northwest face, and turned 90o right to enter the prayer-hall. This second door was in one of the long walls, making the prayer-hall a "broadhouse." Once inside, worshippers had to turn 180o to face Jerusalem./139/ The other small room on the northwest, 5.0 X 2.7 meters, may have been a staircase./141/ 

Little remains of whatever art phase IIb had. Only a few bits of the IIb mosaic are visible beneath the panels which replaced it; what is visible is geometric and multicolored. A few fragments of painted plaster were found in the foundation of phase IIb's mosaics, implying that IIa may have had painted walls./141/ Potsherds and coins found throughout IIa date the layer generally to the third century CE. Dothan estimates that the synagogue phase IIa dated from ca. 230-306 CE. There was a large earthquake in the Tiberias region in 306, and it is reasonable to assume that earthquake damage made remodelling necessary./142/ 

There was no gap in occupation between phases IIb and IIa. The building was not replaced, or even modified greatly. The major change was the entrance, which shifted to the northeast wall (figure 58). The lintels no longer survive, but pilasters which probably framed the new doors do remain. The former narthex was subdivided into three small rooms. The external "nook" where the old entrance had been was walled off to form a fourth room. The room which may have been a staircase in phase IIb was destroyed, probably to make room for the new entrance./143/ 

Inside the remodelled synagogue, we find the same plan. One of the rooms in the former narthex (figure 59) became an aediculum for the ark. The old columns were still in use, but their bases are buried by about 15 centimeters of fill and mortar which separate the old and new mosaic floors./144/ 

Almost all the IIa mosaics, more than 100 square meters, survive. The only damage is from the walls of the succeeding phase, I. The two easternmost aisles and the westernmost one are paved with geometric panels, somewhat like carpets. The nave contains the only figural mosaics (figure 58). Entering from the north, one first came to a panel of two lions on either side of an inscription, in Greek, listing donors./145/ Beyond the lions, is the zodiac panel, followed by a panel, 3.46 X 2.17 meters, of menorahs, a Torah ark, and other Jewish symbols next to the cubical for the aron./146/ The entrance inscriptions are interesting from several points of view. They contain the first epigraphic reference to the Jewish Patriarch./147/ They also allow one to deduce the general date of the synagogue. The inscription is in the form of one large square divided into nine small squares. Seven give the name of one donor, while the most important benefactor gets two squares. His inscription says: 

#n [ ] i n#g g #f# g#g ##g # n# en . # " # g . fn . 

Seu[ros] threpts ton lamprotaton patriarxon epoisen. Eulogia auti. Amen. 

Severos, disciple of the most illustrious patriarchs fulfilled "it. Blessing upon him. Amen."/148/

A second inscription in the eastern aisle also remembers Severos in nearly the same words, along with Iullus, another donor in the entrance inscription./149/ 

"Threptos," literally someone raised in the same family, probably means a member of the Patriarch's household here./150/ But it is the phrase "most illustrious Patriarchs" which is the key to dating the inscription, and by implication, the zodiac mosaic and phase IIb. "Lamprotatos," or "most illustrious," is not mere flattery, but an official title, the Greek equivalent of the Latin vir clarissimus. This is the official designation of the lowest of the three senatorial grades./151/ The Patriarchs were not members of the Roman senate, but the Theodosian Code, 16.8.17, issued 392 CE, tells us that the Jewish Patriarch held the legal status of a senator, or a Praetorian Prefect./152/ Probably this status dates to the time of Diocletian or Constantine. Giving legal standing to such titles and statuses was part of their reorganization of the Roman Empire. Since the office of Patriarch was abolished in 429 CE, the inscription can date no later than the early fifth century CE./153/ Dothan dates the synagogue to the late third or early fourth century CE./154/ In short, the Hammath-Tiberias synagogue and its mosaics dates to the same Early Byzantine period as our other synagogues and zodiac mosaics. 

Thematically, the zodiac panel closely resembles the others which we have seen, although it is in a strikingly different style. The panel is nearly square (3.3 X 3.26 meters). The square holds two concentric circles, 3.20 and 1.40 meters in diameter, respectively. The corners of the square contain female busts of the seasons, the space between the circles is divided into wedges for the signs, and the inner circle holds Sol Invictus driving his quadriga./155/ Both signs and seasons run clockwise, and, unlike the other zodiacs, the seasons are aligned with the correct signs. Both signs and seasons are labelled in Hebrew. Aquarius is spelled backwards: dly, yld instead of yld, dly. The seasons have appropriate attributes as well as labels./156/ A wall of the succeeding phase I synagogue runs through the center of the panel, destroying most of the horses and chariot, the signs Virgo and Cancer, and parts of Gemini and Scorpio./157/ 

The most striking aspect of the zodiac mosaic at Hammath-Tiberias is its Classical style, forming quite a contrast with the "Oriental" style of the other zodiacs./158/ The iconography is completely in line with the typical Greek portrayals, to the point of including nude, uncircumcised, male figures for Libra and Aquarius./159/ None of the other zodiac mosaics discussed had nude figures. Some scholars have thought that the nudity implies that the artists were non-Jews. The misspelling of Aquarius is cited as further evidence./160/ But one need not be a Gentile to be less than skilled in Hebrew. Moreover, whatever the ethnic origins of the artists, they worked for Jewish employers, and would not have made something their patrons could not tolerate. 

The image of Sol is particularly interesting. It closely resembles the classical iconography of the cosmocrator. He is shown dressed in Imperial garb, a scarlet paludamentum, with his right hand raised in benediction. His left hand holds a whip, and a globe with two circles crossing. This is probably the spherical universe, with the celestial equator and the ecliptic, symbolizing universal rule./161/ He looks right, and has both rays and a halo around his head. A crescent moon is shown beneath his right arm, and a seven-pointed star beneath his left./162/ Dothan believes that the iconography dates the mosaic to the late third or early fourth century CE. Certainly the era of Constantine saw a great deal of solar symbolism in art and imperial symbolism./163/ But without more objective archaeological data,/164/ artistic comparisons give only imprecise, subjective dates. For our purposes, the Early Byzantine date given by the entrance inscription is close enough. 

Level II was destroyed at some time in the fourth or fifth centuries CE. The exact date is not known, nor is the exact cause, although both earthquake and human rioting are plausible./165/ In any case, the site was abandoned for a considerable period, judging by the amount of silt separating levels II and I. Level I was also a synagogue, but built according to a completely different plan. Indeed, its walls destroyed part of the mosaics in level II. Synagogue I also went through two phases, and was in use until it was abandoned in the Abbassid period./167/ 

The synagogues discussed up to this point are the most certain examples of the zodiac. But there are a number of other works of art which are sometimes cited as examples of the zodiac from Jewish contexts. Some are more likely than others. We will discuss several of them here. 

SUSIYA

The works of art discussed up to this point are definitely zodiacs. But there is a group of similar works of art which some, but not all, scholars have thought were zodiacs. We will discuss them here in descending order of plausibility. The first example is in a synagogue at Khirbet Susiya, in Idumaea, near Hebron. The ruined village was surveyed by Conder and Kitchener in the nineteenth century. In 1969 S. Gutman did a trial excavation at the site for the Israeli Department of Antiquities. A full scale expedition, led jointly by S. Gutman, Z. Yeivin, and E. Netzer, excavated and restored the synagogue in 1971-72./167/ 

The synagogue was on a hillside on the west side of the village. It is in four parts: an atrium, a narthex and the prayer-hall, on a single east-west axis, and two small rooms on the beyond the south wall of the prayer-hall (figure 59). The atrium is 1.5 meters lower than the floor of the narthex and prayer-hall. A staircase of five steps connect them. Three portals lead from the narthex to the prayer-hall proper./168/ 

The prayer-hall has a broad-house plan, meaning that the long, rather than the short, walls were oriented to Jerusalem. The worshippers entered in the eastern short wall, then turned 90o left. The northern long wall faced Jerusalem, with two bemas and a niche. There were no internal columns, and benches lined three walls. The prayer-hall measured 9 X 15 meters, and was perhaps 8-9 meters high./169/ Four dedicatory inscriptions in mosaic are found in the atrium, the narthex, and the entrance of the prayer hall./170/ 

The synagogue was in use from the fifth to the eight or ninth centuries CE./171/ It had a complex history, with several remodellings. This is particularly noticeable in the mosaics, with relics of several phases remaining. The first mosaic was merely white tesserae, at least in the surviving portions./172/ The succeeding phase is the one that most interests us. It filled most of the floor with three panels, east to west. (A small panel of a Torah Ark and Jewish symbols is found in front of the eastern bema.)/173/ The western panel was subdivided into three scenes. Of these three, one is largely destroyed, and one shows Daniel in the lion's den. The last scene shows a hunt. The eastern panel, next to the entrance, has two large octagons, surrounded by smaller polygons which held birds, now destroyed./174/ The original center panel has since been replaced by a geometric pattern. But the edge of the original panel remains. It shows the edge of a wheel, a divider, and what appears to be a wing (figure 59)./175/ It is clearly quite similar to the zodiac panels which we have discussed earlier. It is not certain that the wheel was a zodiac; wheels of the months are known from non- Jewish contexts, notably at Beth Shan./176/ But since zodiac circles are reasonably common in synagogues, while circles of the months are otherwise unknown, it is certainly tempting, and probably reasonable, to list Susiya among the synagogue zodiacs./177/ Perhaps it should also be classed with Naaran as the target of iconoclasts. 

YAFIA

Another synagogue mosaic sometimes identified as a zodiac is at Yafia,/178/ a village in Galilee, about one mile southwest of Nazareth./179/ The village is an old one. It may be the IAPU of the Amarna Tablets and is probably the Yafia of Zebulon mentioned in Joshua 19:12./180/ It was Josephus' headquarters for a time while he commanded the Jewish forces in Galilee, and was destroyed by the Roman army as a result./181/ Later excavation has shown that Yafia was a sizeable Jewish settlement during the Byzantine period as well./182/ 

The synagogue of Yafia was first discovered in 1921, when Vincent published several sculptured fragments from the lintel./183/ After a mosaic floor was reported, the site was excavated by E. L. Sukenik and N. Avigad in July and August of 1951./184/ As at Susiya, the site is occupied by a modern village, and only a restricted area, within a garden, could be excavated./185/ 

The ancient synagogue was badly damaged by later building, but enough survives to tell us that the building was a basilica, with a double colonnade./186/ The nave was 6.9 meters wide, and was flanked by two aisles, each 2.9 meters, for a total width of 15 meters. Only one of the building's short ends survives, but the nave was at least 16.5 meters long, and perhaps as much as 19 meters. The long axis runs east-west, with the facade at the east end./187/ The synagogue was eventually destroyed by violence, but when or by what is unknown. Sukenik speculates that a Christian mob was responsible./188/ Certainly such behavior was not rare in the early Byzantine Empire but the theory lacks positive evidence. 

The floor of the synagogue was paved with an elaborate mosaic, now largely destroyed (figure 60)./189/ The mosaics were skillfully made, with tesserae in thirteen different colors, in a style which is neither particularly classical nor especially "Oriental." On the basis of this style the excavator dated the Yafia synagogue to the late third or early fourth centuries CE./190/ The figures which survive in the nave are the most interesting. There were a series of panels at the west end, only one of which survives. The surviving panel contains an eagle atop two volutes, forming a chalice-like object. Surimposed upon the "chalice" is a human head. While the head has been variously identified as Helios or Medusa,/191/ it lacks identifying attributes and could just as easily be one of the masks commonly found in Hellenistic art. 

Next to the eagle mosaic is the remains of a double circle inscribed on a square, superficially like the zodiac circles which we have discussed above. Indeed, when first discovered, this, too, was thought to be a zodiac./192/ The square is 4.2 meters on a side. The inner circle is 1.9 meters, the outer 3.8 meters, in diameter./193/ However, the space between the two concentric circles is not divided up into "pie slices," as in the other zodiac mosaics. Instead, the space is filled with smaller circles, each about 50 centimeter in diameter./194/ They might be compared to "ball bearings," rather than "pie slices." The corners of the square are filled with animals and plant designs. A tiger may be seen in the one intact corner. The triangles between the small circles hold dolphins./195/ The small circles between the two larger circles also held animals. Two circles survive, one largely intact. The nearly intact circle holds a bull, facing right. The circle to the right is largely destroyed, but the head and hoof of a horned animal remain./196/ More important, part of a label also remains. Three Hebrew letters and part of a fourth may be seen: , rym, -rim. These are almost certainly the end of the name, , 'prym, Ephraim, one of the twelve sons of Israel./197/ 

This gives the key to the whole panel. It is a circle, not of the zodiac, but of the twelve tribes, the first example of the motif discovered./198/ The horned animal of Ephraim is a wild ox, bos primigenius, and the nearly intact animal on its left is a domestic bull, symbol of Ephraim's brother, Manasseh./199/ In rabbinic tradition, each of the twelve patriarchs was identified with an animal, based on characterizations given in Genesis 49 and Deuteronomy 33. Numbers Rabbah 82 gives the symbols of all the tribes. Probably the intact mosaic held symbols of all twelve tribes./200/ It is possible that the circle of the tribes has a zodiacal aspect./201/ The twelve signs were certainly identified with the twelve tribes at some point. This is how zodiacs sometimes found in modern synagogues are interpreted./202/ Likewise, the biblical characterizations were used in interpreting horoscopes. But we do not know when signs and tribes were identified, or when the biblical attributes of the tribes were given to the signs./203/ At best, we can only say "not proven." 

EN GEDI

The mosaic zodiac inscription of En Gedi is not, strictly speaking, a picture of the zodiac. But it is closely enough related to the artistic motif that it cannot be ignored. 

En Gedi is a famous oasis in the Judaean desert. It was inhabited in every period since at least the Chalcolithic period. Eusebius' Onomasticon tells us that there was still a large Jewish settlement in the region in the early Byzantine Empire./204/ In 1966, farmers discovered an ancient synagogue northeast of the oasis. The site was excavated by D. Barag, Y. Porat, and E. Netzer for Hebrew University and the Israeli Department of Antiquities in three seasons, 1970-1972./205/ 

The synagogue had an irregular plan, but was roughly square, approximately 12 X 15 meters (figure 63)./206/ One entered via a narthex four meters wide along the western wall. It forms a corridor with two entrances, one at the north, one at the south end. The floor was paved with plain white tesserae. One corner held a sink for ritual ablution before entering the prayer-hall, the first such installation to be found. Three portals lead from the narthex into the prayer-hall proper./207/ Inside, there is a nave, facing northwest to Jerusalem, surrounded by a U-shaped aisle. Thus the worshipper had to make two 900 turns. The western aisle holds five mosaic inscriptions. "Bleachers" line the southern wall./208/ The center of the nave contains a mosaic of intersecting squares. The squares, in turn, are decorated with geometric and floral motifs and birds. A panel of three menorahs is north of the squares. Beyond is a panel for a bema, 2 X 4 meters. The north wall contains a niche for an ark./209/ 

Overall, excavators found three phases to the synagogue,/210/ although only the uppermost phase, containing the inscriptions, was fully uncovered. Fragments of a mosaic belonging to the first phase probably date to the third century CE./211/ 

Probably because of its isolated location, the site was unusually well preserved, with no evidence of looting. As a result, an unusual number of artifacts were found in situ./212/ In the niche, excavators found fragments of glass lamps, several whole ceramic lamps, traces of a wooden aediculum and curtain, and a charred lump which may be the remains of a Torah scroll. Nearby, they found a bronze menorah, a goblet-shaped container, also of bronze, and a hoard of several thousand bronze coins./213/ The coins provide the major dating information. They date to the reigns of the emperors Anastasius I, Justin I, and the early years of Justinian I. The excavators conclude that the synagogue was destroyed by fire, perhaps about 530 CE./214/ 

For our purposes, the most interesting find at En Gedi was the inscription in the western aisle (figure 62). It has no date formula, but probably dates to the latest phase of the synagogue./215/ It is one of the longest synagogue inscriptions known, and includes a unique list of the signs of the zodiac. Actually, it is five inscriptions together, 2 in Hebrew, 3 in Aramaic. (It may be significant that none are in Greek.)/216/ The 18 lines are short enough to quote in full: 

1. Adam, Seth, Enosh, Kenan, Mahalalel, Jared,| 
2. Enoch, Methuselah, Lamech, Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japhet,| 
3. Aries, Taurus, Gemini, Cancer, Leo, Virgo,| 
4. Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn, and Aquarius, Pisces.| 
5. Nisan, Iyar, Sivan, Tammuz, Av, Elul,| 
6. Tishrei, Marheshvan, Kislev, Tevet, Shevat| 
7. And Adar. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob. Peace.| 
8. Hananiah, Mishael, and `Azariah. Peace unto Israel.| 
9. May they be remembered for good: Yose and `Ezron "and Hizziqiyu the sons of Hilfi.| 
10. Anyone causing a controversy between a man and his friend, or whoever| 
11. slanders his friend before the Gentiles, or whoever steals| 
12. the property of his friend, or whoever reveals the secret of the town| 
13. to the Gentiles--He Whose eyes range through the whole earth| 
14. and Who sees hidden things, He will set his [sic] face on that| 
15. man and on his seed and will uproot him from under the heavens.| 
16. And all the people said: Amen and Amen Selah.| 
17. Rabbi Yose the son of Hilfi, Hiziqiyu [sic] the son of Hilfi, may they be remembered for good,| 
18. for they did a great deal in the name of the Merciful, Peace.|/217/

This inscription is rather a mystery and has attracted quite a bit of scholarly attention./218/ While images of the zodiac are fairly common, no other inscriptions of it are known./219/ Moreover, the list of the twelve signs is only part of a larger complex. The first two lines are a list of the first generations of humanity, taken from I Chronicles 1:1-4./220/ The signs are followed by a list of the twelve Jewish months, also rare in synagogue inscriptions. Then follow the first three Patriarchs, the word "Peace," Daniel's three companions in Babylon, and the phrase "Peace upon Israel."/221/ After these eight lines, a new segment begins, separated by a double line. The language changes, from Hebrew to Aramaic, and so does the subject matter./222/ Instead of lists, we find a dedication, a lengthy but obscure curse formula, and another dedication, this time for repairs./223/ 

The biggest mystery is, what do the different parts of the inscription have to do with each other?/224/ The midrash Pesikta Rabbati correlates signs and months./225/ Likewise, they are paired in piyyutim, or liturgical poems, such as those of Eleazer ha- Kallir in the sixth century CE./226/ The peculiar word order , gdy wdly dgym, "Capricorn, and Aquarius, Pisces," instead of "Capricorn, Aquarius and Pisces" is also sometimes found in piyyutim./227/ But that does not explain the connection; it merely pushes it back one step. What is the connection between the lists of the months and signs, on one hand, and the three other lists, each of persons, on the other? The zodiac is by no means as central in the En Gedi inscription as it is in, for example, the artistic program of Hammath-Tiberias./228/ Likewise, the connection between the Hebrew and Aramaic portions of the inscription is unexplained. Some scholars see a chronological progression, from fully accepted classical art at Hammath-Tiberias, in the fourth century, to iconoclasm at Naaran and a zodiac in words, without pictures, at En Gedi, in the sixth century./229/ But, in my opinion, the dates of the various synagogues are too imprecise for such a typology. 

No zodiacs are known from Diaspora synagogues, but one related example does occur in the Jewish catacombs along the Via Nomentana in Rome (figure 64). This is a panel of Jewish symbols similar to the one at Beth Alpha and elsewhere. It shows a Holy Ark as a pedimented cabinet. The doors are open, showing six scrolls inside. The Ark is flanked by the familiar menorahs, palm-branches, shofars, and so on. But above the ark we see the sun, a star, and the moon./230/ Is the whole composition a short-hand version of the zodiac and symbol panels so often found in Israeli synagogues? Probably it has a similar meaning. Rome had one of the largest Jewish communities in the empire, and probably it had close communications with the Holy Land. 

Another object sometimes cited as a Jewish zodiac is the relief which Sukenik excavated in a synagogue at Baram, near Lake Huleh, in 1928./231/ The relief is of a meander pattern with figures of animals and plants interspersed. Sukenik thought the relief was a zodiac, an earlier parallel to the Beth Alpha zodiac. Since he dated the Baram synagogue to the third century CE, this would be the oldest Jewish example known./232/ A number of other scholars, most notably E. R. Goodenough, agreed with him./233/ However, the relief is very battered, and the version one usually sees is heavily restored. The figures have been re-evaluated by Ruth Amiran and probably are not zodiacal./234/ 

Other proposed zodiacs include a circular chandelier, perhaps from Galilee,/235/ a vandalized relief of a menorah from Naveh in the ancient Batanea,/236/ and isolated pictures of capricorns or fish at sites such as er-Rafid and Dura-Europus./237/ These should be discounted, however. Not every picture of a fish is Pisces, nor do twelve lamps in a circle around a thirteenth necessarily represent the sun in the zodiac. 

THEORIES

After describing the synagogue zodiacs themselves, it is appropriate to describe the various attempts to explain them. There are many (some think too many) theories trying to do so. They do fall into several broad categories, and rather than discuss every minute variation, we will here discuss the most important examples. 

One of the most widely accepted theories is that the synagogue zodiacs represent the Jewish calendar. This explanation was invented and most ably presented by the distinguished Israeli scholar, Michael Avi-Yonah, and it is his version which we will discuss here./238/ 

Avi-Yonah thought that the rabbis did not object to images per se because paganism was in "utter decay" in the Byzantine period. Likewise, the rabbinic remark "There is no star for Israel" ruled out any explicit connection between the zodiac mosaics and the practice of astrology, whether "scientific" or "religious."/239/ Instead, he proposes that the zodiac was paired with inscriptions of the twenty- four priestly courses to represent the Jewish calendar. 

Judaean priests had long been divided into 24 groups, each serving in the Temple for one week two times a year./240/ When the Temple was finally destroyed and the Jews expelled from Judaea after the Second Revolt, members of the various courses settled in towns in Galilee./241/ Inscriptions listing each course and its town were sometimes placed in synagogues, and have been found both in Israel and abroad./242/ Congregations prayed weekly that the Temple and the appropriate course might be restored, a hope not completely dashed until after the time of the emperor Julian./243/ 

Avi-Yonah and his disciples believe that the inscriptions of the courses and the mosaics of the zodiac functioned together as a more convenient method of calculating when to celebrate the feast than the official Jewish calendar. Nearly all Jewish festivals take place at the full or new moon, which must be seen before the celebration can begin./244/ As we have seen in earlier chapters, it was not at all easy to calculate in advance when a new moon or a full moon will come. It would have been much easier to count days and weeks than to struggle with mathematical formulas in Hebrew numerals./245/ Modern day Orthodox Jews use the weekly lectionary cycle in this way. (Cf. the column "Torah Today" in the Jerusalem Post.) But in antiquity Jews used several competing lectionary cycles./256/ To use the list of courses would have been more convenient. The Qumran sect used the courses in just this way, although they modified the list to fit with their idiosyncratic version of the calendar./247/ According to Avi-Yonah's theory, the list of courses designated the weeks, while the signs of the zodiac represented the months in the Jewish calendar. "Each sign of the zodiac represents one of the twelve months of the year; the list of priestly courses divides the year into weeks; together they form a complete set of chronological indications."/248/ They reminded worshippers that the cycle of the seasons was mirrored in the liturgical year of the Temple and the synagogue./249/ This may be seen in the liturgical poetry or piyyutim composed to supplement the liturgy./250/ Eleazer ha- Kallir's poem, "Remember how we are humbled," correlates course, town, sign and month in each stanza./251/ 

Avi-Yonah's theory is certainly an elegant one, at once explaining the zodiacs and the inscriptions of the courses. But one may make several objections. The strongest is that zodiac results in a solar calendar, while the Jewish calendar is lunar. Zodiacal calendars existed in the ancient world. Ptolemy refers to a "Dionysiac" calendar which had its New Year on summer solstice, when the sun entered Libra./252/ Likewise, parapegmata, such as Geminus', used the signs as months./253/ But they never replaced to official calendars of the Greco-Roman world, and there is no other evidence that they were used by Jews, either. It is true that the midrash Pesikta Rabbati, in chapters 20 and 53,/254/ equates the Jewish months with the signs of the zodiac. But Pesikta Rabbati, in chapter 15, also emphasizes very strongly that Jews use a lunar calendar. ". . . God's intention from the beginning having been that the nations of the earth reckon by the sun, and Israel by the moon. . . ."/255/ Moreover, the phases of Israelite history are prefigured by the phases of the moon. Just as the moon waxes and wanes over thirty days, so Israel grew more powerful, then less so over thirty generations. At the end of the cycle Israel will grow powerful again, just as the moon waxes again./256/ 

Because lunar months shift relative to the sun, a month in the Jewish calendar can never be identical with a zodiacal sign. But since the intercalation system adds one extra month roughly every third year, the Jewish months are in a rough correspondence with the signs. Nisan is always in the spring, near the vernal equinox, when the sun enters Aries. But 1 Nisan is not the first degree of Aries each year, as 21 March is. This explains Pesikta Rabbati's equation of the months with the signs. 

If the signs of the zodiac at Beth Alpha are identical with the months, why not simply put in the names and pictures of the months? Circles of the months are common in mosaic art, as we have seen. Some of them, such as the one found at Antioch portray lunar months./257/ The seasons at Beth Alpha and elsewhere are named for the proper Jewish months. The best conclusion is that the zodiacs do not equal the Jewish calendar. 

Another theory is that the zodiacs, and art in the synagogue generally, were without any particular meaning. E. E. Urbach is perhaps the leading proponent of this point of view, partly in reaction to the views of E. R. Goodenough./258/ Urbach notes that there was a change in attitude toward images after the Second Temple period. Earlier, Jews had been rather hostile to images because they were equated with the worship of foreign deities./259/ After the failure of the First and Second Revolts, Jews lived in different circumstances. A Jewish state no longer existed and Jews generally lived in closer contact with non-Jews than before./260/ This meant that they came into close contact with pagan images, as well, as they bought and sold artifacts or rented farmland./261/ Jewish religious leaders knew that their own people felt little temptation to pray to statues. The rabbis did not usually share the opinion of the early Christians that demons lived in idols./262/ They next made a distinction between possession of an image and idolatry. In general, "That which is treated as a god is forbidden, but that which is not treated as a god is permitted."/263/ Too, the rabbis believed that few of the images one met in any Greek or Roman city were genuine objects of worship./264/ To be certain that an image was not worshipped, one might "annul" it by damaging it in some way, or persuading a non-Jew to do so./265/ Thus, a Jew could make a lamp with a mythological image for sale to a Gentile clientele without feeling a traitor. The Babylonian Talmud even mentions Jews making cultic images for Gentiles to worship. This was a dubious case, but at least some intellectuals thought it was tolerable if the craftsman did not pray to the statue himself. Likewise, if a Jew did not worship an image, he could use it for decorative purposes without a qualm./266/ This explains zodiacs along with the other Jewish art of the era. They were not worshipped, and thus were mere ornaments, not idols. The rabbinic catacombs at Beth Shearim are a prime example. Inscriptions there call the buried rabbis "Holy Ones," a title applied in rabbinic literature to sages who scrupulously avoided idolatry, such as Nahum bar Simai. The implication is that the many carvings at Beth Shearim, where pious Jews came to be buried from around the world, did not damage anyone's reputation for holiness./267/ 

The major problem with Urbach's theory is that the zodiacs are major works of art, in prominent places in the synagogues. They are not graffitti scratched out during dull sermons. Likewise, there was very little art in the ancient world which had no meaning. It strains belief too far to say that a panel of menoroth and other Jewish symbols is meaningful, while a panel of the zodiac standing beside it, and equal in size, is meaningless. It is surely more reasonable to postulate a Jewish interpretation of the zodiac. 

The third group of theories may be called astrological or, more broadly, cosmological. They usually explain the synagogue zodiacs as representing God and the universe in some way. At the same time, they usually discount any connection with "scientific" astrology./268/ The most famous example is the theory of E. R. Goodenough./269/ Goodenough's explanation of the synagogue zodiacs is distinctive because it is only a part of a comprehensive explanation of synagogue art generally. Goodenough believed that many Jews during the Greco- roman period saw Judaism as a mystery religion. By this he did not mean a cultus such as the mysteries of Isis or of Demeter at Eleusis. Instead, many Jews interpreted their ancestral cult in light of Platonic philosophy in the much same way that pagans such as Plutarch did with Isis./270/ His major source for this Judaic mystery religion was the writings of Philo of Alexandria, but Goodenough believed that Philo was merely the best known representative of a wide-spread point of view./271/ 

. . . the mystic Jew saw the supreme revelation of saving truth "in his Torah, when properly understood by allegory, and for that "because he had unique access to and revelation of the immaterial "world, he had it also in the sense that he and he alone, had the "divine [orgia], the right celebration of which meant coming "into the fellowship and joy of God Himself. However we may now "want to these the term, the mystic Jew himself gloried in the "fact that his was not only a "real" mystery, but the only "real "one./272/

In simpler terms, Philo and others believed that what Isis promised, YHWH delivered./273/ 

This attitude extended to art, as well. The symbolism found in the synagogues came from an artistic lingua franca, used throughout the hellenized world. Jewish artists borrowed the symbols because they said things which seemed to fit with Jewish religion./274/ Thus, a cupid reminded people of salvation through God's love, while ". . . the dove . . . represented Israel the beloved of God, or the individual Israelite."/275/ The rabbis might be hostile to Jews using art, but the rabbinic movement had little power over ordinary Jews, Goodenough thought, until the early Middle Ages. The average Jew in the Roman Empire was Hellenized, and separated from the rabbis by an ideological Grand Canyon./276/ 

Goodenough's understanding of the synagogue zodiacs follows from his beliefs about Jewish mysticism and Jewish art generally. First, he discounted any connection with "scientific" or magical astrology. The fact that the seasons were not correlated with the correct signs showed that the congregations either did not know, or did not care, about the details of astrology./277/ Those who did practice astrology kept it in a separate mental compartment from their religion./278/ The astrological references in Kallir's piyyutim did not disprove this, because Goodenough dated them to the Middle Ages, and, anyway, they are mystical too./279/ The overall meaning was more important. The zodiac meant the same thing at Beth Alpha as it did in Palmyra. It told the viewers that God ruled the world and it also held out hope of immortality. 

". . . the [mystical] experience could be depicted in terms of "the zodiac, the planets, the cosmos, with which man unites "himself as he becomes the macrocosmus [sic], or as he is carried "by the solar eagle to the top of the universe, if not outside it "altogether to that Sun and Ideal World of which the material sun "and universe are only imperfect copies."/280/

One distinctive part of Goodenough's explanation of the zodiac is that he believed that the motif the Seasons, when found in Jewish art, were a shortened version of the zodiac. Likewise, domed rooms in the Jewish catacombs of Rome were symbolic of the heavens, and thus of astral immortality. In this way he found allusions to Jewish astral mysticism in the western parts of the Roman Empire, where no one else had seen them./281/ 

Goodenough's Jewish Symbols in the Greco-Roman Period has been the subject of high praise and great criticism, often from the same people./282/ The book is a monumental collection of evidence,/283/ useful to anyone interested in the period. But almost no one else believes in the Jewish mystery religion which supposedly sponsored the art. 

"His pandemic sacramental paganism was a fantasy; so was the "interpretation of pagan symbols based on it, and so was the "empire-wide antirabbinic, mystical Judaism, based on the "interpretation of these symbols."/284/

One scholar compares Goodenough's work to that of Columbus. Like Columbus, Goodenough failed to reach his goal, but in the process, he opened up a new world to the rest of us./285/ 

Goodenough's Judaic mystery religion almost certainly did not exist. But this does not wholly destroy his interpretation of the synagogue zodiacs. Jews could still borrow symbols and re-interpret them, and this is probably what happened with the sun and the zodiac. The imagery of astrology does speak of God taking care of the universe via the planets. Goodenough's problem, in my opinion, is that he often goes too far. Philo certainly used the rhetoric of contemporary philosophy and mysticism, but it is not possible to know how many other Jews did the same./286/ Also, it is quite unlikely that the personified seasons when found alone are a short hand version of the seasons-zodiac-sun motif found at Beth Alpha and elsewhere. Without some type of explicit astral symbolism, the seasons are just the seasons. 

CONCLUSIONS

My own explanation of the synagogue zodiacs is also astrological. It is that the zodiacs symbolize God, His care for His universe, and especially for His people, the Jews. 

Astrology began as an aspect of Mesopotamian religion. The planets manifested the great gods in the same way that everything else in the universe did. Likewise, the gods signaled their plans for humanity via the planets, just as anything out of the ordinary might be a message from the gods. Looking into the sky for guidance was especially popular in the Assyrian Empire. When mathematical astronomy developed and it was possible to predict the planets' motions against the backdrop of the stars, this, too, was used to divine the gods' will. "Scientific" astrology was the result. But the religious assumptions were still present. The motion of a planet might signal a god's intentions, but the appropriate ritual might still be used to change his mind. What we call natural laws, a Mesopotamian might call divine habits. 

Astrology, in both "scientific" and religious aspects, spread. The idea that the planets were divine was well-known in Bronze Age and Iron Age Syria and Palestine. Mesopotamian systems of interpretation were known as well. The Greeks, too, learned of Mesopotamian astrology and, especially in the centuries after Alexander, modified it heavily. A new and even more elaborate system of interpretation, based on Hellenistic science, was developed. Hellenistic astrology, in turn, spread throughout the known world. Other societies adopted it and reinterpreted it to fit their own needs and beliefs. The basic principles and the rules of interpretation became common knowledge through the hellenized world. 

Hellenistic astrology kept both "scientific" and religious or magical aspects. In geographical Syria, in particular, astrological symbolism was used to praise the gods. The most expensive temples and the cheapest ex votos alike emphasized that the rules of astrology were the same thing as the powers of the gods. The supreme god, especially, was portrayed as the master of the planets and astrology, making the events of the universe and the life of the individual take place via the "laws" of astrology. 

Ancient Jews were part of the larger society, although with some distinctive customs, notably the worship of a single god, YHWH, and a disdain for the use of religious images. During the Hellenistic period, Jews adopted the practice of astrology enthusiastically, but they gave the principles of astrology their own Judaic interpretation. Thus, the planets were still imagined as personal beings, who might answer requests. But the beings were seen as subordinates of the single God, angels of YHWH, not independent deities. The power of astrology came from YHWH, and was administered by the angels. In the same way, Jews adopted the use of astrological art for religious symbolism. But, as with astrological practice, the art was given a distinctive Judaic interpretation. Thus, it was not possible to portray YHWH directly in a synagogue. But it was possible to portray Him indirectly, by portraying His satraps, the planets. In the examples which survive, Sol Invictus in the center of the zodiac represents the whole planetary system, pars pro toto. The seasons may indeed be a reference to the Jewish calendar. At the same time, they may have reminded worshippers that 

""I will never curse the ground again because of man . . . "neither will I ever again destroy the every living creature . . ". . While the earth remains, seedtime and harvest, cold and "heat, and summer and winter, shall not cease (Genesis 2: "21-22).

The entire composition not only praised God's power, but also reminded worshippers of God's love and care for Israel. It is no accident that the zodiac is coupled, at Beth Alpha, with the sacrifice of Isaac or, at Naaran, with Daniel in the lion's den. These two panels reminded viewers of how God rescued Isaac and Daniel when they needed Him. Moreover, all the zodiacs are found in connection with panels of symbols from Jewish cult. Just as God is faithful to care for the universe, including the Jews, so the pious Jew will be faithful to worship the Almighty God, who so often, in the Bible, declares His love for Israel. 

The virtues of this theory are that it explains the zodiac mosaics by taking astrology and its role in Jewish society seriously. We do not require Jews to be either totally isolated from the rest of the human race, or apostates from Jewish tradition. Jews used the same horoscopes, spells, and symbols as their neighbors, but they used them in a Judaic way for Judaic purposes. Like their modern descendants, they were both part of the larger surrounding society, and at the same time faithful to the Israelite tradition. 
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