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Introduction

Among the many celestial events observed in Ancient Mesopotamia, eclipses, par-
ticularly eclipses of the moon, were considered to be among the most astrologically
significant. More than eight of the seventy or so tablets of the great astronomical omen
seriesEnūma Anu Enlil are devoted to their interpretation,1 and a number of rituals
to be performed during an eclipse are known from the Neo-Assyrian, Achaemenid and
Hellenistic periods.2 It is perhaps not surprising, therefore, that attempts were made to
predict eclipses. Indeed it may have been the time that was needed to prepare for the
eclipse rituals which provided one of the earliest motivations for eclipse prediction in
Mesopotamia, although this is not to suggest that by predicting an eclipse in advance its
ominous meaning would be changed.3

Our earliest contemporary records of eclipse observations from Mesopotamia come
from the first half of the seventh century BC, although records stretching back to the
middle of the eighth century are preserved in later compilations. These accounts are
given in the various Letters and Reports sent by Assyrian and Babylonian scholars to the
Assyrian court. It is evident from these accounts that primitive attempts were being made
to predict the eclipses before they were observed. In Babylon, by at least the middle of
the seventh century BC, and we have good reason to believe stretching back to as early as

1 Those tablets ofEnūma Anu Enlil concerned with lunar eclipses have been edited by
F. Rochberg-Halton,Aspects of Babylonian Celestial Divination: The Lunar Eclipse Tablets of
Enūma Anu Enlil, Archiv für Orientforschung Beiheft 22 (Horn, 1988).

2 The Substitute King Ritual is discussed by S. Parpola,Letters from Assyrian Scholars to
the Kings Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal, Part II: Commentary and Appendices, Alter Orient
und Altes Testament 5/2 (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1983), xxii–xxxii, and J. Bottéro, Mesopotamia:
Writing, Reasoning, and the Gods(University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1992), 138–155. For
examples of texts describing rituals involving the playing of a kettledrum, see P.-A. Beaulieu and
J. P. Britton, “Rituals for an Eclipse Possibility in the 8th Year of Cyrus,”Journal of Cuneiform
Studies46 (1994), 73–86, and D. Brown and M. Linssen, “BM 134761 = 1965-10-14, 1 and the
Hellenistic Period Eclipse Ritual from Uruk,”Revue d’Assyriologique et d’Archéologie Orientale
(forthcoming).

3 By contrast, in China if an event was predicted before it occurred then its significance as
an omen was reduced. See N. Sivin, “Cosmos and Computation in Early Chinese Mathematical
Astronomy,”T’oung Pao55 (1969), 1–73.
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Table 3. Dates of eclipse predictions given by the Early Saros Scheme and the Saros Canon
Scheme over an eighteen year period. Underlined dates relate to preserved records. Two recorded
eclipses (−422 Aug 19 and−408 Nov 11) predicted by the old scheme are not considered eclipse
possibilities in the Saros Canon Scheme

Early Scheme Saros Canon Scheme
−422 Aug 19(5 months) −422 Jul 20
−421 Feb 13 −421 Feb 13(5 months)
−421 Aug 8 −421 Aug 8
−420 Feb 2 −420 Feb 2
−420 Jul 28 −420 Jul 28
−419 Jan 21 −419 Jan 21
−419 Jul 17 −419 Jul 17
−418 Jan 10 −418 Jan 10
−418 Jun 8 (5 months) −418 Jun 8 (5 months)
−418 Dec 1 −418 Dec 1
−417 May 28 −417 May 28
−417 Nov 21 −417 Nov 21
−416 May 16 −416 May 16
−416 Nov 9 −416 Nov 9
−415 May 5 −415 May 5
−415 Sep 20 (5 months) −415 Oct 30
−414 Mar 26 −414 Mar 26(5 months)
−414 Sep 19 −414 Sep 19
−413 Mar 16 −413 Mar 16
−413 Sep 8 −413 Sep 8
−412 Mar 4 −412 Mar 4
−412 Aug 28 −412 Aug 28
−411 Feb 22 −411 Feb 22
−411 Jul 19 (5 months) −411 Aug 17
−410 Jan 12 −410 Jan 12 (5 months)
−410 Jul 8 −410 Jul 8
−409 Jan 1 −409 Jan 1
−409 Jun 28 −409 Jun 28
−409 Dec 22 −409 Dec 22
−408 Jun 16 −408 Jun 16
−408 Nov 11(5 months) −408 Dec 10
−407 May 7 −407 May 7(5 months)
−407 Oct 31 −407 Oct 31
−406 Apr 26 −406 Apr 26
−406 Oct 21 −406 Oct 21
−405 Apr 15 −405 Apr 15
−405 Oct 10 −405 Oct 10
−404 Apr 4 −404 Apr 4

prediction for−567 July 4 is preserved on the Diary fragment VAT 4946. There had
been no visible eclipse in this Saros series before this date. Another example is found
in the Diary LBAT 166. Here, an eclipse is predicted for−382 June 29, some 6 cycles
after the previously visible eclipse in its Saros series. Furthermore, this eclipse is at an
interval of 23 months from the last visible eclipse, and so it is hard to see how it could




