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PTOLEMY'S ROYAL CANON AND BABYLONIAN CHRONOLOGY 101

2. A Brief History of the Royal Canon

A. Babylon (Eighth Century BCE to First
Century CE)

The historv of the Canon begins, together with
that of astronomy, in Babylon sometime in the
early first millennium BCE. The Canon was de-
signed for astronomical purposes. Its history is
therefore intertwined with that of astronomy.
Neugebauer (1975, 1:2) distinguishes three peri-
ods in the latter: (1) the prehistory until about
700 BCE, “when (probably) Mesopotamian as-
tronomy begins”; (2) the ancient and medieval
period to the mid seventeenth century CE; and
{3) modern astronomv beginning with Newton.
The Canon squarely belongs in period (2). Its his-
torv is about twenty-three centuries long, from
the first Babylonian astronomical observations in
the eighth century BCE for the dating of which it
was designed to the end of the reign of the last
ruler whose name was added to it in the fifteenth
century CE in Byzantine manuscripts, From 1602
onward, the Canon became the object of anti-
quarian and historical pursuits (see 2.F).

The sources suggest a marked increase in in-
tellectual activity in Babylonia, including astro-
nomical observations, from about the reign of
Nabonassar in the eighth century BCE onward.!!

10, In Greek dictionaries, [ have found the word only in
Demetrakos (1949-33). It is characterized as “medieval” and
one source, dating to ca. 1300 CE, is cited.

11. For surveys of the sources, see Neugebauer (1975,
1:351-33} and Aaboe {1991). Cuneiform observational records
have been found at Babylon and Uruk, and there is so far no

First, later historiographers describe Nabonassar’s
reign as a new beginning.!? Second, none of the
absolutely dated cuneiform astronomical texts that
have come to light so far are earlier than BM
32812, writlen in 652 BCE, which is the earliest
fragment of the so-called Diaries (Sachs 1974, 44,
48, Figure 3).!* Third, the cuneiform Babylonian
Chronicle also begins with the reign of Nabonas-
sar.'* And fourth, eclipse reports preserved on
later tablets go back to the second half of the
eighth century BCE (Sachs and Hunger 1988-89,
1:12, with note 4).

All this is not evidence, however, that there
ever existed a historical Fra of Nabonassar in
Mesopotamia, with years counted according to
the Babylonian calendar with its years of twelve
or thirteen lunar months.!> The Era is in all like-
lihood a product of Hellenistic times, for use by
astronomers only, and perhaps dates to about the
second century BCE.

Astronomers did not date their observations
for the benefit of historians. This fact does not
diminish, however, the benefits that historians can
draw from astronomical datings and tools like
the Canon. On the other hand, it also follows that

reason to suspect that there were other centers, except perhaps
Sippar. A sophisticated astronomicai theory came about later,
probabiy in the fifth or fourth century BCE. It is preserved in
tablets dating from about 300 BCE to nearly the end of the
cuneiform tradition around 50 CE.

12. For a survey of the sources, see Hallo (1988}

13. The Venus tablets of Ammisaduqa are about a millen-
nium: older, but their absolute date is not certains on these tab-
lets, see Reiner and Pingree {1975). On the relation between
the astronomical diaries and the chronicles, with a discussion
of BM 32312, see Brinkman (1990, 95-97).

14 On Assyrian and Babylonian Chronicles, see Grayson
{1975). On the Babylonian Chronicie, see now also Brinkman
(1990). On sts beginning, see Brinkman (1990, 97, note 137 and
83-84, note 60). It cannot be confirmed that the Chronicle be-
gan with Year 1 of Nabonassar, But this need not have been
the case. When the Fra of Nabonassar was constructed in Hel-
lenistic times to encompass a historical tradition that began
sometime in Nabonassar's reign, it must have seemed only
natural to begin the Era with the beginning of his reign.

15. “The Era of Nabonassar does not result from a political
decision or a reorganization of the calendar, but reflects the
fact that Nabonassar's reign was the beginning of more care-
ful observation of the movement of planets and stars” (Kugler
1507-24, 2:368).
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students of ancient astronomy need not be con-
cerned with the historical implications of such
datings. Here, the paths of the historian and the
astronomer part, and Neugehauer could justifi-
ably state in his history of ancient astronomv,
“the chronological tables and their ancestors in
ancient oriental king lists contain many difficult
historical problems but are fortunately of no con-
cern to us here” (1975, 2:1025).
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